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        Can two scarred souls make each other whole?

      

      

      I’ve never given thoughts to any relationship with anyone. All I want is to start medical school and keep full focus on my education. At least, that’s what I used to want. Meeting Josh one rainy night changes everything.
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            First Impressions

          

        

      

    

    
      Damian

      Our meeting was, in hindsight, rather disturbing.

      Rain poured down, and I had cut across Soho Square Garden to get home quicker when I saw him sitting on the grass. His knees were drawn up and his face was buried in the palm of his hands. He was soaked all the way through, and I could see, even from a distance, that he was trembling.

      He sat under a tree, but it didn’t give him much shelter from the rain. The streetlight next to him flickered on and off, making the entire setting eerie. I glanced around, but I was the only person here besides him.

      I reckoned that was to be expected when it was past eleven at night and the weather was shit.

      Even in the middle of London.

      I looked back at him.

      I couldn’t leave him there.

      Not when he was so distressed he was voluntarily sitting outside in the rain clad only in jeans and a thin, long-sleeved jumper.

      I walked over, slow and hesitant. He didn’t move as I approached, even though he had to hear my squishy steps in the wet grass.

      Only when I stopped at his side and held the umbrella out to cover him did he react.

      He lifted his head and peered up at me. Blond hair, darkened by the rain, was plastered to his skin and his eyes, such a brilliant green they startled me, were red and swollen. I realised with a start that he’d been crying. Probably still was. I didn’t believe for a second that all the drops on his face were from the rain.

      ‘If you stay like this you’ll get sick.’ It wasn’t the best thing to say, for sure, but then I’d never been good when it came to other people.

      He sniffled and ran a hand over his face. Not that it helped much, as his hand was just as wet as the rest of him.

      ‘I c-can’t go h-home.’ His teeth chattered so badly I had a hard time understanding—but I caught what he’d said, and his words made me fidget uncomfortably.

      I couldn’t leave him out there. He’d end up with pneumonia or do something to endanger himself. He seemed distraught enough to be capable of it. I couldn’t, in good conscience, walk away and leave him to his own fate.

      ‘Why not?’ I looked around again. There was still no one else around. ‘You should go home.’

      He shook his head fiercely.

      ‘I can’t.’

      I looked around for the third time, more anxious now. It was getting late, it was cold, and it didn’t look like the rain was about to ease up anytime soon.

      ‘Don’t you have any friends you can go to?’

      ‘No.’ His voice was only a murmur. ‘I don’t have any friends.’

      I pursed my lips uncertainly.

      ‘You can’t stay out here. You’ll get pneumonia.’ I’d had that once, and it had not been fun. ‘I guess you could—‘ I cut myself off to swallow, hard. ‘You could come with me. I live right across the street.’

      He looked up at me, a strange gleam in his eyes.

      ‘You sure?’

      ‘Yeah.’ I wasn’t, not at all. But if I left him out here, and he had nowhere else to go… I couldn’t do that. I didn’t much like people, but I wasn’t heartless. ‘Yeah, come on.’

      He planted his palms on the wet ground and pushed himself up. He stumbled a little as he straightened up, and I grabbed his arm on impulse to keep him from losing his balance.

      He hissed and jerked away, holding his arm tight to his chest.

      I stared at him, taken aback. Not just by him so suddenly pulling away, but because I’d grabbed onto him to begin with. I wasn’t fond of touching or being touched; and I never initiated it.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I muttered.

      ‘No, I’m sorry.’ He brought his other hand up to cover the one still pressed against his chest. ‘I’ve hurt my hand, that’s all. So it hurts to touch it. You couldn’t have known that.’

      ‘Okay.’ I didn’t know what else to say. I wasn’t sure I believed him.

      He was standing outside the range of the umbrella now, so the rain pelted down on him once again.

      ‘Come on.’ I inched the umbrella closer to him.

      He looked at me, a strange gleam in his eyes, then he gave a slow nod.

      I walked as far away from him as was possible underneath the umbrella. It was beyond awkward, but it was only a few minutes to my flat. The door was locked and all the lights seemed to be out, which meant that Silver wasn’t home.

      I didn’t know if I should be disappointed about that or not. Silver was good at talking to people, whereas I was not. It wouldn’t have been so awkward if he’d been home. Then again, how was I going to explain the current situation to him?

      ‘Bathroom’s there.’ I pointed to the closed door next to my own bedroom, across the room from us. ‘I’ll find you something dry to wear.’

      ‘Thank you.’ He didn’t meet my eyes as he shuffled past me towards the bathroom.

      I watched his back, but when I realised what I was doing I shook my head and hurried into my bedroom. I found a pair of grey joggers and a thin, white jumper that I hoped wouldn’t be too big on him. From what I could see he was a slighter build than me.

      I hesitated for a moment outside the bathroom door, then told myself off and knocked on it.

      He cracked it open, and I handed over the neatly folded clothes.

      ‘Thanks.’ He took them with a small smile.

      I scratched the back of my neck as I headed over to the sofa.

      What was I doing? I’d just brought a stranger into my home. I didn’t know anything about him. He could be deranged or a thief or a murderer. Any of those were just as likely. But he could also just be a sad bloke who didn’t have anywhere else to go.

      The bathroom door opened, and I tilted my head to the side so I could watch him emerge. My clothes were too big on him, but that only served to make him look adorable.

      I can’t believe I’m thinking that. But it’s true.

      He was adorable. His hair was still wet, but he’d run his fingers through it to ruffle it up.

      I resolutely turned my focus on the black television when he sat down next to me. I could feel his eyes on me though, and it made me twitch uncomfortably. It was nerve-wracking and I couldn’t stand it.

      ‘What?’ I turned my head to look at him.

      ‘Nothing.’ He turned his head turned quickly away from me. His hands were in his lap, folded tightly around a dripping wet notebook.

      Or maybe it was a journal.

      He glanced at me again, caught me staring at the journal.

      ‘It’s ruined.’ His voice shook. It was almost like he’d lost his best friend. ‘I forgot I had it on me and now it’s ruined.’ He squeezed his eyes shut, and I watched as a few tears trickled down his pale skin.

      ‘It’s just a book.’

      That was entirely the wrong thing to say, but I didn’t realise it until I saw him tense up.

      ‘It’s not.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s not just a book.’ He bent in on himself as if to protect the book. ‘I write in it. It knows everything. And now it’s ruined.’ He was crying for real now.

      This situation made me extremely uncomfortable. So maybe he wasn’t some lost boy who only needed a place to crash. I was pretty sure there was more to it than that. Much more. People didn’t just start crying like that over a book, did they?

      Maybe they did, and I was too emotionally stunted to know.

      I stood up and headed into my room without a word to him. I knew I had a couple of those small sized notebooks somewhere that I hadn’t used for school. I rummaged in the drawers of my desk and finally came up with a couple. I picked the nicest one, the one that had a leather-bound jacket and a string of leather to wrap around it. I had never intended to use it for school. I’d bought it just because it’d looked nice, but I had no use for it.

      ‘Here.’ I held it out to him once I was back in the living room.

      He lifted his head slowly, blinking the tears out of his eyes.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘You can have this if you want.’ I didn’t know why I was giving him a brand new book, but he’d seemed absolutely heartbroken at his own being ruined, and that had torn at my own heartstrings.

      His hand shook slightly as he reached out to take the book from me. He ran his fingers over it, feeling the leather and following the string around. He unwound it and opened the book, feeling the paper.

      ‘Thank you.’ He gave me a small smile now, and that smile transformed his whole face. He wasn’t adorable anymore—he was gorgeous.

      ‘We can try to dry it.’ I nodded to the wet book still in his lap. ‘Maybe you can salvage it.’

      He shook his head, expression morphing into one of sadness again.

      ‘The ink’s smudged. Can’t read it.’

      I sat back down next to him.

      ‘Why are you so attached to a book?’ I threw notebooks away all the time without a second thought.

      ‘It keeps me sane,’ he whispered. ‘To write everything down, I mean. It’s all I’ve got.’

      No friends.

      Only a journal.

      That was so sad.

      I couldn’t boast about being popular either, exactly. I had one friend—my best friend—and I was happy with that. It wasn’t so long ago I didn’t even have that, so I could sympathise with him. It wasn’t fun not having anyone. Everyone needed someone.

      ‘Do you have—?’ I wasn’t sure how to phrase it. I wished Silver was home so he could do all the talking for me. I wasn’t good at this. ‘Do you have it tough? At home?’

      He pursed his lips then shook his head.

      ‘Not really. Not anymore.’

      ‘Then why don’t you want to go home?’

      He stiffened again.

      ‘You want me to go home?’

      ‘I want you to want to go home,’ I said diplomatically. ‘No one should have to feel like they can’t go home unless there’s a reason for it.’

      He deflated next to me.

      ‘It’s been a bad day. They’re all there, and they’ll try to make me feel better—and I can’t. I can’t feel better about it no matter what they say. Eight years for making my life a living hell. What’s the fairness in that?’

      I had no idea what he was talking about, but I could guess one thing: it was bad.

      Life a living hell, eight years…

      Eight years of what? Probation? Prison? Could be either. Most likely the latter, considering. But then again, what was so bad a person went to prison for it? I didn’t even let my mind go there because there were endless possibilities.

      ‘I like that they’re all there, being all supportive and stuff, but today… I just can’t today.’

      ‘Well, you can stay here tonight. But you’ll have to share my bed. We don’t have a guest room or anything.’

      Why in the world was I offering to share a bed with him?

      I never shared my bed with anyone. I couldn’t remember ever actually sleeping in the same bed as someone else. Maybe when I was young, when my sisters were still around.

      He nodded jerkily.

      ‘You’re very kind.’

      Not many people would use that word about me. There was a first time for everything.

      ‘Are you hungry?’ I asked, for lack of anything else to say.

      ‘Not really.’

      I wasn’t either.

      ‘Tired?’

      He nodded.

      I pushed myself up, and he trailed silently after me into my bedroom. I went directly to my dresser, where I took out my pyjamas.

      ‘I’m just going to—um, the bathroom,’ I muttered, and then almost hightailed it out of my own room.

      Being in the living room had been fine, but seeing him sink down on my bed, looking so sad and lost, had touched something in me. Something nothing else had ever touched, at least not for a great many years.

      I took several deep breaths once I’d locked myself in the bathroom.

      He was obviously depressed. He felt like he couldn’t go home, even if he had a family there that he’d said he liked. He was lost, alone, dealing with something that must be really bad. And he had no friends to turn to. He needed a friend to turn to, for when he couldn’t turn to his family.

      I could be that friend.

      I only had one friend, so I reckoned I had room for one more.

      Josh

      I did my breathing exercises as I took in the room around me.

      He had a desk where a laptop sat open, but it was turned off. There were several notebooks lying in a neat stack next to it, as well as a pencil case. He had books everywhere: on the desk, on the bookshelves, and on his nightstand.

      Everything was neat though. Seemed he liked things to be in order. Even his bed was made.

      Speaking of the bed… It wasn’t the biggest. A three-quarter instead of a regular double. I reckoned it would be fine though. I wasn’t exactly wide, and neither was he.

      It’s going to be okay.

      I was still sitting on the edge, unable to decide what to do next, when he came back in. He was in pyjama trousers and a tee, and he crossed his arms over his chest as his eyes fell on me.

      ‘Have you decided what side you want to sleep on?’

      I frowned slightly.

      ‘Why don’t you come sit down?’ I patted the bed next to me.

      He eyed me, seeming almost suspicious, but he did come over to take a seat. I turned to him, and his head tilted towards me.

      I took his face in. It was square, masculine, with pronounced cheekbones. His eyes were blue—azure maybe?—and his hair was black. He was handsome. Very handsome. This wouldn’t be a chore at all.

      ‘What?’ His voice was harsh, impatient.

      I better get to it. I bent forward and pressed my lips to his in a soft kiss.

      He sat frozen for several long seconds, and I continued kissing him through them. His lips were soft. If only they’d start to reciprocate—

      He splayed his hands on my chest and pushed me away. He wasn’t harsh in his movements, more gentle than anything, but it was still a push, a rejection, and my heart dropped to my stomach.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘You don’t want to shag?’ I cocked my head to the side, unsure and confused and starting to get really embarrassed.

      ‘Wha—No!’ He almost choked on the words. ‘What makes you think that?’ He twitched uncomfortably.

      ‘Everybody wants sex.’ I reached out with one hand, trying to put it high up on his thigh, but he slapped it away. I drew it back against my chest as if I’d been burned.

      ‘I don’t want that. I didn’t ask you here for that.’ He was spluttering. Clearly sex hadn’t even been on his mind. ‘That’s wrong in so many ways. I’m pretty sure it’s illegal.’

      ‘Like people care.’ I inched my other hand back to his thigh, hoping he was more open to it now that his mind had been turned to sex. ‘Nobody says no to sex when it’s offered on a silver platter. Are you straight?’

      ‘No.’ He shook his head jerkily.

      ‘So you are gay?’ Maybe it was just me he didn’t want to have sex with. I couldn’t blame him.

      ‘No. I’m not anything,’ he snapped.

      His hand locked around my wrist before I could inch away from him, and pain shot up my arm from the firm grip.

      I jerked back with a pained grimace.

      ‘What’s wrong with you? Have you sprained your arm or something?’

      He pulled my sleeve up without permission to look at my arm.

      Except it wasn’t my arm meeting him, but tightly wrapped gauze. Gauze that was wet and had patches of red dotted all over it.

      He blinked a couple of times, taking it in.

      ‘This should be changed.’

      He touched one of the red spots, and I flinched back, further away from him. He stared up at me then resolutely unwound the gauze.

      ‘No, don’t—’ I protested, but it was too late. The bottom half of my forearm was already bared to view.

      I heard him draw in a shaky breath at the sight that met him. I didn’t even have to look down. I knew what was there. Scars upon scars, cuts upon cuts, and blood. Coagulated blood and fresh blood. I’d cut deep. Many of the cuts hadn’t had the chance to clot yet.

      ‘Is this why you can’t go home?’ He stared. His hand held mine, and it was warm and big and firm, but his eyes stared at my mutilated skin. It made me antsy.

      ‘Part of it, I guess.’ My voice had dropped to a whisper. ‘I have my reasons for doing this. I’m not proud of it, but I can’t stop.’ I pulled my arm out of his grip and did a poor job at rewrapping the wet and bloody gauze.

      He still stared at my arm.

      ‘I didn’t mean to offend you,’ I continued when he didn’t say anything. ‘I’m used to people wanting to shag, you know? People don’t help me without wanting something in return, and all I can give is sex. That’s all I know.’ All I’d ever known.

      ‘I don’t want that.’ He said it firmly too, driving the words in deep.

      ‘I’m sorry for thinking you did.’ I bowed my head, mortified and embarrassed and so incredibly sad. He was a handsome bloke. He’d been nice to me, he’d offered to let me stay, but he didn’t want more than that. He didn’t want me.

      ‘Can I change your gauze?’ He was still staring at my arm.

      ‘Okay.’ I didn’t want him to see my arms in full, but the gauze was uncomfortable. He offered to help me, and I would take whatever he had to give.

      I followed him into the bathroom, where I sank down on the edge of the tub. I’d hung my wet clothes up to dry on the clothing lines above it and water dripped from them.

      He rummaged around in a drawer and in the cabinets. He came up with clean gauze, a washcloth he wetted under the tap, and antibacterial.

      I unwound the old gauze, just to have something to do. Both arms were bared to him now. The horror of what I’d done to myself. I was ashamed he’d seen it in the first place. If he hadn’t forced the issue, I would’ve gone to sleep with the wet gauze and dealt with it being uncomfortable. But when he offered help… I couldn’t not take it.

      ‘Does blood bother you?’ I glanced up, curious.

      ‘No.’ He shook his head for emphasis as he crouched down in front of me. ‘Doesn’t bother me at all. What does is that you do this to yourself. They’ll never go away, the scars.’

      ‘I know.’ I stared down at my own arms. I turned them over, showing off the undersides. They looked even worse. The thin skin over both my wrists was even more a mess of criss-crossed scars than the rest. I could see his eyes trained on the deep scars there. ‘That’s how I tried to kill myself.’

      I hadn’t meant for that to slip out. I didn’t want him to think I was mad, though he probably thought that anyway. I didn’t want to confirm it, but my mouth had decided to prove just what an unstable person I was without my consent.

      I could feel my face burn in shame.

      He didn’t say anything, just started to clean me up.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said after a while.

      ‘For what?’ He dabbed antibacterial on the washcloth, and I hissed as he ran it over my fresh cuts.

      ‘For being so nice. No one has ever been this kind to me before. Not when they don’t expect anything. Which you don’t. Not even then, really.’

      ‘No, I don’t.’

      There it was again, the confirmation that he didn’t find me attractive.

      ‘Why not? Why don’t you want it? Are you in a relationship?’ I couldn’t help but press the issue. If he was in a relationship, I could understand why he would reject me. No one liked a cheater.

      ‘No, I’m not.’ He wrapped new, clean gauze around my right forearm. ‘I just… I just don’t want it, is all.’ He started in on my left arm, and I hissed again once the antibacterial came into contact with fresh cuts.

      ‘You’ve done this a lot? You seem very good at it.’ His fingers were long and slender, and they patched me up with an ease I never showed when I did this myself.

      He glanced up at me.

      Our eyes met and held for a second.

      ‘What’d you mean?’

      ‘This.’ I lifted my right arm up. ‘You seem really good at patching people up. So have you done it a lot?’

      ‘No.’ A brief shake of the head. ‘I’m starting medical school. I want to be a surgeon.’

      Oh, wow.

      I didn’t even know what to say to that.

      ‘Medical school, huh? You must be real smart.’ So lame. That was the lamest thing I’d said until now. I should’ve just kept my mouth shut.

      ‘I do the best I can. It’s what I want to do.’

      ‘You’re lucky then. I don’t know what I want to do. I’m just a big mess.’

      ‘You’ll figure it out.’

      ‘I want to help people. People who struggle. People who’ve been through what I have. But I’m a complete mess myself, so how can I even begin to help someone else?’ My voice had a bitter tone to it now. Not knowing what I wanted to do with my life was galling. Sometimes I was resentful that I even had a life.

      ‘Going to uni is always a good start,’ he commented as he wrapped gauze around my left arm as well.

      I snorted.

      ‘And study what? Psychology? When I don’t even understand my own? That wouldn’t go over well. Besides, I’ve failed my A-levels.’

      Once he finished of the gauze, he leant back so he could look up at me properly.

      My eyes zeroed in on his lips, but I knew he would just push me away again if I tried to kiss him. I wasn’t setting myself up for another bout of rejection. I wasn’t sure I could take that. Not today.

      ‘Better?’ he asked.

      ‘Yeah.’ I bobbed my head. I felt over the new gauze. Dry and soft and clean.

      ‘Now can we go to sleep?’ He pushed himself up on his feet and put away everything he’d used. He threw the old gauze in the rubbish and headed out the door.

      That had me moving. I followed close to him, back into his bedroom again.

      ‘So what side do you want to sleep on?’ He wasn’t looking at me when he asked.

      I looked towards the bed. From the way it was positioned against the wall, as well as the books and mobile phone on the nightstand, I took a guess that he slept close to it.

      I got on the bed and scooted over to lie close to the wall. I slipped under the duvet, thankful that he had two in his bed. I didn’t think he’d want to be any closer to me than he had to be.

      I could tell he was nervous as he slid in beside me.

      ‘You never shared a bed with anyone?’ I couldn’t help but ask because it was so very obvious from the way he was acting.

      He shook his head.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Why do you have two duvets then, if you always sleep alone?’

      He shrugged awkwardly.

      ‘I usually use both. I get cold at night.’

      That was a logical explanation.

      ‘Don’t worry. I won’t try anything. You made yourself clear.’

      He licked his lips nervously.

      ‘Good.’ He reached over the bedside table to turn off the lamp.

      It plummeted me into total darkness at first, but once my eyes adjusted, it wasn’t all that dark. I could still see him next to me though his features weren’t that clear to me anymore. I didn’t think he would appreciate me looking at him though, so I kept my eyes trained on the ceiling.

      That’s when I realised something.

      Something important.

      ‘I don’t know your name.’

      ‘Damian,’ he answered shortly.

      Damian.

      ‘That’s a nice name. I’m Josh.’

      His head turned to me, and I could see his frown. I was pretty sure he was trying to decide if I was mad or not. The first wouldn’t be far from the truth, actually.

      ‘I don’t know how to repay you for this.’

      ‘You don’t have to repay me. I didn’t ask you here to get anything in return.’

      ‘But that book you gave me, that seemed expensive. I’ll pay you back for that one, at least.’

      ‘No, really, it’s okay. Don’t. I wasn’t going to use it anyway.’

      I turned over on my side and curled up. ‘You’re really kind.’

      ‘No more than anyone else.’ His head was still tilted towards me. Our eyes met and held.

      ‘More than anyone I’ve ever met.’

      He frowned again.

      ‘Then you can’t have met many decent people.’

      ‘Maybe not,’ I agreed. My chest squeezed tight at the thought though. It squeezed and it squeezed until I felt like I was going to explode. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to cry or rage—maybe both at the same time.

      ‘I couldn’t leave you out there,’ he said, breaking into my thoughts. ‘If you feel like you can’t go home, you can always come here. I know what it’s like to feel that way.’ His voice had dropped to a whisper on the last sentence.

      ‘Did you have it tough when you lived at home?’ My thoughts were easily diverted, and that’s exactly what his words had done: diverted my thoughts from my own trauma to his.

      ‘I used to. Way back. Not so much now. I love my uncle and aunt and my cousins. But it’s difficult.’

      ‘What’s difficult?’ I wasn’t sure why, but it made me feel a tiny bit better to know that I wasn’t the only one with a messed up life.

      ‘I don’t know. Everything. Nothing. It shouldn’t be difficult because all they’ve done is be there for me, but it is. And it’s all on me, I know, but I guess that’s just who I am.’ He let out a deep breath then turned his head away from me. Maybe he was embarrassed.

      ‘I think you’re wonderful,’ was all I could come up with. It was the truth though. No one had done for me what he had, and for that I would be eternally grateful.

      He chuckled but didn’t say anything.

      ‘I’ll go home tomorrow. I just needed to get away for a while. Maybe tomorrow it’ll be better.’

      ‘What’ll be better?’

      ‘Everything. I don’t know.’ Nothing would be, I knew, but I had to go home. My mum must be beside herself, for sure. So must the rest of them, for that matter. I hadn’t brought my phone with me when I left, only my journal, so they wouldn’t be able to get a hold of me.

      Maybe it was shitty of me to stay away for the night without letting them know, but I needed space.

      ‘A little bit better, at least.’ Saying that would perhaps make everything feel better.

      I reached out tentatively, under the duvets, and fumbled for his hand. When I found it, I squeezed it, trying to pour all my gratitude into it. Hoping to show him just how much it meant to me.

      He didn’t squeeze my hand in return, which saddened me, but he didn’t move his hand away either.

      I reckoned I could count that as a win.
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      Damian

      I couldn’t sleep.

      Josh lay beside me.

      We weren’t touching, but he wasn’t far from me either. I could feel his warmth, and his breathing was slow and even. He was fast asleep.

      I turned on my side. Slowly, so I wouldn’t jolt the bed and wake him up. He was lying on his stomach, his head facing me and with his arm curled under his cheek.

      I reached my hand out to run my index finger over his bandaged forearm. The sight of those arms, sans the gauze, was branded into my brain. I couldn’t believe that people would do that to themselves. That they’d hurt themselves so bad, in such a way that they would always bear the scars afterwards. Josh would never be rid of them—they’d always be there, on his skin, always a reminder.

      Josh’s face was relaxed. He looked adorable, and I ran my hand up his cheek. His skin there was soft, so different from his arms.

      I moved my hand around to his neck, to play with the soft hair at his nape.

      I couldn’t seem to get enough of looking at him. Even if the curtains were closed, there was still enough light in the room from the summer night outside to see him. Not quite clear, but not far from it.

      I’ve only known him for a few hours and already I can’t get enough of him.

      What was wrong with me?

      This was unlike me. I didn’t get attached to people. Yet Josh had managed to get under my skin. He’d kissed me. I’d never reacted to anyone before—but I had to him. What was so special about him?

      I pulled my hand back. I didn’t want to wake him, not when he was sleeping so soundly. I suspected he didn’t always, not with all those scars on his arms. Something made him do that to himself and I suspected it mostly happened at night. Night was the loneliest time of the day, after all.

      I inched out of bed then tip-toed out of the room and into the bathroom.

      I turned the tap on and splashed some water on my face. When I looked up into the mirror, I met my own eyes; I couldn’t help but ask myself what I was doing. I wasn’t fit to get close to anyone, yet that was exactly what I felt was happening. What was more, he seemed to be more unfit for it than I was.

      A knock on the door drew my attention, and I grabbed a towel to dry my face before answering it.

      Silver pushed it open before I could say anything though, and he shut if softly behind him before walking over to sit on the edge of the tub, just like Josh had done earlier.

      ‘You all right?’ he asked, his expression serious. His grey eyes were intense as they took me in.

      ‘Yeah.’ I eyed him in return, not sure what he was getting at.

      ‘You’re having a sleep-over.’ That sentence sounded like a mix between a statement and a question.

      ‘I guess.’

      Sleep-over? That sounded so juvenile. It wasn’t like we were doing anything other than sleeping though.

      Except that kiss.

      But I’d broken that off before he could’ve taken it any further.

      ‘It’s not what you think. He doesn’t have anywhere else to go.’ I wiped the towel over my face again, mostly just to have something to do besides fidget under Silver’s stare.

      ‘You brought home a homeless bloke?’ Silver raised a black eyebrow.

      ‘He’s not homeless.’ I glared at him. ‘He just can’t go home right now.’ I wasn’t sure why I was defending Josh so hotly, but Silver had sounded scandalous at the thought of him being homeless and now in our home.

      ‘Okay.’ Silver nodded, slow and thoughtful, allowing me to calm down. ‘I thought you were asexual.’

      I put the towel down on the sink and scratched awkwardly over my chest.

      ‘I am. Was. I don’t know.’ I shook my head to get rid of all my fluttering thoughts. It didn’t help. ‘I don’t know what this is.’

      All I knew was I couldn’t get enough of looking at him; I’d liked his kiss even if I’d pushed him away, and his hand squeezing mine underneath the duvets had been good.

      ‘How long have you known him?’

      ‘Couple of hours.’

      ‘What? Hours?’ Silver was incredulous now. I couldn’t blame him. ‘When you do get out there, you really do it properly, don’t you?’ He whistled.

      I flushed in embarrassment and grabbed onto the sink for support.

      ‘I haven’t done anything. I just offered him a place to stay tonight. He was sad and alone and soaked through.’

      ‘So you haven’t done it?’

      I glanced at him in confusion.

      His face was split into a grin, and I realised in an instant what he was talking about.

      ‘No!’ My face heated up further.

      ‘So what then? You’ve found yourself another asexual?’ Silver was getting more and more confused. As was to be expected, considering just how confused I was by it all.

      ‘No.’ I turned around and sunk to the floor, resting my back against the cabinets under the sink. ‘He offered, but I declined.’

      Silver’s eyebrows inched up his forehead again.

      ‘You declined sex? Who declines sex?’ I glowered at him, but it didn’t shut him up. ‘I thought you’d get over the no-sex thing once you met someone. I though the asexual thing was just a joke. I’m sorry.’ He was being sincere now.

      ‘What are you sorry for?’

      ‘For not taking you seriously, I guess. I mean, I know you haven’t been interested in these kinds of things before, but I always figured it would change once you met someone. It was shitty of me to assume that. You know your body, your sexuality, better than anyone.’

      ‘No, not really,’ I cut him off before he could continue. ‘I thought I did, but I—I don’t.’ He didn’t have to apologise. I didn’t understand myself, so how could he?

      Not even my uncle and aunt understood me, though they did care for me. My cousins, they were just kids. My aunt’s sister thought I was a freak, though she’d always used to tell me so in an affectionate voice. They all cared, but they didn’t understand me. I was too different from everyone I knew, even my best friend.

      Silver leant back slightly and crossed his arms over his chest. His face and eyes were dead serious as they looked down on me.

      ‘I couldn’t help but notice the bloody gauze in the rubbish bin. You hurt yourself?’

      I shook my head mutely.

      ‘Has he?’

      I wasn’t sure if I could tell him. I didn’t know what the proper way here was. I’d only had one friend in my entire life, and he was sitting in front of me. I wasn’t sure if Josh’s cutting was a secret or not.

      But Silver had an attention for detail—he had to, being a tattoo artist.

      ‘Self-harm,’ I muttered.

      ‘Oh.’ Silver’s expression didn’t change. ‘Do you think it’s wise to get involved with someone so messed up? Self-harm… There’s got to be some heavy underlying issues there, mate.’

      ‘But haven’t I got that too?’ I propped my elbows on my knees and buried my hands in my thick hair. ‘I haven’t got the amount of scars that he has, but mine’s a heck of a lot bigger than any of the ones he had.’

      Silver’s serious expression softened.

      ‘Maybe two scarred souls can make each other whole.’

      ‘That was deep,’ I said drily. ‘And oddly poetic.’

      Silver grinned.

      ‘So how is it that my asexual best mate finds himself a boyfriend before I do?’

      ‘He’s not my boyfriend.’ Not even close. He wasn’t even my friend—not yet anyway.

      Silver was right, anyway: Josh did have a lot of issues. Lots more than the cutting, for sure.

      ‘He’s sharing your bed,’ Silver pointed out. ‘You don’t have the biggest bed, you know, and you don’t even seem to mind that he’s there.’

      Boyfriend.

      That was a relationship. With another human being.

      Was that what I wanted?

      It was too early to say, obviously, but I couldn’t help but think I might. I’d never had a reaction to anyone the way I reacted to Josh. In just a few hours, he’d turned my life completely up-side-down.

      ‘I’m going back to bed.’ I pushed myself up.

      ‘Let me know when you know.’ Silver was back to grinning widely.

      I smiled slightly as I headed over to the door.

      The smile died once I entered my bedroom and found Josh thrashing on the bed.

      I hurried over to him.

      ‘Josh?’

      I put my knees on the bed, wondering what to do. He was having a nightmare, that much was obvious, but what should I do about it? What would be the best thing to do?

      ‘Josh?’

      I didn’t want to grab him, as I knew from experience that that could make whatever nightmare he was having worse. But I also didn’t want him to do something that would hurt his already injured and bandaged arms any further. What if he started bleeding again?

      Josh’s eyes opened, and he gasped as he scrambled away from me. His eyes were wild with fear.

      ‘It’s me. Damian.’ I held my hands out, palms towards him, to show that I wasn’t going to hurt him.

      He blinked. The fear from the nightmare disappeared gradually as he finally recognised me. He didn’t move from his position against the wall though, but his left hand inched over to scratch at the gauze on his right.

      ‘Don’t do that.’ I scooted over to him and gently wrapped my hands around his arms, pulling them apart. ‘Don’t hurt yourself.’

      ‘It’s nothing compared to what hurts in here.’ He pulled one arm free and splayed his fingers over his chest, over his heart. ‘It hurts so much.’

      ‘I know.’ I did know how much pain he could feel on the inside, but I wasn’t going to stand by and watch him cause harm to his outside. Not when he was here with me.

      He bent his head and then gently prodded his other arm out of my grip too. He slowly lay back down on the bed, curling up on himself.

      I lay back down too, on my back. It would be better to stare at the ceiling for now instead of at him.

      ‘I hate dreaming about him,’ he whispered. ‘He hasn’t done anything to me in so long, but I still dream about all the horrible things he used to do.’

      My chest squeezed. I didn’t know who he was talking about, but it was obvious from the anguish in his voice, not to mention the nightmare itself and the reaction it had provoked, that it couldn’t be anything good.

      I reckoned it wasn’t possible to forget the bad things that happened. After all, didn’t people tend to remember the bad memories rather than the good ones? I was certainly fixated on the bad, no matter how many years ago it was now.

      I tilted my head to the side.

      Josh was lying with his back to me, and he was so tense he quivered.

      I didn’t think about my decision. I just rolled over and put my arm over his middle, squeezing him tight for a few moments before I settled down close to him.

      ‘Okay?’

      ‘More than okay,’ he whispered in a choked voice. ‘It’s perfect.’

      He gradually relaxed against me. I wasn’t sure if he was asleep or not, but his breathing had evened out and he seemed to be content.

      I was glad, because the nightmare he’d had, that had been terrible. Whoever it was he’d been dreaming about, it was bad.

      My body had reacted to him earlier, to his brief kiss. I hadn’t given in though, and I wasn’t about to. Both because I didn’t want to and because I was certain he needed to see that not everyone was interested in sex. His words proved that that was his train of thought. As far as I could tell, his whole life had been about sex—whilst mine had never been.

      I wasn’t sure if it ever would.

      But the kiss had been good.

      Josh

      I couldn’t sleep.

      Damian had fallen asleep a while ago and rolled over onto his other side.

      I sat up in bed and watched him for a moment in the darkened room.

      His tee stretched over his back. His arms were toned—not muscular, per se, but he was fit. The duvet covered him from the middle of the back and down, so I couldn’t see what he looked like further down. Not that I needed to know what hid beneath the duvet, not really. There was more than enough to look at already.

      He was handsome. Very handsome.

      I scooted down so I could get off the bed without having to crawl over him.

      He didn’t react as I pushed myself up on my feet and tip-toed out of the room.

      I didn’t know why I’d left the room at all, because it wasn’t like there was much else I could do in the flat. I couldn’t leave, not while wearing his clothes and with mine drying, but at least I wouldn’t be tossing and turning and risking waking him up.

      The flat was dark, so his flatmate must be asleep as well. If he was even at home. I hadn’t seen anything of him earlier, after all.

      I sat down on the sofa. It was soft, comfortable.

      My fingers itched. For a razor, for a pen, for something to do. I wasn’t good by myself. I always ended up with a razor, though sometimes pen and paper could help just as much as the razor.

      I did have the journal Damian had given me. It was lying there, on the table. But I didn’t have a pen. I didn’t have a razor either.

      My nightmare had left me on edge. I’d been able to relax when he’d been lying close to me, with his arm wrapped around me, but once he rolled away I was back to being my usual jumpy, nervous, uncomfortable self.

      I never felt at peace, and it was exhausting.

      I jumped in my seat when a door at my side opened. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, considering the two options I had, but I somehow hadn’t expected Damian’s flatmate to emerge.

      He caught sight of me and stopped next to the sofa.

      ‘Hey.’

      ‘H-hey.’ I was still rattled. It was the middle of the night; I hadn’t seen it coming.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Can’t sleep.’ I wrapped my arms around my middle and bent over slightly. ‘You?’

      ‘Can’t sleep either.’ He watched me calmly. ‘D out cold?’ He motioned his head in the direction of Damian’s door.

      ‘Yeah.’ I nodded. ‘Why can’t you sleep?’

      ‘Bad dreams.’ He said it matter-of-factly, which told me it was a usual occurrence. ‘What about you?’

      I had to smile slightly at that.

      ‘Bad dreams.’

      He chuckled.

      ‘Those are the worst, aren’t they?’

      ‘Y-yeah.’ I’d be glad if I could have a normal nightmare, random and not all long-ago memories. But all I dreamt about was him. I hated dreaming about him.

      ‘I was just getting myself a glass of water.’ He pointed at the kitchen. ‘Can I get you anything?’

      I started shaking my head, then reconsidered.

      ‘Do you have a pen? And paper to write on?’

      He blinked, surprised.

      ‘Yeah, sure.’ He went back into his bedroom and came out with a notebook and pen, which he put down on the table in front of me. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘No, thanks. This is fine.’ I held the pen in my hand, clenching my fist around it.

      ‘I’ll get my water then.’ He disappeared into the kitchen. I heard a cupboard open and the sink running then he walked back past me. ‘Goodnight.’

      ‘Goodnight.’ I watched his broad back disappear into his room before I returned my focus to the notebook as the door closed.

      I didn’t know what to write.

      All I knew was that I wanted to write something, wanted to get my thoughts and my feelings down on this paper.

      Sometimes that was all I could do.

      I did much better in writing than speech.

      And I’d spoken so much lately. Relived everything in court, again and again. Because he pleaded his innocence and appealed… and it’d been years.

      But it was finally over now.

      He couldn’t appeal anymore now. He had to accept the punishment he got… eight meagre years for running my entire life. It was less than the years he’d made my life hell. I couldn’t even remember how long he’d been coming into my room.

      Forever, most likely. Ever since I was a little child.

      But don’t think about him.

      I hated thinking about him. It always led me down dark, twisted, painful roads.

      Think about Damian. How kind he’s been.

      That was better. Much better.

      I scribbled on and crunched up three sheets of paper before I could gather my thoughts properly.

      When I first managed to get in the zone, I could write forever. It was hard to stop.

      This wasn’t my journal, though, but a letter, more like. To Damian. I couldn’t say everything I wanted to say to him, so writing it all down was better. I’d give it to him in the morning before I left, so he couldn’t read it while I was around.

      When I finished writing, I bent the pages double, stuck them in my new journal, and headed back to bed.

      My space was cold by now, but he radiated warmth and I smiled as I snuggled down next to him.

      How he’d need two duvets normally I had no idea, because he was warm.

      I put a hand tentatively on his back.

      He didn’t react, simply slept on, breath slow and steady.

      ‘Thank you for tonight,’ I whispered, barely audible even if he’d been awake. ‘You have no idea how much this means to me.’

      He was a little strange though. How he didn’t want to have sex. It could just be as simple as him not being attracted to me, but… In my experience, no one ever did anything nice without expecting something in return. For me, it was usually sex.

      It was true what I’d told him; sex was all I knew. I’d been having it for as long as I could remember. And though I’d been forced to do it for all these years with him, I’d had it willingly with lots of other guys. Guys I chose, not someone who snuck into my room when my mum was gone and had their way with me no matter what I said.

      But he was gone now. For good.

      Or for the next eight years, anyway.

      I didn’t have to think about him for eight years. Or, well, I’d likely think a lot about him and what he’s put me though, but at least I didn’t have to fear meeting him anytime soon.

      Damian moved a little and I pulled my arm back as if I’d been caught doing something I wasn’t allowed to.

      He slept on, however, so I hadn’t woken him.

      That’s good.

      I wondered what would happen when we woke up in the morning. Would I go home and never see him again?

      That… I didn’t want that.

      I’d give him the letter and leave it up to him what happened next. I didn’t want to bother him, not after he’d been so nice to me.

      I hoped he’d want to stay in contact though. I desperately hoped he would.

      Maybe he can be my first friend.

      That would be nice.

      I’d never had a friend. It was a strange concept to me. But I liked him. And I wouldn’t kiss him again. He’d drawn a line and I wouldn’t cross it. If he wanted to cross it… well, I wouldn’t be opposed to that either.

      
        
        To Damian

        I know I told you thank you for everything, but I want you to know just how thankful I am. That you talked to me, that you let me into your home—that means more to me than I can ever express in words. I’ve never been good with words, not vocal ones anyway. I do much better in writing.

        So thank you. So much.

        You were kind to me without expecting anything in return, which is completely unlike how I’ve always known people to be. You showed me otherwise, so thank you for that too.

        Tonight was special. It was nice and unlike any other night I’ve ever experienced. I don’t want to go back to not experiencing this again. I want to get to know you—and I hope you want to get to know me too. It felt like you did—when I wasn’t hitting on you, anyway.

        You seem like a good bloke. I wish we could be friends. I need some of those because I don’t actually have anyone.

        That sounded pathetic, didn’t it?

        Still, it’s true. I’m being honest. I’m trying my best to always be honest. They tell me it’s good for me and I have to agree. Keeping secrets was what led me to being the mess that I am today, after all.

        I’m sorry. This isn’t a very good inquiry for friendship.

        But then again, you saw my arms. You cleaned me up. You didn’t judge. You didn’t even ask or tell me I couldn’t keep doing this to myself.

        I know what I do to myself is wrong, that it’s not healthy, but having people constantly be on me about it is counter-productive.

        You weren’t though, and I’m so grateful.

        So I hope we can be friends. I would like that very much.

        I hope you do too.

        

        Josh

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Second Encounter

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      ‘Joshua!’ Grandma descended on me the moment I stepped through the doors. Her hands, seemingly so frail and wrinkled, had a surprising strength to them as they gripped my face. She turned my head to each side, taking me in, checking for—I didn’t even know what she was checking for.

      ‘Morning.’

      Her eyes were a mix of worry and anger and relief.

      ‘We’ve been worried sick. You left yesterday without a word, and we haven’t been able to get a hold of you. Why would you leave your mobile phone? Why wouldn’t you let us know where you were? Joshua.’ My name came out on a relieved sigh, and then she hugged me.

      ‘I’m okay.’ I patted her back awkwardly. I wasn’t used to hugs.

      She hadn’t visited very often until two years ago, and it wasn’t like I’d been smothered by my mother before then either.

      In fact, the first hug I could remember ever getting from my mum was at the hospital that time.

      ‘Where have you been? Your mum said you don’t know anybody. Have you been outside all night?’ She pulled back, eyes taking me in again, now from head to toe and back up.

      ‘I met someone,’ I hurried to explain because I didn’t want her thinking I’d rather be out on the streets than here at home. Though it was the truth, so I wasn’t being entirely truthful now.

      Still, a white lie to keep her from worrying more couldn’t hurt, right?

      Her eyebrows drew together in a frown.

      ‘Joshua—’

      ‘It’s okay.’ I cut her off before she could continue.

      I knew what she was thinking: that I’d hooked up with someone. I used to do that.

      I wasn’t doing it anymore. I hadn’t been out for that purpose in months now, and after last night… I wasn’t sure I wanted to anymore.

      ‘It’s not like that.’

      It should worry me, or weird me out, that my grandma knew so much about my sex life, but they all knew the deep, dark secret I’d kept for years now. And after that, nothing was too private not to be shared.

      ‘I’m going to call your mum.’ Grandma stepped back, out of my personal space. ‘She didn’t want to go in to work this morning, but I told her I’d stay here and wait for you.’

      I nodded, not sure what else to say.

      Once she left me, I headed into my bedroom.

      My phone was on my desk and I picked it up. There was nothing new on it besides the missed calls from my entire family yesterday.

      No new texts or anything from an unknown number. But then it hadn’t been that long since I left, so maybe Damian hadn’t had time to read the letter I wrote. Or see the number I’d scribbled at the end of it.

      I wasn’t at all confident that he would be in contact. He didn’t seem like the kind of person to take the initiative.

      I had only asked for friendship though. Friendship was good, safe. He couldn’t reject friendship, could he?

      Sex was all right. It had been a part of my life for so long. But he’d rejected me on that front—and I’d been grateful for a moment there. Grateful that I didn’t have to perform for him, no matter how much I’d actually wanted to when I’d kissed him.

      Now I wasn’t so sure what I felt.

      My mind was a right mess, and I didn’t know what to do about it.

      But that wasn’t anything out of the ordinary.

      

      I sunk down heavily in my usual chair in Vincent’s office.

      He sat opposite me, his dark eyes resting on me.

      I had my new journal clutched to my chest. I hadn’t written in it yet, but I wanted it with me. It felt safer, somehow.

      My mind was still in turmoil, and I rocked back and forth for a bit. I knew Vincent was watching me, taking me and my odd behaviour in, but I couldn’t help it.

      ‘I met someone last night,’ I started in a low voice. ‘He was… very handsome. I offered myself to him, and I think he wanted me, but then he just—He said no.’

      I still had difficulty wrapping my head around it.

      ‘I threw myself at him and he said no.’

      Vincent folded his hands in his lap.

      ‘How’d that make you feel?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ It felt like my brain was walking in circles. ‘I have no idea how that made me feel. Rejected, I guess. I mean, who says no to sex?’ I was shaking my head to myself. ‘I feel really weird. I can’t even explain it.’

      ‘What kind of weird?’ Vincent was as calm as ever.

      ‘I don’t know.’ I clutched my journal tighter. ‘All my life’s been about sex. It’s all I know. If I can’t do that, then what do I have?’

      ‘Who says you can’t have sex?’

      ‘N-no one.’ I blinked. ‘But he said no. In my experience, people don’t do that.’

      Vincent watched me in silence for a few moments.

      ‘You ended our last session two days ago by saying you finally felt free. Tell me about that.’

      I frowned in thought.

      ‘Well, he’s getting locked away, no question about that. No matter what happens, he’ll be incarcerated, and I won’t have to be afraid anymore.’ I bent in on myself. ‘I’ve been afraid for so long, and after yesterday, I don’t have to be anymore. He’s off the streets now. No bail for him. Just prison. And I hope he rots in there.’ I really did. I didn’t want him to ever get out again.

      ‘How many years did he get?’

      ‘Eight,’ I whispered, terror coursing through me for a moment. Eight years and he’d be back out. Back out where I could meet him. Where he could find me. ‘Eight years.’

      ‘How does that make you feel?’

      ‘At first I was relieved because that meant that I would be free for the next eight years. But now it terrifies me because eight years isn’t that long, and then he’ll be back out again where he can seek me out and hurt me.’ My breath hitched involuntarily. ‘He’s made my life a living hell, and he only got eight years. It’s not fair.’

      The tears were running again, like they’d done last night once the numbness after the verdict had worn off.

      I’d had the same thought then as I was having now.

