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First love—coming of
age—family—acceptance

When Charlie was eight years
old, his mum bought him a microscope for his birthday. Since then,
he’s known how he wants to spend his life. There have been trials,
and challenges, but now—finally—the day is here for him to start
college with his lifelong friend Anthony Pace.

Anthony is a red-haired force of
nature. He writes poetry about their enemies and eagerly
participates in all Charlie’s science experiments without
understanding a word. Every morning, he waits at the end of their
street so they can get the bus together.

But things are changing.

Families are important, and
complex. Charlie’s mum hasn’t been well, and his relationship with
Anthony begins to shine like a different star in the sky.

Can everything come together in
this explosion of physics and chemicals that Charlie calls life?
Will Anthony Pace ever share his poems with the world, and can the
Chihuahua, Princess Arabella, ever learn to stop licking?

****

WARNING: includes moderately
explicit scenes of intimacy between consenting young adult
males.
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 Chapter
One

Charlie Woods had anticipated
this day for one thousand and ninety-five days. In some ways, he
had been ready almost his whole life.

At first, he and Mum kept
tally, but now the day was here and they were, apparently, both too
old for such games.

But still, he went to look at
the wall-size cork board, with its pictures of famous scientists
and Mum’s funny quotes. Charlie knew exactly where to find the
thumb prints from when he was seven years old—four centimetres left
of Anthony’s lock of hair, and just above a passport picture of
them both cross-eyed.

A finger trailed across the
edge, traversing all of Anthony’s poems with their loopy writing
and exclamation marks. The rough card tickled, causing all those
memories to jolt up through his hand and arm until it was too
much.

“Charlie?” Mum called like she
always did, making him realise he was holding his breath. With
effort, he lowered his shoulders and gasped with relief.

“Coming, Mum. Just getting my
bag ready.” He automatically glanced at the checklist, even though
he knew that old list off by heart, just like all the lists that
had got him through to today: this golden day of reckonings. And
anyway, he’d checked his bag yesterday afternoon, and again before
going to bed.

Mirrors were always weird, but
the last thing he needed was to start the first day of the rest of
his life with last night’s dinner on his chin. So, just before
leaving his room, he looked.

Nothing about his face ever
added up.

All anyone needed was two eyes,
a nose and mouth—just enough to fit in and not enough to ever get
noticed. But the curly hair defied all logic and always had. It
stuck out at every conceivable angle like wayward blonde tentacles
waving for attention. When he was five years old, Anthony Pace had
called him Boing-Boing, setting in motion a game of intellectual
chess that did not seem to be coming to an end anytime soon.

The smile he quickly practised
in the mirror looked every bit as strange as always, but as he
wasn’t starting a course on catwalk modelling, it was hardly likely
to matter.

“Come on then, Boing-Boing,” he
said wryly to his reflection.

He was holding back the
inevitable, but today, it would be all right; even the bacteries
wouldn’t be so cruel as to fuck up his first day at college.

He was almost sure of this.

As he jumped down the stairs,
four at a time, his heart beat a little faster than normal, but it
was just his body preparing for attack, just in case.

It was only when he saw her at
the oven toasting bread that he realised his shoulders were way up
higher than they should be and his stomach muscles had bunched into
iron knots.

“Toast all right, love?” she
asked, just like she had since he was old enough to beg for
gimmicky cereals. Something warm and snuggly ebbed into Charlie’s
muscles; he was so pleased to hear that sentence uttered again in
that over-bright voice, as if in apology for the day ahead.

That meant she knew it was
Monday, and maybe even remembered it was his first day at
college.

“It’s today, Mum!” he blurted
out, knowing he was jumping all over the place now the tension had
slipped away.

“I know! It’s so exciting,
isn’t it? My little boy off to college.” She shook her head
affectionately. “I hope they know how lucky they are getting my
Charlie.”

“Mum,” he protested, but he was
secretly pleased.

“Here you are, then. Make sure
you eat a lot because those places might not have any food. And if
you get lost, don’t panic.”

