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September 2001

‘Do you believe in love at first sight?’ I murmured, as my heart literally stopped, and my feet followed suit.

‘What are you talking about, Aden?’ Drew asked from my side, turning to frown at me as I stopped heading into the school grounds.

‘She’s gorgeous,’ I breathed, staring at the girl who was clearly new to our school. 

‘Who?’ Drew asked, following my line of vision. ‘Oh!’ he exclaimed.

‘Yeah...’ I murmured, dreamily, taking in everything about her. She leaned against a large oak tree, and she stared into space, looking naturally cool and aloof about the fact she was new. I scanned her with interest, taking in her shock of blonde cropped hair, which was short and styled attractively. She wore an array of earrings, which only added to her aura of confidence. Her face was beautiful. With smooth, tanned skin, deep brown eyes and full, luscious lips, she was absolutely stunning.  

‘Wow, Aden...I wonder which gender she prefers? Yours or mine?’ he wondered, watching her too.

‘I’d never be that lucky,’ I murmured, taking in her skinny black jeans, her long-sleeved, black t-shirt with a band I had never heard of and her string of bracelets, bands and jewellery she wore.

‘Look at how she’s dressed, Aden,’ he said, leaning towards me conspiratorially.

‘That doesn’t mean anything these days,’ I replied, not taking my eyes off her. ‘Look how cool she is!’ I gushed.  ‘Look at the way she does her make-up.’

‘Which, can I say, she is fucking gorgeous!’ he laughed.

‘Isn’t she?’ I murmured, sure I was giving heart eyes at her.

‘Oh my God, Aden-your face!’ he chuckled.  ‘And what was I just saying on the way over here? This is so going to be your year!’

‘Yeah-says you,’ I muttered, although I felt a little hopeful deep down inside.

‘Oh behave! You’ve turned into a sexy goddess over the summer! Look at you!’

‘Shut up,’ I laughed, swatting at her playfully.  ‘I wish!’

‘Look at you! Your new hair looks amazing now and you’ve lost so much weight. You’re looking like a new woman...a woman ready for a girlfriend! I swear this is your year...the year you get your first girlfriend.’

I sighed. ‘I hope so.’

‘Hey, come on...let’s go and say hello to the new girl,’ Drew said, excitedly.

‘What? No!’ I exclaimed, embarrassed and unsure of myself.

‘Come on! She’s just a person! She might not know anyone yet. Let’s go and be friendly!’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Drew,’ I muttered, trailing him, and falling into step quickly.

As we approached, the new girl’s eyes flickered towards us, watching us both with casual interest. We were intercepted before we could reach her by the group of girls who I’d fondly nicknamed the ‘sluts’ since I’d known them. They were all idiots. They’d bully, hurt and ridicule anyone they could, and I hated them with a passion. They made my life a misery, and because of it, I had no respect for them whatsoever.

‘Sluts,’ Drew whispered, lacing his arm through mine, and guiding me away from the direction of the new girl.  

We both hated the sluts, and Drew knew how much they had hurt me with their verbal taunts. 

‘Hey, you new?’ Rainie asked the new girl, striding up to her as if she owned the world.

I kept walking, thinking what a shame it was that the new cute girl had been intercepted by the worst clique in school possible.  Now I’d never get the chance to speak to her.

‘Hey Hunter! What the fuck did you do to your hair?’ Rainie shouted, laughing her ass off.

I turned and glared at her briefly before heading into school.  Fucking idiots, I fumed inside.  How dare they?

‘Bathroom,’ I mumbled, as we hurried into the school building.

‘Aden, you look amazing. You do not need to check your hair.  We agreed.  You look amazing.’

‘But that’s coming from you!’ I objected.  ‘You’re going to tell me I look good.  You’re my best friend! The idiots here are going to have so much shit to say to me.’

‘And you ignore it because you’re better than them, Aden.  You’re gorgeous, intelligent and talented.  They’re dicks.  They’ll never amount to half of what you will, sweetie.  Fuck them.  That’s going to be our mantra this year.  Fuck ‘em!’ he grinned.

‘Fuck ‘em!’ I said, testing it out.  It felt good on my tongue.  I smiled.  

‘Come on, sweetie.  Science!’ he said, pulling my arm.

Drew and I headed to science for our first lesson of the new school year.  It was our final year, and we walked in happily, found seats together and sat down chatting about the summers and the fun we had had.  

Everyone filed in slowly and just as the teacher began to speak, the new girl turned up at the door, looking around the room with a nonchalant look on her face.  After speaking to the teacher briefly, she walked in and headed down the aisle which Drew sat in.  Drew and I watched with interest as she approached the desk in front of Drew’s and dropped her bag.  

Drew flashed his brightest, beaming smile at her and I felt my body tighten in rapid response as a small smile touched her lips and she winked at him in the cutest way I’d ever seen.

My body tightened in response to her gesture, and I gaped at Drew, mouth wide and stunned as she turned and sat down with her back to us.  Drew lifted a hand to his mouth and laughed silently, nudging me with humour as he mocked fanning his face.  I chuckled in response, but our hilarity was quickly replaced with serious faces as we were called to order by our teacher.

‘Now everybody,’ Mrs Parskins announced. ‘Partners for this term! I would like these three rows to move one place forwards.  The person sat on your right will be your partner for this class during this term,’ she told us.

I felt my stomach lurch.  I had to move forward one space? That would make my partner...the new girl! My heart started to hammer in my chest.

‘Excuse me, Mrs Parskins!’ Drew said, lifting his hand.

‘Yes, Drew?’ she asked.

‘Why do we have to move partners?’ my friend asked.  ‘I work really well with Aden. I don’t want to move.’

‘I understand that, but we have some activities which require you to be mixed up with people perhaps you know less well,’ she replied.  ‘Now, everyone move please and spend the next few minutes introducing yourself to your new partner.’

I groaned inwardly and reluctantly picked up my bag and belongings and shifted forwards, sitting down next to the object of my desire.  

‘Hey,’ I said, glancing at her as I sat down.

She gave me a little glance back.  ‘Hey.’

‘I’m Aden,’ I told her, feeling unsettled and more unsure of myself than I could ever remember being.

‘Tommy,’ she replied, quietly, barely even looking my way.

Nervousness gave way to slight annoyance as she sat facing the front, not even looking at me or talking either.  This went on for several minutes before I’d had enough.  Everyone around us was chatting happily and we were the only ones sitting in stony silence.

‘Well, it’s great to meet you, Tommy.  It’d be good to hear a little bit about you seeing as we’re going to be science partners. What is Tommy short for, for example?’ I asked.  ‘I’m a senior.  I love drama, arts and music and I dream of being a famous actress and singer one day.  I’m pretty good.  I often do the lead part in productions here.  In my spare time I love to hang out with my friends, see good movies and listen to music.  There! That’s me in a nutshell.  You care to share anything at all?’

She glanced up at me at last.  She made a face and then shrugged. ‘Nothing much to tell.’

‘Seriously?’ I murmured.

‘I’m a bit shy,’ she said then, looking up at me from under her long, beautiful lashes. 

My mouth dropped.  ‘You...are shy?’ I questioned, disbelievingly.

