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	to my teenage self.       

	to the ones still trying to find the real fix. 

	
First Contact

	Monday, September 14th

	 

	My sister told me I should start a diary. Because apparently therapy’s too expensive. She said it might help me vent. Reflect. “Process things,” whatever that means. I thought it was kind of bullshit, but... I trust her.

	And today was a complete disaster, so I decided to stop postponing this and just bite the bullet.

	 

	So let’s start this:

	 

	The phone's alarm dug deep into my head. I groaned, slapped around for my phone until the noise finally died. My hand fell back onto the mattress with a dull thud. It was only the second week of junior year, and I was already sick of it.

	I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling, the early morning light bleeding in through the blinds. All I wanted was to crawl back under the covers and disappear for a few months. Hibernate, you know. Just until I felt a little better. Just until everything stopped feeling so... heavy. But part of me felt like that day might never come.

	Dramatic? Probably. I like to throw the occasional pity party.

	Sunday's fight with Mom still echoed in my head. You know when you slam your room's door mid-fight with your parents? That instant regret when you realize you've just committed the worst crime possible? Yeah...

	I knew that instant she was coming for me. I swear to God, if Godzilla had stormed through my door like that, instead of Mom, I would've greeted it with open arms.

	Unfortunately, though, it was Mom.

	And then the shouting started. And I was just so goddamn tired of being reminded that I was a screw-up.

	Anyway, today was the kind of day that started bad and just kept going. I was late to school. Forgot to do my homework. My locker jammed. The vending machine ate my money, and I couldn't even kick it because last time I got sent to the principal's office for that. Every little thing felt personal, like the universe was poking at me just to see when I’d snap.

	By the time we hit last period, I was completely tapped out. The teacher was droning, the lights were buzzing overhead, and my patience was melting like cheap plastic in the sun.

	When the bell rang, it was almost a relief. Almost.

	As soon as I stepped into the hallway, I heard shouting. Loud, sharp, angry. Instinct kicked in, and before I could think, I was moving. Rounding the corner fast.

	That was when I saw him.

	Benson. Six-foot-two and built like a linebacker. He had some kid—smaller, thinner, clearly terrified—pinned up against the lockers.

	“Look at what you did, you piece of shit!” Benson roared.

	Something inside me snapped.

	I didn’t even hesitate. I grabbed the guy by his backpack and yanked him behind me, planting myself between him and Benson. My heart was thudding, but I didn’t flinch.

	And I knew what was going to happen. But did I care? Nope.

	The kid wouldn’t have stood a chance, you know... But then again, neither would I. I was used to this, though. And honestly? I’d been itching for a fight all day. Masochist? Maybe.

	“What the fuck, Bennett?” Benson barked. “Get outta the way! This has nothing to do with you!”

	“Leave him alone, and I’ll walk away.”

	I'm not this courageous hero, or whatever. I don't go around volunteering to fight other people's fights. At all.

	But yesterday... I just wanted to feel something.

	Benson sneered. “Ohhh, I get it. Found yourself a new boyfriend?”

	Maybe it was the way he smirked when he said it. Maybe it was just everything else piling up. Either way, I swung.

	My fist connected with his jaw, and pain exploded up through my knuckles. I probably hurt myself more than I hurt him, but I didn’t care. It was worth it just to see the surprise on his face. 

	Then his face twisted, and retribution came fast. 

	He slammed his fist into my nose with the full force of someone who’d done this before. The impact sent me sprawling. The tile floor slammed into my back, knocking the air from my lungs.

	Before I could move, he was on top of me, fist raised again. I braced for it, eyes squeezed shut.

	But it didn’t come

	“That's enough, Benson! Let him go!”

	I cracked one eye open. Tears blurred my vision a bit. God, I hated being hit in the nose. It made my eyes tear up instantly.

	Jamie and Ryan had him by the arms, dragging him off me. Benson was still thrashing, veins bulging in his neck like he might break free any second.

	“I’m gonna fucking kill you!” he spat.

	I pushed myself up, wiping blood from my upper lip on my sleeve. Ryan crouched beside me.

	“You okay, man?”

	I glared at him. That polished, social media-perfect smile. Like he was already imagining the retell. How if it wasn’t for him, Benson would’ve beaten me into a pulp. When in reality, I knew it was Jamie who stepped up. It was always him.

	Ryan was just the kind of guy who only showed up when there was an audience. A professional backstabber.