      ‘I don’t know what to do. Some days are bearable, but most days I just wish I’d pressed the razor a little bit deeper and taken just a few more pills.’

      I had been so close only to wake up in the hospital and be told I’d been lucky, that I’d be all right. I hadn’t felt lucky. I’d felt anything but. Even with the truth finally out, with my mum actually believing me, I hadn’t felt any kind of fortune at my situation.

      ‘Have you taken your medication today, Josh?’

      I cast around for a memory of taking them, but I couldn’t find any. Not from today. Not from yesterday either.

      ‘N-no.’ I didn’t like being dependant on pills, but I didn’t like feeling how I did now either. At least with the pills, I was a little calmer, a little more balanced, and a little less emotionally unstable.

      ‘Taking your medication is your job now. When you were hospitalised, you were given your dosage everyday so you wouldn’t forget, but now that you’re home it’s up to you.’

      ‘I know. I know that.’ I ran a hand through my hair. ‘It’s just been a difficult few days.’

      ‘All the more reason to take them.’

      I knew he was right. He was always right.

      And I was always a mess.

      Nothing new there.

      

      I walked out of therapy not feeling any better than I had going in. I didn’t know what to do with myself now that I was done either. Going back home meant being surrounded by everyone, which could be nice, but it could also lead to a disaster because my cousins were a bit too much at times.

      I didn’t have anyone else though, did I?

      Maybe I did.

      He still hadn’t texted me, but he’d mentioned something about work before I’d left his flat that morning.

      I’d asked him where he worked, and he’d told me the  café was named Harriet’s, and that it was in Soho. There couldn’t be that many cafés by that name in Soho, could there?

      I cast around for reasons to do one or the other, but I couldn’t come up with any, neither pros nor cons.

      If I turned right, the way led towards home, but if I turned left, further into the city.

      I took the left turn.

      Damian

      I was in the kitchen, washing dishes, when Leslie stuck his head in the doorway. I didn’t react, expecting him to be looking for Harriet.

      ‘Hey, Damian, there’s someone here asking for you. Or at least I think it was you.’ Leslie had a northern accent, which I sometimes found difficult to understand when I wasn’t paying attention, but that sentence wasn’t hard at all. It was very clear.

      ‘For me?’ I frowned as I snapped off the rubber gloves. He bobbed his head. ‘What do you mean you think it’s me?’ I wiped my hands on my apron. They were all clammy from the gloves.

      ‘He started asking, getting half your name out, then I think he saw something, and now he’s not saying anything at all.’

      What?

      I went to the front, confused as to what was going on. It couldn’t be me. Who would be here asking for me?

      But it was.

      It was Josh.

      ‘Josh?’

      He was staring out the window, face expressionless, with a far-away look in his eyes. It seemed to be a lot more than him just being deep in thought, and it scared me.

      ‘Josh?’

      I walked to his side, and when he still didn’t react, I snapped my fingers in front of his eyes.

      He blinked and flinched away. Then his wide eyes settled on me, and recognition flashed in them.

      I turned to Leslie, who was at the counter.

      ‘Okay if I take a second break?’

      He nodded again, watching us both curiously.

      I put my arm around Josh’s shoulders and led him into the back, to the room we used for changing and breaks.

      I pushed him down on the sofa then sat down next to him.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I wanted to see you. You didn’t text me.’

      ‘I’ve been at work,’ I reminded him gently.

      No matter how gentle my tone was though, he seemed to take it the wrong way.

      ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ I assured him. ‘I don’t mind. I was just wondering.’

      He seemed so frail where he sat, curled in on himself.

      I put my hand on his shoulder blade and rubbed softly, hoping it would calm him down and reassure him that I really was fine with him being here.

      ‘What was that out there? You were completely checked out.’

      His tongue flicked out to wet his lip.

      ‘I thought I saw him. I know, rationally, that it couldn’t be him because he’s in prison—but that man looked so much like him.’

      I didn’t know what to say. I still didn’t know who he was, and I didn’t know what he’d done to cause Josh to be so afraid of him.

      So I settled on just rubbing his back in what I hoped were soothing circles. I’d never done this before, never tried to make someone else feel better.

      I don’t think I was any good at it because he didn’t seem to be feeling better.

      ‘You said you worked here, so I just wanted to stop by.’ He shrugged awkwardly.

      ‘That’s nice,’ was all I could think to say in return. It was nice that he wanted to see me again, but at the same time it was perhaps a little disturbing. Something was clearly wrong with him, and he’d come to me.

      But he had said he didn’t have any friends.

      Maybe he was just lonely?

      I could understand that, though I mostly preferred being on my own.

      And that letter he’d written me… Well, if that didn’t tell me he was lonely, then nothing could.

      ‘Do you want to do something later, once I’m off work?’ I found myself asking.

      That simple question made him perk up.

      ‘You want that?’

      I nodded.

      ‘Sure.’

      How could such a simple question turn his mood around from depressed to hopeful? Was he that deprived from human companionship?

      ‘What do you want to do?’ He straightened up a bit, and his arms, which had been kept tight to his chest, finally fell to his lap. He had the journal I’d given him clutched in-between them.

      I had no idea what I wanted to do.

      What did people do when they spent time together?

      ‘How about going to the cinema?’

      He nodded quickly.

      ‘I can pay for us.’

      ‘You don’t have to do that.’

      ‘I want to. Please. Let me do something for you. Just this small thing.’ His gaze was begging me, and I couldn’t help but relent to it. I didn’t want to say so out loud though, so I only nodded.

      His reaction stunned me, because I received a smile in return. A smile so wide it showed teeth, and all I’d ever seen from him last night and this morning was a small one that barely turned the edges of his lips upwards.

      The door opened, bringing my attention away from that smile. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or not to see Harriet standing there.

      ‘Leslie said you took another break. Are you all right?’

      Harriet owned the café, and she was the most wonderful boss one could ever wish to have. She was in her early thirties, with bright, auburn hair and green eyes.

      Kind of the same colour as Josh’s, only a little lighter.

      She was strict about her business, but fair about her employees. If something happened, she worried.

      ‘I’m fine.’ I glanced at Josh to find that the smile was gone, replaced by a frown as he watched Harriet. ‘I should get back to work.’

      Harriet glanced between us.

      ‘It’s okay if you want to take a longer break. It’s slow out here now that the lunch rush is over. Les and I are fine on our own.’

      I sank back down.

      Harriet smiled at me.

      ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt. Les just said you went back here, so I was worried.’

      ‘That’s okay.’

      She shut the door softly behind her, leaving me once again alone with Josh. He was still frowning, and I found myself watching him silently.

      He blushed once he realised I was looking at him.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Maybe I was blushing a bit myself. I liked looking at him, even when he was frowning, and it was confusing. I’d never liked to look at anyone before now. In fact, I preferred to keep from looking too long at anyone ever.

      ‘When do you get off work?’

      ‘Couple of hours.’

      ‘Can I stay here? Wait for you?’

      I finally dared to turn back to look at him.

      He looked back at me hopefully.

      ‘Still don’t want to go home?’

      He shook his head once.

      ‘I guess you can. I’m sure Harriet won’t mind.’

      ‘I can buy something, if that makes her happier,’ he offered.

      ‘Whatever you want to do.’ I smiled slightly then stood up again. ‘I really should get back to work. Sure you want to stay here and wait for me?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Just one thing. Do you have a pen?’

      I looked down at my apron just to double-check, as I knew I always had pens there. I handed one to him.

      ‘You okay?’

      ‘Yeah. Thanks.’ Another smile.

      I didn’t have any more excuses to stay, so I turned and went back out into the café. Part of me wasn’t at all sure what I was getting myself into, while the other… The other prayed for the next two hours to go by quickly.

      

      We decided on a comedy. Comedies were light and hopefully wouldn’t include some sappy romance that would make me squirm in my seat.

      Besides, he needed some comedy in his life.

      So did I for that matter.

      He’d bought a small popcorn—salted, because sweetened was utterly disgusting. I wasn’t sure if he liked it or not, but when I’d mentioned it, he’d happily ordered salted.

      ‘It’s been a while since I’ve been to the cinema.’ He glanced around the big room. There weren’t that many people, since the film had been out for a while and those that were there were all sitting further down from us.

      I was grateful I didn’t have anyone behind me. Having someone behind me, even if they weren’t directly, made me twitchy and nervous.

      ‘You want some?’ He held the popcorn out to me.

      I looked down at it, originally intending not to as I hadn’t bought my own, but he seemed to be in such a good mood, and I didn’t want to dampen it. So I took a handful.

      He smiled and turned back to the screen to watch the previews.

      I couldn’t get my mind to focus on them.

      All I could think about was him.

      Was this just two mates hanging out? Or was this a date? Silver would call it a date, for sure, but I’d never been on one before. I didn’t know if I even wanted to be on one.

      The film started on the screen. I was looking that way, but I didn’t see what was going on there. I was very much aware of Josh next to me, of his shoulder almost brushing up against mine.

      So if this was a date…

      What was to be expected?

      I should’ve asked Silver. But I hadn’t known this morning I would find myself in a cinema with Josh. I’d only met him the day before, after all. I’d never anticipated actually developing any kind of feelings for him. How could that even be possible when we’d just met? There should be some kind of rule against that.

      I jumped three feet in the air when his hand slid over to tentatively grab mine. I held my breath as he hesitated for a long moment then entwined our fingers when I didn’t make a move to remove my hand.

      His hand was soft and dry, whereas I was pretty sure my own was sweating by now.

      My heart beat a double rhythm. It felt almost like it was about to beat out of my ribcage. I was suddenly desperate to watch the film, but I could feel him staring at me.

      ‘What?’ My voice was hoarse, and I managed to turn my head around to meet those green eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ He turned his head back around so quickly I was afraid he’d get whiplash.

      ‘Why are you always apologising? You don’t have to do that.’

      ‘What else can I say?’ he replied in a murmur. ‘I know I’m intense. I know my mood swings are exhausting to other people. I’m a handful and I know it.’

      What?

      How did we go from me asking why he was looking at me to him degrading himself?

      ‘You could just answer my question.’

      He drew his bottom lip in-between his teeth.

      ‘I like looking at you. You’re… appealing.’

      Appealing?

      ‘Okay. Thanks. I guess.’

      His head turned back to me, and his eyes were big and wet.

      I felt caught in a cross-fire. Had I said something wrong? I didn’t… think so. I cast around for anything, but as socially awkward as I was, I wasn’t sure I could recognise it if it hit me in the face.

      ‘D-do you?’ His voice was shaking.

      ‘Do I what?’

      ‘Like me?’

      That was it?

      ‘Yeah.’ It came out on a low breath, but his brightening expression told me he heard me loud and clear.

      He smiled sheepishly.

      ‘Can I—Can I just—?’ He didn’t finish the question, but instead leant in to kiss me.

      His lips were soft and warm, and this was a lot more of a kiss than last night had been. It was my second kiss, period. When he’d kissed me last night, that had been my first.

      I’d never kissed a person before, and now I’d kissed him twice.

      Or did last night count, as I hadn’t reciprocated? Since I’d pushed him away?

      I’d never given kissing any thought. I hadn’t understood what people liked about it so much.

      Now I knew.

      Feeling someone else’s lips against my own… I didn’t like being close to people, but being close and intimate with Josh? It wasn’t like anything I’d ever felt before.

      His tongue ran over my lips now, and I tried my best to reciprocate. It was a rather clumsy attempt, but it was my first reciprocated kiss, so I reckoned it would have to do.

      Josh was a good kisser, and he was much more confident of himself than I was.

      I pulled away only when I felt the need to breathe. I didn’t pull far away though, only so much so that our lips were close but not touching.

      Josh’s eyes fluttered open, and we stared at each other. We were so close our noses bumped together, so close I could feel his warm breath on my own lips.

      This was new, and instead of being terrifying as I’d always thought it would be—it was exciting.

      ‘I like you,’ he whispered. His eyes were staring into mine while he said it, without even blinking, so he couldn’t be lying.

      ‘How can you?’ I asked, confused and excited all at once. ‘You don’t know me.’

      ‘You don’t have to know a person to like him. To be in love with him, yes, but not to be attracted to him.’

      That was… true. After all, wasn’t I attracted to him too? I didn’t know him any better than he knew me.

      ‘We could get to know each other. I would like that.’

      ‘What would that entail?’ Why couldn’t I just say yes? I did want to get to know him.

      ‘I don’t know.’ He pulled back further, and I experienced an intense need to pull him back in close. I didn’t though, just watched him silently. ‘More of what we just did, hopefully.’

      I swallowed.

      ‘So you want a relationship?’

      He blinked, suddenly uncertain.

      Maybe that was my fault, because of all my questions.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘You’re not sure?’ I cocked my head to the side.

      He pulled even further away from me.

      ‘If you don’t want to, all you have to do is say so.’ He stood up, shoved his bowl of popcorn at me then brushed past me with his journal pressed tightly to his chest.

      ‘Josh—‘

      What the hell?

      ‘Just don’t!’ His voice was thick, and he continued walking to the edge of the row. ‘It’s okay. I get it. I wouldn’t want to get to know me either.’ And with that he bolted.

      I was shocked.

      What had caused such an extreme reaction in him?

      He was high and he was low and definitely not somewhere in-between, not ever. Either he was really sad, or he was really happy. Wasn’t there some sort of middle-ground?

      And what the heck was I supposed to do with a bowl of popcorn I hadn’t even wanted in the first place?

      I threw it in the rubbish as I left the cinema.

      Josh

      
        
        I messed it up. It had such good potential and then I messed it up.

        No, wait, he messed it up. What was he asking all those questions for? He didn’t want it, I could tell. And I’d liked him so much. Kind, handsome, and he’d seemed to like me too… Only he didn’t.

        Why can’t anyone ever just like me for me?

        Why can’t I ever be good enough?

        Why doesn’t he like me?

        What did I do wrong?
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        I am so embarrassed.

        There’s no excuse for the way I acted last night. I’m not sure anymore if he was rejecting me. I think he might’ve not been, you know? I don’t know. I don’t read people well.

        Vincent says I have this black-and-white mentality. That it’s a standard thinking pattern for my diagnosis. That the embarrassment and shame is too. But I still feel. All of it. It’s so all-consuming, I don’t even know what to do.

        So I cut. That’s what I do right?

        Cut. Cut. Cut.

        I can’t stop. Can’t ever quit. Quitting would kill me because the cutting is what keeps me grounded. Mostly, anyway. Or no, not even mostly. Sometimes.

        One wrong word, one question too much, and I fly off the handle.

        I hate myself. I hate myself so much.

        How can I ever expect him to like me when I can’t even like myself?

        

      

      I was in therapy four days a week. Two days with Vincent, just the two of us, and then two days of group therapy with other people who had deep issues like me.

      Group therapy wasn’t new to me—I’d had to participate in it when I’d been hospitalised too—but these people were. I couldn’t seem to get comfortable around them, nor had I with the members of the group in the hospital.

      I preferred one-on-one conversations, but Vincent thought group was a good idea and so did my mum. Though she tended to agree with Vincent on most things, him being a professional and all.

      When I walked in the door, I was sure I was the first person to arrive, until I saw Mal sitting huddled on the chair furthest away from the door. He was wearing his standard baggy clothes. His jumper was so big he could draw the sleeves down to cover his hands entirely, bunch the fabric in his palms, and still not have stretched the fabric out much. He also had the hood up and his head bowed, and I knew he was having a bad day.

      ‘Hey, Mal.’ I sunk down on the chair next to him.

      Mal was the person who had experiences most resembling my own. We had a lot in common, him and me, when it came to our pasts and our current inability to stop mutilating our own bodies. We even shared the same diagnosis.

      One eye peeked up at me.

      ‘Hey,’ he muttered. His voice was low and hoarse, like he’d been crying. Or screaming. Either was likely. I knew from my own experience.

      ‘You all right?’

      I knew he wasn’t. I could see he wasn’t. But I didn’t know what else to say. I’d never actually spoken to Mal before, outside of the group circle.

      He didn’t answer me though.

      He didn’t have to.

      And I didn’t say anything else. I just clutched my journal to my chest and sunk down further on the chair.

      I never used to be early for group because I was afraid of situations like these. The awkward ones where I had to make small talk. I didn’t do small talk. I messed things up with that.

      But everything had been a mess of people at home. My cousins were too much, and I’d left just to get some peace and quiet.

      Though the noise sure could help dull my own thoughts. The embarrassment and the shame still sat deep after last night. I didn’t know what to do about it. Doing nothing would mean continuing feeling like this, but actually doing something… then I’d have to face it. I didn’t think I could.

      People were starting to arrive now, and I heard Mal heave a sigh next to me as the room began to fill. Maybe we even felt the same about group therapy. Maybe we had a lot more than just our pasts in common.

      I wanted to speak to him.

      The sudden feeling, the need, to get to know him better was overwhelming. He knew—he understood. He wouldn’t judge me, no matter what. Because we were so much alike. We both even had blond hair, though I was pretty sure he had brown eyes instead of green ones.

      I cast around for something to say, but it was too late now. There were other people here, which meant Mal would prefer to talk as little as possible. So would I, for that matter.

      I didn’t like group. It was too many people.

      I didn’t do well when things got to be too much.

      

      I was halfway on my way to Soho before I realised the direction I was going.

      I stood on a street corner, anxious about which choice to make. I’d been brave yesterday. I’d gone to his job to see him.

      I wasn’t so brave today.

      I headed back home.

      The house was quiet when I entered, and I let out the breath I hadn’t even known I was holding. I stepped out of my shoes and shrugged out of my jacket, then put them in their proper place before heading towards my bedroom.

      When I opened the door and a dark shadow sat up straight in my bed, my heart nearly beat a path out of my chest.

      ‘Hey, cousin.’ Cooper grinned at me, all mischievous. A bottle dangled from two of his fingers, and when I peered at it, I saw it was Vodka.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I switched the overhead light on so I could see better and then took a tentative step inside.

      ‘Waiting for you.’ Cooper moved around on my bed until he was sitting cross-legged.

      We were alike, Cooper and I. It was easy to see we were cousins. He had his mother’s looks, and my aunt was the spitting image of my own mum, who I got my looks from. The only differences were the shape of his face, his blue eyes, and the fact that he was a little taller than me.

      And he didn’t have arms covered in scars.

      I closed the door behind me and went over to sit on my desk chair.

      ‘Anything special?’ I hadn’t spoken much to Cooper since they’d all arrived. Cooper kept to himself, and whenever I’d been home, I’d been surrounded by the rest of the family.

      ‘We’re leaving on Sunday. I just thought we could spend some time together before then, you know? I had this brilliant idea that you need to get your mind off of stuff, so I nicked this from your mother’s cabinet.’ He tilted the bottle towards me. ‘I was thinking we could go out tonight. Get smashed out of our wits.’

      Now that was a good idea. Alcohol worked just as well to dull the senses as cutting. It even lasted longer.

      Cooper held the bottle out to me.

      I took it.

      Damian

      Why had I said yes to dinner?

      I’d regretted it the moment I walked in the door of my uncle and aunt’s house, when it turned out Chloe had brought her new girlfriend over to meet the family.

      Chloe and I were the same age. She was my aunt’s sister; I was my uncle’s nephew, but we’d grown up together in this house. If I were more receptive to other people, I’d go so far as to say we were like siblings because we honestly should’ve been.

      But I wasn’t very receptive to other people, and she didn’t understand me, and so we had absolutely nothing in common. That didn’t mean I didn’t love her, because I did. We just didn’t have much to say to each other.

      I hadn’t even known Chloe was bisexual, and now here I was, faced with another woman. She wasn’t as feminine as Chloe, more of a tomboy perhaps. She seemed okay. Less energetic than Chloe, anyway, which was always a plus in my book. Chloe could exhaust me sometimes.

      Dinner was an affair in itself. Everyone was talking around me.

      Ray and Claire, my uncle and aunt, conversed with Chloe and Quinn, trying their best to be open and friendly, getting to know Quinn better. Mathilda and Matthew, my young cousins, were talking amongst themselves, and sometimes breaking into the adults’ conversation.

      It all gave me a headache. I was glad when dinner was over and the children were sent off to watch the telly in the living room.

      I wondered how long I would have to stay. When could I leave without it being rude?

      Again, I had no idea, because this wasn’t a situation I’d ever been in before.

      I should text Silver. He would know.

      ‘Damian.’ Chloe turned to me. She smiled widely and her eyes were practically shining.

      She’s happy, I realised.

      I wondered if I would ever be so obviously happy about anything. Certainly not with Josh, as that seemed to have ended before it even started.

      ‘What?’ I moved on my chair, trying to find a comfortable position. I couldn’t find one.

      ‘Quinn and I are going out later. I think you should join us.’ She didn’t phrase it as a question because she knew I’d just say no then.

      ‘Why?’ I frowned, suspicious all of a sudden.

      Chloe never asked me to go out with her. She had a life she enjoyed, a social one, whereas I was the loner who never got close to anyone. We were like night and day: we didn’t go together.

      ‘Because you seem down. You’ve hardly said a word all evening. Maybe it’ll cheer you up? If not, at least you’ll get out for a bit.’ Her smile wasn’t as wide anymore, but it was still directed at me. It was eerie. People hardly ever smiled at me.

      I didn’t particularly want to go out. But what else did I have? To go home to my bedroom and bury myself in some book? That wasn’t exactly alluring at the moment either.

      ‘On one condition,’ I said, and once she raised her eyebrows in question, I continued, ‘If I can ask Silver to come too.’

      It might be cowardly, but I didn’t want to go out to some pub or club without my best friend.

      He was the sociable one of the two of us, but he was also loyal. He wouldn’t leave me all alone, like I was pretty sure Chloe would once she got a few drinks in her and met people she knew.

      She wasn’t the type of person to stick to my lonesome side all night.

      Her smile widened.

      ‘Of course. Silver is great!’

      I knew they knew each other. They weren’t close, but ever since Chloe started her trainee-period as a hairdresser, Silver had gone to her to get his hair cut. I usually preferred to go to someone I didn’t know, but maybe going to Chloe would make her happy? Silver was adamant she was good.

      I shot off a text to Silver, hoping he would say no. If he said no, I could back out of it. I wasn’t about to go anywhere with Chloe and her girlfriend by myself.

      Sadly, he was free and more than happy to come along.

      Why couldn’t anything ever go my way?

      

      The club was crowded, loud, and stuffy. Everything I’d anticipated before we’d even gone out.

      It wasn’t my scene at all.

      I never went out because I knew I didn’t like it, that I wouldn’t be comfortable. I preferred to stay in my comfort zone, thank you very much.

      ‘Cheer up, mate.’ Silver bumped my shoulder with his. ‘It’s only one night. You can do all your regular boring stuff every other night.’

      I glowered at him.

      ‘This is your scene. Not mine.’

      He grinned widely.

      ‘And it’s a wonderful scene too.’

      His eyes strayed, and then he nodded.

      I turned to see what he was directing my attention towards. I couldn’t pin-point anything out of the ordinary.

      ‘See that green-haired bloke at the bar over there?’

      Now that he mentioned green hair… yes, I did see him. Small, petite, with green hair.

      ‘What about him?’ I eyed him suspiciously. Who dyed their hair green?

      ‘He’s Chloe’s workmate.’ Silver couldn’t take his eyes off the bloke.

      ‘He’s the reason you said yes to go out with them?’

      ‘Not at all. He’s just a bonus.’ He turned his focus back to me. ‘I don’t think he knows me though.’

      ‘Get Chloe to introduce you then,’ I said, like it was the easiest thing in the world. It had to be, right? He knew Chloe; Chloe knew what’s-his-name. What was the big deal? I didn’t know Silver to be shy.

      ‘Maybe I will.’ His focus was drawn over my shoulder and his grin fell away. ‘Hey, D, isn’t that your bloke?’

      ‘What?’ I grimaced.

      When he continued to stare over my shoulder, I turned around to follow his line of sight and found he was right.

      Not that Josh could be called mine in any kind of sense, but it was him.

      He was leaning against the wall and seemed to be struggling to straighten up. He took a step forward, instantly stumbled, and leant back against the wall.

      I took a step towards him, worried.

      He seemed to have trouble keeping his eyes open too.

      When he suddenly fell to his knees, I was at his side in an instant.

      ‘Josh?’ I touched his shoulders tentatively, not at all sure my touch would be welcome.

      He lifted his head with great struggle and peered up at me.

      ‘H-hey.’ He even had trouble talking.

      ‘He’s smashed, D.’ Silver was at my side, also crouched down. ‘Better get him outside.’ I nodded jerkily and together we got Josh up on his feet and out of the club.

      ‘Cooper,’ Josh mumbled.

      ‘What?’ I turned my head to look at him.

      ‘Cooper’s in there.’

      ‘Who’s Cooper?’ Something big and dark flashed through me, and I let go of him.

      Silver wasn’t prepared, and Josh crashed to the ground.

      ‘Shit!’ I kneeled down, guilty I had let him go in the first place. ‘Are you all right?’

      Josh groaned and cradled his head in his arms.

      I looked up at Silver for help. I had no idea what to do. I’d never dealt with anyone who was drunk before.

      ‘You should get him home.’ Silver could clearly see my panic. ‘Get him to drink a lot of water, then put him to bed. He needs to sleep it off.’

      ‘You mean take him to our place?’ I frowned.

      ‘Yeah, why not? He needs to be looked after.’ Silver took his phone out and pressed a few buttons. ‘I’ll call you a taxi.’

      ‘Wha—wait!’ But he didn’t listen to me. Instead he stood up and walked a few feet away to talk.

      I looked back down at Josh, who was groaning. I rubbed his back.

      I wasn’t sure he’d appreciate being taken back to my place, not with me. Not after the way last night had ended. But I couldn’t leave him either, not in the state he was in.

      Not after the way something had jolted in me when he’d mentioned another bloke’s name.

      Was that jealousy?

      It was the first time I’d felt anything like it.

      ‘Taxi’ll be here in a minute.’ Silver was back at our side. ‘You want me to come back with you?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ I kept rubbing Josh’s back, hoping it would soothe me just as much as him.

      I had no idea what I was doing, what I was supposed to do.

      Silver must have sensed it or seen it.

      ‘I’ll go back with you.’

      I lifted my head.

      ‘Don’t you have a green-haired bloke to woo?’

      He chuckled.

      ‘I can do that some other day. He’s not going anywhere.’ Silver crouched back down so we were at eye-level. ‘This is more important now.’

      I couldn’t even begin to say how grateful I was.

      A little over a year ago now, on the first day of my last year in college, he’d sat down next to me at lunch and that had been it. I couldn’t even say how exactly we’d got talking, but we’d been friends since. And he really was a good friend.

      I didn’t need anyone else as long as I had Silver; I doubted someone else could ever fill the role of best friend as well as he did.

      The taxi pulled up eventually and we both had to struggle to get Josh into the car.

      He leant against me on the drive home, halfway asleep. He protested weakly when we had to get him out of the car again and into the flat.

      ‘I’ll get him some water,’ Silver said once we’d put him down on the sofa.

      Josh had lain down, eyes closed, but they fluttered open slightly now to look at me where I stood next to him, uncertain what to do.

      ‘You know what’s wrong with me?’

      ‘Uh, no.’ I wasn’t sure if it was a question he expected an answer to or not. An answer I should know. Because I had no idea.

      ‘They say I’ve got brain damage. Severe brain damage. It’s like I’ve got third-degree burns in my mind.’ He touched his head with a shaking hand. ‘Brain damage. Like I’ve been hit in the head or something. But I haven’t. He’s ruined me. Not just my body but my mind. How’s that even possible?’ A few tears slipped from his eyes and trickled down his temples into his hair.

      I frowned again now and sat down on the edge of the table.

      Brain damage?

      I never would’ve guessed he had such a serious condition. I couldn’t know for sure how smart he was, but he seemed like a normal bloke at first glance, unless I counted the swinging moods.

      ‘I feel everything so much deeper and longer and more intensely than normal people. Apparently I have a way of thinking in black-and-white. What does that even mean?’ More tears trickled, and he turned his head away to face the back of the sofa. ‘My emotions are all over the place. You know what they call it?’

      I shook my head, trying to digest everything he was saying. How could he go from a stuttering mess at the club to suddenly sharing all of this?

      Maybe he just really needed to talk to someone and the alcohol brought it out more easily.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Borderline personality disorder.’ He sniffled. ‘Not just a mental illness, but bloody brain damage. Or are all mental illnesses brain damage?’ He squeezed his eyes shut, forcing more tears to trickle. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t want this. I never asked for it. Not once.’

      I had a feeling his last words weren’t about the disorder or the brain damage, but I couldn’t know for certain because he’d stopped talking now. He trembled, arms wrapped around himself.

      ‘Here.’ A glass of water was thrust in front of my face.

      I looked up at Silver.

      He stared down at me, eyes dark and swirling. He’d heard. He must’ve.

      ‘Get him to drink that. All of it. I’ll go get a bucket in case he gets sick during the night.’

      I nodded then focused back on Josh as Silver went to the bathroom. I managed to prop him up a bit, and I put the glass to his lips, tilting it carefully.

      He gulped it down slowly, but down it went.

      When the glass was empty, I put it on the table and pushed Josh further up into a sitting position.

      Silver was back and together we got him into my room and in my bed. He rolled over to face the wall, and I tucked the duvet around him.

      ‘I’ll go get some more water,’ I told him, not sure if he was listening or not. ‘I’ll be back soon.’

      Silver and I exited my room, and I ran my hand over my face in frustration once we were back in the living room.

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘That’s the proper word, all right.’

      I plucked the glass up from the table.

      ‘You heard it all, right?’

      ‘Sure did.’ Silver braced his hands against the back of the sofa. ‘That’s some heavy shit, D.’

      ‘You know about that disorder? Borderline?’

      ‘Not really. I mean, V talks about a lot of that stuff whenever we meet, but I never put any of it to memory. Psychology is his field, not mine. But I imagine it’s bad. Even the word is intimidating. Borderline.’ He shook his head. ‘I can ask him about it tomorrow, if you want?’

      I nodded. I did want that.

      ‘Is it wrong that I like him?’ If he could ask his brother about the diagnosis, I could figure more out. I needed to know what I was getting into.

      It must be some kind of mood disorder, considering how easily Josh’s mood changed. I still had no idea what had set him off last night.

      ‘Of course it isn’t.’

      Silver didn’t look reassuring though, and I raised my eyebrows in question.

      ‘I just think you need to be absolutely certain that you do want him before you let yourself get involved. Mental illnesses… They’re not easy to navigate, you know. I don’t know the particulars of this one, but people dealing with mental illness are usually pretty frail. They can’t take much.’

      ‘I know.’ I glanced at my bedroom door. My mind flashed back to the cinema the night before, but I still couldn’t pinpoint exactly what had gone wrong. ‘I never thought this would happen.’

      Silver finally grinned again.

      ‘Love, mate, it happens unexpectedly.’

      ‘Love,’ I snorted, unbelieving. ‘I’ve known him two days.’

      ‘Attraction then. Whatever. Love always starts somewhere, you know.’ Silver came around the sofa to clap me on the shoulder. ‘You okay from here? Now that we’re home, I’m just going to head to bed.’

      I nodded.

      ‘Yeah. Thanks for this.’ We hadn’t even made it to the club properly before we’d had to leave. He hadn’t even had a drink. And I hadn’t told Chloe we’d left. ‘Chloe. We didn’t tell her we left.’

      ‘I’ll text her,’ Silver offered. ‘You go take care of your bloke.’

      I went to refill the glass before I headed into the bedroom. I put it down on the bedside table, then grabbed my pyjamas and went to the bathroom to change and brush my teeth.

      Josh was still facing the wall when I got back. He was trembling.

      ‘Hey, you all right?’

      ‘C-cold.’ His teeth chattered.

      I sat back on my knees. I only had my two duvets, so I put my own over him too.

      Not that it seemed to help much.

      When he continued to tremble, I slipped under both duvets too and pressed up against his back. Wasn’t bodily contact best, after all?

      ‘This okay?’ I rested my cheek against his soft, blond hair.

      ‘Y-yeah.’ He was still shaking, but he gripped my hand as if it was a lifeline.

      I wish I could say I lay awake for a long time, making sure he was okay, but I didn’t. I fell rather hurriedly asleep.
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      Josh

      I woke to a head that throbbed and a throat that felt like sandpaper. And to a wall that definitely wasn’t mine.

      I tensed up immediately, casting about for what exactly had happened last night. I couldn’t remember. I couldn’t remember anything past arriving at the club with Cooper.

      Oh no, no, no.

      Had I gone home with someone?

      I moved tentatively. The mattress moved with me easily, so there didn’t seem to be anyone in bed with me.

      I rolled over very slowly, dreading what I would find.

      The bed was empty, except for me. And I was wearing my clothes. They weren’t haphazardly strewn on the floor like they would’ve been if I’d been in a mood to go on the pull last night.

      The bedside table looked familiar. I lifted my head to take in the rest of the room. All familiar.

      Damian.

      I’d gone home with him? That would certainly explain why I still had my clothes on, as he wasn’t interested in a shag.

      There was a glass full of water on the bedside table and I grabbed it, drinking greedily. I hoped it had been left there for me because I finished the glass in two long swallows.

      Once I put it back, I sat for a while not knowing what to do. I had no idea where Damian was or what mood he was in. Or what I’d done last night. Had I come here, all drunk and desperate?

      I dreaded finding out what humiliating act had led to me sleeping in his bed.

      I rose from the bed and walked across the floor. I figured it would be better to find out right there and then instead of wondering about it, imagining all kinds of scenarios.

      The door squeaked a bit as I opened it, which brought my attention to someone moving on the sofa.

      Damian had sat forward so he could look at the door and our eyes met.

      My breath caught at the sight of him, both because I was very much attracted to him, but also because of the humiliation of the way we’d parted two nights ago—and possible shame for what I’d done to end up here last night.

      ‘Hey,’ he said, voice low and calm. He didn’t seem angry or upset or disappointed or distressed. Just… normal.

      ‘Hey.’ I shut the bedroom door after me and padded across the floor to the sofa.

      He scooted over to make room for me.

      I sat down as far away from him as possible, pressed against the arm of the sofa. I was hungover, and I must look it and smell like it.

      ‘You all right?’

      I shrugged.

      ‘As well as can be expected, I guess.’ I dreaded asking the questions I knew needed to be answered. It was better for me not to know, but at the same time, not knowing was driving me mad.

      ‘Do you want some painkillers? Might make you feel better.’

      ‘Yes, please.’

      He went to get them, and I was left to my own scattered thoughts. He came back with two painkillers and a new glass of water.

      I took both gratefully and downed the pills in quick succession.

      Damian sunk down next to me again.

      He was still so very calm.

      Maybe too calm?

      ‘About last night,’ I started. ‘If I did something or said something inappropriate, I’m sorry. I do a lot of shit when I’m drunk I would never do if I was sober.’

      ‘You didn’t do anything.’

      ‘Then how did I end up here?’

      ‘I met you at the club last night. You don’t remember?’

      I shook my head. I couldn’t remember a thing after arriving.

      ‘Not that much of a surprise.’ He smiled now. ‘You were smashed. Silver and I brought you home. I couldn’t leave you there.’

      I blinked several times.

      ‘Really? Not even after the way I left you the other night?’

      ‘Who knows what could’ve happened to you if you’d stayed there.’ He wasn’t so calm anymore as he fiddled with the hem of his jumper.

      ‘Yeah,’ I murmured, turning my head away.

      We sat in heavy silence for several minutes.

      ‘Look, about the other night… I don’t know what I said to upset you, but I didn’t mean to. I would like to get to know you, too.’

      My heart started beating heavily.

      ‘You mean that?’

      ‘Of course I do. I wouldn’t have said it otherwise.’

      I chanced a glance his way.

      He still fiddled with the hem of his jumper.

      ‘I’m sorry for the way I left. I just thought—’ Thought? Had I been thinking at all? ‘I thought you didn’t want it. That I was the only one.’

      ‘You’re not.’

      Those two words did something to me. Something I was unfamiliar with. They made me feel happy. I couldn’t remember the last time that feeling had lodged in my chest like it did now.

      Probably never.

      ‘You said some things last night—’ The happy feeling was instantly squashed by his hesitant words. ‘About your diagnosis. Borderline. I don’t know anything about it, but from what you said… it can’t be easy being you.’

      I swallowed heavily.

      ‘What did I say?’

      I don’t want to know, I don’t want to know, I don’t want to—

      ‘Nothing bad. You just kind of laid it all out there for me.’ He glanced at me with a barely-there smile. ‘I’m glad you did. I guess I understand you a bit better now. Not much, but a bit.’

      I managed a tentative smile in return.

      ‘You don’t mind?’

      ‘No. I don’t.’ He seemed thoughtful and surprised, like the words surprised even him.

      They sure surprised me. Even though I was a mess, with a severe mental illness, he still wanted to get to know me.

      I wanted to touch him, hug him, and kiss him and show him exactly how much his words meant to me. That he gave me a chance, even with everything against us—with my psyche against us—meant more to me than I could articulate with words.

      But I was still hungover after yesterday’s drinking binge, and alcohol breath together with morning breath… Probably not a good idea to get any closer to him than I already was.

      ‘Can I use the bathroom?’ I needed to get cleaned up as best I could.

      He nodded, then leant forward and grabbed a small plastic bag from the table. ‘I went down to Tesco earlier and got this for you.’

      ‘Th-thanks.’ I took it and clutched it close.

      As soon as I was in the bathroom, I opened it to see what it was: a toothbrush, more painkillers, toothpaste, floss, and deodorant. That happy feeling flashed through me again, so foreign I stayed still to enjoy if for a moment.

      He was so kind, so caring.

      I fixed myself up the best I could.

      Damian was still on the sofa when I came back out.

      ‘I’ve got today off,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah?’ I had no idea what he wanted to imply with that statement.

      ‘Maybe we could do something? If you don’t have anything else you need to do?’

      ‘Yes! I mean, no. I don’t have anything else that requires my attention.’ I hadn’t blown it the other night. The relief was palpable, like an iron weight had been lifted off my chest.

      ‘I was thinking maybe we could head out to Camden. To the Markets.’ He shrugged, looking unsure, like it wasn’t a good idea.

      I nodded enthusiastically.

      ‘That sounds great. I love the Camden Markets.’

      ‘Should we go now?’

      ‘Yeah, why not?’ There was no point sitting around, after all. ‘Should we take the bus?’ I asked once we were outside.

      ‘Why not the tube?’

      ‘Isn’t that a bit expensive?’

      He glanced at me.

      ‘Right. You’re not working.’

      ‘That’s not what I meant.’ I shook my head. ‘I was thinking about you. You’re working to pay rent on your flat and probably to save up for when you start school. Don’t worry about me. Mum’s got money, so I’m not exactly lacking in that department.’

      One blink of his eyes told me his surprise.

      ‘I don’t mind the tube. I can afford it. It’s quicker, anyway.’

      ‘Okay then.’

      Tube it was. We didn’t say much. I didn’t know what to say, exactly, and maybe he didn’t either.

      We arrived in Camden and walked up the bustling streets towards the Markets.

      I’d been truthful when I said I loved the Markets, but I also loved Camden itself. In Camden, more than any other place, people were themselves: Goths, punk, whatever style people preferred. It wasn’t unusual to see someone with an orange mohawk walking around Camden in clothes that resembled bondage gear.

      It wasn’t my style, but I sure could appreciate it on someone else. How they dared to be themselves no matter what.

      It was great.

      ‘Are the painkillers working?’

      ‘Mm, yeah.’ The throbbing had been decidedly less pronounced for a while now.

      ‘Maybe we should get some food?’

      We crossed the road, started into the Market, and instantly came upon where all the food was being offered. I wasn’t feeling particularly hungry, but I also hadn’t eaten in… I couldn’t remember when I’d last eaten. So food was definitely a necessity.

      We got a few of those marinated chicken-breasts on skewers. I had no idea what they were called, but they tasted good.

      I tried to eat as carefully as possible so I wouldn’t embarrass myself in front of him, and I did pretty well. I didn’t spill anything on myself, at least.

      We continued through the Market after we finished eating. The clothing shops weren’t for either of us since it was either women’s dresses or alternative clothes, so we passed right by them.

      A booth selling various bracelets and assorted jewellery caught my attention. Especially the rainbow-coloured rubber bands.

      ‘You know what these are?’ I held one up for Damian to see.

      He gave me a look that clearly said he didn’t.

      I chuckled.

      ‘Rainbow bands. It’s to show you’re gay.’ At least that was the only thing I’d ever heard they were used for. ‘Cooper has several of these on both of his arms.’

      ‘Cooper, right.’ Damian buried his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders.

      I watched him, confused, and he turned his head away from me.

      ‘Did I tell him I left last night?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘Shit.’ I hadn’t brought my phone with me. Mum must be beside herself by now.

      ‘If he really cared, wouldn’t he be the one to take care of you?’ Damian snapped, and my head shot up to stare at him again. ‘You were left to your own devices.’

      ‘That’s typical of Cooper. He likes to party.’ I put the rubber bracelet down and went to stand in front of Damian. ‘Hey… What’s wrong?’ He hunched his shoulders up further. Whatever it was, he didn’t want to tell me. ‘Damian. Did I say something wrong?’

      He refused to look at me.

      ‘Were you planning on going home with him last night? Cooper?’

      ‘Well, yeah.’

      Hurt flashed over his face, and I realised suddenly what was going on.

      ‘Cooper’s my cousin,’ I hurried to say. I didn’t like seeing Damian hurt, and the quicker I could get that look off his face, the quicker we could get past this misunderstanding and go back to having a good time. ‘He’s staying with us, with his family. I went out with him last night because he thought I needed it. I did need to get out, to stop thinking about everything, but I shouldn’t have drunk so much.’

      ‘Cousin?’ He fixated on that small part.

      ‘Yeah. Cousin.’ I smiled. ‘We look a lot alike, too.’

      The hurt was replaced with a sheepish expression, and Damian ducked his head to cover it. Didn’t matter, as I’d already seen it.

      I turned back to the bracelets, letting him get himself together without me looking at him.

      ‘I’m getting a few of these. Maybe I can wear them once I take the gauze off.’

      ‘You have anyone you need to advertise your gayness to?’

      That brought forth a chuckle.

      ‘You want one?’ I turned and held one up. ‘They’re rather flashy and nice-looking, aren’t they?’

      He eyed it with distaste.

      ‘No thanks.’

      I paid for three of them, then went back to join him.

      ‘You’re a pretty private person, aren’t you?’

      He shrugged.

      ‘I don’t want people knowing my business.’

      We continued down the street. Our shoulders bumped together as we had to walk close due to all the other people bustling around us.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said eventually. ‘For taking care of me last night, for taking me home and for this morning. For this moment. It means a lot to me.’

      ‘Don’t mention it.’

      He flashed me a small smile, and I knew he was telling the truth. He didn’t mind, about last night or me being a mess. He didn’t mind it at all—he just wanted to spend time with me.

      And the feeling that left…

      It couldn’t even be described.

      

      ‘Joshua!’

      Mum was on me the moment I stepped through the door. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders and she pressed her cheek against the side of my head.

      I was surrounded by her hair and her perfume and it was both overwhelming and calming. We never really hugged, but she hugged me now, and it felt good.

      ‘Where have you been?’ She drew back eventually and held me an arm’s length out from her. ‘Cooper said you went out together last night, but then you disappeared. He couldn’t find you.’ Her eyes searched my face frantically, then her hands ran over my shoulders and down my arms, until she gripped my forearms.

      I flinched away from that. They might be wrapped up and not giving me much pain, but when she squeezed like that, it came flashing back.

      ‘Joshua.’ Her hands clenched into fists as she gazed down at my arms. I knew they were covered up, but her stare made me want to hide my arms behind my back. It was like she could see right through both my jumper and the gauze.

      ‘I’m fine, Mum.’ I was more than fine, actually. I’d had the most wonderful day of my entire life.

      Only thing I was sad about was that it had ended and I was back home.

      I hadn’t wanted to leave him, but I had to go home to avoid Mum calling the police.

      She would’ve, if I continued to be AWOL.

      Since she found out, two years ago, she’d become rather over-protective. I didn’t mind, usually, because we’d grown so much closer since my suicide attempt.

      ‘Where have you been?’

      ‘With a friend.’ To think that I could actually say that out loud and it wasn’t a lie.

      ‘A friend?’ Her eyebrows drew together.

      I could tell she didn’t believe me.

      ‘I can have those, you know,’ I snapped, my mood doing a quick turn-over. ‘He’s the only one, but he is my friend.’

      The frown disappeared, but it was replaced by a sad expression.

      ‘Of course you can have friends, Joshua. It was just the first I’d heard of it, was all.’ She turned away, towards the kitchen. ‘Will you come with me for a bit? I want to talk to you about something.’

      I followed her, cautious. What could she possibly want to talk about?

      ‘Where are the others?’ The flat was silent for once.

      ‘They went out.’ Mum texted something on her phone. She caught me looking at it, suspicious now. ‘I’m just letting Mother know you’re home. She’s been worried sick about you, too. They all have.’

      ‘They don’t have to worry. I’m fine.’ I sunk down on one of the kitchen chairs, and she took the one opposite me. Again I could tell she didn’t believe me, and I was instantly miffed again. ‘As fine as I can be.’

      I’d folded my hands on the table and she reached over now to cover them with her own.