She smiled a small, tentative smile which made me melt a little inside.  

When she didn’t say anything else, I let it rest.  Maybe she was shy.  Maybe she just didn’t want to talk to me.  Whatever it was, I had a feeling this year was not going to be easy in science class.

When we finally got out of our first lesson, Drew and I hurried off together down the corridor towards the girl’s bathroom, rushing in giggling together.

‘Oh my God, Aden! You’ve got Tommy as a partner!’ he exclaimed, pushing me into a stall.

‘I know! Can you frigging believe it?’ I laughed.  ‘God, Drew-when she winked at you, I nearly fainted.  Seriously...it got me going!’

‘I know! I was on the receiving end! What seventeen-year-old can get away with that? Who does that?’ he asked, aghast. ‘It was so sexy!’

‘I wish she’d done it to me,’ I smiled.

‘What did you talk about in the lesson?’ he asked.

‘Nothing!’ I laughed.  ‘She told me that she’s shy!’

‘That’s adorable!’ Drew grinned.

‘No, I don’t think so...I think she just didn’t want to talk back to me for some reason.  Maybe she’s too cool for me.  We don’t know her, remember, Drew.  She might be a complete jerk,’ I mused, but then considered it for a moment.  ‘A gorgeous, beautiful, cute jerk...’

‘Uh oh...’ he smiled.

‘What?’

‘You’ve got it bad, sweetie,’ he laughed.

‘I so have,’ I grinned.  ‘Come on...we’re going to be late for class.’

I didn’t see Tommy again until the end of the day, when I headed for my car in the parking lot.  As I was nearing my car, I caught sight of her walking in the direction I was headed, and I gave her a small smile of recognition.  Tommy looked away, without responding and walked off down the street. 

Sighing, I went to my car and unlocked it.  Cute girls ignoring me...it was nothing new.  I drove home thinking about Tommy and was still subdued when I walked in and greeted my Mum.

‘They honey, how was your first day back?’ she asked, as I walked in the kitchen.

‘Good thanks,’ I replied.  

‘Did you see your friends?’

‘Yeah. I hung out with Drew mostly, but I saw loads of the girls at lunch too.’

She smiled at me.  ‘Any nice girls this year?’ she asked.  ‘Now that you’re all cute and grown up?’ she grinned.

‘Shut up,’ I joked.  

‘Oh, guess what, honey?’

‘What?’ I asked, getting myself a drink.

‘We’ve got new neighbours at last.  I saw them moving in during the day while you were at school.’

‘Oh right,’ I said, completely uninterested.  ‘I’m going to go and do homework,’ I said, leaving the room.

‘Alright.  Dinners at six, alright?’

‘Okay Mum.’

I hurried upstairs and slammed my door behind me.  After unpacking my bag, my attention was caught by activity out in the street beyond as a removal truck pulled into the drive of the house opposite.  I watched as a woman and younger girl climbed out of the car, followed shortly behind and then stared in disbelief as Tommy walked down the road towards them and stopped to talk.

I gaped out of the window, watching them all.  Tommy was my new neighbour? I couldn’t believe it! As if she’d felt me looking at her, she turned suddenly and looked towards our house.  I stepped back from the window, feeling guilty for watching her.  I sat down at my desk and tried to focus on homework rather than the far more exciting event of watching the cute girl move into the house opposite me.

The next few days at school passed in a blur of work, fun and time with my friends.  I saw Tommy most days, but it was only from afar as she now sat with the slut group and seemed to be a part of that clique too.  The only other science lesson we’d had together had been dull-we’d had an assessment and had sat next to each other but not spoken, as we’d been instructed to work in silence.  It wasn’t until Friday lunchtime that I saw Tommy again.

‘Aden, over here,’ Drew called.

‘Hey,’ I said, hurrying over.  ‘Sorry...got caught up with drama stuff,’ I said, sitting down.

‘Screw that! Aden, look! There’s something doing down! Cute girl’s looking mad and Rainie’s fronting her up.’

I looked over to where they were pointing, and it did seem that Tommy looked seriously unhappy.  She was arguing with Rainie aggressively and then all hell broke loose.  

The fight erupted and suddenly a group of girls were gathered around a fighting Tommy and Rainie, shouting and yelling as they punched and kicked, ending up on the floor in a mass of limbs.  

‘Oh my God!’ I exclaimed, standing.  ‘Someone should do something!’

‘Yeah, oh my God...they’re going to get hurt!’ Drew said, grabbing my arm tightly. 

‘The teachers are coming!’ I said, watching as it was stopped by adults pulling them apart.  ‘Poor Tommy,’ I murmured, watching as she sank to the ground, looking battered and bruised.

‘Fuck,’ Drew commented.  ‘She’s pretty hot when she fights though, right?’ she asked, in a quiet voice, glancing up with a smirk.

I bit my lip, hiding my own grin.  ‘So hot,’ I said, and then laughed.  ‘Good for her for punching that slut too.  I wonder what it was all about?’ I mused, watching as Tommy was helped up by a teacher and escorted into the building.  She was limping and bleeding from her eye.  The whole incident was all anyone could talk about for the rest of the day.

At the close of school, I walked to my car after saying goodbye to Drew and drove out of the car park.  As I idled along the busy road, a flash of blonde hair caught my attention on the pavement, and I looked over to see Tommy limping along awkwardly before sinking down beneath a tree looking more than a little uncomfortable.  Seeing she was in pain; I pulled over immediately.

‘Tommy!’ I called, leaning over and opening the passenger door for her.  ‘Come on! I’ll drive you home.’

She looked at me miserably, and for a moment I thought she was going to refuse.  Just as I was debating driving off, she clambered to her feet, wincing in pain and then hobbled over to the car and slumped inside wearily.

‘I’ll drive you home,’ I told her again.

‘You don’t know where I live,’ she muttered.

‘Sure, I do,’ I replied. ‘You’ve just moved in opposite me on Clairmont Drive.  I saw you when the removal trucks were there at the beginning of the week.’

‘Oh...’ she said, quietly.  ‘You didn’t say anything.’

‘You don’t talk to me,’ I replied, softly.

We fell into another silence as I began driving us home.  I was quite used to it with Tommy now.  She was quietly contemplative most of the time, which was something I was learning about her.  She didn’t speak until we were pulling up outside my house.  

‘My Mum’s going to kill me,’ she said, surprising me.

I looked over and took in her battered face, the blood, the black eye.  ‘Do you want to come in for a bit?’ I questioned, tentatively.

She looked up at me, clearly surprised.  ‘In your house?’

‘Yeah,’ I replied, shrugging.  ‘I could, uh, help you clean up a bit...so your Mum doesn’t freak out too much...no-one will be home yet.  Not for a while anyway.’

She looked at the clock in the car.  ‘I have to be back at four otherwise she’ll go ape-shit...but yeah...thanks,’ she added, shyly.

‘Come on then,’ I said, climbing out of the car.  ‘Need some help?’ I questioned, hurrying round to her side. 

Tommy hissed in a breath as she pulled herself up to standing.  ‘Just this fucking ankle...can’t stand on it that well,’ she mumbled.