“Of course they have food. Why,
there’s three cafés and a restaurant onsite. Don’t you remember we
went to look in July?” He should have known better by now than to
keep asking what she could and couldn’t remember, but he didn’t
seem to be able to help it. Every day, he picked and poked at the
scab that was Mum’s memory in case it had miraculously healed
overnight.

She smiled vaguely but her eyes
and thoughts were elsewhere. Her lovely fuzzy hair stood out like
the dandelion puffs they used to blow every year to make wishes,
but now he really only had the one wish that was far too big for
any dandelion seed to carry.

“Aren’t you having any toast?”
He’d been home the past three months since his last exam, able to
make sure she ate regularly. “Go on—just one piece.”

He started spreading toast with
butter, then jam, the way she loved it.

“Oh, no, dear, I’m on a diet.
Want to stay slim for your dad, don’t I?”

The harsh scraping of the knife
suddenly seemed too loud. Some days, not saying anything worked,
and some days, it didn’t.

Some days nothing worked.

“Where is he?” she asked as
Charlie accidentally scraped so hard the knife pierced the
toast.

“He’s not here anymore, Mum, is
he?” His voice sounded like a spinning coin coming to an abrupt
stop.

“But where’s he gone?”

It was already eight o’clock.
If Charlie didn’t leave in the next five minutes, he’d miss the bus
and be late for the first day at college. That was no way to begin
anything. Anthony would be waiting at the top of the alleyway by
now, hair blowing in the wind.

“Mum,” he whispered, “not
today.”

She reached across the table
and stroked his hand that still rested on the knife. “The
bacteries, is it?”

He nodded gratefully, but
uncomfortable rivers of acid still ran through his veins.

“Did they take Dad, love?” She
squeezed his hand and started to speak, but the neural connection
wouldn’t spark anymore.

He jumped in quickly, unable to
watch her face so haunted. “Yes, but don’t worry, Mum. We’ll be OK,
won’t we? You and me, just like always?”

She was soon smiling again,
just like she had through all their adventures and games.

Through the years of Charlie’s
life.

“Well, you’d better go, then.
That college needs you, don’t forget that. Charlie Woods, this
world needs you.” Then the neural spark ignited, revealing all the
waiting and hope that got them both through so much, flitting like
shadows across her eyes. He’d seen that same look on his first day
at school, every time she got called in by the headteacher, and
even as she taught him to read and write. That look meant she knew
he could do it, and so he would.

“Don’t you ever forget that,
love. Even if I do, you remember for us both, eh? Is Anthony going,
too?”

For a few seconds, their eyes
met, but he couldn’t stand it for long.

“Yeah, I’m meeting him at the
alleyway in a few. Your lunch is in the fridge. I’ll ring when it’s
time to eat. D’you want me to call when I get to college?”

“Oh no, you don’t need to
bother. I know you’re a capable young man, even if you haven’t
brushed your hair. Enjoy yourself, and don’t waste a minute of this
precious time. God knows, you’ve earned it.”

We both earned it, Mum.
“What are you going to do all day? There’s that series you like on
at ten, then the news. I left your book on the windowsill.” And
please don’t go out.

He slipped on his coat and
kissed her. Leaden robots attacked the walls of his stomach, and
there was another prickling he couldn’t identify somewhere around
his chest. Perhaps it was just normal worries, though, given that
this was the first day of the rest of his life. Any person would be
anxious on their first day of college.

Maybe today would be a good day
after all.

Just before stepping outside,
he caught sight of the photo near the mirror. It was of him and
Anthony wearing party hats, taken a year ago. He pointed towards
it. “Remember the party?” She smiled at him vaguely and shook her
head. “See you later, then.”

“Have a good day at school,
love. I’ll be waiting at the gate for you this afternoon with a
balloon!”

And he identified the prickling
as guilt.

****

It was only as he rushed down
the street towards the bus stop that would take him into the actual
world, that he drew a mental list of what constituted the prickling
itch—

Had she switched the oven off
after the toast?

Would she lock the door behind
him?

—and fifteen other concerns
that all circled around the gleaming big issue: how was she going
to cope at home alone?

But one step inevitably led to
another until soon he was nearing the end of the street and farther
away from the responsibility of such a choice.

Anthony Pace was waiting for
him, just like every day since they were five years old.