      ‘This is hard for all of us, but especially for you. I can’t imagine what you’re thinking now.’

      No, she couldn’t. She’d never had the satisfaction of seeing her abuser put behind bars. But once she found out, she’d been relentless in putting Andrew behind them.

      To protect me.

      She’d left me in his care only to find out he hadn’t really cared for me at all.

      I was aware of her sitting in front of me, her blonde hair cut into a straight bob, but I could also see her with her hair longer, past her shoulder, and her eyes filled with tears.

      
        
        ‘I’m so sorry.’

        I tilted my head in her direction.

        ‘What’re you sorry for?’

        ‘For not seeing the signs.’ She turned her head away so I couldn’t look at her anymore. ‘I should’ve seen the signs of what was going on, of what he was doing to you.’

        ‘He was very careful not to let you know.’ My lap had become very interesting all of a sudden.

        ‘I still should’ve seen them. I should’ve seen the signs better than anyone.’ Her hands were balled into fists, gripping the fabric of her trousers in-between them.

        Those words held meaning, I could feel it.

        ‘What do you mean?’ My voice shook.

        She hesitated with her answer, and I could see the internal struggle going on due to the rapid changes in her expression. Even in profile they were obvious.

        ‘I’ve never told anyone this before, and now I’m sitting here, telling you. I know I haven’t been a good mum for you, that I’ve left you to your own devices—to him—and that I’ve been largely absent. I am so sorry about that. I never meant to be absent from your life, to not even know you. For sixteen years I ignored my own son, leaving him in the single care of my husband while I focused on my career. It’s no excuse though to ignore you, it really isn’t. I am so ashamed, and all I can do is tell you how sorry I am and how much I want to make it up to you. If that’s even possible at this point.’

        I heard what she was saying, every word of it, but my mind had stuck on her first sentence and I couldn’t let it go. ‘What’d you mean? What’ve you never told anyone?’ My voice still shook, but it also demanded answers. I needed to know.

        She glanced up at me, but when our eyes met, she quickly turned away again.

        ‘I should’ve seen the signs because—‘ She took a shaky breath. ‘Because I’ve been exactly where you are, Joshua.’

        My eyes widened. ‘W-what?’

        ‘I’ve been a victim of sexual abuse too.’ She closed her eyes as if she was in pain. She probably was. I knew better than anyone just how much the inside could hurt. I bet talking about it had her remembering it all over again and I shuddered at the thought.

        I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I was frozen in place.

        ‘You? But—Who? Who did that to you?’

        She pressed her lips together into a small line.

        ‘My father.’ It came out as a bitter snarl, like the word was the worst of curses. ‘For four very long years he did things to me. Then he was diagnosed with cancer and died. Months of pain were what he got, because the cancer had already spread and there was nothing they could do. I didn’t feel sorry for him. I was happy he was suffering. Karma had come back and properly bitch-slapped him in the face. He got what he deserved, and when he died, I was happy then too. I would never have to see his face again, I would never have him crawling into my bed.’

        My throat had gone dry. ‘How old were you?’

        ‘From when I was ten until I was fourteen.’

        Four years of violation. Not even half of my ten, but it was still four years too much. At least Andrew wasn’t related to me by blood. He was just my stepfather. She’d been violated by her very own dad, the man whose genes she shared.

        ‘Does Grandma know?’

        She looked back at me, eyes a dark green. ‘No. And she never will. Promise me you’ll never tell her, Joshua. You’re the only one I’ve ever told. Not even Abbi—my own sister—knows what a bastard of a father we had. Knowing this would destroy Mother and she doesn’t deserve that.’

        ‘I won’t tell.’ I understood her, because I hadn’t wanted anyone to know about my circumstances either. But once I’d woken up and had been told I would be fine, that I would have no damage from the pills and that I would be able to go back home… I’d lost it. I couldn’t go back home when he would be there.

        And Mum had been there. She’d listened, with tears trickling, and now I finally got to hear her story.

        She turned to me again. ‘It saddens me that I’ve shut you out so completely you didn’t feel like you could ever come to me with this. I never had time—I didn’t care enough—to get to know you properly, so I never even imagined anything was wrong. I’m so sorry, Joshua.’ The tears were overflowing now, trickling slowly down her cheeks.

        ‘It’s okay. I didn’t want you to know. I didn’t want anyone to know.’ I was so ashamed and humiliated. Used as my own stepfather’s blow-up doll and punching bag for ten years, and then failing at committing suicide when I’d finally had enough. When I couldn’t take it anymore.

        

      

      ‘Joshua!’

      I was startled out of the memory, or flashback, or whatever it was called when the present just fell away from me.

      ‘Mum?’

      Her eyes searched my face again, alert and worried.

      ‘You spaced out. For a long time.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I was just—‘ My head felt fuzzy and I pressed my hands to my temples, hoping it would settle down. ‘Remembering. I was just remembering something.’

      She took a deep breath. ‘You do that sometimes. Like you just check out for a bit. It scares me.’

      She just used the same words Damian did.

      Back when he’d witnessed it, I’d been remembering Andrew though, not my mother telling me of her own abusive past.

      ‘I’m okay.’

      ‘Are you really though?’ She leant forward, gaze fixed on me.

      I twitched in discomfort.

      ‘What’d you mean?’

      ‘I don’t think you’re okay.’ Her hands clenched and unclenched on the table in front of her. ‘You know Mother and the rest of them are leaving tomorrow, right?’

      I nodded.

      Where was she going with this conversation?

      ‘I think you should go with them?’

      In even less than a blink of an eye, she’d ruined everything.

      ‘You want to send me away?’ I stood up so quickly my chair fell with a crash to the floor. ‘You want to be rid of me again? Hospitalisation wasn’t enough, now you want to ship me off to Bristol too?’

      ‘Joshua, no, that’s not—‘

      I stormed out of the kitchen and slammed my bedroom door behind me, then locked it to be certain she wouldn’t come in.

      I paced the floor, since I didn’t know what else to do.

      She wanted to send me away. I’d just come home not long ago, and already she was tired of me. How could she do that to me? Didn’t she understand? I just wanted her to love me—to want me there with her!

      I hit myself without really registering I even did it. Stomach, chest, head. Hitting myself everywhere I could reach.

      It wasn’t enough. It didn’t hurt.

      I tore the room apart looking for something sharp. Books on my desk were shoved to the floor, my nightstand was upended in my hurry to get the drawer out. Once I found a razor, one of those small yet deadly sharp ones, I pulled my shirt-sleeve up and ripped off the gauze.

      I didn’t even feel it. I could see my fingers holding it, could see it cutting into skin, slashing over it and leaving trails of blood in its wake. But I didn’t feel it.

      Why couldn’t I feel it?

      ‘Joshua!’ Mum knocked frantically on my door. I could hear her sobbing. ‘Open up! Joshua, please!’

      Cut, cut, cut.

      Feel, feel, feel.

      Except I didn’t. I didn’t feel it.

      My chest hurt, my head hurt, but nothing on the outside. The outside was numb, dead.

      I screamed. I wasn’t sure if I did it out loud or if I just did it in my head, but it had me on my knees on the floor, bending over until I had my face buried in the crook of my elbows.

      Blood was everywhere; on my arms, on my face, in my hair, on the floor.

      And I still didn’t feel it.
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      Damian

      Silver was on the sofa, sprawled out, with his head resting against the back of it. He seemed to be deep in thought.

      ‘Hey,’ I said, hoping I wouldn’t startle him. Though opening and closing the front door should’ve done that in the first place.

      He blinked, then slowly tilted his head further back so he could see me.

      ‘Hey. I might’ve done something today that’s not exactly ethically correct.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ I wrestled my trainers off and put them away, then shrugged out of my thin summer jacket.

      ‘Chloe texted me today. She wants to get a tattoo done. I told her I’d do it for free one night, after work, if she brought Kian with her.’

      ‘Kian?’ That name did not ring a bell.

      ‘The green-haired bloke I pointed out to you last night?’

      ‘Oh. Right.’ I went to sit down on the two-seater.

      ‘That’s all you’ve got to say?’ He’d lifted his head off the back of the sofa now so he could continue to watch me.

      ‘Is there anything else to say?’

      ‘I just bribed Chloe with a free tattoo so she’d bring a bloke I like. A bloke I haven’t even spoken to before.’ Silver ran his hands over his face. ‘Does it get more pathetic than that?’

      ‘You’re asking the wrong person, mate.’

      ‘Not anymore, I’m not.’ His lips split into a grin. ‘How was your day?’

      ‘Fine.’ I tried not to look at him, but his scrutiny made it hard.

      ‘Where’ve you been?’

      ‘The Camden Markets.’

      ‘With that bloke of yours?’

      ‘His name is Josh. And yeah.’ It had been a nice day. I’d managed to get through it without saying anything that sent him running, like the last time. That was progress.

      ‘About him. I stopped by V’s office after work and we had a little chat.’

      ‘Yeah?’ My interest was piqued now and I leant forward. ‘What’d he have to say?’

      ‘A lot. He gave me a few links to relevant websites.’ Silver reached into his pocket and produced a folded up note. I took it, but I didn’t open it. ‘What I said last night, about you needing to be sure… You do, D. This is heavy shit. You need to be absolutely committed to it.’

      Before, I would say I wasn’t.

      But now… I did like Josh, a lot. He drew me in like no one else ever had, even if he had his faults.

      But once I read up on his disorder, I was pretty sure those faults weren’t anything he could help. I needed to look it up as quick as possible, because I wanted to understand him and what he was struggling with.

      ‘You’re really gone on him, aren’t you?’

      I snorted.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Ha. You are.’

      ‘Says the one who has to bribe Chloe because he’s too wimp to talk to the bloke he’s got a crush on.’ I might’ve admitted to having a crush, but it was actually quite satisfying to have something over Silver for once.

      He was the one people liked, who was out and socialised, and who usually didn’t have a problem going after what he wanted.

      I didn’t know why he couldn’t just talk to the bloke though. Silver was confident, good-looking, and he had both blokes and girls falling all over for him.

      I wasn’t jealous of him or anything like that, because I definitely didn’t want the attention he tended to get, but I did wish I could be as comfortable in my body as he was in his.

      Silver groaned and dropped his head back again.

      ‘I am pathetic.’

      ‘I’m really not a person to judge. Whatever works for you.’

      I rose from the sofa and went to get my laptop from my desk. I curled back up in the two-seater with it, and finally opened it. It took a couple of minutes to start up, but once it had I got online and typed in the first link.

      Silver watched me out of the corner of his eye.

      ‘You really are invested in this, aren’t you?’

      ‘It’s only been a few days, but I like him. Today was good. We had a good time. He might have issues, but he’s also very kind and compassionate and sweet.’

      The website loaded and I clicked on the link that said about borderline personality disorder.

      ‘It’s not about, you know, sex. I still don’t want it. But I guess kissing is nice and I like being around him.’

      ‘Still asexual, huh?’

      ‘Why do you sound disappointed?’

      ‘Because sex is great! How many times do I have to explain that to you?’

      ‘Explain it all you want. It’s not going to matter one way or another.’ I skimmed over the first paragraph, which explained that it was a mental illness marked by unstable moods, behaviour and relationships.

      Well, I didn’t know about his relationships, but his mood and behaviour were certainly unstable. Sad and depressed one moment, then seemingly happy in the next.

      Silver was silent after that. He turned the telly on and switched through the channels.

      I continued to read up on the links his brother had provided me with.

      An incessant knocking on the door broke the comfortable silence.

      Silver rolled his head towards me.

      ‘Feel like dealing with that?’

      I put my laptop down and got up to open the door.

      I stepped back in surprise as Josh fell into my arms. He must’ve been leaning on it, and I caught him, keeping him standing. He had a hood drawn over his head and he pressed his face against my collarbone while his hands fisted in my shirt.

      The good mood from earlier was gone. This was bad, I could feel it. It was much worse than me saying something wrong, causing him to storm off from the cinema.

      I knew it was a lot worse when my hands, which had grabbed  onto his arms, came away wet with blood.

      ‘Josh.’ My breath hitched. He wore a rather thick hooded jumper and the forearms were soaked through with blood.

      ‘You won’t leave me, will you?’ His voice was muffled, as he still had his face buried against my collarbone.

      ‘No.’ I hoped that wasn’t a promise he would ever remember me making though, because I couldn’t tell what would happen in the future.

      ‘She wants to send me away.’

      ‘Who does?’

      ‘My mum. She wants to ship me off to Bristol. She wants to be rid of me.’

      ‘I’m sure that’s not what she meant.’ Then again, who was I to give advice on mothers? Mine wasn’t a role model I could go by.

      After all, she’d—I shied away from it before I could dig up all the memories I did my best to keep buried. Bringing them back to the forefront of my mind wouldn’t lead to anything good.

      ‘It was! It is! She doesn’t want me around anymore. She loves her career and I’m too much of a liability!’ He was crying now, I could tell from the way he sniffled and his voice had changed octaves.

      I put my hands on his upper arms, hoping he hadn’t cut that far up. The fabric wasn’t heavy with blood there thankfully, so I squeezed a bit, hoping it was comforting.

      ‘Maybe getting away from here for a bit would be good for you?’

      I only realised I’d said the wrong thing when he pushed away from me. His face was mostly in shadow, as he had the hood drawn down over his eyes, but I saw the tears and something dark smudged on his chin.

      Blood.

      ‘You want me gone too. You don’t want me!’ He backed away, out into the hallway again.

      My mind reeled from the sudden shift in mood.

      ‘No, that’s not—’

      ‘Liar!’ A sob rocked his body. ‘You’re such a liar!’ And just like at the cinema, he bolted.

      I stood frozen.

      Heard the main door slam closed.

      ‘Go after him.’ Silver pushed me and I stumbled out into the hallway, knocking my toe on the threshold. ‘Go the fuck after him!’

      I turned away and ran down the hall to the door, but once I was out on the sidewalk, Josh was gone. I looked both ways frantically, but I couldn’t see him.

      ‘Shit, shit, shit, shit.’ I ran back in and bolted into my bedroom to find my phone and his letter.

      I still hadn’t saved his number on it, so I dialled it furiously as I checked the letter to make sure I pressed in the right numbers. It rang and rang but he didn’t answer. Either he’d left it at home, or he was ignoring it.

      I tried again, with the same result.

      ‘Fuck!’ I felt a sudden need to throw the phone into the wall, but if I broke it I was never going to get a hold of him.

      I walked back into the living room, dejected.

      Silver had closed the front door and now leant against it.

      ‘What was that?’ I asked him. ‘What the hell was that?’

      Silver shook his head.

      ‘I don’t know, D. But it was messed up.’

      I ran my hands through my hair, frustrated.

      ‘D, you’ve got blood on your hands.’

      I held them out in front of me where I could see some spots were left. The rest of the blood was on my phone and in my hair. I started scrubbing at my hair, even though I knew it wouldn’t do any good.

      ‘I don’t think I can do this.’

      ‘Hey.’ Silver strode up in front of me. ‘You can’t give up now. You just said you were invested in him. That you liked him. And he needs help.’

      ‘He left, Silver. We’re in the middle of London! He could’ve gone anywhere. It’s impossible to find him.’ How could such a good day turn into a nightmare in the blink of an eye?

      ‘We have to try. I’ll help too. We can go in opposite directions. Try ringing him again. Do it often. He’ll pick up eventually.’ Silver pushed me towards the door, where we both put on shoes and jackets.

      Silver locked the door behind us.

      We stood on the pavement, looking both ways.

      ‘I’ll go here.’ Silver pointed right. ‘You there.’

      I nodded and headed down the street. I tried Josh’s number again, praying for him to pick up.

      He didn’t.

      I looked around, hoping to see some sign of him, but I didn’t. I tried the number once again—and I was so surprised when someone picked up I nearly dropped my mobile.

      ‘Josh?’

      ‘Who is this?’ It wasn’t him, but a female. And she sounded weary.

      ‘I—’ I took the phone away from my ear to stare at the display. Had I dialled the wrong number anyway? ‘I’m sorry. I must’ve dialled wrong. I’m sorry.’

      ‘No, wait!’ She exclaimed before I could hang up. ‘This is Joshua’s phone.’

      My heart nearly beat out of my chest.

      ‘Where is he?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Her voice broke on the last syllable. ‘Who are you?’

      Good question.

      Who was I?

      A huge fuck-up, that’s what.

      ‘A friend.’

      ‘Do you know where he is? He left.’ There was such anguish in her voice. This had to be the mother. The one who had wanted to send him away.

      ‘He ran off,’ I admitted in a whisper. ‘I don’t know where to.’ I glanced around again. No Josh in sight.

      Silence.

      I knew she was still there though, because I could hear her breathing.

      ‘If you find him, will you let me know? I’ll keep his phone on me. Just ring or text or something. I need to know he’s okay.’

      ‘I will,’ I promised.

      ‘Thank you.’ And she did sound thankful.

      I’d just pressed end call when my phone lit up with an incoming call.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Found him,’ Silver said at the other end.

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Soho Square Garden.’

      I hung up without saying anything else and started running the opposite way. I passed our flat and continued ahead towards the park.

      I saw them once I passed the gates. Silver was standing with his hands in his pockets and Josh was on the ground, head buried in the crook of his elbow. His whole body shook, so I knew he was crying even before I heard his sobs.

      My heart broke a little at the sound.

      ‘Josh.’ I crouched down next to him. ‘Josh?’ I ran my hand over his back. I could feel every bump in his spine through his thick jumper and it worried me. Not as much as his sobs did though. Because hearing them really did break me. ‘Josh, come home with me. Please.’

      He didn’t move for several long minutes, but then he straightened up a bit and fell around my neck, crying into my shoulder.

      My arms wrapped around him instantly, and that was new. I was usually hesitant when it came to this kind of intimacy. I never hugged anyone.

      But this was Josh, the beautiful broken boy I’d found crying only days ago in this very park.

      The broken boy who’d somehow caught my attention—and I didn’t want to let him go.

      

      Josh was curled up on my bed with a pillow clutched to his chest. He was in my clothes again, and I’d cleaned up his arms and put on fresh gauze. I hoped it would stem the bleeding. If it didn’t stop, he’d have to go to the A&E.

      For now though, all he wanted was to lie down.

      I’d sent off a quick text to his phone so his mother wouldn’t be worried anymore. Then I’d made us both hot chocolate.

      ‘Here. You should drink some.’ I sat both mugs on my nightstand.

      He didn’t react, only stared straight ahead, but his eyes were clouded. He’d checked out again.

      ‘Josh?’ I crouched down in front of the bed so I could look at him properly. ‘Josh?’

      I remembered reading about this earlier, before he’d shown up. Dissociation. I hadn’t finished reading that paragraph, but maybe it was good for him right now to check out for a bit. It’d been real intense for him and if this was how his brain got any kind of rest… well, then I’d leave him to it for a while.

      I took my mug and headed back out into the living room.

      Silver wasn’t on the sofa where he’d been earlier, so I went over to his open bedroom door and knocked on it.

      Silver sat at his desk.

      ‘How is he?’

      I shrugged.

      ‘He’s not talking at the moment.’

      ‘You want me to call V? This is heavy. He knows how to deal with it better than we do.’

      I shook my head.

      ‘I don’t want to do anything without his permission. I don’t want a repeat of what just happened.’

      ‘I get that.’ Silver twinned a pen between his fingers. ‘You know what’s happened to him? It’s got to be something real bad, right, for him to be so messed up?’

      ‘I’ve no idea. But yeah, it’s probably horrible.’

      He leant back in his chair and looked up towards the ceiling.

      ‘We’ve experienced some heavy shit too. But we’ve turned out pretty normal, I’d say, considering.’

      Normal.

      That wasn’t a word I’d ever heard directed towards myself.

      ‘Depends on how you define normal.’

      He grinned.

      ‘Well, I turned out pretty normal, at least.’

      ‘Yeah, right.’ But he was right. He was the most normal of the two of us. I was glad that he didn’t have psychological damage after what had happened to him, at least not to the extent that I did, or Josh.

      I wasn’t sure if my aloofness had anything to do with my past or if it was just the way I was. Could be both. I could’ve turned out this way after what had happened when I was younger—or I could’ve turned out like this even if I’d had a happy, normal childhood. I’d never know, seeing as I hadn’t had that.

      I blew on the hot beverage and took a tentative sip. It was still too hot.

      ‘I should go back in.’

      ‘Take care of him.’ Silver smiled sadly.

      ‘I will.’ I definitely would.

      Josh needed it. He needed someone in his corner.

      I should’ve never agreed with what his mother had proposed earlier. With the mood swings and black-and-white thinking that came with being borderline, of course he’d think I wanted him gone too. That I’d betray him.

      He was in the same position I’d left him in, but his eyes followed my path across the room now, so I knew he was back in the present.

      I put my mug down next to his, then crawled over him and lay down closest to the wall.

      He turned around slowly.

      ‘Have sex with me,’ he whispered.

      I cut my gaze to him.

      ‘No.’

      He instantly felt betrayed.

      ‘Why not? Don’t you like me?’

      ‘I do. But I’m not going to let you manipulate me into sex. I like you, but I’m not going to have sex with you. I’m not.’ Both because he wasn’t in any state of mind to make such a decision, and because I simply didn’t want it.

      What I’d said to Silver still counted—it wasn’t about sex. Sex was never on my mind. My body might like having him close, but not to the extent that it would be noticeable in certain parts.

      I wasn’t sure that would ever happen.

      He closed his eyes. I expected more tears, but they didn’t come. Instead he lay there with his eyes closed, clutching my pillow to his chest.

      ‘But you can come closer,’ I offered hesitantly, and when his eyes popped open, I held my arm out in invitation.

      He looked at it as if it was a foreign object, but then he scooted in close to my side and put his head on my shoulder.

      I put the duvets over us and got rid of the pillow now pressed in-between us.

      He seemed to mould into my side the moment it was gone. His arm slid over my waist, resting there rather comfortably.

      ‘Why don’t you like sex?’ His voice was only a whisper.

      ‘I don’t see the appeal.’ I curled my arm around his shoulders.

      His blond hair was wet against my thin T-shirt, because I’d made him take a shower. Once I’d got the hooded jumper off him, it had become evident that he didn’t just have blood on his arms and jaw, but a lot of it smudged on the rest of his face and even in his hair.

      ‘But it’s good.’

      ‘I hear people say that, but it doesn’t mean anything to me. I don’t have an interest in it.’ His shoulders were bony. He was too thin. I found myself wondering how often, and how much, he ate.

      ‘Am I bad for liking it?’

      This was not taking a good turn.

      ‘No. People who like it are far more superior to those like me who don’t. Don’t worry about it. I’m the abnormal one, not you.’

      He shook his head, though it was a bit awkward with his head resting against my shoulder.

      ‘You don’t understand. I liked it. Every time he came into my room, or cornered me in the kitchen or the bathroom or pushed me onto the sofa… my body liked it every time, except from when he was too rough. He liked to hurt me, but the times he was gentle, I liked it.’

      Oh shit.

      ‘Who’s he?’ I dreaded the answer.

      ‘My mum’s husband. Ex-husband, now.’

      ‘Your father?’

      Another awkward shake of his head.

      ‘Stepfather. I don’t know who my father is.’

      His arm, which had been resting comfortable across my stomach, now lifted. He put his hand back down on my stomach and splayed it out, twisting the material of my shirt.

      ‘Ten years. At least that’s as far as I know. I learned to spell when I was six, and that’s when I wrote my first journal entry.’

      Six years old.

      And sexually abused by an adult who was supposed to care for him. No wonder he was a mess.

      ‘People say that sex is good. Maybe—‘ This wasn’t my area of expertise at all. ‘Maybe the body likes the stimulation even if the mind doesn’t like the person or the situation.’

      ‘That’s what Vincent told me, too.’

      Vincent?

      ‘What?’

      ‘My psychologist.’

      We lived in London. Surely there couldn’t be such a coincidence? There must be many psychiatrists out there named Vincent, who took in patients with borderline personality disorder and who wasn’t related to my best mate.

      Right?

      ‘I’ve been with loads of people, not just him. I’ve done it voluntarily and it’s always been good. So good. But it was with him too, whenever he wasn’t hitting me or just ramming it in without any kind of preparation.’

      Oh god.

      I really wasn’t comfortable talking about sex. Not even hearing about it. It made my skin crawl—but that might have been because he was talking about his stepfather raping him, too.

      ‘Sounds like you’ve had too much of it,’ I said instead. I couldn’t give him any kind of advice. I hadn’t had sex with anyone, and I had no interest in having it either. ‘Isn’t it nice to, I don’t know, not have to get naked and intimate with someone for a change?’

      ‘But I’m wanted then. For a little while, they only want me. They don’t care about my scars or my personality, as long as they can fuck me. I want to be wanted.’

      I closed my eyes for a brief second, trying to gather my thoughts.

      ‘This is nice isn’t it? Just lying like this?’

      ‘Yeah?’ He didn’t understand where I was going with it.

      ‘This is intimacy too. Of a more innocent kind, perhaps, but still intimacy. I haven’t ever done this with anyone else. Only you.’

      ‘Really?’ He turned his head so he could look at me. His chin dug into my shoulder, but it was more ticklish than painful. His eyes were still red and sore, but they were dry now.

      ‘Yeah. I don’t… like people much.’

      His eyes widened even more.

      ‘But you like me?’

      ‘I do.’ I finally met his eyes head on. He was so close to me. ‘It’s only been a few days since we met, but I like looking at you, and I like being around you even if your mood swings a lot, and I liked it when you kissed me.’

      I wasn’t used to talking about my feelings either, though I was more used to it thanks to therapy than the sex-talk. Something I really didn’t want to bring back as a subject.

      ‘I can’t help it. My moods. One wrong word and I explode. I don’t even know how to explain it, but my mind’s like a complete mess of emotions that changes in the blink of an eye. It’s exhausting.’

      I couldn’t even imagine what it must be like to be him. I was pretty much aloof in all things. My mood was relatively stable, keeping to the same wavelength most of the time. To switch back and forth like he did…

      Yeah, I could imagine it would be exhausting.

      ‘He only got eight years in prison.’ Josh put his head back down on my shoulder. His index finger made small circles on my stomach. ‘At least ten years of abuse, though probably longer, because he’s been coming into my room for as long as I can remember… and he only gets eight years. He’s ruined me and in less than a decade he’ll be out on the streets again.’

      I tightened my arm around him at the sudden need to protect him. He didn’t need protection anymore though, at least not from that bastard, but the need was churning inside me anyway.

      He did need someone, however, someone he could be close to. And that could be me.

      ‘Where was your mother in all of this? When I spoke to her, she sounded really worried.’

      His finger stuttered to a halt.

      ‘My mum? When did you chat with her?’

      ‘Earlier. I tried your phone multiple times and eventually she answered it. She was worried, you know. I texted her to say you’re fine and that you’ll be staying here for the night.’

      The circles started up again. It was actually quite nice, relaxing even.

      ‘She doesn’t want me there.’

      ‘I think she does.’

      ‘She wants to ship me off to Bristol. She hates me.’

      ‘I think she just worries. Maybe she doesn’t know what to do to make you feel better? I’m sure she didn’t mean anything bad by it. She was probably just thinking about what was best for you.’

      I could be speaking complete bullocks. I didn’t know her, after all. But she had sounded worried on the phone, and it was hard to fake that, wasn’t it?

      Josh was silent.

      I hoped what I was saying was sinking in.

      Minutes ticked by and I was getting sleepy. Having him resting against me was something I wasn’t used to, but he was warm and those circles he traced on my stomach was relaxing.

      I dozed off.

      ‘You’re right,’ he said eventually. ‘This is nice.’

      ‘Mm. Sure is.’

      I’d never thought I’d say that, that I’d like cuddling with another person, but I did. I liked cuddling with him.
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      The next morning Damian took me out to breakfast at the Café he worked at.

      For once in my life, I felt rested and I knew it had everything to do with sleeping close to him for the entire night.

      Like he’d said, and like I’d agreed to, it truly had been nice. Nice to be so close to someone without anything else being expected. Nice to feel calm and collected for a few hours, and to get a proper night’s sleep without being plagued by nightmares.

      A light-haired bloke set our plates down in front of us.

      ‘Enjoy your meal.’

      He had a northern accent and I remembered him briefly from the other day I’d been in here.

      ‘Thanks.’

      I kept my eyes on my plate, afraid that if I glanced around, I would fade out again like I had last time. Just because of some random man who had looked a bit like Andrew from behind.

      I’d bought a club sandwich. It looked good, and it was a lot of food on one plate. I wasn’t sure I would be able to finish it, but I would try.

      ‘How long have you worked here?’ I looked up at Damian. He was safe to look at. He was someone I liked to look at.

      ‘A little over two years. I got the job the summer I was sixteen.’

      ‘So you’re eighteen now?’ I was falling hard and fast for him and I didn’t even know his age. I didn’t even know his last name, for that matter.

      ‘I’ll be nineteen in January.’

      I hitched my eyebrows up in surprise.

      ‘So will I. When’s you birthday?’

      ‘The third. Yours?’

      ‘Twenty-third. Our birthdays are only twenty days apart.’ I didn’t know why it pleased me, but it did.

      Damian had already started in on his own sandwich. He seemed to be comfortable, content, calm. I wasn’t used to anyone being like that around me. My family walked around on eggshells, afraid to set me off, and they were the only other people I knew.

      ‘Is it weird that I’ve really started to like you? I mean, we’ve just met.’

      He paused in his chewing as his gaze landed on me.

      ‘Well, in that case I’m weird too.’

      My heart literally jumped into my throat. I swallowed and swallowed, trying to be rid of the lump that had stuck. I didn’t manage it though, so I settled on smiling at him.

      His gaze dropped to my mouth, and he stared for a very long second, until his eyes darted away. He started chewing again.

      I was pretty sure I could see a distinct flush on his cheeks.

      I bit my lip to keep from smiling wider. If I were to guess his thoughts just then I would likely be right.

      Kissing.

      I hadn’t kissed him since we’d gone to the cinema and that had ended in disaster. I wanted to kiss him again, and judging by his reaction just now, I was sure he wouldn’t mind if I did.

      ‘What are you going to do once summer’s over?’ He wanted to change the subject, and I was happy to let him.

      ‘Retake the last year of A-levels. I know I failed my exams because I didn’t even finish them.’ I twined my fingers together, nervous all of a sudden. ‘I was in a real bad place. So bad I was hospitalised, for the third time in two years.’

      He took another bite of his sandwich as if it wasn’t a big deal. Or maybe he was trying to hide his real feelings for me.

      I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t read him.

      ‘I’m in therapy four times a week. Two with my therapist and two in group therapy.’

      ‘Group therapy?’ That seemed to catch his interest. ‘How’s that working out for you?’

      I shrugged.

      ‘Okay, I guess. But I prefer to just talk with Vincent. We’ve got more of a connection.’

      He nodded his head.

      ‘My therapist suggested group therapy for me.’

      ‘You’re in therapy?’

      ‘Yeah.’ He shrugged it off like it wasn’t that big a deal. ‘Used to go often, a few years ago, but now I generally make an appointment if I feel I need it.’

      I bit my lip to keep from asking why he was in therapy. It was personal—and if he wanted to share, he would, in his own time. At least I hoped he would.

      ‘What are you going to do afterwards?’ he asked.

      ‘Don’t know. I should go home. The family’s leaving today and they’ve been here for me, so I should say goodbye to them.’ He was starting work once we’d finished eating, so it wasn’t like I could spend the day with him.

      ‘How many family members are here?’

      ‘Six. Grandma, my aunt and uncle, and their three kids.’

      ‘Wow. That’s a handful.’

      ‘Mmm. They are. I mean, I love them and all, but they’re too much at times. Especially my cousins. Though I should apologise to Cooper for just leaving him at the club.’ I felt bad about that. Mum had said he’d been looking for me, so he must’ve been worried. ‘I guess I should stay home tonight.’ I didn’t want to though.

      ‘We can see each other tomorrow,’ he said, apparently oblivious to just how much I didn’t want to spend the night at home. ‘I’ve got the early shift tomorrow, so we can meet up after?’

      ‘Yeah, that sounds good.’ As long as I got to spend time with him, I’d be happy. I wished he didn’t have to work, so we could spend more time together.

      ‘You should eat.’ He motioned towards my untouched sandwich.

      It was delicious, once I finally took a bite.

      He glanced over my shoulder, upwards at something.

      I turned in my seat to see what he was looking at. It was a clock.

      ‘My shift’s starting. Want to come in back with me while I change?’

      I nodded, eager, and took my plate with me.

      He carried his own into the kitchen, as he’d already finished his own food.

      I sat down on the sofa and continued to chew small pieces at a time while he went to the small row of lockers. He took a black shirt out from the locker, as well as a black apron. He already had on black trousers.

      ‘Are you planning on working here once school starts?’

      ‘Yeah. But not as much as I used to. When I was in college, I worked most evenings, but I doubt I’ll be able to do that once I start medical school. It’s going to be tough.’

      He pulled off his jumper and it caused the tee he was wearing underneath to hitch up so I could freely ogle the pale, bare skin over the hem of his trousers. Once the jumper was off and his arms dropped back down, so did the tee, hiding his skin from view again.

      ‘What’s your flatmate going to do? Is he going to medical school too?’

      He chuckled.

      ‘Silver’s apprenticing with a tattoo artist. College was more than enough school for him. He’s doing what he’s always wanted to do, and he’s happy with it.’

      ‘That’s nice. To know what he wants to do. You too.’ I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to do anything. Who would hire a mentally unstable person, after all?

      ‘You’ll figure it out. If you have to retake your A-levels, you still have another year to go.’ He cast me a small smile over his shoulder. He was buttoning up his shirt now, and he did it all up before he turned back to face me.

      ‘I hope so.’ I finished the sandwich. Seemed I had it in me after all, to actually finish all the food on my plate. ‘I have to come eat here more often. This was good.’

      Another small smile as he tied his apron around his hips.

      ‘I have to go. My shift has started.’

      I stood up, anxiety coursing through me all of a sudden.

      ‘Tomorrow, right? We’ll see each other again then?’ I didn’t want our paths to split, not even for a little while.

      ‘Yeah. Tomorrow.’ His gaze rested on me and we stood facing each other like that, the silence stretching between us.

      I wanted to kiss him. He’d said last night that he’d liked it when I kissed him… But as I took a step forward, the door opened, and the light-haired bloke with the northern accent stepped into the room.

      ‘Oh. Hey.’ He smiled at us.

      ‘See you tomorrow.’ Damian cast me one last fleeting glance, then brushed past his co-worker.

      I stared after him, dejected.

      ‘I’m Leslie.’ The blond bloke offered his hand.

      I blinked at it, then realised he was introducing himself, so I shook it.

      ‘Hey. I’m Josh.’

      ‘Nice to meet you, Josh.’ He had a sweet smile, one that was friendly without any kind of judgement.

      ‘You too.’ I was bad at small talk.

      What more was I supposed to say? What had I said to Damian? Not a whole lot. But then he’d approached me when I was utterly depressed, and he’d taken me in and fixed me up. There’d been no small talk there.

      ‘So you’re a friend of Damian’s?’ He ventured over to his locker and started unbuttoning the black shirt that was a replica of the one Damian had just changed into.

      ‘Yeah. You worked together long?’

      ‘Almost two years. He started a little while before I did. Don’t really know him though.’ He flashed me a grin.

      ‘You’ve worked together two years and you don’t know him?’ That was kind of hard to comprehend.

      ‘He’s not exactly the kind of person who’s open to new acquaintances. Spencer, our third co-worker, doesn’t know him either. He’s not interested in socialising with us.’

      He’d just finished talking when another bloke walked into the room. This one was brown-haired and wore glasses.

      He also seemed to only have eyes for Leslie.

      ‘You ready to head out?’

      ‘Just a sec.’ Leslie took off his shirt and put on a hooded jumper. ‘This is Josh. He’s a friend of Damian’s. Josh, this is Spencer.’

      The last co-worker.

      I shook hands with him, and he too had a friendly smile. I liked them.

      ‘I didn’t know Damian had any friends besides that big, fit, tattooed bloke.’

      ‘Fit?’ Leslie jabbed an elbow into Spencer’s side. ‘You think he’s fit?’

      ‘Well, he is.’ Spencer’s hand settled around Leslie’s waist, and that was the moment I realised they were together.

      They seemed to be comfortable around each other, like they’d been together a long time and knew each other well.

      ‘You’ve said it too, so you can’t come here and abuse me for it.’

      Leslie laughed.

      ‘All right, he’s fit. Do you agree?’ The last question was directed at me.

      ‘Uh.’ I was flustered. They were talking about Damian’s best mate. I knew he was kind and a good friend, but I hadn’t given his looks any thought. I’d only had eyes for Damian since I met him. ‘I guess.’ I couldn’t disagree with them, because Silver wasn’t ugly. Not by a long shot. It was just that Damian was more my type.

      They both smiled at me again as they moved towards the door.

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ Spencer said.

      ‘See you around.’ Leslie gave me a little wave.

      I stood for a moment, just taking in the kindness and the sweetness of the two of them. They’d seemed normal and happy. I wished I could look like that sometime.

      But that was too much to hope for.

      At times I had hopes I too could be happy. Like today, with Damian. I could dream and I could hope. But I knew it would turn. That the hope wouldn’t last. Because that’s what it was like to be me. A big old mess of emotions.

      But Damian liked me.

      That brightened up my day. I just hoped it would last.

      

      They were all home and gathered in the living room. I took a tentative step inside, my eyes darting from one to the other.

      Mum stood up and came rushing towards me.

      ‘Come with me for a bit.’ She led me out of the living room and into my bedroom.

      I sat down on the edge of my bed, nervous for what was coming next. Yesterday hadn’t ended well when we’d talked.

      She took my desk chair and wheeled it over so she could sit directly in front of me. Her eyes were big and sad.

      ‘Joshua. I’m sorry. Yesterday… I didn’t tell you clearly.’

      ‘Tell me what?’

      ‘Just how much I love you.’ She reached out, palms cupping my face and her thumbs stroking my cheekbones. ‘I never showed you when you were little and I regret that so much. But I’m making up for it now. Or at least I’m trying to. I didn’t mean to make it sound like I didn’t want you here yesterday, because I do. I don’t ever want you to leave me, Joshua. But I thought it would be best for you if you went with them, at least until college starts up. I just thought you’d like to get away. I’m sorry if I was mistaken in that.’

      I’d let my eyes fall closed while she spoke, because her hands on my face, her obvious affection, felt good.

      When she finished, however, I opened them and looked straight into hers.

      ‘I want to stay here.’ I couldn’t leave the city now, not when I’d just met Damian.

      She nodded jerkily.

      ‘Then that’s what you’ll do. That’s what I want too, you know that right? But if you wanted something different, I would’ve dealt with it.’

      ‘I like staying with Damian.’ It came out a whisper.

      She frowned in confusion for a moment before her expression brightened.

      ‘The boy from last night?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘When’d you meet him? Last time I checked you didn’t have any fr—‘ She cut herself off from finishing that sentence, probably afraid I’d lose it again.

      ‘It’s okay. You can say it. I don’t have any friends.’ That was easy to admit—not so easy to do anything about. ‘He’s my friend, though. I really like him.’

      Her eyes searched my face as her eyebrows drew together again. She understood I liked him more than a friend, and she wasn’t sure what to feel about it.

      ‘Be careful, Joshua. I don’t want you to get hurt again, in any kind of way.’

      ‘You know that’s going to happen, Mum. Even if he means to or not. I can’t be trusted. You know that.’

      ‘That’s not true.’ Her grip on my face tightened. ‘You have difficulty controlling your emotions. That’s not the same as you can’t be trusted.’

      ‘But I can’t,’ I argued. ‘It’s not just my emotions. It’s the impulsivity and all of the other symptoms too. I can’t trust myself, so how can someone else ever trust me?’

      She pressed her lips into a thin line.

      ‘I love you no matter what. I hope you know that.’

      I nodded.

      I knew it now, when she said it.

      ‘We’re all going out to eat later, to say goodbye. They leave this evening. Grandma will stay here for a while longer, though.’

      ‘I know.’

      The rest of the family had jobs and stuff to get back to, but Grandma didn’t have anything. She’d been a housewife all her life, and once her husband had died, long before I was born, she’d been living off her inheritance. She was kind of… rich. She probably wouldn’t have to lift a finger for the rest of her life if she didn’t want to.

      It was a surreal thought.

      Mum was well-off too, but she didn’t show it. She went to work everyday and lived sparsely.

      After she divorced Andrew, after he was arrested, she sold the big house and moved into a small flat. One with only two bedrooms, one for her and one for me.

      The rest of them had to stay in a hotel, but Grandma would get Mum’s bedroom now while Mum slept in her office.

      ‘Will you come to dinner with us? They’d all like it very much if you did.’

      ‘Yeah. Okay.’ I managed a small, tight smile. ‘But until we leave, I think I’ll just stay here.’

      Mum seemed to understand. She leant forward to kiss my forehead, then let her hands fall away from my face.

      ‘I’ll come get you when we’re ready to leave.’

      She closed the door after her when she left.

      I fell back down on the bed and rubbed my hands over my face. Dinner would be nice, I reckoned, and then they’d leave and everything would be calm and quiet again.

      A soft knock sounded on the door.

      ‘Yeah?’ I pushed up on my elbows so I could see who it was.

      ‘Hey, can I come in for a bit?’ It was Cooper.

      ‘Yeah, sure.’

      He came inside and sat down on the chair Mum had just vacated. He took me in, from head to toe.

      ‘I’m sorry about the other night. I should’ve watched out for you more.’

      ‘It’s okay, Coop. Really.’ I’d ended up with Damian, so I wasn’t complaining at all.

      ‘You sure?’ He actually seemed pretty torn about it.

      ‘Yeah. My night ended—well, not fantastic, considering I was smashed, but the next morning was pretty good.’

      A slow smile spread on Cooper’s lips.

      ‘You’ve met someone, haven’t you?’

      ‘Maybe.’ My sudden blush gave me away.

      He smiled wider.

      ‘Boy or girl?’

      ‘Boy.’ Obviously. Girls had never been of any interest to me.

      ‘That’s great, Josh. I’m happy for you.’ He leant back in the chair, getting comfortable. ‘Is he good?’

      ‘Good? Yeah.’

      There was a wicked gleam in Cooper’s eye.

      ‘I meant is he good in bed?’

      ‘Oh!’

      I should’ve known. I might’ve been a bit of a slag before, but Cooper had me beat. He probably had all his siblings beat too, if you put tall three of them together. But Cooper was experienced, and he probably had more of a relationship with his conquests than I’d ever had. I’d usually been dumped right after the shag.

      ‘He doesn’t want to… you know.’ I couldn’t get myself to say the s-word. ‘Is that normal?’

      Cooper scrunched his nose up.

      ‘I’ve never met a bloke who doesn’t want sex. That is weird. Sure he’s into you as much as you’re into him?’

      ‘No. I don’t know.’ My head lolled back and forth on my shoulder. I’d been so sure last night, and this morning, but now that I wasn’t in his presence I wasn’t sure anymore. ‘No. Maybe not.’

      ‘Trust me. There’s not a single bloke out there who doesn’t want a hole to stick their dicks.’

      ‘He’s never been with anyone else either.’ Cooper’s words weren’t exactly reassuring.

      Cooper blinked.

      ‘Maybe he’s shy? Like, mad shy.’

      ‘Yeah, maybe.’

      ‘Or maybe he’s asexual.’

      ‘Asexual?’

      ‘I thought that was a myth. I’ve never met a person who doesn’t like sex. I mean, sex is amazing.’

      I lay back down on the bed so I could stare up at the ceiling.

      ‘I really like him. It’s weird, since we’ve just met and all, but I feel like we have a connection.’

      ‘Now that’s rare too.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Love at first sight.’

      I snorted.

      ‘It’s not love at first sight, Coop.’

      ‘Lust at first sight, then.’

      I shook my head.

      ‘It’s not that either. I mean, I wouldn’t mind jumping into bed with him, but last night… He pointed out to me how nice it was just to lie in bed, all close and snuggly, without the expectations of sex. It was great. I’ve never done that with another person before. Before it was all about a bang’—or getting affection through a shag, which never worked—‘but this isn’t. This is more. This is better.’

      Cooper stared down at me.

      ‘Wow. You’re getting all sappy in your old age.’

      ‘Old age.’ I chuckled. ‘I’m like three months older than you. I don’t think that counts as being old.’

      ‘Maybe not.’ Cooper put his feet up on the bed and leant back further in the chair. ‘I’m happy for you though. That you’ve met someone. Maybe things will get easier, huh?’

      ‘Yeah.’ I could only hope.

      I didn’t think it was likely. Love, or something like it, couldn’t fix what was wrong with me.

      Nothing could.

      

      
        
        I hate my room.

        I don’t know why. It’s not like I have any bad memories from it.

        Once Mum found out, she got a new flat, and everything from my old bedroom was thrown away. All the furniture, all the possessions in my new room are new.

        Still, I hate it.

        When it’s dark out and I’m supposed to be sleeping—I can’t sleep, because I hate being in there alone. It’s like I’m a kid again, afraid the door will open and he will come inside.

        I know he won’t. He’s in prison, so he can’t get anywhere near me.

        Still, I fear it. I fear the nightmares. I know they’ll come if I fall asleep. They always do.

        And they terrify me.

        

      

      
        
        I cut.

        Not my arms this time, because they’re already cut up pretty badly.