‘Lean on me,’ I told her.  ‘Come on,’ I said, linking my arm around her waist without considering not helping her.  

Her body felt thin and small as I curled my hand into her waist and helped her hop up the drive and into the house.  When I’d unlocked the door, I helped her into the kitchen, and she sank down onto a chair gratefully.

‘Thanks,’ she said, gruffly.

‘You’re welcome...let me just get some stuff to clean you up...you look like a horror movie right now.  Better clean you up before your Mum sees you,’ I said, kindly.  

She sighed as I went to the medicine cabinet.  ‘She’s going to go nuts,’ she said, quietly.

I went over with supplies and pulled a chair up to sit directly in front of her.  I was going to help clear her up no matter what she had to say about it.  

‘Let me sort your face out.  At least she’ll go a little less nuts if you’re not covered in blood...’

Tommy nodded slightly, as if saying it was okay to go ahead.

I tried not to let my hands betray my nerves at being this close to such a beautiful girl, but they shook slightly as I lifted a wet cloth to start wiping at the blood on her cheek.

‘You fought with Rainie,’ I said, stating the obvious.

Tommy nodded very slightly.  ‘Fucking idiot,’ she muttered.

‘Why did you do it?’ I asked, gently.  My hand used the cloth gently to wipe the dried blood away bit by bit.

‘She said something...’ Tommy said, very quietly.  ‘She...she...she said to this kid...about her...I hope you fucking die of cancer,’ she finally said, brokenly.

My hand stilled.  Waiting.

‘My...Dad...he, uh...’ she drew in a shaky breath. ‘We moved here because my Dad died...of cancer.’

I felt the air leave my lungs at the look in Tommy’s eyes.  She looked devastated, vulnerable and so lost, her huge brown eyes meeting mine and filling with unshed tears.

I couldn’t stop the instinctive need to nurture and blurted, ‘I’m so sorry,’ before leaning forwards and pulling her into my arms.  Tommy trembled against me, clearly fighting the sobs which brokenly left her body as I held her.  Her body felt small and fragile as my hands held her back and her face pressed against my chest.

In a sudden movement, she pushed me away, standing up and making the chair screech noisily backwards on the kitchen floor.

‘Gotta go,’ she said, avoiding my eyes, swiping her forearm across her wet eyes and face.  Turning, she pretty much fled, stumbling on her bad ankle all the way to the front door, slamming behind her as she ran away.  Slumping back in the kitchen chair, my heart ached for Tommy.

When she had gone, I rushed upstairs and slammed my bedroom door.  Grabbing the phone, I dialled Drew’s number quickly.

‘What’s up?’ he answered.

‘You’re not going to believe what just happened to me!’ I gasped.

‘Go on?’ he asked, intrigued.

‘Well, I was driving out of school, and I saw Tommy struggling to walk.  She’s hurt her ankle pretty bad in the fight-along with her face and eye!’ I told her, excitedly.

‘Yeah...so what happened?’

‘I offered her a lift home! I told her I lived opposite her, and she got in the car!’

‘No way! So, you drove her back? What did you talk about?’ he asked, intrigued.

‘Nothing in the car...she wouldn’t talk.  But then when we got back to mine, I asked her to come inside, and she did!’

‘Aden! You fucking go!’ he laughed.

I chuckled, pleased with myself. ‘But then she came in and I told her I’d help her clean up...she was worried about her Mum’s reaction you see.’

‘Oh my God! Did you touch her?’ he gasped.

‘I started clearing her face up with a wet cloth,’ I told her.  ‘Oh Drew, her skin...it’s so beautiful...so smooth and flawless. The opposite of mine!’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ he argued.  ‘You’re gorgeous, so stop it.’

‘Anyway, that’s not even the most incredible bit!’ I told her, gabbling excitedly. ‘It was actually ready sad and then really exciting.’

‘Tell me, for fuck’s sake! You’re leaving me hanging here, Aden!’

‘Okay, okay.  So, I asked why she fought with Rainie and apparently Rainie told someone to ‘fuck off and die of cancer.’  Tommy then told me her dad has just died, which is why they moved here.  He died of cancer.’

‘Oh my God! That’s so sad for Tommy! No wonder she looks so down and depressed sometimes.’

‘That’s what I thought.  Then though, her eyes filled with tears, and you know what I’m like-I just acted on instinct...I hugged her!’ I told her, stunned at my own actions.

‘You did? Did she let you?’ he asked, sounding amazing.

‘She did at first.  She felt so good, Drew.  Small, fragile and gorgeous...but it was bad because she was crying.  Then she clearly thought better of hugging some random girl in her kitchen because she pushed me away and said she had to leave.  She left without saying goodbye.’

‘Oh...my...God, Aden!’ Drew exclaimed.

‘I know! Can you believe it! I’m so sad for her about her dad but then the situation was cool as I feel like I got closer to her.’

‘Damn right you did! You touched her.  Remember she’s grieving though, Aden...keep it cool if she talks to you about it again.  You need to be a good friend to her.’

‘I know.  I feel like she was shocked she did that...cried, I mean.  She doesn’t seem like someone who cries much, you know?’

‘I definitely agree.’

‘Do you think she’s freaking out because I hugged her?’ I asked.

‘Probably...and a girl like that would be embarrassed because she cried in front of you.  It’s not cool, you know? She’s probably mortified,’ Drew murmured.

‘Poor Tommy...I want to talk to her again.’

‘Maybe you should go over there? I mean, she does live opposite!’

‘Yeah, but it looks really keen,’ I said, thinking.  ‘Maybe in the morning! Yeah! I should offer her a lift because of her ankle.’

‘Do it-but be cool.  Time it so it’s like an accident or something,’ he said, planning the meeting.

‘I’m going to do it,’ I smiled.  ‘Thanks Drew.  You’re the best.’

‘See you tomorrow, sweetie. Have a good evening!’

The following morning, I got ready early and kept an eye out for Tommy leaving her house.  When I finally saw her, I rushed for the door and headed out, only to see her mother following her closely behind.

As I crossed the road, I saw she was limping badly still, and her face was set in a miserable expression.

‘Hey Tommy,’ I called, heading over to her.

‘Aden?’ she replied, lifting her head in surprise.

I reached her driveway and smiled sunnily at her mother.  When Tommy didn’t introduce me, I decided to take the bull by the horns.  ‘Hi, Mrs Johnson.  I’m Aden...I live opposite,’ I said, smiling and offering my hand.

She shook my hand warmly.  ‘Nice to meet you, Aden.  You know Tomasina?’

I grinned at that.  Tomasina.  So that was what it was short for. ‘We’re in the same science class-and I drove her home yesterday when she was finding it difficult to walk...’

‘Oh! Well, thank you, Aden.’

‘I came to see if Tommy needed a lift to school,’ I offered, glancing at Tommy, who was looking completely baffled by the whole interaction.

‘Thank you, Aden.  I was going to drive her myself but I guess this is a better idea? Tomasina?’

She shrugged.  ‘Whatever,’ she muttered, grumpily.

‘Tommy!’ Mrs Johnson and I exclaimed at the same time and then turned to each other and laughed at saying the same thing at the same time.