	I slapped his hand away hard enough that it stung my palm, fighting the urge to spit on his face.

	“Fuck you, asshole. Go play hero somewhere else.”

	He recoiled, but not enough to look actually offended.

	“Whatever, man. Just trying to help.”

	He walked off like nothing had happened, sliding right back into place beside Benson and Jamie, like it had all been some lunch break drama they’d forget by next week.

	Then someone new stepped into my periphery.

	“Jesus, are you okay?! You're bleeding.”

	I glanced to my right. It was the kid Benson had been targeting. Blond, wide-eyed like a deer that didn’t know whether to bolt or stay frozen. He was gripping the strap of his backpack like a lifeline.

	“Yeah,” I muttered, forcing myself upright. “Don’t worry about me. You should get to class.”

	He hesitated. “Well, I’m not going now and leave you like this. And you seriously need to go to the nurse’s office.”

	“And get suspended? No thanks.” I looked him over. “Listen, if you’re skipping, fine. But let’s get out of here first.”

	He nodded once, still watching me like I might keel over at any second. His movements were quick and uncertain, like he wasn’t sure if he should talk or shut up.

	Not gonna lie, I was intrigued. The way he hovered, like he was one strong gust away from running or catching me. I also found it a bit amusing, to be honest.

	We headed toward the back of the school, past the empty sports field, and out to the bleachers. My nose was still bleeding. Not as bad now, but enough that it kept dripping down the back of my throat if I leaned too far.

	My T-shirt had some blood blotches on it, and my hoodie’s sleeve had a bloody skid mark where I had wiped my nose. I looked like hell, but I couldn’t tell if I felt embarrassed or just numb. What a mess...

	“You have to sit down,” he blurted, his voice pitched a little too high. “You might pass out or something.”

	I glanced sideways at him, eyebrows raised, fighting the urge to smile. “Are you always this dramatic? Who even are you?”

	He blinked like I had just slapped him. “Oh. Right. Sorry. I’m Chris. Christopher Higgs.”

	I paused, nodded once. “Troy Bennett. I hadn’t seen you around before. You new?”

	“Yeah,” he said, tugging at the strap of his backpack again. “My dad and I moved here a couple of months ago. My cousin’s a senior here, actually.”

	I just nodded. Too tired to say anything else.

	We reached the bleachers, and I dropped down onto the lowest bench, legs folding under me like a puppet cut from its strings. The metal was warm from the sun, but I barely felt it. My body was still running on adrenaline and embarrassment.

	“Is... is this a normal school day here?”

	I snorted. “Course not. Only every other week.”

	He laughed. Might’ve just been because of the wet and awful sound I made thanks to blood still clogging my nose, but it didn’t feel mocking. It actually made me relax a little, and I grinned despite myself. The tension in my chest loosened just a little.

	He finally flopped down beside me, still slightly out of breath from trying to keep up.

	“Lean your head forward and pinch your nose,” he said, settling a little awkwardly on the bench.

	I gave him a look. “What are you, a doctor or something?”

	“I just used to get a lot of nosebleeds when I was a kid. And my dad’s a doctor, actually. “

	He smiled, a little awkward, a little shy. And for some reason, it hit harder than it should have.

	He wasn’t conventionally hot. His features were soft, but not delicate. He seemed kind, but not naive. His blond hair had fallen a little into his eyes, messy in a way that looked accidental but worked anyway. And his glasses slid down his nose every few seconds. And the way he looked at me, like I was more than a bloody mess on a bench, that had caught me off guard.

	I’m such a sucker for guys like that. Quiet. Blond. Nervous. Kind.

	I shook the thought out of my head and did what he said, pressing the bridge of my nose between two fingers. The sting felt almost cleansing.

	Chris shifted beside me, unsure. “I think I’m gonna head home. You coming too?”

	“Can’t,” I said, voice muffled through pinched nostrils. “If my mom sees me show up with bloody clothes like this, she’ll kill me.”

	I dug into my back pocket and pulled out a crumpled pack of cigarettes. The cardboard was soft from being sat on. I shook one loose and held it up. “Want one?”

	He wrinkled his nose. “No, thanks. You really shouldn’t be smoking. Especially not with a busted nose.”

	“Yeah, well, that’s exactly why I need it.”

	The first drag hit like a warm blanket. Hot at the back of my throat, grounding in a way nothing else was. He wouldn’t get it. And hopefully he never would.