        But I needed to, so I did what I usually do when I can’t cut my arms. I start in on my thighs. They don’t look half as bad as my arms, but I have scars there too. Lots of them.

        I have scars everywhere. But the ones I’ve done myself are mostly on my arms and legs.

        The rest of them… those are the ones I want to forget. Those are the ones I dream about, that wake me up and leave me a terrified mess.

        Eight years isn’t enough for him.

        He did this to me. He broke me.

        I hope he rots.

        

      

      
        
        I’m going to see him again soon. It’s only a couple hours left until he’s off from work.

        I hope he hasn’t changed his mind. I wouldn’t blame him if he had though.

        I wonder what he’ll say, what he’ll think, when he finds out I’ve cut other places than on my arms. I bet he’s going to think it’s ugly. That I’m ugly.

        Because I am.

        

      

      
        
        So he realised I’d cut my thighs.

        Of course he did. He’s good at noticing details. Maybe that’s what’ll make him a good surgeon? I suppose that has to be a good quality in a surgeon, after all.

        He didn’t push the issue, though. I could tell from the look on his face when he realised it, because he’d put his hand on my thigh and I’d flinched. He hadn’t done it to seduce me or anything, like other people would’ve done. It had only been a sympathetic pat, because I’d shared some more about my past experiences.

        He’s surprisingly easy to talk to. Even if he isn’t sharing anything, I haven’t got a problem with it.

        Maybe I’m being too trusting. But after two years of intense therapy and hospitalisations I’m getting used to talking about it. Not to mention the trial, where I had to rehash everything, to the last little detail, time and time again.

        But anyway. He realised it, and though it surprised him, he backed off. I’m grateful. He’s seen my arms. He’s seen the worst. Yet I’m not ready for him to see my legs.
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            A Little Bit Broken

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      
        
        He let me stay over last night.

        It was nice to sleep with him again. I wasn’t so lucky to have a nightmare free night like the last time, but the nightmares weren’t so bad this time around. I didn’t wake him up with them, anyway.

        I’m staying in his flat until it’s time for my therapy session. I guess I finally have something good to tell Vincent about today. He’ll be happy for me, I know he will.

        I just hope this’ll last.

        I’m not so sure it will.

        

      

      Damian

      I left Josh asleep in my bed while I grabbed some clothes and snuck out as quietly as I could.

      Usually I didn’t mind the early shift at the Café, but we’d stayed up late talking, so waking up had been hell.

      I’d just closed my bedroom door and turned to the bathroom when I found myself face-to-face with a stranger.

      ‘Hey,’ he said.

      I blinked, surprised, and managed to mumble a reply. The flat was dark, but not so much so that I couldn’t see him, so I took him in.

      Dark hair, ruffled up by sleep. The tips seemed to be lighter than the rest, but I couldn’t see what colour in the dark. He was tiny, small, and delicate, and frail. Something was smudged around his eyes, and it couldn’t be anything but make-up. He wore skin-tight dark jeans and a just as tight shirt.

      ‘Sorry, I got to dash.’ He passed me with a small smile.

      I glanced after him. He bent over to put on his shoes and the tight jeans stretched even more.

      I turned away and went into the bathroom before he caught me staring at him. It wasn’t like I had an interest in seeing anything, after all.

      Though I wondered who he was. Obviously a one-night-stand of Silver’s, but I’d thought he had a crush on the green-haired bloke I’d seen at the club.

      Silver came out of his bedroom when I was in the kitchen making myself toast for breakfast.

      ‘I met your guest.’ I turned to look at him.

      He blinked.

      ‘Guest?’

      ‘One-off?’

      ‘Oh, right.’ He grinned goofily.

      ‘I thought you had a crush on that green-haired bloke. Chloe’s friend.’ I poured juice in a glass and sat down at the table.

      Silver sat down across me. His fingers drummed against the table.

      ‘It was him. He dyed his hair.’

      I was taken aback by that. But then I hadn’t seen his face up close at the club. I’d been more preoccupied by the green hair.

      ‘Oh. Well, congratulations, I guess?’

      ‘You bet.’ His grin widened. ‘I’m seeing him for lunch.’

      I nodded.

      ‘Good.’ I chewed a piece of toast, mulling over my question. ‘So you shagged him before you even brought him on a date?’

      ‘Since when are you such a romantic?’

      I instantly regretted the question.

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘Not everyone falls directly into a relationship. Some of us fall directly into bed and then a relationship hopefully follows.’

      Relationship.

      I wasn’t sure that was what Josh and I had. We spent time together, but we hadn’t kissed or anything since the cinema when he’d stormed off. And we definitely weren’t getting naked together.

      Silver laughed.

      ‘You should see your face!’

      ‘What?’ I asked, defensive.

      ‘You looked a bit panicked there, mate.’ He pointed at me.

      ‘I was just thinking about the definition of a relationship. Aren’t your activities last night more along the lines of that definition than Josh and I?’

      Silver started shaking his head before I’d even finished.

      ‘That’s shagging. Not like a relationship at all. It can be a part of a relationship, and it obviously will be for me if I can get him to date me, but it doesn’t have to be. It isn’t for the two of you. It can be, sure, but like I said, it doesn’t have to be.’ He folded his arms over his chest. ‘What’s important is love, respect, and trust.’

      ‘Since when did you become such an expert on relationships?’ I asked grudgingly.

      ‘Since my first relationship. My first and only.’ He sighed, sadness washing over him for a moment. ‘I feel guilty for trying to move on, you know, but it’s time. Kian is…’ He struggled for words. ‘Kian is amazing.’

      ‘I thought you didn’t know him.’

      ‘I don’t. But I will, hopefully. Doesn’t mean he can’t already be amazing. He’s sweet and he’s funny and, I think, a little bit broken like the rest of us.’

      I raised my eyebrows.

      ‘That’s a good thing?’

      Silver nodded.

      ‘People who think everything’s all sun and rainbows are annoying. Life can be shit, life can deal you a shitty hand, but life can still be great. People who think like that have experienced things, but they can still enjoy what life has to give.’

      I chewed on my last piece of toast.

      ‘Like you.’

      Another nod.

      ‘Yeah. Like me.’ There was still a hint of sadness to him. But nothing else could be expected, considering.

      A glance at the clock had me moving.

      ‘I have to go. I’m opening today.’

      ‘See you tonight.’ Silver didn’t move from his chair, just waved lazily as I hurried past him.

      ‘If you see Josh before you leave, tell him I’ll bring take-away home.’

      ‘Will do.’

      

      It was a slow morning. Tuesday’s tended to be that way.

      I managed the front alone for two hours, and once Spencer came in, we were two people with little to do. It would pick up once lunch came around, but until then I washed every table and the counter just to have something to do.

      I went to check my phone after a while, and saw I had an unread text message from Josh.

      
        
        Josh: Mum wants us to have lunch before group. Can I bring her by the Café?

        

      

      I stared at it, first wondering why he would even have to ask me that, then realising exactly what it meant. If he brought his mother here for lunch, I would still be here and I would meet her.

      Was I ready to meet his Mum?

      
        
        Me: Yeah. Sure.

        

      

      What else was I supposed to reply? It probably wouldn’t be so bad. I’d already spoken to her on the phone, after all.

      That didn’t stop me from being a nervous wreck for the next hour.

      Harriet asked me if I was okay when she came in.

      Spencer kept shooting me glances, but he didn’t say anything.

      And then Josh was there. He looked amazing. Well-rested and seemingly in a good mood, if a bit nervous.

      ‘Hey.’

      I wasn’t at the till, but at the edge of the counter, leading out into the rest of the café.

      ‘Hey, you.’

      ‘Have you had your break?’ His eyes were wide and hopeful.

      I shook my head.

      ‘No, not yet. I can take it now? I’ll just go tell Harriet.’

      He nodded enthusiastically.

      ‘That would be great.’ His smile died as he bit down on his lower lip. ‘Uh, also, Grandma tagged along.’

      Great.

      Two family members at the same time. And me, who couldn’t do small talk to save my life.

      I managed a tight smile.

      ‘You can just order. I’ll be out soon.’

      Josh smiled and nodded and darn it… I liked it when he smiled.

      I went into the kitchen where Harriet was conversing with the chef. The lunch rush hadn’t started yet, so I didn’t think it would be a problem for me to take my lunch break now.

      Harriet’s green eyes slid over to me.

      ‘Damian?’

      ‘You mind if I take my break now? There’s someone I know out there, and well… yeah.’ I wasn’t sure if I wanted her to deny me or not.

      ‘Sure. Make yourself something to eat if you want.’ She smiled, always in a good mood and as friendly as ever.

      I was too nervous to eat, so I opted out of food.

      Instead I inched towards the door, and once I reached it, I peered outside. I could see the back of Josh’s blond head, and he was accompanied by a woman looking so much like him she couldn’t possibly be anyone but his mother. The other woman was older, with white hair, but I would guess she used to be blonde too because she looked like an older, more wrinkled version of her daughter.

      These were two of the most important people in Josh’s life. And he wanted me to meet them.

      Me.

      I certainly wouldn’t live up to any kind of expectations.

      ‘Aren’t you going on your break?’ Harriet came up behind me.

      ‘Are you sure it’s okay?’ I chewed on my lower lip, eyes still gazing at Josh.

      ‘I can say no, but that would be a lie.’

      Josh turned around in that moment and our eyes met.

      I was drawn to him. When he looked at me now, I couldn’t possibly back out.

      ‘No, it’s okay.’ I walked over and Josh smiled up at me. ‘Hey.’

      ‘Hey, you,’ he repeated my earlier greeting back at me, causing me to smile too, a much more genuine one than the smile I’d given him earlier.

      I couldn’t get over how beautiful he was when he smiled. His whole face lit up. He should do it more often.

      A lot more often.

      I could feel eyes on me and nervously glanced around.

      ‘This is my mum, Angelina,’ Josh motioned to the stern-looking blonde woman. ‘And my grandmother, Emily. Mum, Grandma, this is Damian. ‘

      ‘Hey.’ I shook both their hands.

      They mimicked my greeting.

      I took the seat next to Josh and now threw a nervous glance his way. I had no idea what else to say.

      He seemed a bit lost too.

      A hand touched my sleeve and I instinctually flinched just a little bit.

      Josh’s mum looked at me.

      ‘Thank you, Damian. For the other night.’

      I nodded.

      ‘No problem.’

      Spencer came with their lunch before anyone could say anything else.

      ‘Enjoy your food.’ He turned his head to Josh. ‘Hi.’

      ‘Hey, Spencer.’

      Spencer walked off with a nod.

      I glanced from his back to Josh in question.

      ‘I met him on Sunday,’ Josh said. ‘He and Leslie. They’re cute together.’

      ‘What?’

      He stared at me.

      ‘They’re together. You didn’t know that?’

      I shook my head slowly.

      Spencer and Leslie, together? I’d never seen evidence of that. Not that I looked at them much or took notice of their behaviour.

      ‘They are, you know.’ He seemed to be more amused than anything.

      ‘I’ll take your word for it.’ I, on the other hand, was a bit embarrassed.

      Josh chuckled.

      ‘I’ve met them once. You’ve worked with them for, what was it, two years? And you never realised?’

      I shook my head again.

      ‘They’re not my friends.’

      A smile spread on his lips. He bowed his head with another chuckle.

      I’m glad he was amused, even if it was because of me. Whatever made him smile.

      ‘So, Damian, do you have any family?’ It was Josh’s grandma—Emily?—who spoke.

      ‘Aunt and uncle, two younger cousins and my aunt’s sister, though she’s not actually blood related.’ I hadn’t spoken to Chloe since we’d gone to that club. Silver must’ve been effective in bribing her, seeing as he’d managed to get Kian home with him yesterday.

      ‘No parents?’ She asked, surprised.

      ‘No.’ It was a short, curt answer, but I didn’t want to talk about my parents. Not even in passing.

      She seemed to understand. She backed off, anyway.

      ‘Damian’s starting medical school soon,’ Josh said, changing the subject.

      I hoped he understood my gratitude from the lingering look I gave him.

      ‘Which one?’ Josh’s mother, Angelina, asked.

      ‘UCL.’

      She nodded to herself.

      ‘Impressive. You must’ve had good grades to get into it. It’s a good programme.’

      ‘Top grades all over,’ I murmured, hating to admit it since it might sound like I was bragging. I wasn’t, not at all. It was just a state of fact. I was great at school.

      Not so much at anything else. Especially anything that required being sociable.

      I would try though. Because these two women were Josh’s family and, even if we had only just met, Josh was important to me.

      Josh

      Once again I was early for group, and once again only Mal was there.

      ‘Hey, Mal.’ I sat down next to him, like I had last week.

      ‘Hey,’ he muttered. He seemed to be in a better mood today. He wasn’t hunched over, hiding his face or had his arms in his big hooded jumper, anyway.

      ‘How are you?’

      He shrugged.

      ‘Like usual.’

      I knew what he meant by that. Upside to having the same diagnosis was I could understand what he went through too. Mind and emotions a mess, every single minute of every single day.

      Lunch had been good though.

      My mood had stayed rather upbeat through it.

      It had been awkward introducing Damian to Mum and Grandma, but at least it was done now. Out in the open. And he’d done it. He’d met them, which had to mean something.

      Something good, for us.

      ‘You seem to be in high spirits.’

      I turned to face him.

      That was the most I’d ever heard him say outside of when he spoke in group, and that wasn’t very often compared to the rest of us.

      ‘I’ve met someone.’ I hadn’t shared it in group last week, because then we’d just met and everything had been rocky. But now… things were good. I could share it now, both with Mal and with the rest of them. ‘He’s wonderful.’

      Mal’s lips hitched up into a small, sad smile. He turned his head down so I couldn’t see his face anymore.

      ‘You’re lucky. You deserve it.’

      ‘I don’t know about that.’ Deserving or non-deserving… I hadn’t done anything worth getting as lucky as I’d been by meeting him.

      But I was going to take what I could get.

      ‘You’re lucky you can,’ he elaborated.

      I frowned.

      Out of everyone in group, Mal had the worst story.

      I was on a good number two. Ten years of abuse and a severe mental illness because of it justified that place.

      But Mal… His story was so much worse than mine. It hadn’t been his stepfather who’d abused him. It had been his mother and his brother… and no one had done anything until it had been too late, until he’d been so beaten and broken it was impossible to rise up from it, to heal from it.

      I hadn’t seen the extent of Mal’s cutting, but I knew he took it further than me. I knew he didn’t just cut his arms and thighs, but that his entire chest was subjected to a razor, as well as everything else on his body he could reach.

      At least that was what he’d shared with us in group. There wasn’t any reason to doubt it.

      Part of me was fascinated, so fascinated I wanted to see how Mal looked underneath those clothes, how much more damage he’d done to himself than I had. The other part was horrified.

      But the part that liked the scars was bigger, admired them even. Blood was fascinating. The other part, the one that was horrified and ashamed, didn’t emerge until the first part had done its job properly.

      ‘It’s a trial and error, I guess.’ There wasn’t any guessing about it. One wrong word and my mood would flip to the exact opposite.

      I knew it, Damian knew it.

      Maybe he was just being nice to me to keep me from flipping out again?

      But, no. I didn’t think so.

      Both Mum and Grandma had told me, after we left the Café, they’d liked him and he seemed like a good bloke. They were good at reading people. They understood other people in a way I would never be able to. They’d said he seemed to like me a lot.

      And if he said it and they said it, then it had to be true, right?

      The rest of the members of group started filtering in, which made Mal clamp down. I wasn’t particularly interested in talking anymore either.

      

      I went home after group.

      Mum was at work, but Grandma was there.

      ‘Hey, love,’ she said once she realised I was hovering in the doorway into the kitchen. She’d been puttering around, cleaning and putting everything from the dishwasher away. ‘Are you hungry? I can make you something?’

      ‘We only had lunch a little while ago,’ I pointed out.

      ‘True. But you can never eat too much.’ She smiled.

      I tried to mimic it, but I couldn’t. My mood had plummeted fast after lunch.

      ‘Are you feeling all right?’ She must’ve seen my struggle.

      ‘I think I’m going to go have a nap.’ I motioned my head towards the general direction of my bedroom.

      ‘Okay, love. I’ll be here if you need anything.’

      ‘Thanks, Grandma.’ I shuffled to my room and all but fell down on my bed.

      My whole body felt weighted down. I hated this feeling. This empty, yet so very heavy, feeling of nothing. I couldn’t even describe it.

      I tucked my duvet over me and curled up under it. I wanted to sleep. Sleep was good. When I slept there was no commitment to anything, no feelings. Unless the nightmares came. Then sleeping could be the worst thing there ever was. I hated reliving my nightmares.

      I really hoped that for once I would just fall into the darkness, be consumed by it, and wake up feeling refreshed. That was what I always hoped for, but it rarely happened. If only it could happen now…

      

      
        
        I groaned in pain as I was shoved to the floor, but I quickly opened my eyes to stare up at the man towering over me. I quivered in fear.

        ‘Joshua,’ Andrew drawled, gazing down at me with dazed eyes. Lust or sadism, I couldn’t decide. I couldn’t even decide which one I hoped for, which one would hurt me less. His lust was evident in other parts of his anatomy too, but he got off on causing me pain just as much as he did fucking me.

        I trembled violently as he reached down to grab me. He pulled me to my feet. I tried stepping back, away from him, but he grabbed me again and started ripping my shirt up.

        Tears fell from my eyes, but I stood there quietly as he undressed me. It would be over quicker if I just let him do what he wanted to do. If I didn’t fight back, he might not even hurt me as much.

        Big hands grabbed at my skin and threw me down on the bed.

        ‘Good boy, Joshua,’ he muttered. ‘You’re such a good boy.’

        

      

      I shot up in bed, eyes wide and tears streaming.

      ‘No, no, no.’ I sobbed as I untangled myself from the moist duvet and stumbled my way through the room and into the bathroom. I had an adjoining one and for that I was grateful.

      I turned the shower on with trembling hands and I couldn’t even muster the strength to take my clothes off before I stepped inside. I sat down in the corner and drew my knees up against my chest. I rested my forehead against my kneecaps and just let the hot water pelt down over me, soaking me all the way through.

      I didn’t care that I was wearing clothes, that they were getting drenched. I didn’t even feel the water.

      The dream, the bloody memory, was still playing in my head, on fucking repeat.

      It had been over two years now. Two years since the last time he touched me.

      Why couldn’t it ever stop? Why did I have to relive everything every time I fell asleep? It wasn’t fair.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there. Could’ve been minutes, could’ve been hours. But when I finally calmed down enough to at least be aware of my surroundings, I turned the water off and stripped out of my clothes inside the stall.

      The air was chilly once I stepped out and I found a big, fluffy towel to wrap myself up in. I sat down on the toilet and stared down at my arms. I had discarded the old gauze inside the shower, so I could see all the scars and all the cuts struggling to heal up after my last bout of cutting.

      I wanted to cut again. The urge was so strong but I couldn’t find the strength to get up. I wanted to cut. I wanted to resist. I wanted to forget.

      I wanted Damian. He made everything a tiny bit easier to bear.

      I did find my strength eventually and I walked out into my bedroom. The towel was discarded somewhere on the way and I put on clean boxers and socks, then found a pair of loose-fitting jeans, a tight tee, and a loose shirt.

      I found a bag in my closet and I stuffed a couple of changes of clothes into it. I had the toiletries I needed at his flat, since he’d bought everything for me after the first night. I grabbed my journal from the drawer in my bedside table and stuffed that into the bag too.

      After a brief hesitation—at least I did hesitate—I also put my razor in the bag. I couldn’t resist. I might need it.

      ‘Joshua?’ Grandma stuck her head out from the living room once I was putting on my outerwear. ‘Are you leaving?’ She eyed the bag that rested at my feet.

      ‘Yeah. Don’t expect me home.’ I couldn’t stay. Whenever I slept in my own bed, the nightmares consumed me. I couldn’t let that happen.

      I took out my phone to check the time.

      Damian would be done at work soon. We could head back to his flat together if I hurried up.

      

      I had been in too much of a hurry and arrived at the Café before he was done. I stood outside, unsure of my decision now that I was there.

      What if I was too pushy? What if he didn’t appreciate me showing up once again? What if he had plans?

      ‘Hey, Josh.’

      I whirled around. I was surprised—shocked even—that someone spoke my name. I immediately went into defence mode.

      But it was only Leslie, Damian’s co-worker, the one with the light hair and the northern accent.

      ‘Oh. Hey.’ My heart beat a mile a minute. I had to calm myself down before it beat out of my chest.

      Or before I had a reaction that would prove to the world once and for all that I was mad and belonged in a mental hospital.

      ‘Waiting for Damian?’ He didn’t seem to notice my erratic behaviour.

      I was still raw from the memories, from not having cut. I couldn’t take much. Apparently not even a conversation. So I just nodded.

      ‘My shift starts when his ends.’

      My heart calmed a little. My palms were sweating though, so I wiped them off on my jeans.

      ‘Do you like working here?’

      ‘I do. I’d rather be in the kitchen, but I need an education for that.’ He grinned wryly. ‘I’m starting culinary school though, so it’ll happen soon.’

      ‘That’s great.’ Really, it was. I was in awe of everyone who knew what they wanted to do with their life. I didn’t have a clue. Not even a single, little blink of one.

      ‘What are you going to do now?’

      ‘School,’ I replied vaguely.

      ‘You’re not done with A-levels yet?’ He seemed to be sympathetic.

      ‘No. One year left.’ I refrained from mentioning that I should’ve been done had I not failed them the first time around.

      ‘It’s only one year, then you can do whatever you want.’ He smiled and headed inside.

      I leant against the wall next to the windows.

      One year. Right.

      As if I had any idea what I would be doing after that year.

      Try to keep myself together, more than likely. Try to keep myself out of hospitalisation.

      No wait, that was something I was trying to do now as well.

      Try to keep my relationship with Damian intact. If we even had a relationship. I wasn’t sure how it worked, exactly. I’d never been in one before.

      ‘Josh!’

      My head snapped to the side.

      Damian stood there, eyebrows drawn into a frown.

      ‘Hey.’

      ‘Hey.’ He kept frowning at me.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You were checked out. I tried saying your name several times.’

      ‘Oh.’ I turned my head away so he wouldn’t see my complete humiliation. I hated when that happened, when I was so deep in my thoughts time just flew past and people couldn’t get through to me.

      ‘Hey, come on. I was going to get us take-away. You like curry?’ His frown had smoothed out.

      Maybe he didn’t mind my dissociation?

      That’s what Vincent called it, anyway.

      ‘I do. Curry’s great.’

      We started down the road, side by side, but not touching. I wanted to keep us talking, say something that wouldn’t be completely lame.

      ‘Silver had fun last night.’ It was all I could think of.

      ‘What’d you mean?’

      ‘Well, with his sleep-over.’

      He looked at me.

      ‘He told you about it?’

      ‘Eh, no.’ I had to chuckle, even if I was embarrassed. ‘I woke up last night, so I went to the bathroom. And I heard them.’

      It took a couple of seconds for it to dawn on him, but when it did a heavy blush came over his cheeks.

      I couldn’t help but smile. No matter what had happened to him in the past, there was a certain subject he was so very innocent about. One I was thoroughly not innocent in, one I was very familiar with.

      But with him it wasn’t on the table.

      And, for now at least, I didn’t even mind. I would go so far as to say I was grateful for it.

      

      
        
        Is this what it feels like to fall in love?

        I’ve never been in love before, so I don’t know. But whatever it is, I like what I’m feeling now. I’m only feeling it with him, so it has to be, right?

        He seems to be feeling the same. He even kind of said it, didn’t he? But I can’t help but worry.

        Broken, ugly, good-for-nothing me… Whatever would he want me for? He could have anyone with looks like his. So why me? There isn’t anything special about me.

        Unless special means a particular skill in freaking out about every single thing. There’s nothing attractive in that.

        Yet he still wants me around.

        I must be doing something right.
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            We All Have Scars

          

        

      

    

    
      Damian

      ‘D!’

      I groaned as my shoulder was shaken. It felt like I’d just gone to sleep, so why was I being forcefully woken up already? It was clearly dark, so it was still night. I was supposed to sleep at night, not be awake.

      ‘D, come on. Damian! It’s Josh.’

      My eyes shot up at that and I pushed myself up on my elbows.

      Silver was crouched down in front of the bed and though the room was dark and I couldn’t see him, I knew it was him. It couldn’t be anyone else.

      ‘Josh?’ I felt the bed next to me. It was empty—and cold. Josh must’ve been up for a while. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘He’s in the bathroom. Come on, mate. I’m not sure what to do.’

      I was out of the bed in seconds.

      Silver stepped back, letting me pass him as I hurried into the bathroom.

      Josh was curled up on the floor next to the bathtub. His sleeve was rolled up, baring his forearm. I could see the blood trickling over the scarred skin. Then I zeroed in on the razor clutched in a shaking, blood-stained hand.

      Josh looked up, his green eyes shining with tears.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he sobbed. ‘I’m so sorry!’

      ‘Hey. Shhh.’ I crouched down beside him and slid one arm around his shaking shoulders. The other I put on his hand, gently prying the razor from his bloody fingers. ‘You don’t have to apologise, Josh.’

      He rocked back and forth. I pulled him close to me and his face came to rest against my collarbone, while his tears wet my T-shirt.

      ‘Is there anything I can do?’ Silver stood just inside the door, hesitant and uncertain.

      ‘Get me bandages, clean cloths, and some antiseptic, please?’

      He nodded and started going through the cabinets. He deposited it at my side and crouched down next to us. He had even wet one of the cloths and now he held it out to me.

      I pressed it gently against Josh’s bleeding forearm. It sucked up most of the blood, but the minute I moved it away, the blood trickled again.

      Josh still sobbed against me, though he had quieted down a bit.

      ‘Here, let me help.’ Silver put antiseptic on one of the dry cloths, and together we managed to get Josh’s arm cleaned up and bandaged properly.

      ‘Did you cut your other arm too?’ I gingerly felt under the sleeve of his shirt, but there was no blood. The scarred skin was rough under my touch, reminding me that there was no smooth skin left on either of his arms, only rough scars.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Josh whispered brokenly.

      I ran my hand through his blond hair, caressing his scalp, while Silver finished by cleaning up Josh’s bloody fingers with the wet cloth. He hadn’t cut them, thankfully, but they’d been smeared with blood.

      ‘What happened?’ I knew what the answer would be, it was always the same, but it was good for Josh to get it out.

      ‘Dreams.’ Just as expected. ‘He was—Andrew was—I don’t want to remember what he did to me!’ The sobs increased again. I held him tighter. ‘I d-don’t want to re-remember.’

      There wasn’t anything I could say to that. There wasn’t anything I could do. Forgetting wasn’t something that would ever happen, no matter how much Josh wanted to.

      I exchanged a look with Silver.

      He held the bloody cloths.

      I glanced down at the razor I’d deposited on the floor once I’d pried it from Josh. I had no idea where he’d got it from, but it hadn’t been from our flat. I picked it up and when Silver held out a cloth, I dropped it atop it. Silver threw it all away in the rubbish.

      ‘Do you need more help?’ He turned back to look down at us. ‘Or do you want to be alone?’

      ‘I’m taking him to bed. But thank you. For everything.’ I hoped he understood just how thankful I was. For waking me, for helping Josh. For… yeah, everything.

      ‘You don’t have to thank me, D.’ Silver’s eyes went to Josh, who was still crying in my arms. ‘I care about him too, you know. He’s important to you. I’ll do whatever to make sure he’s okay.’

      ‘I know. But still, thank you.’ I couldn’t have asked for a better best mate.

      Silver left the bathroom.

      I listened for his bedroom door to close before I looked down at Josh.

      ‘Want to come back to bed?’

      He nodded jerkily. I helped him stand and I kept my arm around his shoulder as we made our way back into my bedroom. I held the duvet up for Josh to crawl under and I slid in after.

      He instantly rolled over to rest against my side. I wrapped my arm around him again.

      ‘I’m sorry I’m such a mess.’

      ‘You don’t have anything to be sorry for. Cutting has always been your way to deal, so it’s not something easily given up. You’re going to have setbacks. I know it and I don’t blame you.’

      ‘How can you even stand to look at me?’

      ‘Josh.’ I sighed. Hadn’t I answered that before? Several times at least. I didn’t mind his scars. They were a part of him, they told a history of just how much pain he’d been in. That he was still in.

      I did mind that he cut, of course I did, but that was because I cared about him. I knew he couldn’t turn a switch to stop it. I knew it took time. I knew he might never find the strength to stop, that he would likely always have setbacks.

      I’d read up on it online, so I would know. Knowing made it that much easier for me to understand.

      But I didn’t judge him for what was wrong with him. Not at all.

      ‘I wish I never knew him. I wish he’d never touched me.’

      ‘Josh…’ There was a lot I wished for too, like that my mother had never been mentally unstable. Maybe if she hadn’t been, she wouldn’t have done what she did.

      But thinking like that never served any good. Not for me and certainly not for Josh. It only brought him further into the downward spiral that was his constant depression and switching moods.

      His hand gripped my side tightly.

      ‘I want to go back to sleep. Can you hold me, please? I don’t know if I can sleep otherwise.’

      ‘Of course.’

      He rolled over to lie on his side. I mirrored his movements so that I could press up against his back. My arm held him tight.

      He relaxed slowly.

      ‘Thank you.’

      I let my eyes fall shut when I’d felt him relax, but now I opened them again.

      ‘What for?’

      ‘For talking to me that night. For bringing me home. For putting up with me. For making my bad nights and days so much better. You have no idea how much better you make my life. I know I cut, but I haven’t cut so deep I’ve had to go to A&E in a while now. You’re there when I do cut, and you fix me up.’

      I closed my eyes again.

      ‘That’s good to hear. That I’m some help, at least.’

      ‘You’re a lot more than some help. A lot more.’

      I squeezed him tighter. I didn’t know what to say, but that wasn’t anything out of the ordinary.

      ‘We all have scars, Josh. We all have stories to tell.’ I whispered it against his hair.

      His breath caught.

      ‘Are you ever going to tell me your story?’

      ‘Someday, maybe.’ I couldn’t bring that shit to the forefront now. School would be starting in less than a month. I didn’t have time for a breakdown.

      Josh wiggled around a bit until he could comfortably turn his head to look at me.

      ‘I won’t push for it. I was just curious.’ His lips were soft when they pressed against mine. There was a salty flavour to them, from his tears earlier.

      He didn’t push for anything but that chaste kiss either.

      I suppose normal blokes would’ve wanted him to, or expected it to go further than just a kiss, but I didn’t. I liked the kiss—but that was it. I didn’t have a burning need to get naked, hot and heavy. It just wasn’t something that would ever happen to me. I’d made my peace with it.

      And I thought he appreciated it too. After everything he’d been through, for so long, how could he not?

      

      ‘Are you feeling better?’

      I watched as Josh changed out of the shirt he’d been sleeping in. He always wore thin, long-sleeved shirts to bed. I knew he was embarrassed by his arms, and I didn’t push him. It wasn’t like I minded him wearing clothes. If he’d slept in less, if he was like Silver and preferred to sleep only in boxers—or in the nude—it would’ve been a lot more awkward to share a bed with him.

      ‘Yeah.’ Josh flashed me a smile. He ran his hands down his chest, smoothing the shirt, before he walked over to me. ‘I’m glad you’re not working today. I’m looking forward to spending the day with you.’

      ‘Me too.’ I returned his smile as Josh opened the bedroom door and stepped out into the living room. The smile still on his lips, and the look in his green eyes were more than enough for me to know that I’d done the right thing by saying no to an extra shift.

      ‘Hey, D.’ Silver’s voice came from the front of the room. ‘You’ve got visitors.’

      I turned.

      As I didn’t know a lot of people, and two of my closest friends were currently in the flat with me, there really were only three other people it could be.

      Turned out it was two of them.

      ‘Ray. Claire. Hi.’

      Josh went rigid next to me as he realised whom the two people standing by the door were.

      I glanced at him and Josh relaxed again when our eyes met.

      ‘Hi, Damian.’  Claire, my uncle’s wife, smiled widely. She was always in a good mood. ‘We were in the neighbourhood, so we thought we’d stop by and ask you to join us for dinner tonight. Chloe and Quinn are coming too. You can bring your mate.’ She nodded toward Josh, who suddenly looked like a deer caught in headlights.

      ‘Uh.’ I looked to Josh again, catching his eye. I tried to form a silent question and I reckoned I’d succeeded in it, because Josh gave a tiny nod. ‘Okay. Um, when?’ I turned back to face my uncle and aunt. Claire was still smiling, but Ray studied Josh.

      ‘As it’s Friday, we’re doing dinner a bit later than usual. How about around six?’

      I nodded.

      ‘Okay. We’ll be there.’

      ‘Great!’ Claire breamed. ‘See you both then.’ Her eyes too flickered to Josh, as Ray’s had done, before they both left the flat.

      They must both be confused. I hadn’t told them I was seeing anyone, so having me come out of my room on a Friday morning with another bloke must be quite a surprise for them both.

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ Josh chewed nervously on his lower lip. ‘Dinner with your family?’

      ‘Yeah. I’ve met your mum. And your grandma. It’s only fair that you meet my people.’ It had only been three days since I met Josh’s mum and grandma. Since I’d met them so early—we’d practically only just met ourselves after all—there wasn’t anything wrong about him meeting my family.

      Maybe we were moving too quickly, but it didn’t matter.

      I was serious about Josh.

      It was time they found out something about my life, too. For so many years, I’d kept myself at a distance to them. I always had, probably always would, but that didn’t stop them from loving me. They’d even kept my old bedroom intact, just in case I wanted to come back home and live with them again—or just to stay over a night.

      I didn’t think they’d mind that Josh was a guy. I reckoned they’d be happy I’d found someone, no matter the gender. It hadn’t exactly been a priority of mine to get out there and date. I knew they worried about me, though they never said so out loud.

      I did tend to get lectured by Chloe from time to time, to stop being anti-social and get out to live my life. Maybe I’d even get her off my back now.

      That would be a positive thing.

      I had grown up with Chloe. She was like a sister to me, with all the good and the bad that entailed. She’d been living with Ray and Claire almost as long as I had.

      ‘As long as you’re sure.’ Josh still chewed on his lower lip.

      ‘I am.’ I reached out to brush my finger over the small of his back. ‘I’m sure. It’ll be fine. As long as you want to. I’m not going to force you.’

      His eyes were wide.

      ‘I want to, I just—what if they don’t like me?’

      ‘Trust me, mate, they’ll love you,’ Silver interjected as he headed into the kitchen. ‘You are simply adorable.’

      That brought a sheepish smile to Josh’s lips and I reached out to run my fingers in a gentle caress over his cheek. I’d never given a thought to affectionate gestures, but with him they were so easy to make.

      At least in private.

      ‘It’ll be fine.’

      Even if it didn’t, what did it matter? It wasn’t like I saw them that often, and I would still want to be with Josh if they should have some kind of objection against it. They didn’t run my life. I ran it very well myself.

      I could only hope Silver was right, though, that they would like Josh. And that they wouldn’t embarrass me completely.

      Josh

      
        
        He wants me to meet his family.

        Shit.

        This feels different than when he met mine. So much bigger, somehow.

        I don’t know why. There’s no logic to it.

        But shit. What if they don’t like me? I want them to. Because I like him. I like him so much.

        I don’t want this to be what makes or break us.

        

      

      Damian

      Josh was asleep with his head on my shoulder.

      I didn’t mind it, not at all, but it was much easier to relax back in my own flat, in private.

      Now Ray, Claire, Chloe, and her girlfriend were there too, occupying the biggest sofa. Josh and I had the smaller one to ourselves.

      Chloe had been shooting me looks I couldn’t decipher all evening. She was still doing it, though she too seemed a bit sleepy. She was pressed up against Quinn’s side, whose attention was solely focused on the telly.

      Claire was resting against Ray, and they seemed comfortable doing it.

      I didn’t think I looked that comfortable. Not now, with all of them around me, with Chloe shooting me glances all the time.

      I didn’t mind having Josh pressed up against me, not at all. It was just a bit weird to have my whatever-he-was—were we boyfriends yet?—over at Ray and Claire’s house. The house I’d grown up in. It was weird being in close contact with anyone in front of them, because I’d never been a fan of physical contact before. I couldn’t even remember ever hugging one of them.

      ‘So how come you’ve got a boyfriend?’ Chloe finally found her voice. I wasn’t sure I was grateful she was getting it out or wishing she’d just stuck to sending me those looks. ‘You of all people.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I threw a glare her way, but soon cut my eyes back to the telly.

      ‘It wasn’t meant to be rude, it’s just…’ She did a vague motion with her hand. I could see it from the corner of my eye. ‘You’ve never been into people. Especially not physical contact with people. You’ve never shown an interest in anyone.’

      ‘Things change.’ I glanced down at Josh.

      He slept on. He couldn’t have had much sleep last night, with his nightmares and the cutting. He likely hadn’t gone back to sleep after we’d got back in bed either.

      ‘You meet the right person.’ Maybe it was too quick to say that he was any kind of right person for me, but it did feel right.

      ‘So it’s serious between you two?’ Chloe studied me curiously now. Like I was an attraction to be gawked at.

      ‘Yeah.’

      It was, wasn’t it?

      I didn’t do people, but I somehow did him.

      I could share my bed with him without it making me feel sick to my stomach. I could hug him or hold him or kiss him, and it only made me feel good, not repulsed, like I’d always imagined I’d feel if someone ever got close enough to me for that.

      Besides, I didn’t think I had it in me not to be serious. Maybe I needed to have a deep, emotional connection with someone for it to click, and I’d had that with Josh since that first night we’d met.

      Something between us—chemistry, feelings, whatever it was called—had been instantaneous.

      I tilted my head to rest against the back of the sofa.

      Chloe stretched sleepily and pressed in further against Quinn, who wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

      It was dark outside. The clock had to be nearing eleven by now. The film we were watching had started around half past nine. It wasn’t exactly my kind of film. But then again, I didn’t have a particular type I liked. I hardly ever watched them. I never had time. I studied, I worked, and now I also spent time with Josh. There weren’t enough hours in the day for anything else.

      My eyes were threatening to fall shut when Josh suddenly jerked away from me with a gasp. The sudden movement upset his balance and he fell to the floor, where his shoulder connected hard with the coffee table. Josh curled up and his hands tore at the bandages around his forearms.

      I blinked, disoriented.

      Josh had managed to rip up the bandages, and he scratched at his recent cuts, breaking up the fresh scabs.

      ‘Josh.’ I bent down and grabbed both of his wrists, then wrapped my arms around him so that Josh’s hands were pressed up against his own chest. He trembled against me. ‘It was just a nightmare.’ I rested my cheek against his. ‘It’s fine. You’re fine.’

      The trembling subsided slowly. He’d been half-asleep when he’d tried to hurt himself, still trapped in whatever nightmare he’d had, but he blinked himself into awareness now.

      ‘Come on.’ I pulled him up on the sofa.

      Josh’s eyes were watery when he finally turned to face me.

      I turned his arms over to look at where he’d scratched himself. A few of the scabs had broken and there was some blood, but not a lot. Not like the night before.

      ‘How’s your shoulder?’ It had taken quite a hit against the table.

      ‘Fine,’ he murmured as his eyes fell to his lap.

      I manoeuvred us around until we were both stretched out on the sofa. Josh was pressed up against the back of the sofa and me, and he settled down resting against my side, his head on my chest. I ran my fingers through his hair, massaging his scalp gently. I’d discovered that it relaxed him more easily.

      ‘It’s okay. I’m here.’

      He nodded, but his hands fisted in my shirt and held tight.

      I could feel eyes on me. I knew they were all watching me and Josh, that they’d all seen Josh’s forearms. I couldn’t tell them anything though, because it wasn’t my story to tell. So I avoided looking at them. It wasn’t like I wanted to tell them, even if I could.

      ‘You should both stay overnight, Damian,’ Claire said softly. ‘You’re both tired. It wouldn’t serve you any good to take the bus home at this hour.’

      ‘Yeah. Okay.’ I stared at Josh’s blond head. The strands were soft against my fingers. He never had gel or wax in it. ‘Is my room fit to stay in?’ I hadn’t slept in my old bedroom since I’d moved out.

      ‘It always is, Damian. Just in case.’ I could hear Claire settling down on the sofa again and when I chanced a glance over I saw her leaning against Ray, who had his arms around her.

      I met Chloe’s eyes when I looked over at her, but she didn’t say anything. I didn’t either. I focused back on the telly.

      Josh fell asleep again, I could tell from the way he relaxed and from the way his breathing evened out.

      Josh was troubled. More so than me; at least I thought so. I didn’t have the kind of problems Josh had.

      I felt I was in over my head with him most of the time, but at the same time I couldn’t find it in myself to let him go. It was all so new, but just the simple thought of not having him around anymore made my chest squeeze to the point of physical pain.

      And when Josh told me I made it better, then I knew it was all worth it.

      

      I led the way up to the kitchen the next morning.

      Josh trailed behind me. I could picture how he wrung his hands together as he tended to do when he got nervous.

      Ray, Claire, Chloe, and Quinn were seated at the table, eating breakfast. I could hear the telly on in the living room, so my younger cousins must be in there. It was just as well. They didn’t need to know anything about Josh’s problems. They were too young.

      I’d already told Josh he didn’t have to tell them anything, but he insisted he had to. They’d seen his arms, so it was only fair, was his argument. I wasn’t so sure about that, but it was Josh’s decisions, so I’d let it go.

      ‘Morning.’ I pulled out two chairs and sat down on one of them.

      Josh was wringing his hands, just as I’d pictured. His eyes flickered around nervously. I didn’t know why he insisted it was important to talk about it when it made him so skittish. They didn’t need to know.

      Just because they’d seen his arms didn’t entitle them to his story.

      ‘Morning,’ Josh murmured too as he sank down on the chair next to me I’d pulled out for him.

      They all answered the greeting and they all sounded polite while doing so. I could tell they were curious though by the way their eyes lingered a little longer on Josh than they should’ve.

      Josh glanced at me and I held his gaze until he let his own drop. If he chose not to tell them after all, I would be fine with that. Whatever Josh wanted, I would support.

      ‘About last night—‘ Josh started hesitantly.

      ‘It’s okay.’ Claire bent forward. ‘You don’t have to tell us anything.’

      ‘I want to. You’re Damian’s family. And you saw… it’s important to talk about it.’ His eyes flickered between them. ‘You saw my arms.’ He took a shaking breath. ‘I’ve been cutting myself for years. My stepfather, he—‘ And stop.

      ‘Josh.’ I could see how agitated he became by the simple mention of his stepfather. Mentioning him, or having anything remind him of Andrew, or the terrible nightmares he had almost every night was what drove Josh over the edge time and time again.

      I didn’t understand why it was so important to talk about it when it always led to him hurting himself.

      ‘You don’t have to say it, Josh. We understand.’ Claire’s voice was low.

      Josh nodded slightly at her words. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down for every swallow he did as he tried to find his voice again.

      ‘It’s okay.’ Claire reached across the table to pat his hand. Josh’s hand twitched in surprise, but it slowly settled under hers.

      I reached under the table to put my own hand on his thigh. I squeezed and he cast me a quick, darting glance. I gave him a barely there smile and he returned it.

      He had his bad days. Sometimes they were very bad. But he always overcame them and things were good until the next time.

      As long as he had those good days in-between all the heavy days, I knew he would be fine.

      

      ‘So that could’ve gone better.’ Josh collapsed on the sofa with a sigh.

      ‘I think it went fine.’ I went over to look down at him. ‘They liked you.’

      Josh laughed derisively.

      ‘I never should’ve gone with you. I was having a bad day and I knew something would happen. It always does. And it did. They saw just how messed up I am. They’re not going to want that for you. To be with someone like me.’

      ‘Josh.’ I sat down on the arm of the sofa. ‘They don’t care about your arms or the state of your mind or whatever else that might be going on with you. All they care about is that you make me happy. They’re my family. They trust my judgement. And even if they hadn’t, they couldn’t have swayed me. It’s my life.’

      His green eyes were wide and insecure.

      ‘You really think they liked me?’

      ‘They did.’ At least I hoped so. I wasn’t the best at reading people, but I had paid particular attention to them both last night and this morning.

      I hadn’t seen anything but sincere curiosity directed towards Josh.

      ‘How could they not?’ I leant down a bit to brush my fingers over his smooth cheek.

      Josh pushed himself up and my fingers slipped down to cup the back of his neck as our lips met in a kiss. Josh’s arms wrapped around my waist and he pushed closer. I spread my knees to accommodate him in-between them. This was the first time, since the first night anyway, when he’d been sitting atop me, that we were so close while kissing.

      Kissing had never held any appeal to me.

      Until I met Josh. Because kissing Josh was amazing, even though I knew I had to be bad at it.

      The front door opened and slammed shut.

      ‘How did it go?’ Silver asked as he strode past us towards the kitchen.

      ‘Badly,’ Josh mumbled as he pulled out of the kiss. He rested his head against my chest.

      Silver stopped before he reached the threshold and turned around. His eyebrows rose questionably.

      ‘Badly?’

      ‘Not that bad.’ I wrapped my arms around his shoulders. ‘They liked him.’

      ‘That’s still in debate,’ he murmured. ‘Don’t know that for certain.’

      ‘Did anything happen?’ Silver glanced between us.