‘Jinx,’ I said, giving her my widest, brightest smile.

‘Tommy,’ she said sobering.  ‘Speak to me respectfully.  Now go...you’re going to be late. See you later.  Nice to meet you, Aden.’

‘And you, Mrs Johnson.  I’ll drive her home too...make sure she gets here safely,’ I promised.

‘You’re a star.  Thank you, Aden,’ she said, waving before heading off to her own car.

I looked down at Tommy.  ‘Ready?’ I asked.

She shook her head and disbelief and headed off down the drive, limping towards my car.

Once we were in my car and driving, Tommy initiated a conversation. 

‘What the fuck was that?’ she demanded, her full lips catching my attention immediately as she pouted at me.

I glanced over in surprise before turning back to the road. ‘What?’ I exclaimed.

‘You! Charming my mother! What the hell! How’d you do that?’ she asked, chuckling under her breath.

‘What can I say?’ I smiled.  ‘Mum’s love me. I’m the good girl next door type.’

Tommy made a snorting noise and fell about laughing.  ‘Okay...if you say so,’ she chuckled.

‘I am!’ I cried.  ‘You think I’m not?’ I asked, desperate to know what she thought of me.

Tommy shrugged and sat back again, sobering.  ‘Thanks for the ride,’ she murmured, staring over at me.

I looked over briefly, watching her as she lay back against the head rest and looked up at me from under her eyelashes.  ‘No worries,’ I murmured.

‘Saved me another lecture,’ she said, quietly, biting her lower lip.

‘Oh yeah? Was she mad? About your fight?’ I asked, unable to stop myself looking at her mouth as her teeth worried at her full, gorgeous lip.

She dropped her head.  ‘She went mental.  She school called her...’

‘Well, they would.  They have to, Tommy.  What are you going to do today? Stay away from her, right? She’s bad news.’

‘I dunno,’ she muttered, slumping even further into the seat as if she wanted to disappear. 

‘You’re welcome to join us for lunch if you have no company,’ I said, gently, offering her friendship if she wanted it.

‘Thanks,’ she muttered, but kept her head down.

We fell into silence, so I clicked the sound system on, so we didn’t have to talk.  Music stated playing and I hummed a bit to myself before joining in when the chorus kicked in.  I felt eyes on me, but I loved the song, so focused on that instead of Tommy’s intense eyes.

I pulled into the school car park as the song ended, singing the final lines with a flourish.  Turning off the engine, I sat back and sighed.  ‘I love that song.’

Glancing over at Tommy, I found her staring at me with disbelief.

‘What?’

Tommy let out a sound of exclamation and I didn’t know what she was trying to say.  ‘We’re here,’ she said, unnecessarily.

‘Yeah.’

Tommy held my eyes for a moment before dropping them slightly down my face before flicking them back up to meet my gaze.  ‘I like your freckles,’ she said, with a small smirk of a smile playing on one side of her face.  She then floored me as she winked cheekily before turning and climbing out of the car.  

The second she had winked at me; I’d felt my body tighten in swift response.  It was electric, instant and very, very hot. I watched her slowly limp up the grass towards the school building feeling completely and utterly confused.  She liked my freckles? Who the fuck said that? I was so baffled by her.  One minute she wouldn’t say anything to me and the next she was doling out compliments and winking at me.  I was more than a little confused.

After shaking my head at the absurdity of the situation, I climbed out of the car, willing my body to relax.  I walked slowly towards the school and then shouted when I saw Drew in the distance.

‘Drew!’ I called.

‘They sweetie,’ he smiled, coming closer.

‘Bathroom! Now!’ I told her, eyes wide.

‘Come on then!’ he laughed, grabbing my hand, and running with me towards the nearest bathroom.

When we reached the empty bathroom, we hurried into a stall and slammed the door. 

‘What’s going on?’ he laughed.

Grinning like an idiot, I exploded with giggles.  ‘Oh my God, Drew-I just drove Tommy to school!’

‘You did? Nice! The plan worked then?’

‘It did!’ I chuckled.  ‘She was all gorgeous and moody at first...her whole face pouty.  Fuck, her lips Drew,’ I said, melting against the stall door.  ‘Have you looked at them? Like, properly...they’re the most gorgeous lips I’ve ever seen in my life...I could stare at them all day!’

‘You’re so crazy about her, Aden,’ he smiled.  ‘I’ve never seen you this bad.’

‘Oh my God though, just wait...you’ll never believe what she just did.’

‘Tell me,’ he demanded.

‘Well; we had just pulled into school, okay, and she looks at me and says, ‘I like your freckles and then winked at me! She winked at me, Drew! Just like she did to you the other day! I literally felt it in the depths of my stomach! It was so hot.’

Drew threw her head back and laughed.  ‘I can’t believe it! She’s a winker,’ he chuckled and then we both fell about laughing at the whole Tommy winking at us joke.

‘God Drew, she’s so frigging sexy.  Every time she looks at me, I almost lose it.  When she winked, I swear I was panting for her seconds later.’

‘So, who do you reckon she goes for-girls or boys? She’s winked at us both now so I’m none the wiser,’ he commented.

‘I don’t know,’ I mused.  ‘My gut says she’s straight, but she does sometimes make me wonder...’ I murmured, thoughtfully.

‘I can’t believe she said that about your freckles,’ he said, and then gaped at me.

‘What?’

‘Oh my God, I just realised...you’re wearing make-up,’ he commented, pointing at my face.

‘Yeah...and?’

‘You can’t see your freckles, Aden!’ 

My eyebrows lifted in surprise.  ‘I hadn’t even thought about that,’ I said, frowning.  ‘Maybe from seeing them another day when I wasn’t wearing as much foundation?’

His eyes widened like saucers.  ‘It’s your lips!’

‘Huh?’

‘She was talking about your lips, Aden!’ he exclaimed, almost screeching.

‘No...was she?’ I asked, incredulously.

‘She must have been! They’re the only freckles on show!’ he told me, sounding stunned.

‘You think she...was she flirting with me?’ I asked him, dumbfounded.

‘Could be...’ he mused.  ‘I don’t actually know! Ask her what she meant when you see her in science.’

‘I can’t! How embarrassing would that be?’

‘But what if she was flirting and wants you to flirt back?’ he suggested.

‘Oh please...with me? She’s stunningly gorgeous and then there’s me.’

‘Aden, don’t you dare put yourself down like that,’ he told me, emphatically.  ‘You’re gorgeous too!’

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence...but I know I’m not exactly in Tommy’s league.’

‘You never know, sweetie...I mean, we’ve got a winker on our hands...who fucking knows what’s going to happen next!’ he said and fell about laughing helplessly.

I couldn’t help laughing with him.  It was funny really and we headed to first class happy and smiling.

When science finally came around, I felt nervous anticipation running through me.  When I walked in, Drew was already chatting away to his science partner-Isaac and Tommy was sat there looking as nonchalant as ever.

‘Hey,’ I said, sitting down beside her.

She smiled at me.  ‘Hi.’

‘You having a good day?’ I asked conversationally.

She smirked at me, as if what I said was funny.  