He stood there, on the corner
of the alleyway, awkwardly tall with red floppy hair. Charlie felt
the smile way before he saw it, all warm and silly and clever.

“I’ve got something for you,”
Anthony said.

“The flu?” he answered back
swiftly, because Anthony was extremely quick-witted. The only way
of scoring retaliatory points was to attack early on, confuse him
and that ridiculous mop of hair where Anthony said he kept his
powers.

“Eh? No, not the flu, dork.
Look.” He held out his arm, hand clenched. Despite his better
judgement, Charlie leaned forward to peer at the freckled hand.

“What is it?”

Anthony’s hand reached out,
getting nearer and nearer and then suddenly Charlie felt the back
of his head being slapped.

“One to me, sucker,” Anthony
sang.

“Aw! Anthony! When are you
going to grow up?” he said crossly, rubbing his sore head.

But Anthony was laughing, and
the bubble of dread that had lurked inside Charlie for most of the
last year—and probably way before that—burst free.

“It’s today!” he shouted, much
too loudly. “Our first day!”

“Yeah, idiot. Why the fuck they
let us in I don’t know.”

“Because some moron gave us too
many marks in our exams, remember?”

“Not me. I’m a super kid
genius, destined for greatness and world domination. I expect they
gave me way too few marks just to teach me humble pie.”

“World dominoes more like.”

They jostled each other all
down the alleyway, the same one they had attacked on sledges and
skateboards at breakneck speeds so many times.

As they got near the bottom,
Anthony clutched Charlie’s arm, quite hard, and leaned in to
whisper, “You nervous?”

Charlie nudged back, instantly
aware of that firm pressure on his arm. He didn’t like people
touching, but Anthony wasn’t people. It was weird. The sensation
sent rushes of warm air along his neck, and down into the small of
his back, but it was probably only following some nerve or other
like most physical reactions.

“Nothing to be nervous about,”
he said after a few seconds’ thinking.

Was he nervous?

He knew the location of the
classrooms, the restaurant and the toilets, and where to go for
help. Last week, he had listed fifty things that could potentially
go wrong before methodically working out solutions. This naturally
included fires and students’ sudden heart attacks.

It was possible he might be
nervous, but in the chaos that had become Mum, he’d missed the
warning signs.

“I am!” Anthony exclaimed.
“Fucking terrified. Everyone’s going to be much more brainy than
me. I couldn’t even find matching socks this morning!” He waggled
his ears.

Charlie frowned at him,
perplexed. “I don’t think socks are likely to be any reliable
indication of intelligence. Much more indicative of your lack of
personal hygiene, I should say.”

“Of course they are! Everyone
knows the cleverest people always wear matching socks!”

“Of finest tartan?”

It was odd to be waiting at the
bus stop with staring old people instead of jeering school kids,
but the number fifty-seven bus would arrive at two minutes past
eight, and then he would step on, and be away.

“How much money did you bring?”
Anthony whispered. He glanced at the queue and then quickly looked
away. Anthony Pace could talk on any given topic for hours, but he
was shy with other humans.

“A score,” Charlie answered
straight away. Trying to out-smart one another was an old game they
never grew tired of.

Anthony looked sideways and
squinted. Just like that, a wave of giddiness engulfed Charlie—less
intense than when they’d drunk cider last summer, but still
undeniably fantastic.

He was going to college with
Anthony Pace today.

“How much is a score, smart
arse? I’ve only got twenty quid ’til my loan comes in.”

Charlie thought of the list of
bills he had to sort out and hoped she wouldn’t go to the shops
today and buy any more tinned peas. He knew exactly how much they
had to last until their next money came in, which was not nearly
enough to fund such exuberant petit-pois splurging.

“Oh, I’ve got about the same as
you, then,” he said, knowing he was blushing. They had been friends
for roughly fifteen years. Up until last year, he’d never lied or
hidden anything except that stinking secret which didn’t count.

“Cool. Here’s the bus.”

Charlie gave a quick glance
backwards before boarding. Not that she’d followed him for a while,
but still. “Bye, Mum,” he whispered. A pang attacked his eyebrow as
he stepped on, away from the pavement that led back to her.
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