      ‘You know, just me. Being me. Messed up. Like usual.’ Josh shrugged, like it wasn’t a big deal, but I knew it was.

      Silver could obviously tell as well, because he came over to brace his arms on the back of the sofa.

      ‘So what if you had a messed up day? That doesn’t mean you’re not a great person. Because you are, you know.’

      I tilted my head to the side so I could look at Josh’s face. A small smile flitted over his lips.

      I directed my own smile at Silver, who in turned winked back at me. I guess Josh had to hear things from someone else sometimes for it to sink in, and Josh did trust Silver.

      Silver had been nothing but kind to him. He’d always been trustworthy. I was glad they got along so well.

      My family wasn’t important. Whether they liked Josh or not, it wouldn’t really have any impact on me. It wasn’t like I saw them that often.

      Silver and Josh were the two most important people in my life, and as long as they got along, everything would be fine.

      Josh

      
        
        I never should’ve gone to meet his family. Not after the night I’d had.

        Even if he says they liked me, I’m not sure I believe it. I mean, how can they? They saw my arms, saw what I do to myself.

        I wouldn’t have wanted that for my nephew, if I had one. How could they possibly want it for theirs?

        He doesn’t seem concerned though.

        I guess he must really like me.
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            Not Like Everyone Else

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      ‘Hey Josh, want to come out with us?’

      I turned from my position on Damian’s bed to look at Silver standing in the doorway.

      ‘Where’re you going?’

      ‘Heaven.’

      Clubbing and alcohol. I was definitely in.

      He grinned at me.

      ‘I’ll text D, so he knows where we are when he’s off work. Who knows, maybe he’ll join us.’

      I changed into some finer clothes and tried to sort my hair out. It was getting too long. I should get it cut soon. Before college started, definitely.

      ‘You’re looking good!’ Kian winked at me once I exited the bathroom.

      I looked plain compared to him.

      Kian was tiny, with black, spiky hair with multi-coloured tips. He wore tight clothes and make-up, and he had the mannerism and the lilting speech of the stereotype gay that tended to be parodied on the telly.

      He was adorable though.

      And he fit so well with Silver.

      I didn’t know why, considering they weren’t anything alike. Silver was big, broad, muscled and covered in tattoos. I bet he could break Kian with a single hand. Silver was kind, and could be a laugh, but mostly he was a calm and serious bloke.

      Opposites did attract, apparently.

      Wasn’t that true for my own relationship too? If it even was a relationship. I still hadn’t dared bring up the labelling. Maybe I could do it tonight, when I was drunk. Everything was so much easier then.

      ‘You look good too,’ I told Kian. ‘Both of you do.’ It wasn’t a lie. Silver had to be one of the most handsome people I’d ever seen—and Kian the prettiest. At least the prettiest bloke I’d ever seen.

      ‘So do you.’ Silver clapped my shoulder.

      Not even an hour later we were in the club and the night was in full swing.

      ‘Shots?’ Kian yelled in my ear so as to be heard over the thumping music.

      I nodded, and he leant over the bar to yell something in the barman’s ear. The bloke nodded and proceeded to fill not just two, but six shot glasses.

      Kian slid three of them over to me.

      ‘Show’s on.’ He grinned.

      Well, if there was anything I knew, besides sex, it was how to down shots. I hadn’t had a drink since that time I went out with Cooper, and I couldn’t remember much of that night. Before that… it’d been a while. I’d been sober through my whole hospitalisation, and then I’d been released right in the middle of the trial.

      I downed the shots in quick succession.

      So did Kian.

      ‘Now that’s going to get things started.’ He slid all shot glasses away from us and then swivelled around so he could see the dance floor.

      Silver headed towards us from where he’d been detained at the door by someone he knew. He grinned and grabbed Kian around the waist, swinging him around so that Silver was now leaning back against the bar and Kian was leaning on him.

      ‘Smooth,’ I heard Kian murmur before he leant up and in to kiss Silver passionately.

      I couldn’t help but watch them.

      I’d kissed a lot in my life, but not like that. Not with real passion, passion for a person I cared for.

      Kissing had used to be part of getting a shag—and now it was just something chaste with Damian. Not that I didn’t appreciate what we had, because I did, but looking at them now… I wanted to be kissed like that. Like I was something to be devoured, like he couldn’t get enough of me.

      ‘Hey, Josh.’

      I started when someone touched my arm.

      ‘Oh, hey!’ My racing heart calmed down when I recognised Spencer. ‘You’re not working?’

      He shook his head, eyes cutting over to the dance-floor. I follow his line of sight and saw Leslie out there, dancing with a girl our age with long, hazel, wavy hair.

      ‘We both have the night off, so we’re enjoying ourselves.’

      ‘Is Damian working alone?’ I knew he did sometimes.

      ‘Harriet’s closing up with him tonight, I think. She stays late a couple of days a week, either alone or with one of us.’ Spencer smiled at me. ‘Damian joining you here after work?’

      ‘I—I don’t know.’ I hadn’t asked Silver if he’d got an answer to his text. I couldn’t at the moment, either, because he was rather busy. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other.

      Spencer leant forward so he could look at Silver and Kian too.

      ‘That’s Damian’s mate, right? The tattooed one?’

      ‘Yeah. That’s Silver. And his new boyfriend, Kian.’ The fact that I was talking to someone else, and had just introduced them, didn’t even register with them. ‘They’re a bit… hands on.’ I smiled sheepishly.

      ‘New love.’ Spencer grinned. His hazel-brown hair was styled in a messy manner, and he was wearing the black-framed glasses he always wore.

      ‘How long have you and Leslie been together?’ It seemed a good subject for conversation, even if we had to lean in close and shout to be heard over the music.

      ‘A year, come October.’ Spencer’s eyes seemed to sparkle behind his glasses. ‘We danced around each other for a while. How long have you known Damian?’

      ‘About two weeks.’ That was nothing compared to them.

      A year.

      I wondered if Damian would want to stay in my life for so long.

      Spencer’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.

      ‘Fourteen days?’ He didn’t get to say anything else, because he suddenly had an armful of styled up brunette in his arms.

      ‘Thirsty.’ She waved her hand in front of her. ‘Order me a drink, please?’

      Spencer rolled his eyes, but turned around to do as she asked.

      She smiled in satisfaction, face turning towards me, and I blinked in surprise. Except for the fact that she was a girl and Spencer a lad, they looked exactly alike.

      Twins.

      ‘Josh. Hey.’ Leslie had followed her off the dance floor and was now standing in front of me.

      ‘Who’s this?’ Spencer’s twin took me in, from top to toe and back up again.

      ‘This is Josh. Friend of Damian’s. You know, our co-worker?’

      She nodded.

      ‘You look fine.’ That was directed at me.

      ‘Th-thanks.’ I was flustered. No one ever complimented me. Before I’d only got compliments during sex, but that had either been how good I’d been at sucking them off, or how good I’d been at taking their cocks.

      ‘A shy one.’ She stroked a hand over my shoulder.

      ‘Steph. Let off him.’ Leslie was firm. ‘He’s gay.’

      Her perfectly shaped eyebrows inched up her forehead.

      ‘You are?’

      I nodded quickly.

      She blew out a breath.

      ‘That’s a damn shame that.’

      Spencer turned back around with her drink and she fluttered off.

      He stared after her, while Leslie stepped even closer to both of us.

      ‘Good thing you are. I wasn’t sure, but she can be a bit—‘ He waved his hand, trying to find the word.

      ‘Of a slag?’ Spencer suggested.

      ‘I was trying to find a nicer word for it.’

      ‘There isn’t a nicer word for it.’

      Leslie rolled his eyes now.

      ‘Anyway. She can be a bit out there, you know? So that’s why I said it. I mean, I got this vibe you were with Damian, but I can’t know for certain, obviously.’

      Was that his way of indirectly asking if I was with Damian? Or was he just making an observation?

      ‘I am. I’m gay. It’s cool.’

      Silver’s hand clamped down on my shoulder, getting my attention.

      ‘Want another drink?’ He asked me. He had a good grip around Kian’s waist, and both their eyes rested on me curiously.

      ‘I’ll have whatever you’re having.’ I picked some money up of my pocket. Kian had paid for the shots, but I didn’t want them to pay for anything else. I pushed it into Silver’s hand so he’d take it, and he nodded as he turned to the bar.

      ‘Who’re your friends?’ Kian asked me.

      Friends?

      ‘Oh. This is Leslie and Spencer.’ I motioned at them in turn.

      Kian stepped forward to shake both their hands.

      ‘I’m Kian,’ he introduced himself. ‘Nice to meet you both.’ Both Leslie and Spencer told him so in return. Kian’s eyes widened when he heard Leslie speak. ‘Where are you from, love?’

      Leslie smiled. I was sure he got that question a lot.

      ‘Newcastle.’

      ‘Proper Geordie, huh?’

      Leslie laughed.

      ‘Starting to turn into a proper Londoner by now.’

      Silver thrust my drink at me and I sipped at it. It had a bitter taste to it, but it was rather good.

      ‘You okay?’ Silver leant in to speak into my ear.

      I nodded.

      ‘Did Damian answer your text?’

      ‘He said to have fun.’

      ‘Was he going to stop by once he was done?’ I asked, hopeful.

      Silver shook his head.

      ‘Didn’t say.’

      The disappointment was heavy and I took a big sip of the drink. I wasn’t sure why I was disappointed in the first place, because going out had never been our plan. I knew he didn’t like it. This wasn’t his scene.

      Still, I wanted to see him.

      ‘Want to dance with me?’ Kian was back in front of Silver and his fingers fisted in the front of Silver’s shirt. Silver only grinned, and Kian dragged him out onto the dance floor.

      I glanced sideways.

      Leslie had stepped in close to Spencer. They said something to each other, something I couldn’t hear. They both smiled and shared a kiss.

      I didn’t want to be there anymore. Everyone was so normal and happy, and there I stood, strange and alone. Why couldn’t anyone love me? I just wanted to be loved. I’d take that over anything any day.

      Damian might like me, but he wasn’t like Silver and Kian, and Spencer and Leslie. He didn’t touch me like that or kiss me like that. We were more platonic friends than anything. Friends who shared a bed most nights, because I never went home. We only kissed when I took the initiative.

      I emptied the rest of my drink and turned around to order another one. A drink and a shot. I didn’t know how much I drank. I knew I drank a lot, but I didn’t keep count on it.

      I wandered away from the bar at some point, away from Spencer and Leslie, who seemed so happy together and so very much in love. Away from the sight of Silver and Kian dancing close, kissing, and practically shagging on the dance floor.

      My eyes burned.

      I knew I was going to cry.

      How could the night have gone from being good to shit? I’d gone out with two blokes I liked, met another two that seemed nice and who I wanted to get to know. And in an instant my mind had gone to shit.

      No wonder I didn’t have anyone to be with.

      Who would want to be with someone like me?

      He felt sorry for me, that’s what it was.

      How could he possibly want to be close to me when I was such a bloody mess? And I meant that quite literally too.

      A sob escaped me as I stumbled into the toilets.

      But I want him.

      I wanted to be with him. I hadn’t even known him a month yet and I was so attached. Was that part of my disorder, like everything else about me? Had I become this attached to him in such a short time because I was borderline? Because I was brain damaged?

      Another sob escaped and I locked myself in a free stall, where I sank to the floor and buried my face in my hands.

      Why can’t I just be normal?

      Damian

      Angelina came breezing into the Café as I washed the tables.

      Something stuck in me. I realised quickly it was fear.

      She was alone, no Josh trailing after her, like he sometimes did. They had lunch at the Café occasionally, just the two of them, and I even joined if it coincided with my break.

      ‘Hi, Damian.’ She seemed surprised at seeing me.

      ‘Hey.’ I frowned. ‘Is Josh okay?’

      ‘Josh? Yeah, I reckon. I haven’t spoken to him since earlier today.’ She didn’t sound or seem concerned. But if she wasn’t here because of Josh, then why?

      ‘Angelina.’ Harriet came out from the back-room, jacket over one arm and a purse in the other.

      ‘Ready?’ Josh’s mum smiled at her.

      My eyes darted between them.

      Did they know each other?

      ‘I’ll see you later, Damian.’ Angelina cast me a brief smile.

      ‘See you tomorrow.’ Harriet waved at me.

      Then they were out the door and walking past the windows. Together, in what seemed to be amiable conversation.

      Harriet had asked me earlier if it was okay with me if she left before we closed. I was used to closing on my own, so I didn’t mind. It wasn’t like there were any people here to keep up with, after all. She hadn’t mentioned she was leaving with Josh’s mum though.

      The fear that had taken hold of me when Angelina walked in, slowly dissipated as I continued wiping down the rest of the tables. For a moment I had expected something to be wrong with Josh, and it had terrified me.

      The last hour seemed to drag by. No one stopped by this late. Harriet had been talking about starting to close earlier, when the kitchen closed, because the next couple of hours just weren’t worth it.

      The bell rang when there was fifteen minutes left and I sighed heavily before turning around. I didn’t want to deal with someone in the last fifteen minutes. I just wanted to clean up and go home—

      ‘Josh?’

      He stood just inside the door. One hand gripped his opposite elbow and his head was bowed.

      It was bad. I could tell from the stance.

      ‘Hey.’ I stepped around the counter and went over to him. I locked the door so no one would interrupt us, then put my hands on his shoulders and led him over to a chair so he could sit down.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Something must’ve happened at the club. Silver had texted me to say they were going out.

      Josh shook his head. He was crying, even if he was still refusing to look at me.

      ‘Josh.’ I swallowed a lump that threatened to get stuck in my throat. ‘Josh?’ I ran my hands over his shoulder, over his neck, and up to cup his cheeks. I wiped away tears with both of my thumbs. ‘Please tell me what’s wrong.’

      He buried his face in his hands. I was still cupping his cheeks, so part of his hands covered mine. It didn’t seem like he even noticed.

      ‘If I’d been normal, would we have been normal?’

      He mumbled it and for a moment I was sure I heard him wrong.

      ‘What?’ Normal? ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Everyone’s so happy.’ He was still mumbling, but I leant closer to him so I could catch everything he said. ‘Happy with themselves, with each other. They’re comfortable with each other. Like, really comfortable. We’re not. Not like that.’

      ‘Who’re they?’ I still had no idea what exactly he was on about. What did he mean by normal?

      ‘Spencer and Leslie’s been together for a long time, but Silver and Kian met after we did. Yet they’re all over each other.’

      Were we really back to the whole sex issue?

      ‘I’m not the same person they are.’ I was annoyed. I couldn’t help it. Hadn’t I been clear about it all?

      ‘What’s so wrong with me that we can’t be like that?’ He started crying harder.

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with you.’ Not when it came to this anyway. But I didn’t know how to make him understand.

      ‘Is it my scars? Is it the fact that I’m borderline? That it’s bloody brain damage? Do you think I’m less because of it? Is it because of Andrew and what he did to me, because I liked it?’

      ‘Whoa! Josh.’ I gripped his face harder. ‘No, it’s not your scars or your disorder or what your stepfather did to you. Well, maybe sort of the last one, because I think the last thing you need right now is sex—‘

      ‘But that’s all I know! That’s all I am. It’s all I’m good at. And I can’t give you the one thing I know how to do.’ More sobbing, more tears.

      ‘I don’t want you to,’ I said, drawing out the words so he’d hopefully get what I was saying to him. ‘I don’t want sex. And that has nothing at all to do with you. I think you’re wonderful, Josh. But I don’t crave sex like other people. I’m perfectly happy without it.’

      ‘But it’s part of a relationship.’ He pressed the palm of his hands against his eyes.

      ‘Most of them, yeah, but not all of them.’ I bit down on my lower lip, not sure I was getting my point across. ‘Look, Josh. I’ve never wanted sex. Ever. Just like I haven’t ever wanted to be this close to another person. You’re the first person I’ve been interested in, in my entire life. I’m not ruling sex out completely. I might be willing to try it out, sometime in the future, but for now… it honestly holds no appeal to me. I don’t want to do it. You don’t want to force me, do you?’

      That might be harsh, considering his past, but I needed to get it through to him.

      ‘No, of course not.’ He finally dropped his arms to his lap. His face was all red and blotchy and wet with tears, but his eyes seemed greener than ever with new tears welling up in them. ‘I would never do that. To anyone.’

      I wiped more tears away with my thumbs and stared directly into his eyes.

      ‘Stop comparing us to everyone else. We’re not them, and they’re not us. They’ve got their way of being, and we’ve got ours. We don’t need to be all over each other, or have to jump into bed at every opportunity. There’s so much more to life than that.

      ‘I enjoy being with you and sharing a bed with you. Waking up with you in the morning. All of that is because I like you, Josh. Because I like you a lot. I like you more than a lot. And you’re the only one, because I couldn’t ever do this with anyone else. It feels natural with you, like we’ve got this connection. I know we do. And I guess that’s our thing. We can be together despite not being all over each other. Despite not having sex. Because that’s not what it’s about. Not for me, anyway, and not for you either.’

      His eyes flickered between mine, but the tears had subsided a bit.

      ‘Sex has been a bad thing for you for so many years. Doesn’t matter if you liked it or not, because the body does respond to things that are good. But the actions itself… they’re bad. I think we’re perfect because you need something that isn’t sex in your life… and I don’t want sex in mine at all. So I can give that something to you.’

      He was silent, but he kept on staring at me, breathing heavily.

      ‘You understand what I’m saying?’ I desperately wanted him to understand.

      I didn’t want to keep going in circles, having the same conversations over and over. Sex just wasn’t on the table—and he needed to understand why, both for his own sake and for mine.

      He nodded jerkily. I wasn’t sure I believed it though.

      ‘What about kissing?’

      ‘What about it?’

      His lower lip trembled, as if he were close to tears again.

      ‘That’s part of an intimate relationship. Don’t you like that either?’

      ‘Kissing’s… fine.’ I didn’t have any other words for it.

      ‘But I’m always the one who kisses you. You never kiss me. And when I do kiss you, it’s always chaste. Not any kind of passion to it.’

      I was back to chewing my lower lip.

      ‘You’re the only person I’ve ever kissed too. You’re my first everything. I’m new to it. I don’t know how things like this work.’

      He sniffled.

      ‘They work both ways. If you want to kiss me, you can kiss me. I want to kiss you all the time, but I never know if you want to or not, so I just…’ He shrugged helplessly. ‘Often I just leave it be.’

      ‘I didn’t know kissing was this important to you.’ I’d thought just being together, being around each other, had been enough.

      Clearly, I’d been wrong.

      ‘Kissing’s the one thing that I haven’t done tons of. Andrew—it wasn’t about love and intimacy with him. He either wanted to fuck me or he wanted to hurt me. Often both at the same time. And all the other blokes I’ve been with… they’ve been all about shagging me. My mouth’s no good unless it’s wrapped around their cocks.’

      I flinched a bit at his crude words—and the images they procured. I didn’t like the thought of Josh being used and abused by his stepfather any more than I did the thought of him being with someone else.

      I’d done extensive research on borderline.

      Sentences came back to me now as I crouched in front of him, looking up into his cried out, lovely face.

      ‘A borderline has a great need for genuine affection. They need to feel loved. They need regular reinforcement in the form of tenderly expressed physical affection and a genuine interest in and respect of their persona.’

      And another sentence that scared me.

      ‘Borderliners do very badly with people who are unable to regularly express affection.’

      I didn’t know how to express affection. I’d never done it before. I was on shaky ground, and I was failing and learning from it.

      I went over to the counter to get a few napkins from the dispenser.

      ‘Here, clean yourself up a bit.’ I held them out to Josh.

      He took them gingerly, wiped over his face and dabbed at his eyes, then blew his nose. He got up himself to throw it in the rubbish, even though I’d been standing ready to do it for him.

      I turned and blocked his direct path back to the chair.

      ‘Josh.’ I stared at him, at how his eyes were sore and his face was all puffed and red. He might be cried out, but that didn’t make him any less good-looking to me.

      I put my hands on his shoulders and slowly drew him in close to me. He stepped in willingly, leaning against me. I wrapped my arms around him, holding him tight.

      ‘I know some would say it’s real fast, but I’m falling in love with you,’ he mumbled against my shoulder. ‘I really am.’

      ‘Me too,’ I muttered. ‘You, I mean.’ I wasn’t good with words, and all the words I’d told him earlier had left me drained. Besides, I’d never been able to say the word love out loud, not even to the family I had left.

      ‘This is going to continue, you know,’ he said, voice still a mumble. ‘I’m going to doubt you and us. I am aware of just how abnormal I am, but I can’t do anything about it.’

      ‘It won’t have to continue if I can do better at showing you how I feel.’ I tangled my hand in the hair on his neck, twining the blond strands in-between my fingers. ‘This is new to me. I’m going to mess it up, I know I am. But I do like you and I am going to do my best to show it to you every day. I promise you that, Josh.’

      His arms, which had been hanging loosely at his side, now came up to grip the back of my shirt tightly. He clung to me, not saying a single word, but he didn’t have to. I understood.

      He was messed up. He even had a disorder to prove it.

      I had no such thing, but I was messed up too. I should tell him about it—but I couldn’t get the words out. It was too hard. I could hardly talk to my therapist about it, and she already knew it all.

      I pushed him an arms-length away from me eventually. Not so much we had to separate, but just enough that I could look into his eyes, could see his lips parted slightly.

      He liked kissing, and I’d discovered that so did I. I couldn’t give him sex. I didn’t want to give him sex. But I could give him this. So, I leant in, uncertain and awkward, because I had never initiated a kiss between us before. I heard him draw in a breath—and then our lips fused together.

      He clung tighter to me and I cupped my hands around his neck, thumbs brushing his jaw.

      I might’ve initiated the kiss, but he was in charge of it. Lips on lips I was cool with, but when he tried to take it further, I was on shaky ground again. I parted my lips though, welcomed his tongue, and just let him lead, let him show me what to do next.

      And the best thing of all was it was good. It was good to kiss him like this, to be so close and intimate with him.

      This time last month I never would’ve expected to be in this position. Now that I was, I couldn’t imagine going back to how it had been before.

      Once we drew back, it took a few seconds for Josh’s eyes to flutter back open. They were still shiny from tears, but they’d stopped falling, and a small, shy smile spread over his lips.

      ‘No one’s ever kissed me like that before,’ he whispered.

      I leant in for another quick, chaste kiss, simply because I couldn’t help myself.

      ‘Want to wait here while I go change and turn everything off?’

      Josh nodded and sat back down on the chair.

      I stuffed my apron and shirt in my locker, put on my jumper and jacket, then turned off all lights on my way back out to him.

      He rose when I turned off the last light switch and we walked outside together.

      I locked up, pocketed the keys, and turned to him.

      The incident from earlier replayed in my mind all of a sudden.

      ‘Hey, does your mum know my boss?’

      ‘What? No. I don’t think so.’ Josh looked at me. ‘Why?’

      ‘Oh, nothing.’ I shook my head. It was perfectly logical that they knew each other without Josh knowing it. I had no idea who my uncle and aunt’s friends were, after all.

      Josh smiled at me as he shyly reached for my hand.

      I wasn’t sure how to feel about holding hands with someone out in public, but it was late and dark and no one was around.

      So I tangled my fingers with his as we started walking home.
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      Josh

      
        
        College’s starting up soon. Damian’s starting med-school. Things will change, I know they will. I will have lots to do, and so will he. He’ll probably have more, because medical school is so full on.

        I think I’m already in love with him. I can’t imagine being without him for even a second.

        He still hasn’t told me anything about himself, which does bother me, but he never shies away from me, and that again pleases me. He’s very attentive.

        We just fell into this, whatever it is. I don’t know if we’re boyfriends yet or not. I haven’t dared asked, because I’m afraid of the answer.

        I should ask. I know I should.

        But it’s scary.

        What if he says no?

        

      

      I walked over to the sinks so I could stare at myself in the mirror. I was pale and drawn.

      Being back at college was terrifying. More so that it was a new school I’d started in, since I’d decided not to go back to the one I’d failed in. I hadn’t had any friends there, but it would’ve felt weird being in the same year as the people who’d taken their first when I’d failed my second.

      Still, being in a new college didn’t feel any better. I didn’t know anyone here either, but it didn’t make me any more confident about the first day.

      A sob echoed through the toilets and I froze.

      I turned my head slowly, eyes darting over the open stalls. The door of the last one was closed, and another sob could be heard from behind it.

      I wasn’t sure if I should leave or not.

      Before I could make a decision, I heard the door being unlocked, and then a small body dressed in clothes that were at least two sizes too big stepped out. He sniffled, tears drying on his cheeks. He was familiar.

      ‘Mal?’

      He whirled around, cowering back against the wall. His arm came up, like he was either ready to defend himself or to try and block a hit to his face.

      ‘Mal, it’s me. Josh.’ I took a step closer to him.

      Wild eyes met mine and recognition sparked. His arm dropped and he straightened up a bit more as he eyed me warily.

      ‘Hey.’ I hadn’t seen him since I’d last talked to him in group. He’d been hospitalised for the last couple of weeks. ‘I didn’t know you went to college here.’

      I wouldn’t say Mal was relaxed, but he wasn’t as tightly coiled as he’d been before he’d recognised me either.

      ‘I didn’t know you did.’

      ‘I have to retake the last year, you know, and I decide to switch colleges. I didn’t want to continue at the old one.’ I’d talked about failing my last year in group, so he knew all about it.

      He only nodded.

      ‘Do you want to have lunch with me?’ Just as he knew all about me, I also knew all about him. I remembered clearly all the times he’d relayed being bullied in group—and that the bullying took place at school.

      ‘Can we go outside?’ He was wary.

      ‘Sure.’ I shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. It wasn’t either, I didn’t mind going outside. But I knew the reason he wanted to, and it wasn’t because the weather was nice.

      

      It wasn’t until school was over I witnessed just what Mal had to go through. A gang of lads had cornered him just outside the college. At first, I only heard them yelling. Then I saw Mal cowering against the wall, much in the same way he’d done in the toilets with me.

      Mal tried to leave, to walk past them with his head down, but they shoved him back so hard the back of his head connected with the wall.

      Mal crumbled to the ground, arms going up to protect his head.

      The gang of lads laughed at him and shoved playfully at each other. Then they simply walked away.

      The last of them gave Mal a proper kick to the gut.

      ‘Mal!’ I ran over to him.

      ‘G-go a-away!’ He pushed to his feet, inched around me like he was afraid to touch me, and then he ran away.

      I turned to look after him, but I didn’t make a move to follow or call after him. I knew what it was like needing to get away.

      I’d try talking to him again tomorrow. Either in school or in group.

      Damian

      ‘Kian?’

      He stood in front of our door, just staring at it.

      He jerked around in surprise.

      ‘Oh, Damian, hey.’ He shuffled his feet.

      I hoisted my shoulder bag further up on my shoulder. It was crammed full of books.

      ‘Nobody home?’ I cast a curious glance at the door.

      ‘I don’t know.’ Kian glanced at it too. ‘I haven’t knocked yet.’ He seemed out of sorts.

      I brushed past him, giving him an odd look as I did so. It swung open with no resistance, not locked at all. I went inside, but Kian still stood outside.

      ‘You coming in?’ I eyed him curiously now.

      He hesitated, but he slowly walked inside, allowing me to close the door. He looked around, looking for Silver.

      I headed into my bedroom, leaving him there to deal with whatever it was.

      Josh was sitting curled up on my bed, head bowed and looking dejected.

      I stopped just inside the threshold.

      ‘Hi. You all right?’ I finally let my shoulder bag slide off my shoulder and thud to the floor.

      Josh’s eyes were sad when he looked up at me and my chest squeezed.

      ‘I’m fine. I’m just—It’s Mal.’

      ‘Mal?’ I frowned. Who was Mal?

      I went over to sit on the bed too.

      ‘He’s in my group. Today it turned out that we also go to the same college.’ Josh’s hands twisted in his lap. ‘He’s bullied. I saw it myself when the day was over. At lunch he was crying in the toilets. They’re real mean to him—and I know what he goes through at home and it’s not fair that college should be shit for him too.’

      I didn’t know what to say, as per usual. I didn’t know this person and I didn’t know what Josh expected me to say. Maybe he didn’t want me to say anything at all. Maybe he just needed to talk about it.

      ‘Mal’s like me. Borderline, like I am.’ He shook his head. ‘I shouldn’t talk about this. I’m not really allowed to. Group rules and all that. But we’re in the same college now, in the same year. It’s just not fair.’

      ‘You could be his friend,’ I suggested, in lack of anything else. ‘Sounds like he needs one of those.’

      ‘Yeah. If he’ll let me.’ Josh’s hand fluttered out to his side to settle atop his journal.

      I smiled to myself as I saw it. He wrote in it frequently and he kept it around like it was a treasure. For me it had only been a book too pretty to use for anything.

      ‘He’ll be lucky to have you as a friend.’

      Josh’s eyes lit up at that.

      ‘You think so?’

      ‘I do.’ I leant in to kiss him. I’d got rather good at showing him affection, at least in private. We hadn’t had another bout of crying or a conversation about it, after all, so I was pretty sure I was doing okay. ‘How was your first day, aside from that bloke?’

      He shrugged. ‘It was okay. I’ve been through it before. I did well at the beginning of last year before everything went to shit again. I reckon I’m properly ahead of most of them.’ He leant in for another kiss. ‘How was your day?’

      ‘Uneventful. It was all mostly information and such. I bought all my books though. Nearly broke my back bringing them home.’ I motioned to my discarded shoulder bag.

      ‘That’s a lot of books.’

      ‘That’s what I have to look forward to for years now.’ I lay down on the bed, on my stomach, resting my chin on the back of my hands.

      ‘You’ve never told me what kind of surgeon you want to be.’ Josh lay down next to me.

      ‘I’ve been thinking about Plastics. Like, reconstructive surgery and all that.’ I wanted to help people like him, people with scars. People like me.

      ‘I wish I knew what I wanted to do.’ Josh blew out a wistful breath.

      ‘You’ll figure it out.’

      He leant in to rest his head against my shoulder.

      ‘If you want me to stay the night at home sometimes, you have to tell me.’

      ‘What?’ Where’d that come from?

      ‘I mean, it’s like I’m living here. I’m sleeping here every night, coming straight here after college or group or therapy or whatever I’m doing. I’ve not spent a night in my own bed in… I can’t even remember the last time I spent the night at home.’

      ‘I don’t mind you being here. Not at all. I like it.’ Surprisingly enough. But I’d had him around for a month now.

      ‘Can I call you my boyfriend?’ The question came out all hesitant.

      I frowned down at the sheets.

      ‘I guess.’

      ‘We are in a relationship, aren’t we? I’m not doing anything with anyone else. It’s only you. Don’t you feel the same way?’

      ‘I do.’ Of course I did. ‘Yeah. Yeah, I guess we’re boyfriends. I’ve just never thought about labelling it.’

      ‘You don’t like to label yourself?’

      I shrugged. It was a bit awkward, considering he still had his head resting on my shoulder.

      ‘I don’t know. I guess. Silver keeps calling me asexual. I’ve always gone with it, because I reckon it’s true. He also mentioned you being my boyfriend once, but that was when we’d just met, so I guess we weren’t back then.’

      ‘But we are now?’ he prodded.

      ‘Yeah. We are.’

      ‘I’ve been wanting to ask you for a while.’

      ‘Why haven’t you?’

      ‘I was afraid of the answer.’ That came out in a whisper.

      I turned my head to the side. It was awkward, but I could see his face.

      ‘Why? We’ve been close ever since the day we met. I’m closer to you than I’ve ever been to anyone. I’ve told you this.’

      ‘I know you have. I’m sorry. I doubt things. It’s what I do.’ He went from hesitant to dejected in a second.

      ‘Josh.’ I sighed. I reached back, gently removed his head off my shoulder and pushed him down on the bed so I could finally look at him properly. ‘You need to stop doubting everything.’ I stroked my hand over his cheek.

      He stared up at me. Then he grabbed me around the neck and applied pressure, and I fell willingly down into the kiss.

      It was absurd how much I liked kissing him, considering I’d never liked close contact with anyone. Everything was so different with Josh. And I wasn’t complaining at all.

      

      Silver sat at the table when I ventured into the kitchen for something to drink.

      ‘Hey, mate, what’s the etiquette for monthly anniversaries?’ I asked. The thought had been on my mind since I’d realised last night we’d just crossed that threshold. ‘Is something expected of a monthly anniversary or—’ I’d turned to face him and quickly shut up when I saw the look on his face. ‘Is everything all right?’

      Silver dragged his hands over his face.

      ‘Kian came with some bad news today. Still trying to process it properly.’

      Uh oh.

      ‘He broke up with you?’

      Silver shook his head.

      ‘He might’ve been exposed to HIV.’

      I sank down opposite him.

      ‘HIV?’

      ‘Yeah. This bloke he pulled once a while ago looked him up today. He’s got HIV and he’s not sure if he got it before or after Kian sucked him off.’

      Ah, Jesus.

      Did everyone have to be so blunt about the sex talk?

      ‘And?’

      ‘And he might be infected. If he is, I am.’

      ‘You haven’t been safe?’ I might not be interested in sex at all, but I darn well knew what a condom was for.

      Silver shook his head again.

      ‘Not on oral.’

      I stared at him, unimpressed.

      ‘What’s the point of being safe with one thing and not the other?’

      He looked properly chastised.

      ‘What can I say, D? It’s passion. When you’re going to fuck someone, condoms are part of the equation. But when you’re pulling their pants down and a dick slap you in the face, you just want to go down on it, you know. Condoms aren’t exactly forefront in my mind in that moment. Latex tastes like shit anyway.’

      ‘Silver.’ I had a sudden need to cover my ears with my hands, but I managed to refrain from it. I wasn’t a fourteen-year-old girl, after all.

      ‘Right. Sorry.’ He held his palms up towards me. ‘Anyway, we’re going to go get tested in the morning. I guess we’ll find out then.’

      ‘You seem pretty relaxed about it. I mean, it’s a disease you will have to live with your entire life. One that will change your entire life.’

      Silver leant back in his chair, his eyes staring up at the ceiling for a moment before settling back on me.

      ‘I am freaking out. A little bit. Of course I am. But at the same time, we should’ve been more careful, so ultimately it’s our fault. It’s the risk of sex, anyway. Everyone who has it risks exposing themselves to HIV.’ He eyed me up and down. ‘You’re lucky. You never have to worry about it. Or has that changed?’

      ‘It hasn’t,’ I deadpanned.

      ‘How does your boyfriend feel about that?’ He grinned now. Josh’s moods weren’t the only ones that changed quickly.

      I refused to answer that.

      ‘If you’re not going to be serious, I’m walking away.’

      He chuckled and crossed his arms over his chest.

      ‘It’s just a month. Do something simple, something sweet. Flowers or some shit.’

      ‘What? Flowers?’ I could feel the grimace.

      Silver was full-out laughing now.

      ‘Now, when it’s the one-year anniversary, that’s when you have to pull out the big guns.’

      One year?

      He sure was jumping ahead.

      ‘Where is Josh?’

      ‘In bed.’ He was writing in his journal. ‘Where’s Kian?’

      Silver’s grin dimmed.

      ‘He went home. Said it would be best for us to spend the night apart. You know, temptation and all that.’

      I didn’t know actually, but I refrained from saying that. He knew, anyway.

      I got back up to fix myself a glass of water.

      ‘Good luck tomorrow, I guess?’

      He groaned.

      ‘Yeah. I guess we need that.’

      I eyed him out of the corner of my eye.

      ‘I’m sure it’ll be fine. If that bloke doesn’t even know when he contracted it, it’s a big possibility it happened after Kian, and then everything should be fine.’

      ‘Sure hope you’re right.’

      ‘You should be more careful.’

      He turned sheepish.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘I never thought I’d have to tell you that.’

      This wasn’t normally something we talked about, after all.

      ‘I’ve never been so madly in lust with someone before.’

      My eyebrows rose.

      ‘Well, you know.’ He shrugged. ‘We’re very physical. I really like him. This could be it, you know.’

      It?

      ‘Have you told Kian?’

      ‘Told him? About what?’ It dawned on him the moment the questions were out, and he got a dark look in his eyes. ‘No.’

      ‘He hasn’t seen your back?’ I found that hard to believe.

      ‘He asked about it.’

      Silver’s whole back was a memorial tattoo.

      He narrowed his eyes at me.

      ‘Have you told Josh?’

      ‘No. Fair enough.’ I took my water with me and made for the door. ‘I really hope tomorrow goes well for you. For you both.’

      ‘Thanks, mate. Appreciated.’

      Josh looked up from his journal when I came back in my room. ‘That was a long trip to get some water.’

      I put my glass on the bedside table, then fell down on the bed.

      ‘I had a chat with Silver.’

      Josh closed his journal and turned around so he could rest against me.

      ‘I like lying like this with you.’

      ‘Me too.’ I carded my fingers through his hair. ‘This is nice.’

      Josh

      
        
        I asked.

        And he said yes.

        Boyfriends. The word has a strange sound to it. I’ve never had a boyfriend before. And now I do.

        I’ve got a boyfriend.

        I’VE GOT A BOYFRIEND.
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      Damian

      It snuck up on me.

      I was busy with course work, and trying to spend the rest of my time either working or with Josh.

      Then one day my eyes fell on the calendar. Seeing the red circle felt like being hit in the chest with a sledgehammer.

      I’d been so busy I hadn’t even noticed someone had turned the calendar over to October. And now the red circle I always put on that particular date once I bought a new calendar glared at me.

      I stumbled back and caught myself on the counter. I gripped it tight and then slid to the floor when my knees couldn’t keep me up anymore.

      My eyes were glued to the date.

      That fucking date.

      Why did I keep circling it every bloody year?

      Because if I didn’t it would sneak up and hit me like a bulldozer on the particular day, and that always made it so much worse.

      When September was over and I turned the calendar over, at least I knew I’d have over twenty days to prepare.

      But I’d been so busy I hadn’t even had a chance to look at the calendar once.

      And now half the term was about to be over and I wasn’t as busy as I’d been, and there it was… the red circle, standing out against the white and the black.

      Mocking me, was what it felt like.

      I hated that day. It was the day my whole life had changed. It might’ve been for the better, but the way it’d happened… that wasn’t good at all. It was horrible and something I wished I could just forget, because thinking about it always left me a mess.

      There was a reason I always kept those memories locked away good and proper in the back of my mind.

      ‘Damian?’

      I could see Josh enter the kitchen out of the corner of my eye.

      No, no, no.

      He was home already?

      ‘Are you okay?’ He came over to me, voice concerned.

      No, no, no.

      He couldn’t be here. Not now.

      My mind was overflowing by those horrid memories.

      ‘Damian? You’re scaring me.’ He put his hand on my arm.

      Something normally so innocent made my body move in a flurry now. Without really knowing it was going to happen, I’d pushed him away from me, so hard he fell back on the floor.

      ‘Don’t touch me!’ I pushed to my feet next.

      I knew I’d done something wrong, something possibly irreversible. I could see it in the stricken look on his face.

      But there was one time in the year I couldn’t be strong and it was now.

      Death, death, death.

      I didn’t want to remember. I didn’t want to see it flash through my mind again, like it did every year.

      ‘I can’t—I need to be alone right now.’ I didn’t look at him again as I hurried out of the room to lock myself in my bedroom.

      I didn’t even turn the lights on. I just sunk to the floor and buried my face against my kneecaps.

      Josh

      For a beat I didn’t move.

      I couldn’t move. It was like I was frozen to the floor.

      What had I done wrong? What had I done to cause that reaction from him? I’d been good lately. I hadn’t even cut myself.

      He, who was kind and gentle and patient with me… he’d pushed me. Pushed me away hard.

      I went from frozen to a flurry of movement. I walked into the living room, where I shrugged on my rucksack, and then I left. I couldn’t stay there. He’d specifically told me he wanted to be alone.

      So I would leave him alone.

      He’d pushed me away. He’d never done anything to hurt me before, and now he suddenly got physical. It didn’t make sense. I didn’t know why.

      I felt numb all over. I couldn’t even cry—and I was a master at that.

      Mum wasn’t home when I got there. It was too early for her to be off work yet. So I dropped my rucksack and shoes in the hallway and headed for my room.

      I didn’t know how long I sat on my bed.

      All I knew was I felt the numbness spread. Eventually it was like I couldn’t even move my fingers. Everything was numb, to body functions, to my feelings, to my bloody damaged brain.

      And I hated it. I hated the numbness.

      I couldn’t remember finding the razor. All I knew was I’d been sitting on the bed, then my jumper was off and the cold metal slashed into my skin.

      I was relentless. I wanted to feel something. Even if it was pain, it was better than nothing.

      ‘Joshua?’ There was a knock on my door. ‘I saw your rucksack. Are you in there? I need to talk to you. Tell you something.’

      A sob escaped me and I curled in on myself. There were no tears, but that didn’t seem to stop the sob.

      She must’ve heard it, because she opened the door.

      I tilted my head to look up at her and I could see how she visibly flinched once she got a look at me.

      ‘Joshua.’ She drew in a shaking breath.

      I turned my head back to the floor. It was dotted with pools of blood. Blood had been flying everywhere in my frenzy.

      ‘Oh my God.’ She came closer. ‘Joshua.’ She crouched down next to me, hand landing tentatively on my back.

      ‘I think I need to go to A&E.’ My voice was flat. Yet still shaking a tiny bit. ‘I think I might need sutures.’

      She rose again and left the room, and for a minute there I felt completely abandoned. So much so that feelings returned—along with the tears. But she came back quickly and she had two towels she wrapped around both of my arms.

      ‘Keep them there. Try to press on it. I’m driving you right now.’

      She helped me stand. I kept my arms crossed and pressed to my chest as she guided me outside to her car. She even tied my shoes in the hallway, because I couldn’t do it myself.

      The car ride was silent. My forehead was pressed against the cool window and I watched buildings fly past as she drove a bit faster than the speed limit.

      I was silent when we entered the A&E, and also when I was taken back and my arms were cleaned up and sutured.

      I didn’t say a word until we were on our way back home again.

      ‘I think I want to go to Bristol.’ I sniffled.

      ‘You think?’ She was steadfastly watching the road.

      ‘I want to. I want to go. Get away.’

      ‘It’s your decision, Joshua. If you want to go, I can buy you a train ticket. Or I could drive you down. It’s the weekend. I don’t have to go back to work until Monday. And for you it’s half-term so you’ve got the next week off.’

      ‘Maybe we could drive?’ Just me and her, on a road trip. It sounded a lot more appealing than sitting on a train surrounded by strangers.

      I saw out of the corner of my eye that she nodded.

      ‘You want to leave right now?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      I didn’t want to stay. What did I have to stay at home for?

      She nodded again.

      ‘Then we’ll go home and pack a bag each.’

      Gratefulness bloomed in my chest.

      I squeezed my eyes shut to stop the tears. I hadn’t been crying much lately, because I’d thought I’d been happy, but now… what was happiness? I wasn’t sure I could ever be properly happy.

      ‘Thanks, Mum.’

      She reached over to squeeze my hand.

      ‘Anything for you, Joshua. Anything.’

      Damian

      I’d managed to fall asleep, though it hadn’t exactly been a peaceful one. I hadn’t been plagued by the kind of nightmares Josh was, but they’d been there.

      Everything had happened in my dream, exactly like it had as I could remember, and it had felt so real. It hadn’t felt like a nightmare at all. I hadn’t woken up screaming or shaking or terrified like Josh used to though.

      The dream had simply continued on, until I’d suddenly opened my eyes.

      I lay for a while, trying to figure out what had woken me. I could hear people moving around in the living room and bathroom, so I reckoned Silver was home from work.

      I could hear muffled voices. I hoped he was talking to Josh, that he was keeping Josh’s mood up.

      Shit. I pushed him.

      I got out of bed and padded over to the door. I was disappointed when it opened because it wasn’t Josh on the sofa, but Kian.

      Silver came out the bathroom the moment I opened the door and his smile died a slow death once he got a good look at me.

      ‘Hey, mate. All right?’

      I looked into the kitchen. Empty.

      ‘Where’s Josh?’

      ‘Not here. I thought he was in there with you.’ He motioned to my room.

      I shook my head slowly, then pressed my palms to my face.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      ‘D, what’s wrong?’

      ‘I pushed him away.’ The words were hard to get out. I was ashamed of what I’d done to him.

      Silver frowned.

      ‘What’d you mean?’

      ‘I physically pushed him.’ I let my arms drop and cast him a desperate look. ‘It’s in four days, and I just realised it. He came upon me and I pushed him.’

      It dawned on Silver.

      ‘You forgot the date?’

      ‘Yeah.’ I got cold all of a sudden and wrapped my arms around myself. ‘I was freaking out. I still am, a little bit. And he had to come in at that exact moment, and he was just being worried, and I pushed him away.’

      Kian looked at me from over the back of the sofa.

      ‘Just ring him, mate. Explain that it was a shitty time, and apologise. I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

      I started to shake my head before he’d even finished speaking.

      ‘You don’t understand.’ I pressed the back of my hands to my eyes. ‘What I just did… it’s bad. So bad.’

      ‘Josh’s a sweet bloke. Surely he’ll understand you didn’t mean anything by it.’ Kian frowned now too.

      He didn’t understand. He didn’t know about Josh’s issues, about him being borderline and what that entailed.