Confused, I turned away as the teacher began talking.

As the lesson began, I found myself glancing at Tommy’s hand as she idly sketched in her notepad.  Her fingers were long and tapered, her hands looked strong, and I swallowed hard as an image of her hand touching me sprang to mind.  

Looking away quickly, I tried to focus on the teacher and her spiel, rather than how hot Tommy’s hands were.

It worked for a while, until Tommy nudged me with her hand, glancing at me.  She indicated her drawing using her eyes and I looked down, grinned at her caricature, and then met her eyes.  She smiled at me warmly before looking back down once more.  I flexed my hand, feeling the burn where her skin had touched mine.  Feeling warm inside, I shifted in my seat uncomfortably, willing my body to calm down.

Tommy didn’t talk to me for the rest of the lesson, and because it was teacher led, I didn’t have the chance to engage her in conversation either.  When the lesson ended, she shoved her notepad in her bag and stood.

‘Later,’ she muttered and left, barely even saying goodbye.

I watched her go with a sigh.  Every single part of me was buzzing from being near her; I noticed every little thing about her and yet I barely registered on her radar.
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Chapter 2
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Lunchtime was always spent out on the benches under the old oak trees which covered the school field.  I sat with a large group of girls and a few girls who fitted in with the drama crowd.  We chatted, joked and laughed whilst eating our lunch. 

‘Hey, look,’ Drew said, nudging me after a while.

‘What?’ I replied.

‘Tommy looks all sad,’ he said, nodding his head in her direction.

I turned swiftly as she walked to a tree well away from everyone and slumped down against it, sitting there miserably.  ‘Oh...’ I murmured.

‘Shall we go and invite her over?’

‘I told her she could sit with us when we were in my car,’ I told her.

‘Yeah? She looks so alone though,’ she commented.

‘I know...come on then.  Let’s go ask her,’ I replied, deciding to be brave.

Just as we were standing, a guy from our year materialised out of nowhere and strutted his way over to her, Tommy watching his every move with what I decided was clear interest.

Drew and I stopped still and then sat back down as we watched Matty Turner approach Tommy and then sit down beside her, flicking his long hair back and grinning at her widely.

‘Bastard,’ I uttered, aggressively.

‘Aden!’ Drew objected.

‘Well, look at him! He’s all over her!’

‘He’s talking to her, Aden! Jealous much?’ he laughed.

‘Very,’ I muttered, angrily, slumping my chin onto my hands.  

‘She’s smiling at him now,’ Drew said, watching proceedings with interest.

‘I can’t even look,’ I said, miserably.  ‘She’s so gorgeous and he’s handsome as hell. They’d make such a cute couple. I hate my life,’ I moaned.

‘Shut up,’ he ordered.  ‘She’s coming over.’

‘What?’ I exclaimed, straightening.

‘Seriously.  He’s gone off now and she’s walking our way.  Be normal...be cool...be...hey Tommy!’ Drew smiled.

‘Hey,’ she said, a small smile on her face.  

‘Hi Tommy,’ I said, glancing up at her, sideways.

‘Can I...?’ she mumbled, pointing to the non-existent space next to me where I sat on the bench.

‘Aden! Move up!’ Drew hissed.

‘Oh...yeah...sure...have a seat!’ I said, shifting up a little.  It only created a tiny space, but Tommy slid in beside me, pressed up against my side as she squeezed into the gap.

‘So,’ Drew began.  ‘Having a nice lunch time?’ he smiled.  

‘Not really,’ she said, with a small smile.  ‘Had to go to detention for half an hour.’

‘Oh, for yesterday?’ Drew asked.

‘Drew! Don’t pry!’ I told him.

‘It’s alright,’ Tommy said from beside me.  ‘Yeah.  I have to go every day this week...for the first half of lunch.’

‘That sucks.  Sluts,’ Drew muttered.

‘Sluts,’ I repeated.

Tommy just watched us both with interest.  

‘What’s that?’ Tommy asked then.

I pointed at my lunch as if to say, ‘Is that what you mean?’ When she nodded, I answered her.  ‘It’s a salad, Tommy.  Why? Do you want some?’

She shook her head in disgust. ‘Why are you eating that? Do you actually like it?’ she asked.

I laughed.  ‘Not exactly, but it’s good for me.  Healthy.  I’m on a diet,’ I told her.

She gave me a bemused expression.  ‘Why?’ she asked, sounding baffled.

My eyes widened.  ‘Is she serious?’ I asked Drew.

He shrugged, looking amused by the back and forth between us.  

‘Why are you on a diet?’ Tommy asked.

‘It isn’t obvious?’ I asked.

She scrunched up her face in the most adorable way which had her lips looking all pouty once again as she struggled to understand what I was saying.  ‘No!’

‘I’m too fat!’ I told her.

Tommy literally gave me a once over.  Her gaze dropped and scanned me from head to toe.  ‘You’re like...completely not even close to fat, Aden,’ she said, reaching into her bag.  ‘Here...eat some real food,’ she said, handing me a bag of crisps.

Tommy didn’t realise it, but she’d just made me feel like a million dollars.  I smiled at her, accepting the packet, and then watched as she pulled out a second pack from her bag and began devouring them at speed.

Drew looked at me and I met his eyes, and the smile we shared was happy.

‘Aden’s blossomed recently,’ Drew said, conversationally.

‘Shut up, Drew,’ I said, shaking my head.

‘No! I told you that you’re gorgeous!’ he said and then turned back to Tommy.  ‘She still thinks she’s a fat ginger kid, you see.’

Tommy’s eyebrow rose with surprise, and she looked up at my hair before scanning me again.  ‘Definitely not a fat ginger,’ she said with a smirk.

I smiled at her, unable to stop looking at her gorgeous face.  ‘Well; I’m getting there...we can’t all be gorgeous, thin blondes,’ I murmured, flicking my gaze from Tommy to Drew-both of whom could be described that way.

‘Got any more food?’ Tommy asked then, hopefully.

‘Not me,’ I shrugged.  

‘Energy bar?’ Drew offered, reaching into his bag.

‘Thanks!’ Tommy said and winked at him.

Drew met my eyes, and we dissolved into uncontrollable laughter.  Hilarity ensued as we couldn’t contain our amusement and fell around the table giggling.

‘What’s so funny?’ Tommy demanded, finishing off the energy bar in three bites.

We couldn’t catch our breath.

‘What?’ she exclaimed, frowning now.

‘Nothing, nothing,’ I wheezed.

‘Yeah, it was! Tell me!’ she demanded.

Drew bit his lip, trying to stop.  ‘It’s nothing, Tommy...just...

‘You winked at her,’ I told her, still grinning from ear to ear.

‘And that’s funny why?’ she asked, looking baffled.

‘It’s not...it’s just...we just...noticed it...you’ve done it a few times...’

Tommy pouted, attractively, making me ache.  ‘You’re making fun of me,’ she said, moodily.

‘No! No!’ I said, touching her arm briefly, which made her look down in surprise.  ‘We just...Drew help me out here?’ I asked, panicking at the look on Tommy’s face.  I really didn’t want Tommy to think we were mocking her.  