	There was a pause. Then he said, almost shyly, “You can... I mean, if you want, you can come over. Clean yourself up. I can lend you some clothes.” 

	I raised a brow. “Do you always invite total strangers over the minute you meet them?”

	“Hey,” he said, holding up a hand. “It’s the least I can do. You kinda saved me.”

	I flicked ash off the edge of the bleacher. “Alright. Let’s go then.”

	“What about you?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Sorry, I was so focused on everything else, I forgot to ask if you were okay. Did Benson hurt you?”

	“Not really, no. More than anything, I just felt a bit of dignity leaving my body.”

	“I understand. It would be the same for me if I hadn't lost all of it already.”

	We walked mostly in silence, but it wasn’t awkward, more like a thoughtful quiet, the kind that settled in when there was too much to say and not enough energy to say it. The sun hit me straight in the face, making the now-dry blood under my nose itch like hell.

	Looking back, we must have been confusing to anyone we passed. A boy, all composed, ironed clothes, relatively tamed hair. The epitome of someone who had everything sorted out.

	And then there I was, blood everywhere. My hair was sticking out in weird places. Like I had just come out of a washing machine. Like I’d been tumbling inside it for two hours at maximum speed, no water.

	 

	***

	 

	Chris’s house looked pristine. It clearly must have been renovated when they moved.

	He fumbled with his keys at the door, muttering something under his breath when they caught, and we headed upstairs. His room smelled faintly like laundry detergent and vanilla. Weirdly specific, weirdly comforting. The walls were mostly empty. It was clear he hadn’t been living there for long. His bed was made with precision, corners tucked military-style. Who made their bed before school? This guy was clearly unhinged. Unless it was his mom or a cleaning lady. There was a single Coke can on the desk, the only hint of chaos. And he had a picture of his mom on a shelf next to some books about astronomy. I thought it was a bit weird, but hey, who was I to judge?

	I glanced around and immediately felt a pang of shame about my own disaster of a room—hoodies on the floor, a cracked mug on the windowsill, socks that may or may not have been from last week. I swore I wasn’t a slob. I just... had a lot going on in my head lately.

	We dropped our backpacks next to his bed, and Chris headed for his closet. He hesitated halfway, glancing back at me.

	His gaze dragged over me, not in a weird way, just assessing. Like he was trying to figure out what size hurricane had just walked into his room. I shifted under the attention, feeling a bit uncomfortable.

	“I’ll see if I’ve got anything oversized,” he said, turning back. After a minute of rummaging, he tossed me a black T-shirt. It landed in my hands, soft and warm from the dryer.

	“You listen to them?” I asked, nodding to the band logo.

	“Yeah. You know them?”

	“Yes! I went to their concert last year when they were touring. Did you go?”

	He hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well... I didn’t really know anyone who liked them, and I wasn’t gonna go by myself, right?”

	“Why not? I went by myself.”

	He looked up, surprised. “Wasn’t it, like... weird?”

	“It was at first,” I admitted. “But honestly? You can’t wait around for people to do the things you love. Sometimes you just have to go alone.”

	Chris leaned his shoulder against the wall, expression softening.

	“I actually made friends with a couple of cool girls there,” I added. “Next time there’s a concert, I’ll go with them, and you can come too.”

	He smiled. Not wide, more like the kind of smile that built slowly, like he was deep in thought.

	“When you say it like that, it makes sense,” he said. “I’d like that.”

	He slipped out to find the first aid kit. I peeled off my bloody hoodie and shirt, stuffing them deep into my backpack. As I pulled Chris’s clean shirt over my head, I paused.

	It smelled like him. I’m not a creep, okay? It’s not like I walk around sniffing people. Just caught it in passing, swear.

	“Finally!” he called from down the hall.

	I nearly jumped, my pulse spiking. I followed his voice into the bathroom.

	The mirror hit me first. A total disaster stared back. Bruising already blooming beneath both eyes, dried blood like rust on my skin. There was a red pouch open on the counter. Chris held a bottle of rubbing alcohol like it might bite.

	I glanced at my reflection again and sighed. “I’m gonna have to come up with a solid excuse for my mom.”

	“Like what?”

	“Someone nailed me in the face during PE. Hard. Nose injuries are a bitch. They make it look way worse than it is.”

	I grabbed a fresh cotton ball, soaked it, and started gently wiping away the worst of it. The water was cold against my skin, sharp and refreshing.