      I cast a wild glance at Silver, who looked back at me with an expression I couldn’t decipher. I was so bad at that. It could be pity, or sadness, or understanding. Besides me, Silver was the one closest to Josh—and Silver knew everything that had happened since I’d met him.

      ‘You should go speak to him in person. He probably went home to his mum’s. He hasn’t got anywhere else to go, has he?’

      ‘No.’ Josh only had his mum—and me. And I’d failed him.

      ‘The quicker you go talk to him, the quicker this’ll be solved. Nothing like this has happened before, so if you apologise—and explain—I’m sure Josh will understand. If anyone should understand your feelings about your past, it’s him. You need to tell him. You should’ve told him long before October came around.’

      ‘I’ve been so busy, I wasn’t aware of the dates. That they were getting so close to-to—‘ I couldn’t even say it. After all these years and I was still incapable of saying it.

      ‘I remember around this time last year. We’d met only a month and a half before. I knew something was up with you but I had no idea what. And I didn’t feel like I knew you enough to ask. But when you finally told me, I understood what it was all about. So will Josh.’

      ‘No, Silver. You don’t get it. I did something bad, and that will affect him. You know borderliners have a black-and-white thinking pattern. I might’ve been firmly on the white side—but now I’m going to be all black.’

      ‘You’ve been together for two and a half months. Surely that can’t apply to you anymore?’

      ‘It applies to everyone. A single little word can do it. And I physically pushed him away from me. He fell because of me. And I told him I needed to be alone. That’s more than enough reason for his thoughts to switch around to the other opposite.’

      ‘Go talk to him now.’ Silver slapped my shoulder. ‘If it is that bad, you can’t waste a bloody second, D. Go to him, tell him everything, no matter how fucking hard it is. You managed to tell me. Surely you can tell him.’

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but I went.

      When I got there, no one was home. And when I finally tried to ring him—no one answered.

      Josh

      Mum and I stayed with Grandma the night we arrived. She was surprised, but happily so, when we showed up on her doorstep.

      I went to visit Cooper the next day, simply because he was the only one of my cousins I knew enough to actually have a proper conversation with.

      He opened the door, looking like shit and yawning wide.

      ‘Josh?’ He peered at me. ‘What’re you doing here?’

      ‘Mum and I came down for a visit.’ He was bare-chested, and his joggers hung so far down his hips I was afraid to dip my eyes down lower in case everything was on display.

      ‘Come in, come in.’ He waved me inside.

      Cooper had a small flat: just a tiny living room with a kitchen, bathroom, toilet, and an equally tiny bedroom. It was enough for him though.

      ‘Can I get you anything? I might have some Sprite, if I didn’t finish it off last night.’ He looked in the fridge.

      ‘I don’t need anything, thanks.’ I wasn’t thirsty. All I wanted was something else to think about.

      ‘I literally can’t remember how I got home last night.’ Copper dropped down next to me. ‘I think maybe Kale dropped my drunk arse back here. He’s all responsible like that.’

      ‘New boyfriend?’ The name didn’t ring a bell with me.

      He threw me an unimpressed glare.

      ‘My best mate. My straight best mate.’

      ‘Oh.’ I’d heard about him a few times. I wasn’t sure Cooper had ever mentioned him by name though.

      ‘So what’s up?’ Cooper’s knee bumped mine. ‘I thought you were all shacked up with your new boyfriend. Where’s he?’

      ‘Back in London.’ I didn’t want to talk about it. I wanted to forget. ‘I’m not sure he’s my boyfriend anymore.’

      ‘Why not?’ He bumped my knee again.

      ‘Cooper.’ I wasn’t here to unload on him.

      ‘Look, you tell me your woes, I’ll tell you mine.’

      I cast him a wry look.

      ‘You’ve got woes?’ I did the universal sign for quotes on the last word. It wasn’t a word I’d ever used before. Maybe if I’d lived in Shakespeare’s time.

      ‘They might even trump yours.’

      Cooper was a person who was outgoing and always the life of the party. Always had a smile. But now he was serious and I found myself believing him. Because Cooper was never serious about anything. That was the main thing that could make him get on everyone’s nerves.

      ‘It’s not much to tell, really,’ I said. ‘He pushed me, told me he needed to be alone, and I ended up at A&E, having to get sutures on both of my arms.’

      ‘He pushed you?’ Cooper sounded scandalised. ‘Why the hell did he do that?’

      ‘Don’t know.’ He hadn’t exactly given me a reason for it, had he?

      ‘I hope you’re not going to take it? That’s the beginning of abuse that is.’

      ‘What—No!’ My head whipped around to face him. ‘He’s not like that. Something had happened and he couldn’t stand for me to touch him. I don’t know what’d happened, but something did.’

      Cooper wasn’t convinced.

      ‘If I had a boyfriend who physically pushed me, I would’ve run the other way. I’m no one’s punching bag.’

      ‘Neither am I.’ I was getting upset. I didn’t like the way he was taking what I’d said. ‘He would never hurt me, Coop. It was an accident.’

      ‘That’s what they all say.’ He crossed his arms defensively.

      My eyes narrowed.

      ‘Have you been pushed around?’

      He shrugged.

      I took that as a yes.

      ‘Look. Damian is the sweetest guy. But he hasn’t told me his story and there’s something there. I know it’s difficult. Otherwise why wouldn’t he want to talk about it, right? So, I think it’s bad. Maybe not my kind of bad, but I definitely think it’s bad.’

      Cooper sighed.

      He loosened up a bit, which I was grateful for.

      ‘I don’t know him. You know best. I guess I’m the loser who falls for all the arseholes.’

      I didn’t know what to say to that.

      ‘Why don’t you live at home? Wouldn’t you save money?’ That was a question I’d been wondering about since I’d heard he’d moved out. I hadn’t had time to ask, or even think about it while they’d been in London though.

      ‘If I lived at home, I wouldn’t be able to live my life the way I want to live it. Mum’s got all these rules and stuff, and I just can’t get with that. I’m old enough to decide for myself, not have her running around telling me what I can and can’t do.’

      He cleared his throat, then imitated Aunt Abigail’s voice to his best ability.

      ‘“You can’t keep partying like this, Cooper, it’s not good for you. You can’t keep sleeping around like you do, Cooper, you’ll end up catching something you can’t be rid of. You can’t do this, Cooper, you can’t do that, Cooper.”’ He groaned in annoyance. ‘You see, I can’t live with that. It’s my life and I got to live it whilst I still can. It’s not like I have long left, after all.’

      My head whipped around to face him again.

      Fear stuck in me, like a dagger being turned in my chest.

      ‘Cooper, you aren’t—are you?’ I couldn’t say the word. Strange, as I’d attempted it myself and I had no problem saying it in sessions with Vincent or in group.

      He blinked at me.

      ‘You mean suicidal?’ It dawned on him rather quickly. He laughed. ‘No, mate. Hardly that. But I do have numbered days.’

      ‘Are you sick?’ Mum hadn’t said anything about Cooper being ill. If there’d been something life-threatening, surely the family would know?

      ‘See, Josh, that’s my woe. My life will change. I don’t know when, all I know is it will. It can happen in a minute, in days, in years. There’s just no way of knowing. All I know is my sight’s getting worse and there’s nothing I can do about it.’

      His sight?

      ‘What’d you mean?’

      ‘I’ve got this eye disease. My sight is steadily getting worse and eventually it’ll be so bad I won’t be able to see shit.’ He stared at me, all serious. ‘I’ll be blind eventually.’

      I swallowed heavily.

      ‘Who knows about it?’

      ‘No one,’ he deadpanned. ‘Well, Kale knows. And now you. But besides the two of you, no one. And I would like it to stay that way.’

      ‘You don’t want the rest of the family to know?’ I was shocked. I hadn’t wanted anyone to know about what Andrew had been doing to me, but my circumstances had been vastly different from his.

      He had a disease that would blind him. Why didn’t he want his family’s support?

      ‘Nope.’ He shook his head for emphasis. ‘It’s none of their business. They’re judging me and my lifestyle, and they can just keep doing it. I don’t care. I’m the black sheep of the family, after all. Why make them get rid of that label when it fits so well?’

      Cooper might act all tough, but I would bet he was secretly ashamed on the inside.

      That’s what I had been. I’d wanted to die before I let anyone know. I’d failed at it, and they’d all found out, but they’d all been there for me. They all took time off work to come down to London to support me through the last part of the trial.

      I appreciated that, even if I hadn’t been able to be around them much.

      Maybe that was why Cooper didn’t want them to know, too—because they could be too much. His sister especially. She could be rude at times, and outspoken, and not even realise she was hurting other peoples’ feelings.

      ‘So that’s my secret. Now that that’s out of the way… what are your plans for the day?’

      Cooper seemed to just throw the entire issue over his shoulder and forget about it. I didn’t know how he did it, but I wish I had that ability.

      ‘I’m going out to eat with Mum later. She’s got something she wants to tell me.’ I had no idea what it was. She hadn’t given me a single hint. I hoped it wasn’t something bad. I couldn’t take more bad things happening right now.

      ‘Want to come out with me tonight? Check out the nightlife here in Bristol?’ He grinned.

      My eyebrows rose.

      ‘Weren’t you out last night?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And you want to go out tonight? Two days in a row?’

      ‘I always go out two days in a row. Fridays and Saturdays.’ Now he was looking at me as if I was the mad one.

      I knew he liked to party… but two days in a row, every week? That seemed like a lot. Considering I hardly ever went out anymore, it sounded absurd.

      ‘Yeah. I’ll come out with you.’ I’d never been out in Bristol, after all, and what else did I have to do?

      ‘Newly single and everything.’ He clapped my shoulder. ‘We’ll find you a nice shag.’

      ‘Wha—No! I’m not… I’m just not.’

      We hadn’t broken up.

      Had we?

      I didn’t think we had. He’d only said he needed to be alone for a while, not forever. Maybe he’d just needed a break and then we’d be fine again.

      Cooper smirked.

      ‘Maybe we’ll find me a nice shag then.’

      Now that was more like it.

      

      I couldn’t help but notice Mum was nervous. She kept moving the cutlery around, as if she wasn’t happy with the placement of it.

      Her apparent nervousness made mine ten-times worse, because if she was nervous about what she had to say… then where would that leave me? Clearly it was something that would be important to me, or else she wouldn’t be fussing so much about it.

      Our food arrived and I started in on it, since it didn’t seem like she was about to start talking anytime soon.

      ‘Good?’ she asked once she’d taken a bite herself.

      ‘Mhm.’ I nodded, mouth full of fish. We weren’t in the kind of fancy restaurant my mum preferred. We’d settled on a simple fish & chips shop, and I didn’t regret it, because it tasted wonderful.

      ‘I think so too.’ She smiled, but it was shaky at best.

      ‘Whatever you got to say, say it.’ I put my cutlery down. She was making me too nervous to enjoy it. ‘I can take it.’ That could be a possible lie, but until she told me what it was, I hoped I could take it.

      She blew out a breath. She wasn’t looking at me, but at a point over my shoulder.

      ‘Spill it. Just say it, Mum. Don’t hesitate. Just get it out there.’ I clenched my hands into fists, heart beating wildly, afraid of what I was about to hear.

      She closed her eyes then finally looked straight at me when she opened them again.

      ‘I’ve met someone.’

      I reared back so fast the chair almost fell back, but I managed to catch onto the table before both the chair and I tumbled to the floor.

      I hadn’t known what to expect, but it hadn’t been that.

      ‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘No, no, no.’ I couldn’t stop shaking my head. Last time she’d met someone, married someone, my life had turned into an unbearable hell.

      ‘Joshua.’ She abandoned her seat and came over to crouch down in front of me. She tilted her face up to me, trying to catch my eyes. ‘This isn’t like Andrew. This person… is good. They’re not someone who would hurt anyone else.’

      ‘I’m sure that’s what you thought when you met Andrew too.’ I pressed my hands against the side of my head as I rocked back and forth on the chair. ‘He managed to hide it from you for ten years. More than that.’

      She drew in a shaky breath.

      ‘You’re grown up, Joshua. No matter what, no one can hurt you again. You’re not a little defenceless kid anymore.’

      She was right, of course. It wasn’t like I could be forced into something I didn’t want to do. Like I had to rely on the one person who kept hurting me in ways I couldn’t even begin to explain back then.

      I was my own boss now. I wasn’t the boy who was scared to death of being home and of being in bed because I knew it wouldn’t be long until I wasn’t alone in it.

      That wasn’t me. Not any more. I was stronger now.

      ‘Who is it?’ I probably wouldn’t even know if she told me. I only hoped his name wasn’t Andrew Graham—but then that wasn’t likely, as he was locked up in prison. He wouldn’t get out for a long time.

      ‘Harriet.’

      ‘Harriet?’ My arms fell down and I stopped the rocking, all because of the shock. ‘But that’s a—a woman’s name?’

      Mum nodded quickly.

      ‘She’s a woman, yeah.’

      ‘Since when do you like women?’

      ‘I always have. Back in college, and in university before I met Andrew, I mostly had romantic connections with other women. If I went out to pull with my mates, I always ended up with other girls—‘

      ‘Oh, yeah, that’s enough, thanks.’ I held my hands up. I wasn’t grown up enough to hear about my mum’s sexual escapades.

      A small smile found its way to her lips.

      It was actually nice to see, because Mum hadn’t smiled much for the last two years.

      A memory came back to me, of Damian asking me if my mum knew his boss.

      ‘Harriet. As in Harriet? Damian’s boss?’

      ‘Yeah.’ She nodded. ‘That’s the one. Didn’t Damian tell you?’

      ‘He asked if you two knew each other, but that’s all.’ My eyebrows drew together. ‘Did he catch you in a compromising position or something?’

      ‘No, not at all. I was just meeting her after work, and we went home together.’ She was still crouched in front of me, looking up at me. ‘We’re taking things slow. After Andrew… well, I’m a bit cautious after that. But I do like her.’

      ‘That’s good.’ I wanted my mum to be happy. That she seemed to be so with another woman didn’t faze me at all. If it’d been a new man in the picture—that might’ve disturbed me more, but a woman… that was better.

      Mum went back to her seat.

      ‘She has a nephew who’s your age. He’s got some issues, and when I told her you were doing well with group therapy, she thought that might be an option for him as well.’

      I took another piece of fish and chewed it before I answered.

      ‘What’s his issues?’

      ‘His mum died years ago, but she thinks his lifestyle suggest he’s not dealing with it too well. I gave her the contact information for your therapist. Maybe he’ll show up in group one day.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      There wasn’t anything against the rules there, since I didn’t know him. He wasn’t related to me.

      Mum’s smile widened.

      ‘I was hoping we could go out to dinner one day, when we’re back in London. I want you to meet Harriet properly, and maybe her nephew will come with too. Maybe you can get to know each other?’

      ‘That sounds… nice.’ It did. But I couldn’t help but worry because going back to London… I didn’t want to at the moment. I didn’t have anything to go back to.

      I’d left, without a word.

      When Damian had tried to call me last night, I’d only turned the phone on silent and left it at that. I didn’t want to know what he had to say. If he was breaking up with me, I’d rather not hear it. I couldn’t be responsible for what I’d do if that were to happen.

      If he said the words, I knew I couldn’t settle on cutting my arms up. If he said them, I knew it would break me. I knew I would have to do something else. Something I’d only attempted once—and utterly failed at.

      If he said them, I knew I wouldn’t want to fail. I’d want to do it properly, and I would make sure I did.

      So I couldn’t hear the words. I couldn’t let them break me.

      Damian

      It was late and I was lying flat on my bed. I stared upwards, but it wasn’t the ceiling I saw.

      My thoughts were a mess of my past and what had happened with Josh the day before. I’d tried going over to his place again today, but there hadn’t been anyone home this time either.

      I’d tried to call, but he hadn’t picked up.

      Shit.

      I’d messed it up.

      I hoped he was okay, that he hadn’t done something to himself or something had happened to him. I needed him, but I had no idea how to go about getting him back here when he wasn’t answering his phone, and no one was at home.

      What was I supposed to do?

      I had no idea where he was. I couldn’t tell him anything when I couldn’t get a hold of him.

      Everyone flashed before my eyes.

      My parents, my sisters, Josh…

      I scratched over my chest. My jumper was too thick to feel anything, so I shoved my hand under it and ran it over bare skin. My not-very-smooth skin.

      Josh hadn’t ever seen my scar. I’d seen his, at least the ones on his arms, but I’d never shown him mine. I’d always been careful not to change in front of him, at least not when I had to get naked to do so.

      Something started vibrating next to me and I was halfway off the bed before I realised it was just my phone.

      I stared down at it.

      Unknown number flashed on the screen.

      I hated answering the phone, especially when I didn’t know who rang. But it could be important.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Damian?’

      I blinked, trying to place the feminine voice.

      ‘Angelina?’ My heart started beating at triple speed.

      What if something’s happened to him?

      ‘Yes. Hi.’ She breathed in and out a couple of time. ‘I don’t know what happened yesterday, but whatever it was he took it hard. I’m not blaming you, Damian. I know better than anyone how just a slight word can have serious consequences with him.’

      I swallowed heavily. It wasn’t just a slight word. It was so much more than that.

      ‘I pushed him away from me.’ It was better to be honest about it. ‘I—Something bad happened years ago and the date was getting close and I couldn’t handle it. And he came in the room and I just—I pushed him.’

      She was silent for at least half a minute.

      ‘I know how that is too. I pushed him away emotionally for the first sixteen years of his life. That played a big part in who he is today. I regret it, but I can’t change it. All I can do is try my very best to make it up to him now.’

      I nodded, even though I knew she couldn’t see me.

      ‘How is he?’

      ‘He’s—’ She hesitated. I knew something must’ve happened. ‘He’s not fine, but he’s okay. I think he’s scared.’

      ‘Scared? Of me?’

      Oh no.

      ‘Not of you, but of what’s going to happen between you. He doesn’t want to go home.’

      I frowned.

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘In Bristol.’

      Bristol?

      Shit.

      ‘Look, Damian. He’s very fragile, as you already know. He’s not going to go home with the way he left things. Josh doesn’t just feel embarrassment and sadness, like people without his disorder would in this situation. For him it’s humiliation and grief.’

      ‘I know.’ I’d read up on all I could find. I knew that. I also knew that impulsive reactions weren’t just self-harm, but also running away. Like he’d apparently done now.

      ‘I think you should come here and talk to him. Just tell him how sorry you are, that you didn’t mean it. If he hears it from you directly, I’m sure it will soothe him a lot.’

      I swallowed again.

      Head down to Bristol?

      ‘Do you have half-term too? The next week off?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Then how about I buy a train ticket for you for tomorrow morning? I’ll come pick you up at the train station when you get here.’

      I didn’t even have to think about it.

      ‘Okay.’ I needed to talk to Josh, and if I had to go down to Bristol to do it, I would. ‘Okay.’

      ‘Great.’ Her voice rose a bit, which told me she was happy about my decision.

      If she was happy, surely that would mean Josh would be too, right? He’d run away, but if I grovelled and apologised profusely—and told him about my past, so he’d know exactly what I had to deal with once a year—then surely he would come back?
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      Damian

      I brought school books on the train to read. It might be half-term, but getting ahead in my reading would only be a plus.

      When I finally arrived at the station in Bristol, Angelina waited for me just outside. She was easy enough to spot, with her blond hair cut into a sharp middle-length bob.

      I grimaced at the thought. The only reason I even knew what the cut was called was because of Chloe. She’d been obsessed with it a few years ago, always getting hers cut so it wouldn’t grow out.

      ‘Hey, Damian.’ She smiled at me and I managed a nervous one in return. ‘My car’s this way.’

      I followed her, all the while toying with the strap of my bag. I didn’t know how Josh would react to seeing me and I didn’t exactly look forward to the conversation we needed to have.

      ‘Josh went out with his cousin last night, so he spent the night with him.’ Angelina started the car and drove swiftly out of the parking space. ‘Cooper has a bad habit of getting pissed out of his mind every weekend, so I’m not sure they even made it home. Josh has a tendency to drink a lot, too.’

      ‘Alcohol abuse is common impulsive behaviour in people with borderline personality disorder,’ I said.

      She cast me a wry look as she stopped for a red light.

      ‘You’ve done your research.’

      ‘Of course. I needed to know what to look out for and what not to do.’ I stared out the window. ‘Obviously I didn’t take into equation what happens around this time in October.’

      ‘What happens around this time in October?’

      ‘Everything goes to shit.’ I didn’t want to share it with anyone, but I knew I had to with Josh. Josh had to understand what always went through my head at these particular dates every year. I didn’t want yesterday to ever repeat itself again. ‘I lived with my uncle and aunt. There’s… a good reason for that.’

      She didn’t prod more into it, and soon she parked the car outside a block of flats.

      ‘Cooper’s flat is on the second floor.’ She pointed out the house we were parked in front of. ‘If Cooper made it home last night, tell him he can come with me. We’ll buy some food for us while you and Josh have a chat.’

      I left my bag in the car and headed upstairs. There I knocked on the door and waited anxiously for it to open.

      It took a while, and I was just about to knock again, when Josh stood in front of me.

      He blinked.

      ‘Damian?’

      ‘Hey.’ Something washed over me once I laid eyes on him. Affection, relief, nervousness. A bundle of mixed feelings I didn’t know how to separate. ‘Can I come in?’

      He stepped out of the way.

      ‘Is your cousin home?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Your mum says he can go with her to buy food, while we talk.’

      Josh went into the room to our left, and I heard muffled voices, before two pair of footsteps announced their arrival.

      I couldn’t help but stare at his cousin when he emerged, because he looked a lot like Josh.

      His hair was a bit longer, and a lot more ruffled. His bare arms were smooth, eyes red and peering at me, and they were blue, instead of Josh’s green ones. There were also differences in their facial build, which was noticeable to me now, but from a distance they could’ve very well been twins.

      ‘Bloody hell. I fell asleep with my contacts in,’ Cooper muttered. He padded past me in nothing but low-hanging joggers and into what I assumed was the bathroom.

      ‘He’s not a morning person,’ Josh excused his cousin’s lack of greeting.

      It didn’t matter. He wasn’t the one I was here to see.

      We stood there, a bit awkwardly, while Cooper got ready in the bathroom. We kept shooting glances at each other, but we both looked away when we were caught at it. It was like we were back in lower secondary school.

      ‘You better make up pretty damn good,’ Cooper muttered as he came out of the bathroom again. He was dressed more properly now and he also wore glasses. ‘If you want to shag, feel free to use my bed.’

      He put on trainers, grabbed a jacket, and then slammed the door after himself.

      This was the person I’d been jealous off back when Josh and I had just met?

      ‘So that was Cooper.’ I turned back to Josh.

      ‘Yeah.’ Josh’s arms folded tightly in front of him. ‘He’s… special. But he’s got his reasons like the rest of us do.’

      I cleared my throat.

      ‘About that… what happened yesterday. I’ve got my reasons.’

      His Adam’s apple bobbed furiously.

      ‘You don’t want me anymore, do you?’

      ‘Don’t jump to conclusions, Josh. I do. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.’ I stepped closer to him, put a hand on his shoulder, and steered him over to the sofa.

      He sank down and I sat on the arm of it, because I couldn’t sit close to him when I told him about my past.

      ‘You know I’ve been real busy with coursework this month. I’ve been so busy I didn’t realise what month it was, so I haven’t been able to prepare myself for the date. And I saw it yesterday and I realised it was only four days until the day, and I have a hard enough time dealing when I know it’s coming—so I didn’t do so well when I realised it yesterday. And you came in and you touched me, and I just reacted like I’ve done every other year. I don’t like being touched when I’m remembering or thinking about what happened.’

      He sat quietly, eyes on me, expectant. His hands were still folded in his lap and I noticed he was only in a T-shirt—and that both his arms were bandaged. They hadn’t been for the last week, so that had to have happened yesterday.

      I felt immensely guilty. I tried my best not to upset him, to show him affection and be with him, and I’d messed it up. I’d made him hurt himself. It was because of me.

      ‘You’re not the only one who’s got scars.’

      He blinked.

      ‘You cut yourself too?’

      ‘No.’ I scratched a hand over my chest. ‘I’ve only got the one. And I didn’t do it to myself.’

      His eyebrows drew together in a frown.

      ‘Someone hurt you?’

      I bit down on my lip.

      ‘Someone tried to kill me.’

      His eyes widened in surprise.

      ‘It’s the kind of situation that only ever happens in films—but it happened to me in real life.’ Whenever I talked about it I always felt phantom pains in my scar. Now was no exception.

      ‘Was it someone you knew?’ He was sitting on the edge of the sofa now.

      I cast around for something to look at that wasn’t him.

      ‘My mother.’

      A short gasp escaped him, drawing my focus back to him.

      ‘Why? Or no, you don’t have to tell me why. It’s probably too horrible to want to talk about.’

      I shrugged.

      ‘Don’t really know why. I was the only one who survived.’

      ‘Of the two of you?’

      ‘Of the five of us.’

      His eyes grew wide again.

      ‘My dad and my two younger sisters died,’ I continued before he could ask. ‘Then my mother killed herself.’

      He was getting teary now.

      ‘Don’t cry. It’s the way it is. Nothing can be changed. I haven’t cried in years.’

      ‘When did it happen?’ Despite my words, a few tears escaped his eyes.

      ‘When I was twelve.’ I scratched at my chest again. I didn’t even know I’d been doing it until I saw his attention drawn to it.

      ‘Where’s your scar? Is it there?’

      ‘On my chest, yeah.’

      ‘Can I see it?’ He seemed to be strangely fascinated.

      I hesitated. That would mean taking my clothes off.

      ‘I don’t like being touched there. I don’t like anyone seeing it. I don’t like to take my clothes off.’

      He stood up and came to stand in front of me. His hands slid to the back of my neck to tangle in the hair in my nape.

      ‘Two and a half months. That’s how long we’ve known each other. That’s how long we’ve been together. Maybe not officially, but I like to think we’ve been together since the day we met. Once I saw you, there could never be anyone else.’

      I stared up into his eyes.

      He wet his lips nervously.

      ‘I’m in love with you. I love you.’

      ‘I’m sorry for pushing you.’ I grabbed a hold of his waist and pulled him closer to me. I spread my knees to accommodate him in closer, and his arms wrapped around my shoulders as I leant my head against his chest. ‘I can’t stand to be touched. I never got affection when I was little, and afterwards… I couldn’t stand for anyone to be close to me, so Ray and Claire kept their distance. You’re the only one I’ve ever been able to be close to. But two days ago… I just couldn’t deal, knowing the date was too close and you showing up then was unfortunate. I didn’t mean to push you. I never should’ve done that.’

      His hands carded through my hair. He bent over slightly so his lips rested against the top of my head.

      ‘I don’t know what your experience was like for you, but I know mine. I can’t control my emotions at all but I think you do a great job of it. The other day excluded, obviously.’

      I closed my eyes and simply enjoyed the feel of him against me. I had him back. He wasn’t leaving me.

      He loves me.

      I should say it too, because I did. I did so much, but I couldn’t find the voice to do so. The words stuck in my throat. I was the shittiest person alive to not say the words back—and he was the person that needed to hear those kinds of words the most.

      I pulled back, hands slipping from around him to toy with the hem of my jumper.

      ‘I don’t want to take it off. But I could pull it up.’

      Confusion flitted over his face, and I pulled both the jumper and my tee up before he realised what I was going on about.

      His attention zeroed in on my chest. I could see how his gaze started up at my shoulder, then followed the thick scar down across to my waist.

      ‘Just one scar,’ I said, refusing to look down at myself. ‘But it’s a big one.’

      ‘Oh.’ His hands fluttered, one in front of his mouth, the other towards me.

      I sucked my stomach in, an unconscious move to get further away, but his hand touched my skin, his fingers felt over the roughness of the scar. Goosebumps erupted, and they weren’t the good kind.

      He pulled away after a while and I let my clothes fall back into place. We looked at each other.

      ‘I’m sorry I ran away,’ he whispered. ‘I should’ve stayed. Should’ve let you have some space, then asked you what was wrong. I can’t believe you came all the way here just to tell me this.’

      ‘I didn’t come just to tell you, Josh. I came to make you come back home with me.’

      That brought the tears back.

      ‘You want to still be with me?’

      ‘Yeah. More than anything else.’ I couldn’t imagine being without him. The previous day had been pure hell. ‘Please come back.’

      He all but threw himself around my neck.

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

      ‘I’ll be here for as long as you’ll have me.’

      ‘It’s going to be for a great length of time then.’

      Two and a half months together, and I already knew that. I already knew that this wasn’t some passing fancy.

      I loved him too.

      Josh

      
        
        ‘Get down on your hands and knees and brace your hands against the wall.’ The voice was cold, yet somehow it vibrated excitement.

        I was shivering and tears were falling freely down my cheeks. I didn’t fight him though. I never did. I’d learned it was for the best. He’d trained me well.

        I glanced over my shoulder. His fly was already undone, showing off what was hiding underneath. I felt the bile rise, even more so when he removed the belt from the loops and almost lovingly ran his hands over the leather.

        His eyes lifted to look at me.

        ‘This is your own fault, Joshua. Remember that.’

        I turned back to face the wall. I couldn’t watch him. I squeezed my eyes shut and bit down on my lower lip. I didn’t want to make a sound when he whipped me, but I knew I would. I always did.

        I jerked forward when the leather whipped across my back with all the force he could muster. All my pretences of not making a sound were lost in the pain of it.

        

      

      ‘NO!’

      I wrestled with what held me down, with what kept me trapped. I screamed and screamed and screamed. I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t take more of his abuse, neither the physical nor the sexual. I just wanted to die.

      ‘Josh!’

      Death would be a relief. Death would be peaceful. No one could hurt me when I was dead.

      ‘Josh!’

      Someone shook me, rather roughly.

      Reality started to come back.

      I was drenched in sweat, the sheets were tangled around me, and a warm, strong hand was on my shoulder.

      ‘Get it off me, get it off me, get it off of me!’ I clawed at my shirt. I was soaked in my own sweat.

      He helped me out of it. He must’ve, because I couldn’t possibly have managed it on my own. But the cool air soon hit my heated skin, drying the sweat that clung to me.

      I drew my knees up under me, buried my face in the duvet, and wrapped my arms over my head. I rocked, back and forth, while I cried.

      ‘Do you want us to do anything, D?’

      That was Silver’s voice.

      I hadn’t even realised he was in the room. With the plural, I suspected Kian was there as well, but I couldn’t unfold. I couldn’t look at them. All I could do was rock back and forth and let it all out. All the tears, all the sadness, all the bitterness of everything I’d lost. All the anger at being such a mess, with a severe brain damage disguised as a mental disorder.

      ‘I don’t know.’ Damian’s voice shook.

      If I’d been screaming as loud as I thought I’d been, I must’ve scared him to death.

      ‘You want me to call Vincent?’

      ‘No, no. It’ll be fine. I’ve got it. Thanks though.’

      ‘Don’t hesitate to tell me if you change your mind. If he doesn’t calm down.’ I heard two pairs of footsteps leave. Kian whispered something right before the door shut, but I didn’t catch it.

      ‘Hey, Josh.’ Damian rubbed my back. ‘It was just a dream.’

      I drew in several shaky breaths.

      ‘Want to lie back down with me?’ He carefully pried my arms away from around my head, and I went willingly as he had to practically wrestle me back into a stretched out position.

      He pulled his duvet over both of us.

      It was warm, but not soaked in sweat like mine was. My upper body was still completely bare, and his hand stroked my upper arm and shoulder now as I rested against him, my cheek on his chest.

      ‘Don’t you ever have nightmares?’ His past was just as horrible as mine. Maybe even more so, because he’d lost everyone close to him.

      ‘I used to. Not so much anymore.’ He gripped my shoulder now. Clearly the subject wasn’t one he was comfortable with. ‘When I do have them, it’s not like yours. I don’t wake up screaming. I hardly ever wake up at all. I’ve got the nightmare, and it feels real, but most of the time I can’t wake up. And it just phases into another dream or another nightmare. Mostly I can’t even remember having it when I wake up.’

      ‘That must be nice.’ I wish I could have a nightmare without waking up like I just had. Without the need to hurt myself, or kill myself, or cut myself. ‘I wish I didn’t have to remember.’

      He hugged me tight, but he didn’t say anything. He never did when there was nothing to say. Because there wasn’t anything that could be done.

      I would never forget. I would always struggle with what had been done to me for those ten years. I’d been abused for seven years longer than I’d been free of it. The first five years I couldn’t even remember.

      ‘Stop thinking.’ Damian pushed me away from him, and then he rolled onto his side so we were facing each other. I couldn’t see him properly in the darkened room, but I could see his shadows. We were almost nose to nose.

      ‘Sometimes I think I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for you,’ I admitted in a low voice. ‘If I’d just had Mum… I don’t think I could’ve been strong enough. But I’ve got you and you’re all mine, and I don’t want to lose that.’

      ‘You won’t.’ He stroked my cheek. ‘You won’t lose me. I promise.’

      ‘Even if I run away again? Even if I’m hospitalised indefinitely? Even if I never get better?’

      ‘Even then.’

      My chest squeezed with an immense feeling of love towards him. ‘What made you fall for me?’

      He hesitated only briefly.

      ‘I honestly don’t know. There was a connection. You remember I told you about how Silver referred to us as scarred souls? Might be that. We don’t share the same experiences, but we’re both scarred, both on the inside and the outside, and maybe I just immediately felt that pull towards you that told me we were alike. That we could be good. Great, even.’

      ‘I think you’re great. Me, not so much.’ I curled one hand under my pillow. The other one rested on the small space in-between our bodies.

      ‘I think you are.’ He flicked a piece of fringe away from my forehead and leant in to kiss it. ‘I know we’re not passionate, but I like what we have. It’s relaxing, it’s a good feeling to know I’ve got someone who cares for me just as deeply as I care for them.’

      He hadn’t said the L-word back to me, back in Bristol. It had bothered me, it still did, but this soothed that hurt. I’d said I loved him, and if he felt as deeply for me as I did for him… then he had to love me back.

      ‘You mentioned once that you’d been in therapy too. I’ve never heard about you going to a session though.’

      ‘I usually don’t have to, but I did set up an appointment for the end of the week. I don’t deal well at this time of year. It’s all so close, you know? Ray and Claire always want to visit the graves and I just… I don’t deal with it well.’

      He dealt better than me. But I reckoned that didn’t mean much. Everyone dealt with their issues better than I did. It wasn’t exactly a great feat to accomplish.

      ‘I’m so sorry for what happened to you.’ It was a horrible thing for anyone to experience.

      ‘I’m so sorry for what happened to you. You have a harder time dealing with your past than I have. You’re not doing okay. I nearly had a heart attack when I heard you scream. Silver and Kian came barging in here too. It was…’ He searched for the word, but he didn’t find it.

      ‘I’m terrified of him,’ I whispered. ‘The times he was gentle, it was bearable. My body liked it. But mostly he wasn’t. He liked seeing me in pain. And I’m just terrified.’ I couldn’t even describe what it’d been like for all those years. ‘When I tried to kill myself, I really tried. I wanted to die.

      ‘When I woke up in hospital I was gutted. I thought I would be going right back to what I’d tried to escape. Mum was there. I broke down on her. I told her everything. I still remember the look on her face. She’d been worried before I opened my mouth and I remember wondering why she was, because she’d never bothered with me. Then when I told her… she was raging. She didn’t question me. She believed me instantly. And she called the police. They arrested him right there, in the hospital. I remember them escorting him out of my room. I remember meeting his eyes… they promised me that if he ever got his hands on me again, I would regret ever opening my mouth.’

      Damian’s arm slid over my waist. It felt good having it there, all warm and safe.

      ‘He won’t get his hands on you again. He’s in prison.’

      ‘But he’ll get out.’

      ‘You’ll be a grown man by then. Of no interest to him.’

      ‘He’s got years to plan his revenge. It’s my fault he’s in prison. Trust me, I’m going to be of a lot of interest to him.’ I trembled by the simple thought of it.

      ‘He’s not going to get near you. Everyone’ll make sure of that.’ His arm tightened around me, drawing me in closer to him. ‘He went to prison once for hurting you. He’s not going to risk it again, for sure.’

      I wasn’t so sure.

      Surely, in his mind, I’d ruined his life.

      But I didn’t want to think about it anymore.

      ‘Remember you asked me if my mum knew your boss?’

      He looked at me, recognising the change in subject for what it was.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Turns out they do know each more. More than that, in fact.’

      ‘What’d you mean?’

      ‘They’re together. Mum told me when we were in Bristol. She was going to tell me Friday, but well… the way she found me, I wasn’t fit for a talk. So she told me the day after, when we went out to eat, just the two of us.’ I buried my face against his neck. ‘My mum’s a lesbian.’

      He chuckled.

      ‘I’m pretty sure she’s not. She was married to a bloke, after all.’

      It hadn’t been much of a marriage. She’d never been home. He’d been busy with me.

      ‘And she did get me with someone.’

      ‘Do you know your father?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘It was a drunken one-off. She can’t even remember what he looked like.’

      ‘How can people sleep with someone and not remember them the day after?’

      It was my turn to chuckle.

      ‘Because most people are a lot more easy-going when it comes to sex than you are.’ I threw my own arm around him. ‘I’ve been with blokes I couldn’t remember before. It’s all part of heavy drinking. You let loose, you pull, then you sober up and can’t remember shit. Everyone’s got at least one of those. Everyone who likes to party and have sex, anyway.’

      He was silent for a moment, thinking.

      ‘Do you miss it?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Sex.’

      ‘Uh. Actually, no. Not really.’

      ‘You sure about that?’

      ‘Sex is good when it’s done right.’ I couldn’t say it wasn’t because that would be a lie. ‘But all my life’s been about it, and like you’ve said to me, this is nice. Being close to someone without that, it’s actually quite relaxing. I’m enjoying it. I don’t need sex. Especially now I know you don’t want it with anyone, that it’s not just with me you’re against it.’

      ‘I’m not against sex. I just don’t want to have it myself. I’m fine with others having it, as long as I don’t get it shoved in my face.’

      ‘You never want to have sex?’ I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. It didn’t outright bother me, but at the same time, wasn’t sex important for intimacy?

      ‘Not really, no.’

      ‘But you still want to be with me? Like a proper relationship? You and me, exclusive?’

      ‘Yeah, of course.’

      ‘But without the sex?’

      He nodded. It was awkward, with my head pressed against his neck, so his chin hit the top of my head.

      ‘If that’s something you can live with?’ he asked eventually, once it was clear I wasn’t going to say anything else.

      ‘I… I think it is. Yeah.’ As long as I had him, what more did I need?

      ‘Let me know if that changes.’ He whispered it against my hair. ‘If it does, we could try to work something out. I guess.’

      My turn to nod awkwardly.

      ‘I don’t foresee it anytime soon. This whole no sex situation is actually rather nice.’ He chuckled. ‘Though, I honestly can’t be held accountable for my body’s reactions. Morning wood’s quite common, I’m just saying.’

      ‘I think I’ll survive, that.’

      Just like that, my nightmare was forgotten. How could I honestly keep thinking about that hell when I had this, here, right now?

      I wouldn’t say the ten years had been worth it, but surviving my suicide attempt definitely was.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Today hasn’t been a good day. Today was the day.

        Damian was quiet and far-away all day. I let him be. I didn’t want to try to get close to him, only to be pushed away again.

        I understand him now, I do. But even if I do understand, I don’t want to test the theory out if he were to push me away again.

        He went with his uncle and aunt to visits his family’s graves.

        He didn’t ask me to accompany him. It hurt, of course it did, but I try my best not to let it get to me. This is his tragedy, not something I should take personally.

        I’m trying my best to be there for him, all quiet and supportive, without getting too close to him.

        I think he appreciates it.

        I’m not sure if it’s the quiet and supportiveness he appreciates or the fact that I’m trying not to get close to him that does it. But anyway.

        I’ll take the appreciation where I can.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Things have settled down again.

        Before, I used to be a roller coaster of emotions every single day. But nowadays, I feel more evened out. I’m not saying I’m not feeling like a roller coaster anymore, because I am, it’s just slowed down.

        A slow-motion roller coaster.

        He spent the week of half-term with me. He didn’t even open a single book. It was just the two of us, together—and Silver and Kian, of course. Kian’s staying over almost as often as I am nowadays.

        It’s nice. We’ve all got real close. They’re my real friends.

        I love all three of them, I really do.
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            Cruel Reality

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      I asked Mal to go to the cinema with me.

      Damian worked late and Mal looked worse than ever, so I figured why not. I’d tried since college started to make friends with him. I wasn’t sure I’d succeeded. He did sit with me at lunch, but that was it.

      He did, however, say yes to go to the cinema with me.

      ‘You can pick the film,’ he said once we were there. ‘I don’t care what we watch.’

      I picked an action-comedy. It was the one that looked most decent. We both got something to drink, and I got popcorn. Mal insisted he didn’t want anything else. I didn’t press.

      I chuckled several times throughout the movie. At a couple of points I even had to laugh. But I noticed that Mal didn’t. Not even once.

      It was dark out when we exited the cinema.

      We headed the same way.

      I wasn’t even sure where Mal lived, but I figured he knew where he was going. I searched for something to say as we walked along the pavement. Cars drove past us in quick succession both ways.

      I jumped in surprise when a small, shaking hand slid into mine.

      I looked at Mal quizzically, but he had his head bowed.

      ‘Please don’t hate me,’ he whispered.

      ‘Why would I hate you?’

      ‘I can’t do it anymore.’ Then his hand slipped from mine and he pushed me hard, right in the middle of my chest.

      It all happened in slow motion.

      Mal was smaller and slighter than me—yet he pushed me with quite a bit of force.

      I stumbled backwards, lost my balance and crashed to the pavement, while Mal… Mal threw himself right out into the street.

      Lights illumined him for a second, but the car was going too fast, and Mal stood his ground and there was a sound I couldn’t even describe when the front of the car connected with Mal’s body.

      ‘NO! MAL! NO!’

      I pushed myself up onto my knees, saw a body crumple to the ground, heard the noises from all the cars that’d been forced to break abruptly, horns blaring from angry drivers.

      And I screamed. I screamed and screamed and screamed.

      I couldn’t stop—because Mal wasn’t moving. There was something dark around his head, I could see a few ruffled blond strands sticking out from the hood.

      Blood.

      Blood pooled around him.

      ‘No, no, no, NO!’ I bent down, over my knees, and tucked my head against them. And all the while I couldn’t stop screaming.

      Damian

      ‘Closing at eleven is ridiculously late,’ Harriet said.

      I wiped down the counter, nodding my agreement to it.

      ‘It’s winter now, it gets dark early. I’m thinking we could start closing maybe eight or nine? It’s not like we earn enough from nine to eleven that it makes a difference. Kind of more expensive, you know, with having to pay someone to be here for that long when there’s hardly any people.’

      I nodded my agreement again.

      She leant against the counter. She had a notebook in front of her and she scribbled something in it.

      ‘I think we should start new hours come Monday. It’s almost ten now and there’s no one here.’ She turned and motioned around the Café, just to emphasise her point.

      But just as she finished talking, the doorbell rang, signalling customers.

      Except it wasn’t. It was Angelina.

      I turned back to wiping down the counter, figuring she was there for Harriet, like she tended to be nowadays.

      ‘Hey, you.’ Harriet went around the counter to greet her. ‘What a lovely surprise. I didn’t know we were seeing each other today.’

      ‘We’re not.’ Angelina’s voice was low, almost sad. It brought my attention to her. ‘I’m sorry, love, but I’m not here for you.’

      Harriet frowned at the back of her head as Angelina turned to me.

      My chest squeezed in fearful anticipation.

      ‘Just say it.’ I didn’t want her to hesitate, or come with a long story about what had happened. ‘Whatever it is, just say it.’

      ‘Josh is in the hospital. He’s been hospitalised.’

      My breath hitched.

      ‘Is he all right?’ Obviously he wasn’t, else he wouldn’t have been hospitalised.

      She shook her head sadly.

      ‘He is fine, physically. But his friend…’ She cleared her throat. ‘His friend just killed himself.’

      ‘Which friend?’ My voice shook. Josh didn’t have many friends, and those he had… they were my friends too. Kind of, anyway. He was closer to Spencer and Leslie than I’d ever been.

      She pinched the bridge of his nose.

      ‘His name’s Mal. Was Mal, I suppose is the better term.’

      Mal?

      The troubled one from college—and from Josh’s group therapy.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘He jumped in front of a car. He was dead before the EMTs arrived. Might even have died on impact.’

      ‘And Josh saw it all?’ I didn’t even know he hung out with Mal once school was over.

      Angelina nodded. She bit her lip.

      ‘He wouldn’t stop screaming. They sedated him, then hospitalised him.’ She sighed. ‘He’s been doing so well lately. I’m afraid this is going to put him back on square one again.’

      ‘How long’s he going to be in the hospital?’ I wanted to see him. I needed to see him.

      ‘For now, only for the night. But he’s sedated now, he’s sleeping. A psychiatrist will be to see him tomorrow, and then he or she will deem him fit, or not, to be discharged.’

      ‘And if not?’

      ‘Then he’ll be sectioned.’

      Silence fell between us. She had no more to say, and I didn’t know what to say.

      Harriet glanced between us.

      ‘All right, we’re closing up.’

      ‘You don’t have to.’ Angelina turned back to her. ‘We can’t see him tonight anyway.’