‘Tommy, we’re not making fun of you.  Aden and I just noticed that you wink at people sometimes and we thought it was kind of...sexy,’ he said, smiling at her flirtatiously.

Her eyebrows rose and she looked from Drew to me and then back again.  ‘Sexy? Winking?’ she questioned.

Drew nodded while I blushed and looked down, chuckling with embarrassment.  ‘Uh. Yeah,’ I said, uncomfortably.  ‘We just liked it...we weren’t making fun,’ I told her.

‘Okay,’ she shrugged.  ‘I mean...whatever, anyway.’

The three of us moved on to talking about science lessons and we chatted happily for a while longer before our peace was disturbed.  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the sluts get up and start moving in our direction.

‘Ten o clock,’ I mumbled, nudging Drew’s fingers.  ‘The sluts...’

‘Fuck’s sake,’ she muttered, glancing briefly in their direction.

‘Ignore her,’ I murmured to Tommy, as Rainie herself sauntered up to our table with a cocky smirk all over her face.

‘New friends, Tomasina?’ she mocked.  

‘Fuck off,’ Tommy replied, giving her a stony look.

I felt tense and uncomfortable as I watched Tommy’s fists turn white as she clenched them on the table.

‘Better watch yourself, Tommy...hanging out with a dirty, disgusting dykey lezza like her,’ she said, sneering at me.

‘Ignore her,’ I muttered again as Tommy did the exact opposite with her reaction and flew out of her seat and swung for her.  The blow was perfect, and Tommy smacked her fist into the side of her skull, laying her out in a single punch.

‘Tommy!’ I yelled, without being able to stop myself.

Rainie dropped to the floor, and everyone around gaped at Tommy in shock.  In a flurry of activity, teachers and other adults were there, pulling Tommy away to speak with her while Rainie was helped up and whisked off to the medical room.  I watched Tommy being taken off without being able to say a word.  My mouth hung open as everyone dispersed, chatting about what had just happened with awe.

When I could speak, I turned to Drew.  ‘Oh my God,’ I exclaimed.

‘That was...fuck! What was that?’ he exclaimed, gaping at me.

‘Tommy’s like...oh my...she’s literally been in two fights in two days!’ I commented, considering this fact.

‘Scrappy little fucker, isn’t she? Aden, she literally just punched someone in your honour.  Is it just me or is that more than a little fucking hot?’ he demanded.

A small smirk tempted the side of my mouth.  I had been thinking exactly the same thing.  I didn’t want Tommy fighting on my behalf, but the fact that she had stood up for me was beyond incredible.  ‘It was hot,’ I admitted, letting the grin take over.  ‘She punched her for me.’

‘She did,’ he smiled.  ‘Even though I’m not condoning violence...’ he gave me a wide-eyed oh my God face, and I laughed.

‘I have to thank her...’ I murmured, thinking.

‘She’s going to be in so much trouble though, right? She must already be in trouble for yesterday! God knows what will happen after today!’

‘Yeah,’ I said, frowning.  ‘Poor Tommy...’ 

‘Come on.  We’re going to be late for class,’ he said, pulling me after him.  We headed for afternoon classes and all afternoon I kept replaying the scene.  The more I thought about it, the more impressed I was with Tommy, and I watched the clock constantly through class, desperate to see her again.

When I finally got out of drama, I hurried to the car park to see Tommy already leaning against my car waiting for me.

‘Tommy!’ I exclaimed, hurrying over.  ‘You okay?’ I asked, wide-eyed.

She shrugged.  ‘Can we go?’ she murmured, quietly.

‘Yeah! Get in,’ I encouraged, heading around to the driver side.  I got in and gunned the engine, heading out of the car park immediately.

Once we had started driving, I turned to speak to her.  ‘Tommy? You okay? Did you get in trouble?’ I asked.

She leant her head back and looked over at me.  ‘They’re calling my Mum this evening...she’ll know by the time I get home,’ she said, miserably.  ‘She’s going to be so pissed with me.’

‘Ah, Tommy,’ I murmured. ‘Why’d you do it?’ I asked.

‘Cos she’s a fucking prick! Calling you that! No-one has the right to say that to another human being! It made me so fucking angry!’

‘Tommy, it’s just words...I don’t want you fighting because of me.  I mean...thank you.  I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it, but I don’t want you throwing punches for me.  She’s just an idiot. I’ve learnt to ignore her.’  I pulled into the driveway by my house and turned off the engine.  

‘I’m so angry...’ Tommy all-but whispered.

‘I know...but she’s not worth it,’ I told her.

‘Not just her...just so...angry...all... the time...’ she said, brokenly, her head dropped down into her lap, looking at her hands.

‘You’re always so angry? Because of your dad?’ I asked, gently, reaching out to touch her hand briefly.

She pulled away, shifting in her seat a little.  ‘Fifty-one’s too young to die,’ she said quietly.

I sighed, feeling desperately sad for her.

‘I better go,’ she said then, still not looking at me.  ‘Wish me luck...I’m about to get the biggest bollocking in history,’ she said, grimacing.

‘Oh Tommy...’ I murmured.

She glanced at me briefly. ‘Thanks for the lift,’ she said, and disappeared.

I watched her go and then hurried inside, feeling distraught.  As I walked into the kitchen feeling frantic, my mother caught me and whirled me around.  

‘Aden? What’s wrong?’ she asked, grasping my arms, eyes wide.

‘I’m so upset, Mum,’ I told her, tears in my eyes.

‘Oh baby, tell me!’ she said, clearly concerned.

We sat down and the whole tale came flooding out.  I told her about Tommy and how I thought she was cool, sweet and troubled.  I explained about her dad and how they’d had to move here because he died.  Then I told her about the lunchtime incident.  

‘And then Rainie came over and saw Tommy was sat with us and she says to Tommy- ‘Better be careful sitting with a dirty, disgusting dykey lezza like her’ and Tommy lost it, Mum.  She punched her! For me! She was defending my honour! And then I drove her home, and she’s worried about her Mum and her reaction-then she looked like she was going to cry! And she’s like a tough little character who would never cry.  She told me she’s feeling angry, and I asked her about whether it was because of her dad, and she just said no-one should die at fifty-one.’

My Mum stared at me for a long moment and then stood.  ‘Come on,’ she ordered.  ‘Grab one of those dishes.  We’re going over there,’ she said.

My eyes turned as wide as saucers.  ‘We are?’

‘We’re going to thank Tommy and welcome the Johnson’s to our street.  Come on...let’s help her out,’ she said.

We hurried over to the house and I stood on the doorstep holding a handmade lasagne while my Mum held a basket of cookies she had baked.

The door opened and a harassed looking Mrs Johnson stood there looking stressed.

‘Hello!’ my Mum said, warmly.  ‘I’m Maggie Hunter and this is my daughter who I think you’ve met-Aden.  We live opposite, number two,’ she smiled.  ‘I made you some welcome gifts.’

‘Oh wow! Thank you. I’m Sue.  Sue Johnson,’ she said, her forehead creases softening. ‘Please come in...’ she said, stepping back and allowing us in. 