	Chris leaned against the bathroom wall, arms crossed, his expression more serious now.

	“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

	“Don’t sweat it. It wasn’t your fault. What even happened, anyway?”

	He shifted a little. “I might have spilled a little Coke on him. Not on purpose!”

	“I’m starting to think you're addicted to Coke, dude,” I said with a grin.

	He smiled. “You’re not wrong.”

	Weird thing to be addicted to. But who was I to talk? I, too, am fond of chemical substances. Just the kind you inhale.

	“Why did you put yourself on the line for me?”

	“I’m not a fan of unfair fights,” I said. “And... I needed to blow off steam.”

	“So getting your ass kicked is your hobby?” he asked, brow raised.

	God. When he said it like that... I sounded like an idiot.

	“Sorry,” he said quickly, eyes widening. “I didn’t mean to—”

	“No, it’s fine.” I rubbed at the bruised side of my face. “You’re right. I’m stupid.”

	“I don’t think you’re stupid,” he said. “But maybe... You should figure out why you do it.”

	Still... he wasn’t wrong.

	I let out a dry chuckle, leaning back against the sink.

	“What?” Chris asked, his eyes narrowing in mock suspicion.

	“This day’s been really weird,” I said.

	He laughed for real this time. “Yeah. It really has.”

	“You know, I’d never actually seen someone get punched in real life before. I’d just gotten here and—BAM.”

	“Don’t worry. This is not a typical day, I swear.”

	“I sure do hope so.”

	We hung out a little longer in his room, talking about music, swapping favorite songs. It was quiet, easy. When it was finally time to leave, I almost didn’t want to.

	 

	***

	 

	By the time I got home, the sky had slipped into twilight. Purple streaks layered over the horizon, the last bit of sunlight clinging stubbornly to the rooftops.

	Mom and Dad bought my PE excuse without hesitation. Unfortunately, Tracy was sleeping over at a friend’s, so I didn’t get to tell her everything. Not that I knew what I’d even say.

	After dinner, I climbed the stairs, each step heavier than the last. My muscles ached. My face throbbed. I felt wrung out but not in a bad way.

	I cracked my window and sat on the sill, one leg hanging out, the other pulled close. The breeze cut across my skin, cool and clean.

	I lit a cigarette. Let the smoke drift lazily out into the dark.

	Life is weird sometimes.

	I had spent most of the day angry and miserable, thinking everything was pointless. Then a fight happened. A bloody, stupid, chaotic mess. And somehow... I felt a little better.

	Meeting Chris had been unexpected.

	A good kind of unexpected.

	I keep thinking about our conversation in the bathroom. How easy it had been. How honest. How someone I barely knew had made me feel more seen in a couple of hours than people who’d known me for years.

	 

	 

	 

	
Bruised Edges

	Tuesday, September 16th

	 

	When the alarm went off, it barely registered. What really woke me was the dull throb in my cheeks. The kind of ache that felt deep, like it had sunk into the bone overnight. If Tracy were home, she’d probably have already barged into my room with a makeup kit and some sassy comment, magically erasing the worst of it. But she wasn’t here, so yeah.

	And anyway, I was used to this kind of attention. People would talk, whisper, stare. They always did. But what worried me was Chris. I didn’t want him getting pulled into the mess. Hopefully, the spotlight stayed on me and Benson, and no one remembered who lit the fuse.

	At school, I found Tracy sitting cross-legged beneath my locker, flipping through her notes like she didn’t have a care in the world. But the second she looked up and saw my face, her eyes widened in horror.

	“Oh my god, Troy!” she gasped. “I heard you got into a fight, but I didn’t know it was this bad. Are you okay? Does it hurt?”

	“Relax,” I said, waving it off. “Just a bruise. No big deal.”

	“You can drop the act. I can tell you’re in pain.”

	I smirked. “Yeah? How are you so sure?”

	“Twin telepathy.” She grinned, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

	But her tone shifted quickly. “Seriously, though, what were you thinking? Picking a fight with Benson?”

	“He was about to lay into someone,” I said.

	She raised a brow. “Since when do you jump into other people’s drama? Who was it?” I hesitated. I already knew what was coming.

	“It was this new guy.”

	Her whole face lit up like I’d handed her a birthday cake.

	“Ooooh. A new guy. I see you, Troy, I see you.”

	She used that high-pitched voice on purpose. The one she knew drove me nuts.