      ‘We still can’t work now.’ Harriet strode over to lock the door. ‘I wouldn’t expect Damian to work after what you’ve just told him. And I can’t work and be here for you at the same time.’

      I went to change and get my shoulder bag while Harriet turned everything off.

      ‘I’ll fix everything tomorrow morning,’ she told me when I eyed everything that was part of the closing routine. ‘Don’t think about it.’

      ‘Do you want to come with us?’ Angelina’s eyes rested on me.

      I shook my head.

      ‘No, I’ll—I’m just going to go home.’

      I walked home in a stupor.

      Josh wouldn’t be coming home tonight. He was in hospital, drugged. Drugged because something had happened he hadn’t been able to deal with.

      Angelina had said he wouldn’t stop screaming. If it had been anything like that night after we’d got back from Bristol… He’d scared me that night, waking up screaming like he had.

      But I’d been there then, and I’d managed to soothe him. He’d been in a good mood once we fell back asleep.

      I hated that I hadn’t been there for him now. That he’d been all alone while his friend, or someone he’d tried very hard to make his friend, had voluntarily jumped in front of a car.

      ‘You’re home early, mate.’ Silver was on the sofa when I got home, and Kian sat straddling his lap. Silver had his hands under Kian’s tight shirt, while Kian’s were buried down Silver’s jeans.

      Normally I would’ve looked away the minute I spotted the compromising position, but now I couldn’t. It wasn’t them I was seeing anyway, not really. What did it matter that they were fondling each other on the sofa now, anyway?

      ‘Hey.’ Silver slowly pulled his hands back so Kian’s shirt fell down to cover his smooth, pale skin.

      Kian extracted his own hands from Silver’s jeans, and even buttoned them up before he looked at me.

      They were both worried.

      ‘Josh’s in hospital.’

      ‘Hospital?’ Kian frowned. ‘He left a few hours ago to go to the cinema.’

      ‘And now he’s in hospital.’ I dropped my shoulder bag without a care to what might happen to it, then I sat down on the other sofa. ‘The one he went to the cinema with—he killed himself.’ At least I assumed Mal had gone with him to the cinema. I couldn’t imagine Josh going alone.

      ‘Shit.’ Silver scooted out from under Kian, closer to me. ‘Is Josh all right? Have you been to see him?’

      I shook my head. I could see the horror on both their faces at it, and realised they might take that as an answer to the first question.

      ‘Angelina said Josh was all right physically, but they had to sedate him because he wouldn’t stop screaming. He’s not doing well mentally, and I’m scared for tomorrow.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I don’t know what it’ll be like when I go to see him. He hasn’t been hospitalised since we met, so I don’t know how bad it’s going to be.’

      I wanted to see him, I really did, but at the same time I dreaded it. If they’d had to sedate him… it must’ve been real bad.

      I stood from the sofa again.

      ‘I’m going to bed.’ The quicker I could sleep, the quicker the morning would come, with whatever it would bring.

      

      I arrived at the hospital bright and early.

      When I met up with Angelina, I instantly knew something was wrong. She stood with her head in her hands, and she nodded ferociously at something a doctor said to her.

      I stayed back until she’d finished speaking to him, since it wasn’t a conversation I was privy too.

      But the moment the doctor walked off, I was besides her.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Something was. I could tell. My chest squeezed, my stomach churned.

      Her hands fell away from her face and when she turned to me, she’d pulled herself together.

      ‘They had to sedate him again. He woke up and started hurting himself. There’s no doubt he’s being sectioned now, but they can’t start a treatment plan until he’s awake and calm.’

      Something squeezed tighter around my chest.

      ‘I can’t see him?’

      He was sedated. Of course I couldn’t see him. Or if I could, I wouldn’t be able to talk to him.

      She shook her head sadly.

      ‘All we can do is wait until he’s calm enough for them to get anywhere with him.’

      ‘Do they have an estimated timeline or something?’

      ‘No. He might be just as distraught when he wakes up the next time. They didn’t even get to tell him why they’d sedated him in the first place. The doctor said he’d been so set on hurting himself. All they could do was sedate him again.’ She smoothed her hair down. It struck me as a nervous gesture and not one of vanity. ‘This is bad. He hasn’t been this bad in two years. He was after he woke up from his suicide attempt. But he got help then.’

      ‘How long was he sectioned for then?’ Josh hadn’t told me much about his hospitalisation. Most of our conversation about his past and disorder were about his stepfather.

      ‘Three months.’

      Three months?

      ‘In a locked ward. People on the locked wards are sicker than the people admitted to the open ones. They need more vigorous help. He’s going to be admitted to a locked ward this time too.’

      A bloody locked ward.

      ‘Does that mean I don’t get to see him?’

      ‘Family and friends are involved in the treatment, if the patient wishes it. I’m sure he’ll want you involved. You are very important to him.’

      Hearing that warmed.

      ‘There’s nothing I can do here now. I was going to meet Harriet at the Café. Do you want to come?’

      ‘Yeah, okay.’ It wasn’t like I had anything else to do now I couldn’t see Josh. All I’d wanted was to see him—and I wouldn’t be able to. And I had no idea when I would be able to see him again.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t know why I stood hesitantly outside the door.

      Just inside it, he waited for me. And I was outside, not daring to open the bloody door.

      Man up. You haven’t seen him in a week.

      I went inside, but stopped again once I was over the threshold.

      Josh sat on the bed, legs crossed. His head lifted slowly to look at me. His eyes were sad, dejected almost. It was uncanny how well I could read Josh, whereas with most other people I didn’t have a clue what they were thinking or feeling.

      ‘Hey,’ I said.

      ‘Hey.’ His voice was low. His eyes searched mine.

      It was good to see him again. He was alive, he seemed to be well, and it was just so bloody good.

      I strode over the floor to him and he met me at the edge of the bed. His arms went around my neck, while mine wrapped around his torso.

      ‘You’re here,’ he muttered against my neck. ‘You’re really here.’

      ‘I’ve missed you.’ He was all warm, hard, male body. I’d never thought I’d ever miss feeling someone like this, but I’d missed him like mad. ‘I’ve missed you so much.’

      He was in a T-shirt and his arms were free of gauze. I could feel the rough texture of his scars against the skin on my neck.

      We didn’t have anything to say to each other just then. Instead we held on tight, like we were both afraid to let go.

      I was; I was afraid to let him go. What if next time I did I wouldn’t get him back?

      ‘I brought your journal.’ I handed the leather-bound book to him once we took a step back from each other. ‘You’ve been without it for a week. Figured you’d go mad without it.’ I didn’t realise before the words were out that it was a poor choice of them. He was sectioned in a psychiatric ward, after all.

      He didn’t seem to take notice of my words though. All he had eyes for was the journal. He stroked the leather lovingly and unbound the string to look through the pages within.

      ‘Thank you.’ He smiled up at me once he’d closed it again. ‘I’ve been itching to write. I don’t feel right writing on random paper. I need the journal for it.’

      We sat down on the edge of his bed. I slid one arm around his waist. It seemed I couldn’t keep my hands off him. He didn’t mind though, since he leant into me willingly.

      ‘How are things?’

      ‘The same. You know, busy with course-work, working a few night a week.’ Life had moved on even if he hadn’t been there. ‘I walked in on Silver and Kian in an extremely compromising position the other day. It was beyond mortifying.’

      That made him chuckle. It was a fine sound.

      ‘Were they naked?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Were they shagging?’

      ‘Yeah.’ My cheeks burned. I must’ve been even redder when I’d actually walked in on them. It truly had been mortifying. I couldn’t even begin to explain how it felt.

      ‘They’re very… passionate.’

      ‘If that’s what you want to call it.’ They shared a flat with someone else. They should be more careful.

      ‘What would you call it?’

      ‘Them being slags?’

      Another chuckled escaped him.

      ‘They’re in an exclusive, committed relationship. I don’t think that qualifies them as slags.’

      Maybe so. It didn’t really matter. Unless I got an eyeful again.

      ‘They miss you. They wanted me to tell you that.’

      ‘I miss them too.’ He put his head on my shoulder.

      ‘Spencer and Leslie say hi too.’ Ever since Josh had befriended them, and I still wasn’t quite clear on just how he’d managed that, they’d started talking more to me too.

      ‘That’s nice. Tell them I’m good.’ He hung his head.

      ‘Are you though?’ I eyed him wryly.

      ‘Hmm?’

      ‘Doing good?’

      I instantly regretted asking, because his whole demeanour changed. His shoulders hunched and the small smile he’d had fell away. But at the same time I needed to know.

      ‘Right now, when you’re here, I am.’

      ‘But when I’m not here, you’re not?’

      He shook his head slowly.

      ‘I can’t stop seeing it. Seeing Mal, jumping in front of that car. It wasn’t just random, you know. He pushed me first, hard enough I fell. So I couldn’t stop him. Then he did it. I can’t stop hearing the sound when the car hit him. It was a horrendous sound. And then he was just lying there in the street.’

      I wrapped my arm around his shoulders.

      He leant into me.

      ‘His funeral’s today. I can’t go, because I’m in here.’

      ‘Can’t they let you go to it? I mean, it’s a funeral. You’re only going to have one chance at going to it.’

      ‘I don’t think I can anyway. Like, mentally I don’t think I can handle it.’

      I squeezed him tight.

      ‘I can’t believe he did it. Like that. He just threw himself out into the street. He didn’t even hesitate.’ He huddled against me. ‘He asked me to please don’t hate him. Said he couldn’t do it anymore. Then he pushed me and jumped right in front of an oncoming car.’

      I’d read that about one in ten people with borderline personality disorder committed suicide. Josh had said Mal shared the same diagnosis as him, and he’d been part of those statistics. Josh had tried to kill himself before, and he cut himself, but I could only hope he wouldn’t be part of the statistics as well.

      I didn’t know what to say to make him feel better. Quoting statistics sure wouldn’t do him any good. It would likely make him feel worse, considering he had the disorder too. I didn’t want to say anything that could compromise his rather frail mood right now.

      ‘How’s the last week been for you?’ I hadn’t seen or spoken to him all week. I’d hardly even talked to Angelina. I hadn’t seen the point. I didn’t want updates from her. I wanted them from Josh directly.

      ‘Chaotic,’ was all he said, and I could imagine that that was exactly what it had been like. ‘It’s all so chaotic. People don’t like me here, I know it. I’m calm one moment, then suddenly I’m raging and I don’t even know why.’ He wrung his hands together. ‘I think I’ve been doing well for the past half a year. Before I met you, too, except when it came to the trial and all that. And after we met… I think I’ve been good. But now I’m back to how I used to be before and it’s just… it’s chaos.’

      ‘That’s why you’re here. So they can help you. And I’m sure they like you. Everyone’s who’s in here is here to get help or they’re here to give help.’

      He pulled away from me, eyes dark and hooded when he lifted his head.

      ‘I keep doubting you.’

      ‘Me? Why?’

      ‘Because you’re not here.’

      ‘I haven’t been allowed to be here.’ It hurt to hear. I knew it was all part of being him though, of being borderline. I knew he couldn’t help it. But it chafed.

      ‘I want you to from now on. I told them I wanted my mum involved—and you.’

      ‘I want to be.’ Being involved with his treatment wouldn’t just be good for him, but also for me and for us. It would make me understand him better, instead of relying on everything I’d read.

      I knew not all of it would be relevant to Josh and there was more to him than what was written on sites with general information about being borderline.

      He scooted back in close to me.

      ‘I love you so much.’

      I stared into his eyes. They were big and sincere.

      ‘I do too.’ I still couldn’t say the words. I leant in to kiss him, to hopefully make up for the fact that I hadn’t.

      He returned it. He even cupped his hands around my neck.

      I liked it when he did that.

      He pulled back when I ran my fingers over both of his forearms. He licked his lips and cast his eyes down.

      ‘Ugly, right?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Nothing about you is ugly.’

      He snorted.

      He didn’t believe it.

      But it was true.

      Yes, his arms were all scars, and I would’ve preferred for him not to have that reminder for the rest of his life. But at the same time, the cutting was what had helped him through all the years of abuse. They were a part of him, they’d been of help to him, they were his history.

      I couldn’t find anything ugly about that.

      ‘I have to go to group therapy soon.’ He leant his forehead against my temple. ‘It’s all about being active here. Group therapy, group activities, single therapy, single activities. I’ve started working out. Apparently that can help. As well as proper sleep, a healthy diet, and they say I should stop drinking.’

      ‘That’s probably wise.’ I didn’t drink myself, but I’d seen enough to know that people did stupid shit when they were drunk. And with him being borderline and the impulsiveness that came with that… drinking wasn’t such a good idea. ‘I have to get to work soon, too.’

      ‘Will you come back tomorrow?’

      ‘Of course I will.’ I stroked his back, feeling the ridges in his spine. I hoped his new healthy diet and exercise would help him gain some weight, because he was definitely too thin. ‘I’ll miss you.’

      That brought forth a smile.

      ‘I’ll miss you too.’ He wrapped both arms around my neck in a tight hug. ‘Please don’t give up on me,’ he whispered.

      ‘I won’t. I won’t ever do that.’ Maybe that wasn’t the best promise to make, considering everything, but I knew it was true. He was it for me. He was the only person who’d ever drawn my interest. He was the only person who’d ever got close to me. ‘Just come back.’

      ‘I will. I just have to get better first.’

      Josh

      
        
        Someone tried to kill themselves today.

        There were threats, yelling, people running this way and that. It was chaos. And chaos in my surroundings definitely didn’t help the chaos in my mind.

        So I went to my room and curled up on my bed. It’s a nice coping mechanism when I haven’t got a razor nearby. It’s even a healthy one, I’d say.

        My therapist here thought so anyway. Because when things had calmed, they came around to talk to everyone. Ask us if we were okay after what had happened, if we needed something, anything.

        I think the people here are real nice. My psychologist here isn’t Vincent, but I feel like they can help me anyway. I’m calmer than I was when I came here.

        I want to make sense of the chaos in my head. I think they’re fully equipped to help with that.

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        I messed up. The thought of spending Christmas away from everyone is unbearable. I messed up so bad.

        Why do I always do this? Why do I ruin everything? Why do I have to be me? I don’t want to be me. I don’t want to be anyone.

        I want to be dead.
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            I Love You Too

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      
        
        When I got out after being hospitalised the first time, it only took a couple of days until I slipped up. And I didn’t just slip up, I threatened Mum with suicide. I stood in the kitchen, with the sharpest knife I’d been able to find and I held it to my arm.

        I remember her crying, begging me not to do it.

        I did. Not the suicide, but I did cut myself on that knife.

        We had a therapy session together today, and she mentioned that incident. How it crushed her, how it destroyed her, to see me so broken up. Over something that had been going on under her roof for all those years, and she hadn’t noticed. How she just wanted to be able to help me.

        I don’t blame her.

        Maybe I did, when Andrew was still a part of my life. But I don’t anymore. She thought I was safe in his care. That I was being taken care of. No one thinks their husband’s capable of what he was capable of. He was my stepfather. Of course she would think he loved me like a son. She couldn’t know how sick he really was.

        But that incident… I don’t want that to repeat itself. Not with Mum, and not with Damian. But I’m a ticking bomb. I can’t say it won’t happen, because it’s very likely that it will.

        Volatile. Mum used that word. That’s what I am. She says she loves me despite of it. Damian says so too, even if he hasn’t actually said the word itself yet. I don’t know what’s keeping him back.

        But I have to get better. Because I can’t let myself fall that deep again. I don’t want to die, not really. When things are dark and difficult, I might want it for a while. But it passes and then I want to be alive. I’ve got things to live for. People to live for. It would break them if I died.

        That can’t happen. I know what it’s like to be broken. I can’t do that to another person.

        It’s horrible—and it ruins your life.

        

      

      Damian

      I was changing out of my shirt and into my jumper when Spencer came into the back room.

      ‘Thanks for covering for me,’ I told him as I hung my shirt up.

      ‘No problem.’ Spencer smiled. ‘Josh’s getting out today?’

      I couldn’t help the brief smile that flitted over my lips.

      ‘Yeah.’

      About time.

      ‘Have a good day.’

      I grabbed my shoulder bag, nodded to Spencer and headed out.

      Leslie was at the counter when I walked past.

      ‘Enjoy the rest of your day.’ He waggled his eyebrows at me, and I frowned in confusion until it dawned on me exactly what he meant.

      Then I quickly turned away so he wouldn’t see my face flush.

      Josh was getting out, and I was getting off work early to be home when he was discharged, as we hadn’t been together in over a month. Of course Leslie would think we’d be up to something dirty. How could he know we weren’t? That we probably wouldn’t ever be?

      Silver and Kian were on the sofa when I got home.

      ‘You’re back.’ I stated the obvious.

      Silver smirked at me.

      ‘Home sweet home.’

      They’d been staying away both for Christmas and New Years—with Kian’s family. I’d been with my own, so I hadn’t actually seen any of them in two weeks.

      I went to my room to get rid of my shoulder bag. When I got back out again, they were bent over something on the table.

      ‘Hey, D, come look at what Kian got me for Christmas.’

      I walked over slowly, not sure I wanted to know. They were pretty open about their relationship and their sex-life, and I wasn’t sure I trusted any kind of gifts they’d give to each other. It was probably something kinky that would totally embarrass me.

      Except it wasn’t.

      Silver held up a ruby-coloured book. It had Our Memories printed on the front in gold, elegant writing.

      ‘He got you a journal?’ It was even fancier than the little leather-bound book I’d given Josh when we first met.

      ‘Uh, no.’ Silver rolled his eyes as he handed it to me.

      I glanced at them, just to make sure it was okay, and then flipped the cover open. The first page only had writing on it. Written with a gold marker on the ink-black papers. It was a personal message from Kian, with how much he enjoyed being with Silver, and that he loved him.

      There was even a heart drawn after Silver’s name. Another heart was drawn in front of Kian’s name. It was cheesy and sappy, but also kind of sweet.

      I flipped the page over again.

      Kian had dedicated the double pages to the first month they’d been together. When I flipped the page again, the next two were dedicated to their second month together. So it continued for another two months. And then another two were devoted to January, but they only had a cut-in of a drawn image.

      When I looked up at them again, Kian sat anxiously with his hands folded in front of the lower part of his face, like he was afraid of my reaction.

      ‘This is quite… cheesy.’ I handed the book back to Silver. ‘But sweet. And nicely made.’ The four months they’d been together had been shown with pictures and handwritten text. It was like a scrapbook, of their progressing relationship.

      ‘Maybe it gives you some ideas.’ Silver tilted the book towards me again before putting it down on the table.

      ‘I think not. That’s not exactly my style.’ If anything, it was more Josh’s style. He was the one always writing in his journals.

      ‘Doesn’t hurt to be a bit romantic, you know.’ Silver stretched his arms out over the back of the sofa.

      ‘I’m taking a shower.’ I locked myself in the bathroom. Being romantic wasn’t really me, but there was one thing I could give Josh, that I knew he was waiting for.

      Those words weren’t something I’d grown up with. It certainly hadn’t been a part of our daily life when I was little, and Ray and Claire didn’t go around spouting off the L-word whenever they felt like it.

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard them say it, in fact.

      Once I was in the shower, I braced my arms against the wall and let the water beat down on me. I bowed my head down so I could look at my scar. It wasn’t a pretty sight, the big, oblong line going down my torso. It was the result of a mad act by someone who was  supposed to love me.

      In the end she hadn’t, which the scar was more than enough proof of. Which the rest of my family’s graves were proof of too.

      But Josh deserved those words.

      More than that, he needed to hear them. I wanted him to be secure about me, about us, because if he wasn’t things would continue to be precarious. I wanted him to feel as loved as possible, because I did love him.

      I had to say the words to him. Today. It would be the first time I said them. And it would be to him.

      He really was my first everything.

      Josh

      I stood back to wait once I’d knocked on the door.

      I wasn’t sure why I was nervous. Maybe because I hadn’t seen him for a few days. I just needed to see him. And tell him—

      The door opened and he stood there, blue eyes blinking in surprise.

      ‘I didn’t know you were getting out this early.’ He pushed the door open wider.

      ‘Surprise.’ I stepped into his personal space to kiss his cheek. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t ring you, but I came right over here once I was discharged.’

      ‘That’s okay.’ His arms wrapped around me, all strong and safe. ‘I’m happy you’re here.’

      We hugged for a long time, neither of us saying a word as we did so. When he finally let me go, and I got to enter the flat, my nervousness came back full-force.

      ‘We need to talk.’

      He nodded and motioned for me to sit on the sofa. I did, though I perched at the end of my seat in my current anxiety. He sat down next to me, but with distance between us, so we weren’t touching. He regarded me carefully.

      ‘I’m not magically cured now or anything.’

      ‘I know that.’ His eyes narrowed a bit. ‘I know a month of hospitalisation isn’t going to cure you.’

      ‘This is my life. This is how it’s going to be for a long time. Maybe forever.’ I spread my hand out over my chest. I felt my heart beat quickly. ‘The cutting, and the mood swings, and the fear and the anxiety and the hospitalisations… it’s going to be a part of my life. I’m not kidding myself into believing I won’t need to be hospitalised again. Because I will. Because my mind is broken and scarred and it’ll never heal properly.’

      ‘I know all of this, Josh.’ He leant forward, arms resting against his knees. ‘I know.’

      ‘I just want to make sure you know exactly what’s ahead if you stay with me. I don’t want to lose you. I can’t lose you.’

      ‘You won’t.’ He looked up at me. He seemed sincere. ‘I’m not the one struggling with impulsive actions. That’s you. It’s more likely that you’ll leave me. I’m afraid I’ll say one wrong word and your feelings about me will switch from good to bad. Borderliners are known to quickly fall in and out of love.’

      Love.

      He’d said the word, even if he hadn’t said it in the way I wanted to hear it.

      ‘I know. I know.’ I gripped my shirt. I could still feel my heart beating wildly. ‘I ran away once. I can’t promise that won’t happen again either. But I’ll always come back. I can’t stay away from you. You’re etched into my mind, like every shitty thing that’s happened to me, but you’re the one good part in it. The third degree burns on my mind analogy… you’re like that too. You’re etched into my mind along with everything else. But unlike all the bad, that’s good. I haven’t shared a bed with you in one month and six days. And in that timespan there haven’t been many nights I’ve had a proper, good sleep. Whereas when I stay here with you, the good nights happen more often than the bad ones.’

      He was silent as he digested everything I’d just rambled off.

      ‘I honestly believe,’ he said, staring straight ahead instead of at me, ‘that you’re it for me. I don’t know how or why that happened, because I’m not the kind of person to get attached. But I did, to you, and it’s done. It can’t be undone. Whatever you do, Josh, whatever happens, I’ll always be here. I’m not going anywhere. I can’t. Because you made an impression on me. You etched yourself in my mind too—and now I can’t get you out. I don’t want to. All I want is to be with you, and I’ll take anything you have to give.’

      ‘I have so much to give.’ I moved in closer to him, so that our thighs were touching. ‘I do. But I’m always going to be borderline, and there will be times I won’t be around to give it.’

      ‘I don’t care. As long as you’ll always be back to give it, I’ll always be waiting.’

      I stared into his blue eyes, taken aback by the intensity in his voice. I drew in a shaky breath.

      ‘What did I do to deserve you?’

      He sat up straight.

      ‘Hey, Josh?’

      ‘Yeah?’

      He leant in close. His hands came up to cup my cheeks, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones.

      We stared into each other’s eyes, though I felt a bit cross-eyed with how close we were.

      ‘Yeah?’ I repeated, the word coming out more as a breath.

      ‘I love you.’ He kissed me then, and for that one, perfect moment, all was right in the world.

      

      
        
        He said it. The words. The three big words. ‘I love you.’

        I didn’t known true happiness until that moment. That one, special perfect moment. And I believe his words. As long as I’ll always come back, he’ll always be waiting.

        And I will—I always will be back.

        How could I ever stay away?
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            Scarred & Shattered

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      I walked past rows and rows of gravestones, briefly taking note of the names on them, trying to find one in particular.

      Trying to find the only grave that mattered.

      It was almost a month since Mal had been buried. I resented the fact I hadn’t been able to go to the funeral. Mal had no one. I’d wanted to be there for him at least. But the damn hospitalisation had ruined everything.

      I was here now though. It would have to be enough.

      Most of the graves I passed were well tended, with flowers and lights and whatnot. I hadn’t brought anything with me except a letter, and now I felt maybe I should’ve at least brought flowers. But I’d never been to a graveyard before, I had no idea what the rules were.

      The letter though…

      It was a letter Mal would never read, since he was dead and all, but a letter addressed to him anyway. Because writing was the only way I knew how to deal, the only way I knew how to express myself properly.

      A new row of graves stretched out before me.

      A person was in front of one that didn’t have a proper stone, only a white cross. He held a red rose in one hand, twirling it between his fingers.

      I went in a wide circle around him, glancing briefly at the cross without expecting much, except—

      It was Mal’s grave.

      I backtracked. Stared at his name on the plain white cross.

      Then I looked at the bloke kneeling on the grass. He still twirled the rose, and he gazed at Mal’s name too. He seemed deep in thought, as he hadn’t even noticed me next to him.

      Who was he?

      I wanted to ask, but didn’t know how. I didn’t want to be rude, after all.

      ‘Umm…’

      He jerked in surprise, head whipping around and up to look at me. His eyes were wide and brimming with tears.

      I frowned.

      ‘Who are you?’ He couldn’t be Mal’s family, because from everything Mal had shared in group, none of his family cared about him. They’d used and abused him—and if they grieved his death it would only be because they couldn’t continue to abuse him, not because they missed him.

      He swallowed several times.

      ‘I’m Tyler.’ He cleared his throat. ‘A friend of Mal’s. Who’re you?’

      ‘A friend.’ I gazed down at him. He seemed sad. But since when had Mal had a friend? That wasn’t something he’d ever shared in group. As far as I knew, Mal hadn’t had anyone.

      He drew in a shaky breath.

      ‘Where do you know Mal from?’ Even if he seemed genuinely upset, I knew I couldn’t trust my first impression. He might be another one of Mal’s tormentors—and if he was, I wasn’t going to be nice to him.

      ‘From college.’ He bowed his head, glanced at the cross again. ‘We weren’t friends then. But he lived with me for the past couple of months. With my parents and me.’

      My frown deepened.

      ‘He never said.’

      Why wouldn’t Mal have shared that in group? If he’d got away from his mother and brother, why had he kept that a secret from us? We knew everything about each other.

      ‘Where do you know him from?’ He looked up at me again, eyes still shining with unshed tears.

      ‘We were in group therapy together. And in the same college.’

      He blinked.

      ‘Are you… Josh?’

      I took a step back, surprised he knew my name.

      ‘Ye-yeah.’

      Had Mal told him about me? Then why hadn’t he told anyone about him?

      He brushed off his jeans and straightened up. He was both taller and wider than me, and I tilted my head back a little to look into his face.

      ‘He talked about you sometimes.’ His eyes were still wet, but he seemed to have more of a handle on himself now.

      ‘He never mentioned you.’ I wrapped my arms around myself, crumbling my letter a little, but I needed the support. ‘Nor that he’d moved out from home.’

      His bottom lip started to tremble and he pressed his lips together into a flat line.

      ‘He seemed to get better. After his hospitalisation, when he came back to live with us. I thought—’ His voice broke, and my heart started to bleed for him. ‘I thought maybe there was hope after all.’

      My first impression had been right. This was someone who did care for Mal, and who was broken over his death.

      Suicide.

      It was a suicide.

      But I hated that word. Even thinking it made the events of that day, over month ago, flash before my eyes.

      ‘Do you want to—’ He shuffled uncomfortably, toeing the grass with his trainers. ‘To maybe go somewhere? Somewhere we can talk? For a coffee or tea or something?’

      For a minute panic settled in my gut. Going somewhere with a stranger wasn’t such a good idea. But going for tea or coffee usually meant a public place, and that couldn’t be so bad, could it?

      ‘Please?’ He begged me now. ‘I need to talk to someone. Someone who knew him.’

      That settled it.

      ‘Okay.’

      I unfolded my arms and smoothed out the folded paper, trying my best to do damage control. It didn’t work, it was still crumbled. Not that it mattered, it wasn’t like Mal could actually read what I’d written on it.

      He still held the single red rose in one hand.

      Doesn’t red roses mean love or something?

      Had Mal had someone who loved him? Someone who cried over his grave, who brought a rose to put on it, who he’d lived with…

      And yet he’d still killed himself.

      ‘I know a nice place down in Soho. We could take the tube there?’ If I was going to talk to him, I needed to do it somewhere familiar. Some place I knew people, and where people knew me. Not that I thought he’d do anything to me, but talking about Mal was something I only did in therapy sessions… and it was hard.

      He nodded quickly.

      ‘Yeah, okay.’

      I watched as he bent back down to put the rose close to the white cross.  He put it down tenderly, as if afraid it might hurt the grass or the cross—or even Mal himself.

      When he straightened, he wiped quickly under his eyes, then gave me a shaky smile.

      ‘Did you want to leave something?’ He glanced briefly at the crumbled paper I held.

      I bit my lip.

      I felt stupid now, with a handwritten letter. He’d had a rose, which made more sense. People put flowers on graves, after all, not letters.

      ‘No.’ I stuffed the letter in my pocket quickly. ‘I just wanted to come here and see where he was buried.’

      He blinked.

      ‘You haven’t been here before?’ I wasn’t sure if I imagined the slight accusatory tone to his voice or not.

      I shrunk back.

      ‘No. I’ve been… sectioned.’ Best to be truthful. Being in hospital meant I couldn’t have come here, after all. ‘For a month.’

      He nodded slowly, eyes darting away from me.

      ‘Should we head to the tube then?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Silence descended between us as we walked back through the graveyard. There were other people around us and I didn’t want to talk where strangers could listen in. Not here, anyway.

      Best to wait until we reached the Café.

      At least we’d have a table to ourselves there.

      

      We settled on the most secluded table, facing each other.

      He’d got a cup of tea, whereas I clutched a big mug of hot chocolate. Without whipped cream, because I didn’t like that on anything but cake, and even then I wasn’t too fond of it.

      ‘Were you and Mal close?’ he asked, staring deeply into his tea-cup.

      ‘Not really.’ I wet my lips nervously. ‘I mean, I wanted to be his friend and I tried, but I don’t think he wanted to be my friend.’

      ‘He did.’ He lifted his head suddenly to stare at me. ‘He liked you. He did want to be your friend. He just… I just don’t think he could.’

      He might be right there.

      ‘I thought I knew everything about him, from group. We’re not supposed to lie or keep anything back there.’ The hot chocolate was too hot to drink yet, so I only gripped the mug tighter. ‘But he never shared anything about you.’

      ‘He never shared anything about his past with me.’ He looked away from me again, glancing around the Café. ‘I’ve seen his—I mean, I saw—his body, saw what he’d done to himself. And it was horrible. I can’t even imagine what he’s had to go through to do that to himself.’

      My arms tingled.

      ‘His whole life’s been horrible.’

      Group rules were that we weren’t allowed to talk about anything we said there to anyone outside group. But Mal was dead… surely the rules didn’t apply now?

      Tyler wanted to talk about Mal. Maybe he needed to know more about him, needed to understand what had driven Mal to suicide. I could share that now without hurting him, because Mal was dead.

      ‘So I reckoned.’ He took a sip of his tea. ‘I got glimpses. He had nightmares. But he never told me anything flat out. When he talked it was usually about you. Or me. I wasn’t—well… I wasn’t very kind to him back in college.’

      My fingers tightened around my mug to the point my knuckles turned white.

      ‘What?’

      ‘My mates bullied him. And I never stopped them. I just watched.’ He bowed his head, staring into his tea again. ‘We made his life at college a living hell.’

      ‘His life outside of college was living hell.’

      His cheeks flushed.

      ‘I didn’t know that then.’

      Poor Mal.

      ‘You’re not in college now, are you?’ I couldn’t remember ever seeing him. Not with the group of lads who’d tormented Mal since the beginning of term.

      He shook his head.

      ‘I graduated last summer.’

      ‘Mal was bullied this year too,’ I said, not sure if I wanted to make him feel guilty or not.

      ‘I know.’ He seemed quite guilty. ‘I love him.’

      That brought me up short.

      ‘Or loved him, I guess.’ He ran a hand over his face. Not once he did he look my way. ‘I thought he’d come to like me too.’

      ‘Mal isn’t—wasn’t—he couldn’t ever…’ I trailed off, unable to find a way to explain myself. ‘Mal was ruined. He wasn’t happy. I don’t think he ever could’ve been happy, not after everything.’

      He licked his lips.

      ‘Part of me wants to know what happened to him. What he went through. But another part of me is terrified of knowing.’

      ‘Mal’s like me,’ I said, going for honesty again, ‘borderline. Borderline personality disorder. Emotionally unstable. We feel everything more intensely than everyone else. Sadness is grief, embarrassment is humiliation, depression is a big black hole we can never crawl out of… it’s chaotic and exhausting.’

      He glanced up at me.

      I didn’t meet his eyes. I couldn’t if I wanted to keep talking.

      ‘Mal was used and abused by the two people closest to him. People who were supposed to protect and love him. But they didn’t. They ruined him instead—they shattered him. And nothing could put those pieces back together. Not even love.’

      He swallowed audibly.

      ‘I was there, when he died. When he—’ The images flashed through my mind. ‘He asked me not to hate him. He said he couldn’t take it anymore.’ I could still feel his hand in mine, how it’d slipped from mine, and then— ‘Then he pushed me. Hard. So I fell. And he jumped out in front of an oncoming car.’

      A shaky breath left me as the images played in front of my eyes.

      ‘I’ll never forget the sound—when the car hit him—’ I closed my eyes, but that only made me see it all the more clearly, and I opened them again. ‘I’ll never forget seeing him lie on the ground, lifeless, and with blood pooling around him. I’ll never—I can’t—’

      And cue the waterworks.

      ‘The sound of cars braking, and arseholes honking impatiently. The sound of the ambulance. I’ll never forget any of it.’

      I’d never forget my own screams either. Never forget how I’d been forced into an ambulance, forced away from the sight of Mal’s broken body. Taken to the hospital, where I’d been sedated, because I hadn’t been able to stop screaming.

      He stared at me in horror, his tea-cup forgotten in front of him, hands curling into fists atop the table.

      ‘I couldn’t do anything,’ I said brokenly, wiping at my tears. ‘He made sure of it. He knew what he did. It wasn’t an accident. He pushed me so I couldn’t try and save him. Then he jumped, and he stood there knowing full-well the oncoming car wouldn’t be able to stop. And it didn’t—it hit him. That sound—’

      I couldn’t continue. Instead I buried my face in my hands. I tried to keep the tears at bay, and stop the sobs, but I didn’t succeed with either.

      ‘Josh?’ Harriet was at my side, her hand on my shoulder, her voice worried. ‘What’s wrong?’

      I shook my head, because I couldn’t find my voice.

      ‘He told me about Mal,’ Tyler said in a low voice from opposite me. ‘About what happened to him.’ His voice broke at the end too, and I heard him draw several shaky breaths. ‘Mal was my friend.’

      Harriet squeezed my shoulder tight.

      ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’

      ‘Thanks,’ he murmured, voice thick.

      This must be even worse for him, considering he’d gone and fallen in love with Mal.

      Yet I was the one left crying and sobbing. But that wasn’t anything out of the ordinary.

      Harriet brought me tissues and I wiped my face and nose with them.

      ‘I can’t even imagine what it must’ve been like,’ he whispered after a long time’s silence. ‘To be there, to see it happen. To not be able to do anything.’ He’d finished his tea, and now only rolled the cup around in his palms. ‘If Mal hadn’t listed me as his emergency contact, we wouldn’t even have found out he was dead.’

      My eyes hurt from the tears and I blinked several times to try and relieve it.

      ‘Did you know that I saved him from being hit by a car?’ he asked then, glancing briefly at me.

      I shook my head mutely.

      ‘I did. That was the night we met, when I brought him home with me. He stepped into the road, and a car came, and I got him out of the way.’ His hands shook. ‘He’d cut himself so badly the sleeves of his jumper were soggy with blood. My mum’s a nurse, thankfully, so we got him cleaned him up. He refused to go to A&E. He was still underage and they’d notify his family and he didn’t want that.’

      Now that I could understand.

      ‘His family wasn’t ever any good to him. Or for him. They liked to abuse him. It was like he wasn’t even human to them. Like he was nothing but an animal.’ They’d treated him as such. I hoped they’d never get a pet—because they’d surely be just as cruel to it as they’d been to Mal.

      ‘His eighteenth birthday was only weeks before he—’ He choked up. ‘I didn’t even know he’d put me up as emergency contact until he was dead.’

      How horrible must that have been? To be in love with someone who only wanted to die. Who’d succeeded in taking his own life…

      I didn’t want to ever do that to Damian.

      At the same time I knew that I couldn’t ever promise I wouldn’t. Because that was part of me, of my disorder. Impulsive behaviour, impulsive suicide attempts. I’d been sectioned for it before. I wasn’t naive enough to think it wouldn’t happen again just because Damian was around now.

      It didn’t work that way.

      ‘I wish I could’ve done something.’

      Now here was something I was an expert on.

      ‘There’s nothing you could’ve done.’ I finally took a sip of my hot chocolate. It wasn’t hot anymore, but bearable. ‘Mal wanted to die—and he’d find a way, no matter what. He talked about it a lot in group.’

      His lips pressed together again.

      ‘You should read up on it. Borderline,’ I suggested. ‘There’s a lot to it. Impulsive behaviour is only one of many things that make up who we are. Recklessness, emptiness, self-harm, splitting… there’s so much and it’s too much. Mal was even worse off than me.’

      He frowned.

      ‘You seem normal enough.’

      ‘I’m not.’ I managed a small, tight smile. ‘I’m really not. Just ask my mum or my boyfriend or my friends. I’m not an easy person to live with, I know that, but I can’t change it. All I can do is go to therapy and learn coping mechanism. But they don’t always help.’

      ‘Do you—?’ He made a slashing motion with his finger over his forearm.

      I nodded, gripping onto my wrists instinctually.

      ‘I don’t do it as often as I used to. Not anymore. But I can’t quit completely.’ At least my arms weren’t bandaged up right now.

      ‘Mal… He had cuts over his whole body.’ He gazed down at my arms. Not that he could see anything, as my scars were covered by my clothes. ‘Even—’ He swallowed again. ‘Even down there.’

      I didn’t need to ask where there was.

      The thought that Mal had ever taken a razor down there horrified me. Just how much had his family messed him up? Even I, who’d been sexually abused by my stepfather for most of my childhood, had never cut myself there.

      ‘I only ever saw his forearms. They looked a lot like mine.’

      ‘The rest of him was just as bad.’ He sighed. ‘So you don’t think there was ever anything I could do for him?’

      I shook my head sadly.

      ‘You did enough. You saved him that one time. You gave him a home, even if it was only for a little while. He cared enough about you to list you as his emergency contact, so at least you’d know when he was dead.’ I drank some more hot chocolate to clear my thoughts. ‘Mal’s always wanted to die. At least as long as we’ve been in group together. Out of all of us, he was the worst off. I don’t think anyone could’ve saved him.’

      Which meant even if he hadn’t pushed me, there hadn’t been anything I could’ve done either. Maybe I could’ve prevented him from dying there, but he’d tried to jump in front of a car before and been stopped. He’d only find another place, another time, to do it. Eventually he would’ve succeeded.

      ‘I think he’s in a better place now,’ I murmured. ‘A place where he doesn’t hurt anymore. Where no one can abuse him.’

      Tyler folded his hands.

      ‘I like to think so too.’ But his smile was sad.

      ‘I’m glad he had you,’ I said, leaning forward a bit. ‘Even if it was only for a little while. Even if it wasn’t enough. At least he didn’t have to live in hell the last few months of his life.’

      He closed his eyes and covered his face with one hand, obviously fighting tears.

      I reached into my pocket and drew my letter up.

      ‘I wrote this for Mal. I wanted to leave it on his grave.’

      He sniffled, but removed his hand so he could look at the folded piece of paper.

      ‘Why didn’t you?’

      I chuckled bitterly.

      ‘It seemed silly after you left a rose. That’s what people do, after all. Not leave letters. It’s not like he’ll ever read it.’

      ‘It’s not like he’ll ever know the rose is there either.’

      True.

      I unfolded the paper, put it flat on the table, smoothed it out, then slid it over to him.

      His hand shook slightly as he took it, and he bent his head over to read.

      I didn’t need to read it. I knew exactly what it said, word for word. I’d written it, after all. I’d obsessed over it for hours—and it wasn’t even a long letter. In fact, it wasn’t any longer than the journal entries I frequently wrote.

      Still, it held so much.

      
        
        Dear Mal,

        I could never hate you. Not ever. Not for pushing me, not for jumping in front of that car. I know what it’s like to want to die. I know it so well. I wanted to die too, once. Not so much anymore, because I finally have something to live for.

        But you never did. And I understand how hard it is to keep on living when you don’t have anything holding you back. When you have nothing to fight for. It’s an impossible battle—doomed from the start.

        You lost your fight. But I think you’re in a better place now. I hope so, anyway.

        I’m still fighting. And I’m going to continue fighting, because I’m not ready to give up. Not today, anyway.

        I was messed up for a while after—but I’m out of hospital now. I think about you often. I’m glad I got to know you; that we went to the cinema that day. I hope you had a good last night. I hope you enjoyed the film.

        I hope you’re at peace now, wherever you are.

        We’ll see each other again, some day. But don’t wait for me. I don’t plan for it to be anytime soon.

        Enjoy yourself wherever you are—live the life you never got to live here.

        Josh

        

      

      Tyler eyes swam with tears again as he lifted his head.

      ‘You believe in an afterlife?’

      I shrugged.

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe. I’m not religious or anything. I just—I like to think there’s something after, you know?’

      ‘Oh, I know.’ He stared back down at the paper. ‘I’m not religious either, but I like the thought of there being more to life than this.’

      He read through my letter again and I moved my focus over to the counter, where Harriet was back to serving guests. She smiled at each and every one of them, always in such a good mood, so easy to be around.

      Mum was lucky to have found her.

      In a way, it was thanks to me they’d even met. If I hadn’t brought her around here to meet Damian, she wouldn’t have met Harriet. They wouldn’t have hit it off, they wouldn’t be happy together now.

      ‘Do you think I can keep it?’ he asked, startling me out of my thoughts.

      ‘What? Oh.’ I blinked in surprise. ‘Yeah, I guess.’ Though I couldn’t see why he’d want a letter I’d written.

      He carefully folded it together again.

      ‘I want to keep something of him, but other than clothes, I don’t have anything. No books, or any other knickknacks. He left nothing behind.’

      That made me incredibly sad.

      Without thinking, I rose and headed over to Harriet.

      ‘Do you have a pen and paper?’ I asked her, glancing back at Tyler, who was looking at me in confusion.

      ‘Sure.’ Harriet pulled a pen and a notepad up from her apron and handed it to me.

      I scribbled something on the first page, ripped it out, then handed it back to her.

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘No problem, Josh.’ She watched me head back to my table.

      ‘Here.’ I handed the note to Tyler. ‘It’s my number. If you ever need to talk… or if you need to know the horrific details, if that’ll help you get closure—well, just ring me.’

      ‘I don’t think I want to know any details.’ But he took my note. ‘What I’ve already heard is more than horrific enough. I’m not sure I can deal with it if I knew everything.’ He put my note together with the letter and slipped both into his pocket. ‘But I might ring you anyway, if that’s okay?’

      For the first time, I managed a genuine smile.

      ‘I wouldn’t mind at all.’

      Huh.

      Maybe I’d actually made a new friend?

      He smiled back, a bit wider than his smiles up till now had been.

      ‘Good.’

      

      When we parted, I felt better than I had in days. It was like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. And the thought of Mal didn’t hurt quite as much anymore.

      He’d had a good few months before he died—or as good as life could’ve ever been for Mal, which wasn’t any good at all. But at least it was better that he’d lived with someone who didn’t abuse him. Someone who actually cared for him.

      At the same time, it was a good thing for Tyler that Mal was dead. It wasn’t a good thought, but it was true. He’d said he loved Mal, but now he could move on. Even if Mal had been alive, nothing could’ve ever happened between them.

      I knew just how damaged Mal was. I knew what had happened to him. What his mother and brother had done to him. Mal had been ruined for life. Nothing could’ve fixed him.

      Damian might be asexual by nature, without any sort of sexual trauma in his past to make him that way—but Mal had his sexuality shattered by his abuse. Whatever gender he would’ve grown up to be attracted to, the abuse had forever turned him off other people entirely.

      He was better off dead. As horribly as that sounded.

      I struggled every day with what I’d gone through. And it was a piece of cake compared to Mal’s trauma.

      Damian was in the kitchen when I let myself into the flat, making himself toast.

      I walked right up to him, and when he turned to look at me, I threw my arms around his neck and hugged him tight.

      His arms slid around me, locking just as tight as mine around him.

      ‘I love you,’ I whispered against his ear. ‘I don’t want to ever leave you.’

      A beat of silence.

      ‘Then don’t.’

      I couldn’t promise that. I wanted to, but there was a likely chance I’d break such a promise.

      ‘I’m trying my best.’ That was all I could give him.

      He turned his head slightly so our cheeks brushed together.

      ‘That’s all I ask for.’

      And he understood I couldn’t give anything more. That every day was a battle I tried my best to win. But even if I won all the battles, I’d never win the war. No one could survive this thing called life. Death was the end for all of us.