We walked in and were shown to the kitchen.  I immediately saw Tommy who was hunched on a chair at the kitchen table looking completely forlorn and so sad it broke my heart.

‘Tommy, this is Mrs Hunter.  They’ve brought us some welcome food,’ she said, watching her closely.

‘Actually, Mrs Johnson, I also wanted to come over because of what happened today at school,’ I said, stepping forward a bit and putting the lasagne on the table.

‘Oh,’ she said, quietly.  ‘I was just having a conversation with Tommy about it.  Well, I was talking...she was telling me nothing.’

‘Shall we sit down?’ my Mum suggested.  ‘Aden’s just been telling me all about it and perhaps she could tell you as well because we came over to thank Tommy for being such a good friend.’

Sue stared at us in surprise and then gestured weakly to the table.  ‘I...please...sit down.’

We all sat down, and Tommy sat up, staring at me with expectancy and surprise covering her features. 

‘Aden came home very upset,’ my Mum began.

‘Oh really?’ Sue frowned.  ‘What happened?’

‘Tommy stood up for me today,’ I told her, bluntly.  ‘I’ve had some trouble with a nasty crowd of girls for years and today one of them came up to me and called me a ‘dirty, disgusting dykey lezza’ in front of all of my friends.  I tend to ignore it, but Tommy took offence to it-especially as the same girl yesterday told someone that she hoped she died of cancer.  I know what Tommy...and you...have been through recently as we chatted about it and I wanted to come and say that although I don’t want Tommy fighting for me, I’m thankful that she stood up to a really nasty piece of work who hasn’t left anyone alone for years.’

‘Tommy?’ Sue said, turning to stare at her wide-eyed.  ‘Why didn’t you explain to me why you did it?’ she asked.

Tommy shrugged, dropping her eyes.

‘She won’t talk to me,’ she said, turning back to me and my mother.  Her eyes were wide and shone with the hint of unshed tears.  ‘I know she must be hurting,’ she said, looking at us both.  ‘But she won’t communicate at all...won’t tell me what she’s feeling.’ She turned to my Mum and explained.  ‘We moved here because my husband died...Tommy’s father. It was cancer-and it happened so fast. One day we got the diagnosis and two months later...he was gone.  It’s been an awful few months,’ she admitted, ‘made worse as my own daughter won’t tell me how she’s feeling.’

Tommy kept her head down and said nothing.

I decided to speak up.  ‘She’s talked to me a little,’ I said in a quiet voice. 

Sue’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

‘She told me she’s feeling angry...like, all the time...’ I told her softly.

Tommy’s head lifted swiftly.  ‘Aden!’ she said, in a warning tone.

‘I thanked her for standing up for me today but said I didn’t want her being violent on my behalf and she said she was feeling angry and that fifty-one is too young to die.’

Sue let out a little gasp.  ‘Oh Tommy,’ she said, sadly.  

I watched as she met her eyes.

‘You stood up for Aden?’ she asked, gently.

She nodded, biting her lip.  I dragged my gaze away from her mouth-now wasn’t the time to be having those thoughts.  

‘I’m glad Tommy’s talking to someone-even if it isn’t me right now,’ she told us.  ‘How about you girls go upstairs and relax while we chat down here.  Take some snacks for you both, Tommy,’ Sue said, nodding towards the cupboards.

Tommy grabbed a few things and then grabbed my arm, heading for the door quickly.  ‘Come on, Aden,’ she said, pulling me after her up the stairs.

‘See you later!’ I waved, grinning at my Mum and Sue as we rushed up the stairs.

When we reached Tommy’s room, she tugged me inside and slammed the door behind us before launching herself at me for a brief, hard hug.

‘Oh my God, Aden!’ she exclaimed.

‘What?’ I said, grinning.

‘You totally just got me off the hook with my Mum! I was in for the biggest punishment and then you knocked on the door!’ she laughed.

‘Tommy!’ I laughed, giving her a playful smack on the arm, ‘If you’d just told her what happened then she wouldn’t have been mad anyway! Idiot,’ I said, shaking my head. 

‘We haven’t been talking much...’ she told me, heading for her bed and slumping down on it heavily.

I let my eyes stray and took in the sight of her lying on her bed, an array of thoughts rushing through my head-none of them appropriate in the slightest.  ‘You should tell her,’ I said, walking over and sitting on the side near her legs.  ‘She’s going through it too.’

‘Yeah, but she chose to uproot me and bring me here,’ she argued.

‘Did she have a choice?’ I wondered.

She shrugged. 

‘I mean, why did you have to move here?’

She debated before answering.  ‘We, uh...she said she couldn’t keep the house now that Dad’s gone.  It was too much.  She hadn’t been working either.  Now she is.’

‘There you go, Tommy.  It’s not her fault! It’s no-one’s fault! It’s just circumstances.  I bet she didn’t really want to move, did she?’ I questioned.

‘I...don’t know.  Probably not.’

‘So, give her some slack, Tommy.  She’s grieving just like you are.  It can’t be easy to lose your husband that young.’

She stared moodily at the ceiling.

‘You okay?’

She said nothing.

‘Need a hug?’ I asked, quietly.

That got her attention.  ‘From you?’

‘Yeah.  You’re sad...hugs help, right?’ I said.

‘You’re like a Mum in a girl’s body,’ she chuckled, sitting up and moving towards me a bit.

To say I was surprised was a complete understatement. ‘I’m very nurturing with my friends,’ I told her.

‘We’re friends now?’ she asked in a small voice.

‘I hope so!’ I smiled.  ‘I mean...if you’d...if you’d want to be?’ I said, carefully.

She gave me one of her lopsided half-smiles.  ‘Yeah...friends,’ she replied, quietly.  ‘You got that hug now?’ she asked, tentatively.

‘Sure,’ I smiled, willing myself to remain friendly and stop thinking of her in a sexual way.  Leaning in, I put my arms around her and hugged her warmly.  She smelt incredible, naturally gorgeous.  It didn’t last long, but it felt amazing and when I released her, my smile was wide.

‘So, uh...’ she said, shifting back subtly, ‘what do you think I should do with my room?’ she asked.

I looked around, wandering about and seeing the boxes piled up in the corner.  The only thing she had done was made her bed and put out a guitar rack with two guitars on.

‘Oh wow, you’re a guitarist?’ I questioned.

‘Yeah,’ she smiled.  ‘I love music.  It’s like my dream...’ she murmured, seemingly a little embarrassed.

‘Me too! But with singing. One day I want to be a performer of some sort.  I love music too.  Will you play something for me?’ I asked, indicating the guitars.

‘Sure,’ she replied, grabbing one and sitting down on the floor.

I followed her and sat next to her as she put the guitar across her lap.

‘Fuck...’ she muttered, staring down at her hand.  ‘My hand!’

‘Oh no...is it bad?’ I asked.

‘Bad enough that I don’t think I’ll be playing guitar for you right now,’ she muttered, laying it down on the floor and then gently flexing and releasing her hand back and forth, wincing the whole time.

‘Give it here,’ I offered.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Massage it!’ I told her.  ‘I’ve been told I give great massages!’

‘From who?’ she exclaimed, laughing.