	“Tell me everything. How’d you meet him? Is he cute?”

	But I spotted Chris rounding the corner down the hallway, and thank God, it gave me an excuse to flee.

	“I gotta go. We’ll talk at home, okay? I have a favor to ask you, anyway.”

	She was already shouting something after me as I walked away, but I didn’t catch it.

	Chris looked up when I approached. His smile was small, but it was enough to loosen something in my chest.

	“Hey, Troy. Jesus, you’re all bruised. I feel so bad... I’m really sorry about yesterday.”

	“Are you going to stop apologizing anytime soon?” I said with a grin.

	“Did your mom suspect anything?”

	“Nope. Everything went perfectly. Thanks to you.”

	His relief was instant. That wide smile of his? I didn’t know how much I needed it until I saw it.

	“Thank God, then.”

	“I was wondering if—”

	Before I could finish, Benson’s voice tore through the hallway like a chainsaw.

	“Hey, faggot!”

	I told myself to ignore it, but that impulse never sticks.

	“What do you want, fuck-face?” I snapped before I could stop myself.

	Benson sauntered over with that smug grin plastered on his face. “What happened to you, Bennett? You look like shit!”

	Ryan stood next to him, giggling, as useless as ever. But Jamie muttered something to Benson and pulled him away before things got worse.

	When they finally disappeared, Chris looked ghost-white.

	“You okay?” I asked.

	“Yeah.”

	He didn’t sound convincing.

	“You gotta relax, man. You can’t let Benson get into your head like that.”

	“I thought you were gonna jump on him again.”

	That one stung more than it should’ve.

	“Why? I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not some rabid dog.”

	“I—I didn’t mean it like that,” he stammered. “Sorry.”

	“It’s fine,” I said. “Look... that fight yesterday? That’s not normal. That stuff hardly ever happens. Usually it’s just... he yells something, I yell back, it’s over. It’s stupid. But it works.”

	“Doesn’t it bother you? Him, calling you that?”

	I shrugged. “I mean, if you think about it... he’s not really wrong, is he?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“If by ‘faggot’ he means ‘gay’, then yeah, I’m a faggot. So really, he’s just shouting ‘gay’ at me. That’s like me yelling ‘blond’ at you from across the hallway. It’s a fact. Sounds pretty dumb when you think about it like that.”

	Chris didn’t know what to say. I could see it all over his face.

	My pulse quickened. Shit.

	I forgot. I was so used to everyone knowing that I didn’t even think that he probably didn’t. I had forgotten what it felt like. That split-second of silence after you come out. Like time stops, and you’re waiting for the verdict.

	Was he disgusted? Would he stop hanging out with me now? Think I was hitting on him?

	“It’s okay if you didn’t know,” I said quickly. “I’m just used to everyone knowing.”

	“The entire school knows?”

	“Yup. Someone saw me making out with a guy at a party. The gossip spread like wildfire.”

	“Jesus. That’s awful... That must’ve been really tough.”

	“It sucked,” I admitted. “But the good news is, scandals don’t last forever. Eventually, someone else did something worse, and people moved on.”

	I hesitated, heart pounding. “Look, I get it if you don’t wanna be seen around me. I wouldn’t blame you.”

	He frowned, like I’d just spoken in another language.

	“Why would I want that?” he asked. “We went through all that crap yesterday and survived. I’d never ditch someone just because of who they like. That’s messed up.”

	I blinked, trying not to let it show how much that meant to me.

	“That’s really nice of you to say.”

	The bell was about to ring. Reality was creeping back in. But before I left, I turned to him again.

	“I was wondering if I could stop by your place later? To return your clothes.”

	“I’ll be at work between four and eight,” he said. “Coffee shop near the hairdresser. You can come by if you want.”

	“Cool. I’ll give you my number, and you can text me the name.”

	I punched it into his phone. Part of me still waited for the other shoe to drop, but another part of me, one I hadn’t felt in a while, was hopeful.

	He smiled as I walked away. And for the first time in a long time... I felt better?

	 

	***

	 

	Later that day, I dragged myself to the bleachers. That place is my sanctuary. I settled into my usual spot, far enough from the potheads to avoid the stench, and lit a cigarette.

	And then I saw him—Jamie—walking like he owned the place.

	I could stare at him for hours... Pathetic, I know. But I’m just a simple mortal, and the guy’s hot as hell.
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