‘My Mum!’

Tommy literally fell backwards laughing her head off.  It was so nice to see her enjoying herself that I forgot to be embarrassed and simply laughed with her.  

‘You’re an idiot,’ I told her, playfully.  ‘Now give me your hand.’

‘Your Mum,’ she repeated, still chuckling to herself.

I watched her for a moment, realising I’d barely seen her teeth before as she didn’t smile much.  Her smile was gorgeous and made her eyes light up beautifully. ‘Let me help you a little.’

‘Go on then...work your Mum magic on me,’ she teased.

I smiled at her, loving being with her when she was playful.  I started rubbing her hand gently with my fingers and massaged it slowly. 

‘How’s that?’ I asked.

‘Nice,’ she murmured, eyes downcast.

‘Is it sore?’ I questioned, loving the feel of her long, strong fingers.  Guitarist fingers, I realised.

‘Yeah...I smacked her really hard.’

‘I know you did,’ I said, looking up at her briefly.  Our eyes met.  

‘She deserved it, Aden...saying that to you...’

I shrugged.  ‘Yeah, well...’

‘Has she really been causing you trouble for years? You said downstairs that it has been happening for a long time?’ she questioned.

I sighed. ‘Yeah. Sadly, I’ve known her since I was young.  She teased me mercilessly when I was little, and it got worse as I got older.  She seems to have a problem with me.’

‘She’s probably got a crush on you,’ Tommy commented.

‘What? Ew! Not Rainie! You’re kidding, right?’ I exclaimed.

She shrugged. ‘No. People who come out with homophobic shit like that have got to have something to hide, surely.’

‘Well, I’ve learnt to not let it bother me...ignore it. You need to do the same, Tommy.’

‘It does bother me though, Aden. I don’t want anyone treating you like that,’ she said, quietly, as my hand rubbed at her rhythmically.

‘Neither do I, but some kids are dicks, right?’

‘I guess,’ she replied, slowly. ‘So...you’re gay, right?’ she asked, looking up at me boldly.

I couldn’t have been more surprised if she’d kicked me in the face. ‘I...what?’

‘You...it’s because you’re gay right?’

‘I...’ I dropped my eyes for a minute, not knowing what to say.

‘Oh, are you not out or something?’ she asked.

‘I...I’m just...I’m seventeen, Tommy. I’m not anything yet.’

‘Do you have an idea though?’ she pushed.

I smiled and felt myself blushing a little. ‘I like girls, alright...I’m just not exactly living out and proud yet. It’s early days, right? I don’t label myself. I’m only young.’

‘True. Leave your options open at this point for sure,’ she said, smiling at me.

‘So, I’m guessing you’re straight, right?’ I asked, turning the tables.

She shrugged. ‘Like you say, I don’t label myself. I just like who I like,’ she said, mysteriously.

I found that an interesting answer as she didn’t actually answer me at all. ‘Have you met anyone you like since moving here?’ I asked, curiously. 

‘Maybe,’ she grinned.

‘I saw Matty talking to you at lunch. He’s really handsome.’

‘I guess,’ she said, quietly.

‘Do you reckon you’ll go out with him?’

‘Ah I don’t know, Aden. I just moved here. I don’t know if getting involved right now is the best idea.’

‘Have you had boyfriends?’ I questioned, curious about her.

‘Yeah! Of course!’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, I have. What about you? Have you had a girlfriend?’ she asked.

I scoffed. ‘Are you kidding?’ I looked at her and it appeared that she wasn’t kidding at all.  ‘I...no. I’ve been a fat, ginger shy kid for sixteen out of seventeen years. They haven’t been queuing up at my door to go out with me,’ I laughed.

‘Don’t put yourself down, Aden. For a girl, you’re like, hot...I think.’

I gaped at her, literally gaped. ‘What did you say?’

‘I’m not planning on repeating it!’ she chuckled. ‘So, you’ve never been on dates or kissed anyone?’ she asked then.

I shook my head. ‘Nope...nothing,’ I said sadly.

‘But you must have practiced on a friend, right? That’s how I got some experience,’ she said, grinning.

‘Nah, I haven’t done that,’ I said, shaking my head.

‘Why? Ask Drew. He’d help you out, I’m sure!’

‘I don’t want to,’ I told her, quietly.

‘How come?’ she asked, interested.

‘Because he’s a guy! I don’t want to kiss a guy at all, Tommy. I’d rather wait-even if it takes longer-to kiss a girl when it’s my first.’

‘Oh...I suppose I get it. Even if it’s just practice?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, even if. I’d want it to be a girl,’ I told her, softly.

‘You know,’ she began, speaking slowly, ‘If you wanted...I’d do it,’ she said, quietly. ‘Like...just for practice, you know? To get some experience.’

My eyes widened like saucers and my fingers stopped massaging her hand. I met her eyes and stunned silence broke out for several moments between us. When I spoke, my voice sounded foreign. ‘You...seriously?’

She shrugged. ‘It’s no big deal...’

I swallowed hard, feeling my body tighten with arousal. ‘I...like, when?’ I stuttered.

‘Not now, obviously! Our Mums are downstairs probably discussing my punishment,’ she said, with a smirk. ‘Just...sometime...if you want. No worries if not, I just thought I’d offer. Help you out a bit if you wanted me too.’

‘I’d...wow. I can’t believe you’d offer!’ I said, stunned.

She shrugged, looking away. ‘It’s just kissing, right? And kissing’s amazing, right?’

I smirked. ‘I wouldn’t know,’ I replied, laughing.

‘Trust me, it is,’ she grinned.

‘Can I ask you about something you said to me the other day?’ I asked, getting more confident around her as we spent more time together.

‘Yeah? What was it?’

‘You said,’ I cleared my throat and chuckled a bit, ‘I like your freckles.’

Tommy smirked and then laughed. ‘What’s wrong with that?’ she asked.

‘It’s just, the day you said that, I was wearing make-up...’

‘I wasn’t talking about those freckles,’ she told me, ‘I was talking about those,’ she said, pointing to my mouth with her other, free hand.

My eyes widened again. ‘I...you...’

‘I’ve never seen that before,’ she said, shrugging. ‘They’re like...’ her eyes drifted down and lingered on my mouth. 

I felt my stomach clench and my loins tighten. Her eyes were watching my mouth, and she had offered to teach me to kiss. I was more than a little aroused in that moment. 

‘They’re like...’ she repeated, ‘really...hot,’ she told me, finally lifting her eyes to meet mine. 

‘Tommy!’ I exclaimed. 

‘What?’ she laughed. ‘You’re telling me no-one’s ever mentioned that before? That they’re hot? If you were a guy, I’d have been all over them already,’ she told me.

‘You...would?’

‘Yeah, like with my tongue,’ she said then, grinning and then winking at me. 

Heat pooled in my stomach and my body responded to her words in the basest of ways. ‘Tommy!’

‘They’re dotted around so I’d trail my tongue from one to another like a little journey of exploration,’ she smiled.

‘You’re insane,’ I muttered, but was seriously hot under the collar. Tommy’s eyes still lingered on my mouth, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of excitement that filtered through me at her words.  
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