      But like I’d written in my letter to Mal, I didn’t plan on that happening anytime soon.

      I planned to be around, to be with Damian, for a very long time.

      And no matter how scarred I was, no matter how wounded… I wasn’t shattered, like Mal had been.

      I could still be put back together. Maybe not as together as I’d been before, but it was a long time since I’d been whole.

      Andrew had stolen so much from me, ruined so much…

      But he hadn’t broken me.

      And that was what I had to focus on from now on.
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      Damian

      ‘Do you know what day it is today?’

      I tilted my head to the side and up so I could look at Josh.

      ‘Thursday?’

      His tentative smile disappeared—to be replaced by a slight frown.

      That’s when I knew I’d messed up somewhere. I didn’t know where though. It wasn’t his birthday. It had just been. Nor was it mine, that had been before his.

      ‘Well, yeah…’

      I glanced down at my books, thoughts spinning.

      What the hell have I forgotten?

      ‘Just forget it.’ He shrugged. ‘It wasn’t anything important, anyway.’ A brief smile flickered over his lips before he turned and walked into my bedroom.

      I stood from the sofa, but then got unsure what to do. I wanted to go after him, but he was upset about something and I didn’t know what for.

      I headed over to Silver’s room instead and knocked. When he called out a muffled yeah, I pushed it open to reveal him sprawled on his bed with a sketchbook and a pencil in his hand.

      ‘What’s up, mate?’

      ‘What day is it today?’ I crossed my arms over my chest.

      ‘Valentine’s day,’ was his instant answer.

      Well, shit.

      He raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Don’t tell me you forgot about it? It’s your first with Josh.’

      ‘I haven’t forgotten. It’s just… slipped my mind.’ You totally forgot. ‘What’s so special about it anyway?’ I hunched over, feeling guilty. Josh obviously thought something was important about today, judging by his expression when he’d left the living room.

      I didn’t care about any of that romantic shit, however, and I never had. Never would.

      ‘It’s a day for lovers to, you know, express their love more thoroughly than any other day of the year.’ Silver watched me with an expression I could only classify as amused. ‘There were so many couples at the studio today, getting all kinds of lovey tattoos done.’

      ‘Why aren’t you celebrating the day with Kian?’

      ‘Because he’s working late.’ He grabbed his phone, to presumably check the time because he put it right back down again. ‘He’s coming over the minute he’s done at work though. He got stuck with closing the salon on bloody Valentine’s day.’

      ‘Sucks, mate,’ I murmured, but not really feeling it. I didn’t see the point.

      He full-out laughed at me now.

      ‘Go apologise. Normal people tend to think of Valentine’s as a pretty big deal, you know.’

      Neither Josh nor I could be classified as normal… but he clearly hoped for something today, so…

      I headed back to my own room.

      Josh was sitting cross-legged on the bed, fumbling with a small box he held in his hands. He put it away when he caught sight of me, hiding it behind his back.

      I sat down next to him.

      ‘I’m sorry. I’m not very good at this.’

      ‘I know it’s not your thing.’ He smiled slightly.

      My chest squeezed tight. Josh always tried hard to downplay his own feelings and I hated it. I wanted to fix it, to do something for him, but I didn’t know what. I’d never done anything like this before. I was fumbling around in the dark.

      ‘I got you something though.’ He reached behind him and presented the box he’d been fumbling with earlier. ‘I don’t know if you’ll like it or if you’ll wear it, but I saw it and thought of you, so…’ He trailed off nervously.

      I covered his hands with my own.

      ‘You didn’t have to get me anything. But thanks.’ I flipped the box open. Inside was a thin, silver  bracelet. There was nothing extravagant about it, it was plain and simple and exactly how I preferred.

      Now I felt even worse for not having realised what day it was.

      ‘Thank you, Josh.’ I slid an arm around his shoulder in a tight hug. ‘I’m sorry I—I didn’t know.’

      ‘It’s okay.’ He hugged me back with both arms, sliding them around my back and holding on tight. ‘I know this isn’t your thing. Romance and the like.’

      ‘You should tell me when there’s something you’re looking forward to.’ I drew back just enough so I could look into his green eyes. ‘Like Valentine’s day. It’s better you tell me beforehand, so I’ll know. So you won’t be disappointed when the day comes. I have no idea what I’m doing, so… just being told would be nice.’

      His smile grew a little in size.

      ‘You know, I like that you’re kind of clueless. I’m too, really. Guess we both just have to figure this out as we go.’

      I cupped the back of his neck in the palm of my hand, tilting his head forward so our foreheads gently thudded together. ‘I love you.’ I was getting better at telling him that. They were true too. I did love him. Maybe too much, considering we’d only been together half a year. It was everything else I had issues with—never my love for him.

      His smile had turned soft now, fond.

      ‘I love you too, Damian. A lot.’

      He kissed me and I relaxed into it, like I’d eventually learned to do. Kissing Josh was nice. His lips were soft and warm and pliant.

      ‘Happy Valentine’s Day,’ he murmured against my lips.

      ‘I’m going to do better next year,’ I promised, making a mental note to put it in my calendar. Or else I would forget it.

      ‘Mmm,’ he hummed as he grabbed a hold of the front of my tee. ‘I think you’re doing pretty well right now.’

      I chuckled at that but went willingly when he pulled me with me into a horizontal position.

      Our lips met again and I couldn’t think of a better way to spend Valentine’s. This was much better than flowers or chocolate or any other romantic nonsense.
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      Josh

      I woke to something that had never happened before.

      Damian was pressed up against me, which wasn’t all that unusual. Though he wasn’t normally a big fan of cuddling, he made exceptions for me.

      No, what was unusual was what pressed against my back.

      He’s hard.

      The observation repeated itself again and again inside my head.

      That means he wants sex after all.

      It was suddenly hard to breathe.

      Now, I can finally show him what I’m good at. Besides freaking out at every little thing.

      I slid my right arm under the duvet and rested it on his hip. He didn’t move. His breathing was still deep. Was that a good sign or a bad one? I inched my hand down, to the front of his pyjama trousers. We always slept in pyjamas. I hadn’t even seen him naked yet.

      But a part of him begged for some attention now, and I would give it to it.

      There came a sound from him when I pressed the palm of my hand against his hard cock. It sounded like a startled intake of breath. I wasn’t sure if he was awake or not yet though, so I just kept the pressure and rubbed a bit. I’d always liked it when someone rubbed me when I was hard.

      ‘Josh.’ His voice was sleep-muffled.

      ‘Yeah?’ I pushed myself back, flush in against him. I felt brave and decided to take it a step further, so I slipped my hand down his trousers and started rubbing his cock outside his boxers.

      I should’ve expected his reaction, but I didn’t.

      He pushed away from me so fast that the hem of his pyjama trousers snapped against his skin once my hand was forced free.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      I sat up and hunched in on myself.

      He was at the foot of the bed, eyes wide and gaze locked on me. He’d drawn his feet up, hiding that part of his body from my view.

      ‘You wanted it,’ I said, motioning stupidly with my hand.

      ‘No!’ He jumped off the bed. ‘I don’t!’ And with that, he was out of the room.

      I was left there, shaken and uncertain. I heard no sounds, so I didn’t think he was coming back anytime soon. He’d been very upset.

      So I dressed quietly, got my journal, phone, and wallet, then left the flat.

      There was a light drizzle outside, and I pulled the hood of my jacket up to protect me from it. I also put my journal inside my jacket so it wouldn’t be ruined.

      It was the journal he’d given me the first night we met and it was precious to me. I’d almost used up all the space in it by now, so I’d need a new one soon, but until then, I couldn’t bear to be without it.

      I let myself into my mum’s flat, and then preceded to almost walk right into her.

      ‘Joshua!’ Her hands braced against my shoulder, presumably to keep herself balanced. ‘God, you near gave me a heart attack there.’

      ‘I think you’re a bit too young to have one of those.’ I smiled faintly.

      She cocked her head to the side.

      ‘Everything all right? You’re home rather early.’

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      Her eyebrows rose.

      ‘You don’t know?’

      ‘I did something.’

      ‘For Damian?’

      I chewed on my lip.

      ‘To him, actually. It wasn’t appreciated.’ Maybe it was TMI; maybe she wouldn’t even understand what exactly it was I had done. It wasn’t like she knew we hadn’t ever had sex, after all.

      I was pretty sure she believed we were like any other normal couple out there. Everyone believed that.

      But we weren’t.

      ‘I’m sure it’ll blow over.’ Her touch went from bracing herself, to being a comfort to me. ‘It always does. Just give it a few hours. You’ve got an appointment with Vincent today, haven’t you?’

      ‘Yeah.’ In a few hours. Which meant I’d have a few hours to kill, all by myself.

      ‘Good. Talk to him about it, maybe he can offer some insight? It’s better to do that than to tell me all your intimate details, I reckon.’

      I chuckled.

      ‘Well, yeah.’

      ‘Remember today’s dinner too. Harriet’s nephew is finally joining us. Unless he pulls out at the last minute again.’

      ‘I’ll be down at the Café by the time Harriet’s off,’ I promised.

      ‘I’ll meet you both there.’ She stepped in close and placed a kiss on my cheek. It wasn’t often she did that; mostly she kept to hugs. Intimacy was difficult for her, too, after all. So I appreciated the gesture all the more. ‘I have to dash. I’m a bit late for work this morning.’

      ‘Okay.’ I stepped out of the way. ‘Have a good day.’

      She smiled at me as she brushed past.

      ‘You too, everything considered.’

      Instead of going to my room, like I’d planned, I curled up on the sofa. I put the telly on for background noise, but I didn’t pay particular attention to it. I had too much on my mind, like how big an idiot I was.

      I knew Damian didn’t like sex, that he didn’t want it, and just because he’d been hard, I’d pushed the issue. How many times had he told me he wasn’t interested in sex at all?

      I was, though. Or at least, I thought I was.

      It had been so long since I’d had sex that I’d almost forgotten what it felt like. But I had been good at it. I’d been having it since I was a young boy, after all, though that hadn’t been by my choice.

      I snapped the rubber band on my wrist. I wore several of them on both my wrists, by Vincent’s suggestion. Apparently, snapping them made the same sort of pain as cutting did. I wasn’t so sure, but it did help the agitation at times. Though with the cutting, actually seeing the blood helped too, along with the pain from the cuts themselves.

      I didn’t want to slip up, though. I’d been doing so well the past months, since I got out of hospital. I didn’t want to go down that road again, though I knew it would be inevitable eventually.

      I was weak—after a while, I just couldn’t stop myself.

      The clock ticked up on the wall. Still hours until I would be seeing Vincent.

      Dammit.

      What was I going to do until then?

      

      Vincent’s office was spacious, with a wide oak desk on one side of the room and a sofa on the other big enough for at least three people.

      ‘Morning, Josh. How’re you feeling today?’ Vincent stood from behind his desk and came over to sit in the chair opposite the sofa, which I had sunk down on.

      I had my journal clutched to my chest and I could see his eyes taking it in.

      ‘Not so good.’ Honesty was important. Vincent couldn’t be of any help if I wasn’t honest.

      ‘Has something happened?’ He had a notebook perched on his knee, but his focus was solely on me.

      ‘I did something really stupid to Damian.’ I looked down at my fingers clenched around my journal. ‘I don’t even know why I did it, as I know it wouldn’t be received well, but I just thought…’

      ‘What did you do?’ Vincent prompted, when I trailed off without saying anything else.

      This would be awkward, after all. Vincent was Damian’s best friend’s brother. They had known each other long before Damian and I had even met.

      ‘Something sexual.’

      ‘And he didn’t like it?’ Vincent knew we weren’t having sex. I told him everything, after all.

      I shook my head.

      ‘He freaked out.’

      ‘What happened afterwards?’

      ‘He left the room. I left the flat.’ I put the journal down beside me on the sofa, then wrung my hands together.

      ‘Why did you do that?’ He made a small note now, but I couldn’t see what it was.

      ‘He didn’t come back into the room, so obviously, he didn’t want to talk. He pushed me away. I think he was horrified about what I did.’

      Vincent tapped his pen against the notebook thoughtfully.

      ‘Why did you do it in the first place?’

      ‘I woke up and he was hard. I thought maybe he was finally ready. He wasn’t.’ I hung my head in shame.

      ‘Do you remember your problem when you first came to see me?’

      ‘Hmm?’ I frowned in confusion.

      ‘About how you were forced to do something you didn’t want to do, but your body betrayed you by liking it a lot of the time?’

      Andrew’s abuse. Sex with Andrew.

      How could I ever forget?

      ‘Ye-yeah.’

      ‘Maybe it’s a bit like that for Damian? He doesn’t want sex, which he’s been vocal about, but his body might betray him sometimes by reacting in certain ways. Maybe it’s his body that horrifies him when it goes against what he wants? Not you.’

      I blinked several times.

      ‘Maybe.’ It sounded legit. ‘But he just left the room. He didn’t even say anything, just that he didn’t want it.’

      ‘Maybe he was embarrassed? Don’t we all get embarrassed when our body does something that goes against our wants and needs?’

      ‘I guess.’ I’d sure been. All those countless times the sex with Andrew had been good. It had taken Vincent ages to make me believe it hadn’t been my fault, that I shouldn’t have to be embarrassed over it. The body liked what it liked, no matter what the mind thought of the matter. ‘Do you think we’ll ever have sex?’

      ‘I don’t know. Depends on how open he is to it. Do you want to?’

      ‘Yes. Maybe. I don’t know.’ I wrung my hands together again. ‘I’ve had sex after Andrew was taken into custody. I have been with other people and it has been good. But I don’t know. I guess I like my life now, even if it is one without sex. I’ve got a boyfriend, I’ve got friends, I’ve got my mum. Got everything I need, really. Is sex really that important?’

      ‘That’s for you to figure out, Josh.’

      How could I figure something like that out? My mind was a mystery to me still, and I couldn’t even control my emotions. How could I figure something like that out all by myself?

      ‘Is sex something that’s required of relationships? What’s so special about it, besides the fact that it feels good? Lots of other things feel good too.’

      Vincent regarded me calmly.

      ‘People feel closer. It’s the ultimate form of intimacy. Or so they say. But that’s not to mean that people who have sex are closer to each other than people who don’t. Everyone is different; not one couple is the same.’

      ‘So, we should do what’s right for us?’

      ‘Exactly.’ He smiled, like what I’d just deducted was a feat worthy of applause. ‘If you do what you think is standard and “normal”, then you won’t be truly happy, will you? Do what feels right for you, for both of you, and you’ll both be happier for it.’

      ‘So a relationship without sex is okay?’

      ‘If that’s the right thing for you, then of course it is.’

      ‘People are going to think we’re freaks. People already think I am.’ I reckoned anyway. No one had ever said it to my face.

      But people kept out of my way at college, like it was all my fault Mal had killed himself. Like they knew all my dirty little secrets and wanted nothing to do with it.

      ‘What do other people have to do with it, Josh?’ Vincent asked gently. ‘Isn’t your happiness the main focus? Don’t care about what others say. I promise they’ve got skeletons in their closets they don’t want to come out either. You don’t have to share anything about your relationship if you don’t want to. A relationship is private, especially what goes on in your bedroom, and if you want to keep it that way, that’s your right.’

      ‘Only share what I’m comfortable sharing.’ I paraphrased what he’d said so many times before when I’d been in tangles over one thing or another. I reckoned he was right. My private life was mine, and no one else’s business. ‘I should apologise to Damian.’

      Vincent only smiled at me again.

      ‘I did something stupid. I can own up to it. It wasn’t his fault.’ I knew my disorder, I knew I had it easy to blame everything on other people, but I’d been with Vincent for almost three years now, and I’d learned a thing or two.

      Like to take the blame for things that obviously were my fault, even if it was humiliating.

      ‘How does that make you feel, Josh?’

      ‘Stupid. Ashamed. Like I’m an idiot.’

      ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself. Everyone makes mistakes.’

      True, but…

      ‘But not everyone blows them out of proportion.’

      ‘Not everyone has borderline personality disorder,’ Vincent countered easily.

      I clenched my fists together.

      ‘I hate being such a mess.’

      Vincent bent forward, gaze locked on me with an intensity that hadn’t been there before.

      ‘You are doing better, Josh. I remember the first time you came into this office, broken and cut up and unable to deal. You have come such a long way: you need to know that. The old you would’ve instantly turned to the razor—‘

      ‘I almost did,’ I interrupted him. ‘But I left home early and wandered around for a bit and it helped. These helped too.’ I pushed my sleeve up a bit to show him the rubber bands, though he already knew they were there. I’d been wearing them for a couple of months now, after all.

      ‘Don’t you see? The old you wouldn’t ever have taken a walk or snapped rubber bands. The fact that you do now shows just how far you’ve come. You should be proud of yourself.’

      I could hardly be proud.

      ‘I’ve got a disorder that will never go away. I’ll always be like this.’ I motioned to myself, splaying my hands over my chest. ‘I won’t ever change. I will keep swinging from one mood to the other, jumping to conclusions, have this black-and-white thinking, and be unable to deal normally with anything.’

      ‘Being borderline is part of who you are. It won’t go away, but you can always do better, Josh. You are doing better.’

      ‘But I have to struggle with it every single day for the rest of my life.’ I buried my face in my hands. ‘That’s why the suicide rate is so high. Because people just can’t deal.’

      ‘Are you thinking about suicide?’ Now he was alarmed.

      I’d alarmed him.

      Great.

      ‘No.’ I shook my head for emphasis. ‘I don’t want to die. I’ve got a good thing in my life now. I don’t want to leave him. And Mum and I are close, and I’m studying for my A-levels, and I want to do something with my life. It’s just hard. Everything’s so hard.’

      ‘If life wasn’t hard, what would be the point in living it?’

      I snorted.

      ‘Challenge makes us stronger.’ Something else he’d said at one time.

      ‘It does. And your whole life has been a challenge. You deserve something good in it, but you know what that means? That means you’re strong. You survived something that many wouldn’t have been able to. I’d say that’s pretty strong, all right.’

      ‘I’m scarred for life for it, though.’

      ‘Your scars tell a story. A story of how you’ve suffered and how you pulled through.’

      I let my hands drop and finally looked back up at him.

      ‘It sounds so noble that way.’

      ‘It’s the truth, isn’t it?’ He cocked his head to one side, regarding me.

      ‘The ugly truth, perhaps.’

      ‘Truth is rarely pretty.’

      I had to concede.

      ‘Now, that’s true.’ The truth of my childhood wasn’t pretty—it was horrifying.

      I would never get over it and I didn’t think my mum would, either.

      I’d never in my entire life seen her as emotional as the day she’d found out what her husband had been up to for years and years behind her back. She’d thought he’d been a loving, devoted stepfather who’d allowed her to focus on her career.

      How very wrong she’d been.

      But one good thing about it all was that Mum and I had got close afterwards. We hadn’t been before.

      She’d spent all her time at work, leaving Andrew to raise me.

      I knew she felt guilty still, but I also knew she loved me, and we were good. So good. She’d do everything for me.

      I’d do everything for her. And for Damian.

      Because I loved him—and he loved me, too, and I should learn to listen to what he said instead of jumping to my own conclusions like that morning.

      I owed him a pretty big apology.
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      Apologies were easy enough on paper, but when I got the Café a bit before five later that day and saw Damian behind the counter, my courage failed.

      So I fled down the hall to the back room, without so much as looking at him as I passed.

      He’d been busy with a customer, so he might not have even seen me.

      I sank down on the sofa to wait for Harriet and my mum. Harriet hadn’t been out front when I came in, but she might’ve been in the kitchen.

      The door opened behind me and I jumped up with some apprehension, kind of expecting Damian.

      It wasn’t him, but an auburn-haired lad my own age. There was no question who he was. The resemblance to Harriet was uncanny.

      ‘You must be Chad.’

      He stared at me. The only way I could describe it was predatory. Then he strode up to me, pushed my shoulder so hard I slammed back against the wall, and then he pressed up close.

      ‘You can have me.’

      The meeting with the wall knocked the breath out of me, but it didn’t stop the confusion I felt.

      ‘Wha-what are you doing?’ I swallowed heavily, nerves twisting my stomach and my hands fluttered in front of me. I wasn’t sure I dared or was strong enough to push him away.

      He gazed at my arms, then grabbed both my wrists without preamble and forced them wide and up against the wall.

      ‘Ph-please,’ I begged in a small voice.

      He was hurting me. He had when he’d first pushed me, and his grip on my wrists now was tight.

      ‘Like to beg, do you? That turns you on?’

      I was so far from turned on.

      ‘Please don’t hurt me.’ Better to beg instead of try to fight. It was always worse when I fought. I’d learnt that the hard way.

      ‘Hurt you? Oh, love, I’m not ever going to hurt you. I’m going to make you feel so good. Like you’ve never felt before.’

      Instead of Harriet’s nephew with his mop of auburn hair, I saw sleek, dirty, blond hair and dark eyes behind a pair of glasses. Those were his words, he’d used them so many times to try and subdue me. He often said it before he pushed me down on a bed and had his way with me.

      Hips thrust forward, a hard cock lining up against my crotch.

      My breath caught in my throat, fright making me tremble from head to toe.

      I heard the door open, voice drifting in—familiar voices.

      ‘Do you mind?’ he snapped. ‘We’re kind of busy here.’

      All I could see was Andrew, him forcing me to do things I didn’t want to be a part of.

      ‘Mum,’ I whimpered, her voice having stood out.

      ‘Chad, let go off him.’ Harriet’s voice, coming closer.

      ‘Don’t tell me what to do!’ His grip around my wrists tightened further.

      ‘Let him go!’ That was Mum’s voice, all demanding and serious.

      I saw her hand in my line of sight, grabbing onto Chad’s upper arm, and then she shoved him away from me.

      His grip around me disappeared and so did the feel of him pressed up close and personal.

      Mum turned to me, arm going around my shoulder.

      ‘What do you think you’re doing?’

      I peered at her, but she wasn’t facing me. Her reprimand wasn’t meant for me.

      ‘No, what do you think you’re doing?’ Chad was full of rage now as he glared at Mum. Then he spun towards Harriet. ‘And you! What do you think you’re doing? Disrupting us while we were in the middle of something. Stop ruining my life!’

      Harriet took a step back, startled.

      ‘Chad, I’m not—‘

      But he ran out of the room before she could get anything else out.

      ‘Come on.’ Mum guided me towards the door too.

      I still shook from head to foot, memories of Andrew blurring my vision.

      Directly across from the break room was the door into the kitchen and that was where Harriet’s nephew had run.

      ‘Chad!’ I heard Harriet cry out and Mum ran to catch up with her. ‘Chad, what are you doing?’

      I peeked in too, and Chad stood there, jabbing a knife at Leslie, who worked both in front and in the kitchen.

      ‘This is what you want, isn’t it?’ Chad turned the knife on himself, pressing it against his neck. ‘If I do this, you won’t have to deal with me anymore. No one will have to deal with me anymore. My mum did it, so why can’t I?’

      Blood started to trickle from where the blade pierced skin, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away. Blood had helped me survive for as long as I had. Blood and tears and knives and razors.

      ‘Chad, no!’ Harriet sobbed, while I heard Mum’s muffled voice on the phone.

      She was turned away from me, so I couldn’t hear what she was saying. It didn’t matter anyway; I still stared at the blood.

      Chad closed his eyes.

      ‘Shut up, shut up, shut up!’

      Was he talking to Mum? She was the only one speaking now. Or maybe he wanted Harriet to quit sobbing?

      ‘Chad?’ Harriet took a hesitant step forward.

      ‘I said shut up!’

      ‘Please give me the knife—’

      ‘Shut up!’ Chad backed away, towards the doorway leading out behind the counter.

      The doorway where Damian stood, regarding everything coolly.

      His eyes met mine over Chad’s shoulder, and I didn’t know what I looked like, but he must’ve seen something because his eyes widened a fraction.

      Chad sobbed now too, and then things happened quickly.

      Damian grabbed his hand, trying to wrench the knife from it.

      Chad jerked back, surprised, then his despair was replaced with rage again.

      ‘Don’t touch me! You fucking bitch!’ He tried to pull his hand out of Damian’s grip, but he didn’t stand a chance. ‘Let me go!’

      Damian had a hold of the knife and Chad was vibrating where he stood. His arms shot out and pushed Damian so hard against the counter that the sound clattered through the room.

      Then someone else was in there, pinning Chad to the floor: a big, muscular man dressed in a paramedic’s uniform.

      Chad flailed against being restrained and he screamed.

      Another paramedic had entered with a gurney, which they somehow managed to put him on, and then he got restrained around both wrists and feet.

      Harriet hurried over to his side, tears still streaming down her face. ‘Chad, it’s going to be okay.’

      ‘Let me go! Lemmego lemmego lemmego!’ His screams were so loud that I wanted to put my hands over my ears to try and block them out, but I couldn’t get myself to move. I was frozen in place. ‘I’m going to fucking kill you!’

      They started wheeling him out.

      ‘Go with him!’ Mum pushed gently on Harriet’s shoulder, which seemed to break her free of her own frozen stance. She ran to catch up with them.

      Once Chad’s screams had died down, everything seemed too silent.

      I fell against the doorway, barely managing to hold myself up.

      ‘Josh!’ Damian was at my side, arms going for my side, helping to keep me on my feet.

      I leant against him heavily.

      ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!’ I buried my face in his neck.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I heard Mum say, a bit away.

      ‘Ye-yeah.’ Leslie didn’t sound okay though, as his voice shook. ‘What was that? I mean, I know what it was. It was Harriet’s nephew, but I’ve never seen him like that before…’

      ‘He’s mentally ill.’

      I turned my head to the side, so my cheek rested against Damian, but I could see the two of them.

      ‘What’s wrong with him?’

      ‘His mum was bipolar, so I reckon he is as well. It’s hereditary, that one.’ Mum glanced between us. ‘I think we’ll close up now. I don’t think any of you should stay here after what just happened, and Harriet will agree to that. I’ll go deal with the customers, you just gather yourselves, okay?’

      Leslie nodded and turned to the sink, where he preceded to wash off the board he’d been cutting on. His hands trembled so bad that I was afraid it would clatter to the floor, but he managed to hold on to it.

      ‘What happened?’ Damian pushed me out from him, holding me an arm’s length away. His gaze searched me intently. ‘Did he do anything to you?’

      I nodded quickly.

      ‘He tried to-to—‘ I couldn’t get the words out. ‘I don’t want it, either,’ I said instead. ‘This morning, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. I don’t want it. I don’t. I’m not ready—’

      ‘Hey.’ Damian cupped my face in his palms, breaking off my rambling. ‘It’s okay.’

      ‘It’s not.’

      Mum strode back into the kitchen, all business like only she could manage after such an ordeal.

      ‘Take him home,’ she told Damian. ‘And Leslie, go home to go your family. I’ll close up here.’ She shooed all three of us into the break room without giving us room to argue.

      I was glad she took charge.

      There was nothing I wanted more than to go home with my boyfriend, and I took the opportunity she gave us and clutched it close.

      

      ‘Will you tell me what happened?’

      Damian thrust a mug of tea into my hands and sat down close to me, giving me a worried look.

      I sipped said tea slowly.

      ‘He tried to force me into sex.’ He’d kept asking me on the way home, but I hadn’t wanted to get into it in public. Keeping our affairs private and all that. ‘And I flashed back to Andrew. It was horrible. I’m not ready for sex, after all. I just… I’m okay with you not wanting it. I don’t want to experience what I did today again, in any sort of setting, with you. I just don’t.’

      Damian drew in a deep breath.

      ‘About this morning…’

      ‘I shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry I made you mad. I just didn’t think.’

      ‘I wasn’t mad at you,’ he protested. ‘I was embarrassed and mad at myself.’

      Just like Vincent said.

      ‘Why? It’s perfectly natural.’

      ‘Maybe it is, but I hate it. Whenever that happens, I can’t stand it.’

      I threw him a wry look.

      ‘Why don’t you just wank off? It’ll be gone in a moment then. And it’s good.’

      ‘No.’ He rubbed at his forehead. ‘I don’t want to.’

      ‘How do you know that unless you try?’

      ‘How do you know you’re gay unless you try having sex with a woman?’ he countered drily.

      I subsided.

      He had a point.

      ‘Some things you just know, and I know I don’t want to have sex. Maybe it’ll change in the future, but as of now it’s a big no-no for me. And whenever something like this morning happens, I feel like shit, because it shouldn’t happen when I have no interest in it.’

      I removed one hand from around the hot mug and put it on his forearm.

      ‘It happens to every single bloke out there, I reckon, unless they have problems that prevent it. Like erectile dysfunction.’

      ‘That would be preferable.’ It came out bitterly.

      I felt really, really shitty.

      ‘I won’t ever do it again. I promise. I swear.’

      ‘If that is something you need, Josh, then—’

      ‘It’s not!’ I interrupted quickly, afraid of what he’d offer. He certainly wouldn’t offer himself, and if he’d been about to say I was free to go find it other places, I didn’t want to hear it. ‘I swear to you, Damian, it’s not. I’m perfectly happy here with you. There’s nothing more I need.’

      ‘But you say you like it.’ He seemed miserable all of a sudden. His hands clenched atop his knees.

      ‘I also liked doing drugs the few times I tried it, but that doesn’t mean I want to keep doing it.’

      He cast me a wry look.

      ‘You’ve done drugs?’

      ‘I’ve done a lot. Many things I’m not proud of or that I didn’t like, some that I did like, all to try and escape from my shitty life.’ I squeezed his arm. ‘But it’s not anymore. Shitty, that is. My life is good now, in no small part thanks to you. I have no need to try out new things, bad things, sexual things. I’m happy.’

      ‘I am too, you know, happy with the way things are.’ He turned a bit so we were both sitting sideways in the sofa, facing each other. ‘I like what we have. We can be together without that.’

      ‘Yes, we can.’ I put my mug on the table and instead took both of his hands in mine. ‘But like your body betrays you, it also happens to mine. I can’t promise I won’t wake up with a boner, because it’s just the way it is. It’s bound to happen, and happen often. It has happened many times. I’m just wired that way, like most blokes.’ I bowed my head. ‘And even if I’m okay with no sex, I am probably going to spend some time with my right hand, because I think it’s good and it’s relaxing.’

      ‘That’s okay,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I don’t expect you to be completely celibate. Just to know that I don’t want any part of it.’

      ‘I hear you loud and clear.’ I leant in close, letting our lips hover only inches apart.

      He tilted his head forward, just the right distance, and our lips slid together in a soft, chaste, brief kiss.

      ‘How are you feeling after what happened with Harriet’s nephew?’

      ‘Traumatised.’ I smiled to tell him I was joking. Well, halfway joking anyway. ‘I’m going to have to use a few therapy sessions for this. I didn’t see him in that room, you know. I saw Andrew. Chad was being forceful, like Andrew used to be, and I flashed back to it.’

      Damian leant in, his cheek pressing against mine.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s not your fault. Who could’ve known he’d be like that? Besides, it’s not his fault. If he’s got a mental illness, he can’t help. I have one, so I should know.’ I leant into him, thankful for the silent support. ‘Andrew didn’t have a mental illness. He was just a lowlife scum using a child for his own pleasures.’

      Damian pulled his hands out of my grip then proceeded to wrap both arms tightly around me. He didn’t say anything, just held me for several minutes.

      I closed my eyes and enjoyed the comfort he gave me.

      ‘I love you so much,’ I whispered.

      ‘Love you, too.’ He didn’t say it often, which made it all the more special when he actually did.

      As it was, it made my stomach flutter, and now I was the one clutching him close.

      Today had been a bad day, but as long as I had him at the end of it, things would always be better. He made me better and every day I got to spend with him was a day I would always cherish.

      No matter what kind of stupid things I did, he was always there. I hoped he always would be, too.

      

      I headed down to the Café the next day, right in time for Leslie’s shift to start. I found him in the kitchen, where he stood in front of the counter, staring at the array of knives hanging on the wall in front of him.

      ‘How’re you doing?’

      He whirled around, startled.

      ‘Oh. Hi.’

      ‘Hey.’ Maybe I should’ve made my presence known before starting in on the questions. ‘You all right?’

      Leslie’s eyes darted towards the knives again. ‘I keep thinking about yesterday. That’s the scariest thing I’ve ever experienced. He just jabbed it at me.’

      ‘It wasn’t his fault.’ I pushed away from the doorway. ‘He’s ill.’ I felt the need to defend him, even after what he’d done to me. That hadn’t been his fault either, but a result of his illness. ‘I know what it’s like to not be in control of one’s own mind, though I’m not like him.’

      Leslie dropped his gaze.

      ‘I guess you would. And I know, but it’s just—it was horrible. And it happened so unexpectedly. One minute I was chopping onions, the next someone wrenched the knife out of my hand and jabbed it towards me.’

      I would’ve taken that experience instead of flashing back to Andrew’s abuse, but I didn’t say it out loud. I could imagine it wouldn’t be a good feeling to be threatened by someone with a knife. It’d been awful to watch, too.

      ‘I’m going to leave you to work. I just wanted to check if you were doing all right.’ I turned away.

      ‘That’s really nice of you.’ Leslie hesitated for a moment. ‘Hey, Josh?’

      ‘Yeah?’ I turned back around.

      ‘Do you want to meet up one day when I haven’t got work after school?’ He looked at me with what I took to be a hopeful expression.

      ‘Yes!’ It came out too quick and too loud, but at least it showed just how much I wanted that. Leslie had become somewhat of a friend in the last few months, but we hardly ever spent time together one-on-one. ‘I would like that, yeah.’

      ‘Great.’ Leslie smiled.

      I left him there working.

      His boyfriend, Spencer, was out front. I waved my goodbyes to him as well, not stopping to chat as he was busy with a customer.

      When I got home, no one was there.

      It was funny how I’d started to think of Damian’s flat at home. I didn’t officially live there, though I spent more time here than back in Mum’s flat and my own bed.

      I sat cross-legged in the middle of Damian’s bed. I’d been sleeping in it for months—and we had only been sleeping. With anyone else, I wouldn’t have thought it possible. They would’ve expected sex initially, and all the nights to follow.

      But Damian didn’t. And I… well, I wanted it sometimes, but after being without for so long and being with someone who didn’t want it, it wasn’t really something I craved.

      Actually, the thought of trying it again now after the experience yesterday, scared me. I would never have to worry about flashing back to my past with Damian, though.

      The front door opened and closed, and then Damian came into the room. He put his book bag down against his desk, smiled at me, then turned to his closet. He wrenched his jumper over his head, which I now realised was wet.

      ‘It started raining?’

      ‘You surprised?’ He turned halfway around to grin at me. ‘This is London.’

      My eyes fell to his chest, and the big scar going askew down from chest to hip. Both my hands involuntarily went underneath the sleeves of my own jumper, feeling my own scars.

      Both of us were scarred, inside and out. We had scars that would never go away.

      Damian’s chest was quickly covered by a T-shirt. He didn’t like to show off his naked skin, not even to me. His bare upper body was the most of him I’d seen.

      ‘Do you realise we’ve been together over eight months now?’ I lifted my head to smile at him.

      He gazed at me, brushed his tee down, then came over to stand on the floor in front of me.

      ‘Time sure flies.’

      ‘It does.’ I leant over, he leant down, and our lips met in a soft kiss. ‘I lucked out with you, you know.’

      He chuckled.

      ‘You must be the only one who thinks so.’

      ‘What I think is the only thing that matters.’ I pulled him down on the bed, the element of surprise the only reason I managed to topple him over in the first place. He was broader, taller, and stronger than me.

      Chuckling again, he rolled over onto his back. His arm stretched out towards me and I quickly took the invitation, lying down next to him with my head propped on his bicep. He curled his arm around my shoulder, holding me in place.

      ‘I lucked out with you too, you know. Not many blokes would put up with me and my inability to, well, you know.’

      Honestly, that must be easier to put up with than my borderline disorder.

      ‘Know what I think?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I think we might be made for each other.’

      It startled a laugh out of him.

      ‘Cheesy.’

      ‘But true.’ I honestly believed it. How else could two people fit so well together? Be so okay with each other’s quirks and disorders and sexualities?

      ‘Maybe you’re right.’ Damian turned over, burying his face in my neck and holding me tight with both arms.

      I knew I was. I’d lucked out with him.

      We’d both lucked out.
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      Damian

      ‘Flowers?’ I cast a skeptical glance at Silver.

      ‘Not flowers.’ He pointed in exasperation. ‘Roses.’

      ‘Why roses?’ I couldn’t believe I was standing in a flower shop with my best friend looking at bouquets of flowers. What was so special about flowers?

      ‘It’s you anniversary.’ He raised one eyebrow. ‘You have to get him something. Red roses are perfect. It’s what you give to someone you love.’

      ‘That is too cheesy.’ I wasn’t about to come home with a bloody bouquet of roses in my hand. What was the point, anyway? They’d eventually wither and die, and it would happen sooner rather than later. How could that be a sign of love?

      ‘You want my help or not?’ Silver was exasperated now. ‘Your anniversary is today and you haven’t got him anything.’

      ‘Why make such big deal about being together for a year?’ I scowled at the flowers. ‘What’s the point? It’s not his birthday.’

      ‘Damian.’ Silver took deep breath as if to gather himself. ‘An anniversary is a big deal. You’ve been together for an entire year. It has to be celebrated somehow. If you last another year, you do it again. It’s part of being in a relationship.’

      How was I supposed to know what people did for their anniversaries? I’d never been in a relationship. This was all new to me and Josh hadn’t mentioned anything about gifts on these kinds of days.

      My uncle and aunt went out for dinner, just the two of them, on their anniversaries. But that was their wedding anniversary. That was something else altogether.

      ‘Buy him some flowers. And something else. Something that lasts longer.’ He scanned the shop, but as it was a flower shop, I couldn’t fathom how he could find anything lasting in here. ‘How about buying him a bracelet?’

      ‘He doesn’t wear any. Except those rainbow rubber bands—or actual rubber bands.’ He used the latter to snap against his skin if he got the urge to cut. Sometimes they worked… other times they didn’t and he ended up with a razor anyway.

      ‘What about a neck chain then? Or a pendant? Something like that?’

      It was certainly a better idea than bracelets or flowers. Still…

      ‘Josh hasn’t mentioned anything about gifts.’ He would’ve told me if it had been expected, surely?

      ‘Come on, mate. This isn’t something he’s going to tell you.’ He clapped me on the shoulder. ‘Buy a bouquet of roses, Damian. Be a little romantic. Then we’ll head off to a jewellery shop and look at neck chains or pendant or whatever.’ He picked up a bouquet and looked at it critically. ‘Seriously, what would you do without me?’

      ‘Put that down.’ I wasn’t going to buy flowers, no matter how much help he was.

      Because it was true, what he’d asked. What would I do without him?

      I hadn’t thought about today at all, but when I’d mentioned it in passing to Silver, he’d been shocked to hear I hadn’t bought Josh anything.

      So here we were, in a flower shop. Where I wasn’t going to buy any flowers.

      To think it’d been a year though. It was unbelievable, really, that I managed to keep a relationship strong and steady for so long. Unbelievable… and amazing.

      I reckoned giving Josh a gift wouldn’t be too bad… but flowers was taking it too far.

      I didn’t have a romantic bone in my body and showing up with flowers like you saw on film or the telly… it just made my skin crawl.

      Josh liked me for who I was. I didn’t need to change anything. I didn’t have to do something that I wholly didn’t believe in.

      But I’d get him something… something he could wear or use or… something practical. Those were the best gifts, after all.

      ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’ I headed towards the door before I even finished speaking.

      Silver hurried after me.

      ‘You are so weird. I’m totally buying Kian red roses for our anniversary. Which is in a week. Holy hell.’

      ‘You and I are two entirely different people.’

      ‘Thank fuck for that.’ He chuckled as he hooked his hands behind his neck, stretching. ‘No offence, mate, but I need some sex and romance in my life. Preferably in that order.’

      I snorted.

      ‘You do things your way and I do it mine.’

      ‘Deal.’ He grinned.

      Good.

      No more silly flowers. Time to find something of value. Something he needed or something he’d use. Not something that would wither and die—that wasn’t what I wanted for our relationship, either.

      It had to be something lasting. Like I wanted us to be.
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        Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad?

      

      

      Wherever I turn nowadays, I’m bombarded with sex. Everyone has it, the media uses it to sell products, and people who don’t want it are considered abnormal. I’ve always considered myself asexual; I’ve never had any need nor desire for sex. But I’m with Josh, who’s gay and craves it… so maybe I should at least try it? To see what it’s like, what I’m missing out on?

      
        
        Get it now.
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          Curious about Chad? He’s got his own serial!

        

      

    

    
      Chad

      Jumping my English teacher in the teacher’s lounge was a brilliant idea at the time.

      He was sitting there, looking at me all concerned but also with a hint of caring, and he was saying something about me needing to be careful.

      Careful?

      The fuck would I need to be careful for? I was on top of the world!

      On top of the world… and horny. And he was right there, in all his tall, broad, slightly stubbled glory—and I desired him. I’d never needed anyone before the way I needed him. Lust coursed through me, my cock sprung from limp to hard in a second—and the brilliant idea popped into my mind.

      So I jumped him.

      It toppled us over, and he grunted in pain as the back of his chair and his head hit the floor.

      My knees took the brunt of it too, but I didn’t even feel it.

      All I felt was his hard body underneath me and his stubble raking my palms as I cupped his face.

      And then I mashed our lips together and all other thoughts flew out of my mind.

      I’d fancied him for months—ever since the year started and he’d held me back after class to ask if I was doing okay. I’d sported some bruise or another at the time, which had prompted his concern. My infatuation hadn’t lessened since, and I’d finally taken proper advantage of it.

      ‘Chad.’ He pushed against my shoulders, but I wasn’t getting distracted from this.

      I wanted him and I knew he wanted me. I’d caught him looking at me too many times to count.

      ‘Dion.’ I pushed his shirt up from his trousers and thrust my hands underneath. His skin was warm and hard, rippling with muscle that wasn’t noticeable in his proper, posh clothing style.

      I wondered if he dressed more casual at home, or if he was this proper all the time.

      The thought flitted through my head and was gone just as quickly.

      Dion’s hands clenched on my hips. I was pleased to feel them on me. Almost as pleased as I was by him now answering my kisses.

      I needed to feel more of him. This had to be taken further and it had to happen now, so I wasted no time undoing his trousers and shoving them down.

      His cock slapped against his stomach the minute I freed it, already hard and leaking.

      ‘You want me so much.’ I wanted him so much. I’d never wanted anyone the way I wanted him, that was for sure. Everyone else only wanted a bang, but Dion… he cared about me, and I cared about him too, which was why this was so right!

      ‘Chad…’ His eyes were half-closed and clouded over with lust. He was gorgeous like that, but I needed to see him come undone.

      For me, only for me.

      I stood up to chuck my jeans, in which time he managed to sit up as well.

      ‘Don’t move.’ I pushed against his chest and dropped into his lap, my bare skin rubbing against the soft fabric of his trousers.

      I wanted to feel him skin to skin, but all I really needed at the moment was his cock, and that stood proud and ready.

      ‘Chad, we don’t have—‘

      ‘We do.’ I produced a condom and a packet of lube from my discarded jeans.

      I didn’t hesitate rolling the condom on him once I’d ripped the packet open with my teeth. Lube followed, which I only bothered drizzling over him. I didn’t need it, I’d easily take him.

      It would be enough.

      It was quick and rough and hard and I loved it.

      I shifted between clawing at him and clinging to him, and his strong arms were a vice around my middle. If not for his grip, I would’ve tumbled off his lap in my eagerness, but he kept me on course.

      His cock was big and wonderful and it stretched me open in a way few had before. I’d been with a considerable amount of men—but few who was as hung as he was.

      It was awesome!

      Before I even knew it—before I was ready—it was over.

      I’d come all over his chest, ruining his posh shirt, and he’d filled up the condom inside me.

      He struggled to draw in a breath, at the same time as he was already softening inside me.

      I slid off his lap and stretched out on the floor.

      ‘That,’ I put as much emphasis on the word as I could, ‘was amazing!’ I’d come hard, judging by the evidence of his ruined shirt, but my cock was still hard and ready. My body was still pumping. ‘Let’s do it again!’ I rolled to the side, wanting to ravage him, but this time he stopped me with a hand splayed on my chest.

      ‘Let’s not.’

      ‘Come on, I know you think it was good too. Evidence speaks for itself.’ I rubbed my hand over his now soft cock, which was still encased with the semen-filled condom.

      ‘I’m your teacher.’ He pushed my hand away then grabbed hold of it when I tried to rub his dick again. He squeezed tightly. ‘This is unethical. It never should’ve happened. And as it is… I have someone.’

      ‘A girlfriend?’ I gave him a shrewd look. He clearly wasn’t as interested in said girlfriend after giving in to me so quickly. Maybe he should reevaluate his life choices a bit.

      Change gears, so to speak.

      ‘A boyfriend, actually.’ He grimaced as he took off the condom with his free hand.

      ‘He’s clearly not giving you everything you need.’ I leant in close, my lips brushing his slightly stubbled jaw. ‘I can give you absolutely everything, Dion.’

      ‘I love Jeremy.’ He had an emphasis on the word love.

      ‘So? Love… sex… two different things.’

      ‘Two different things that still belong together.’ He let go off my hand, but he’d pulled his pants and trousers up before I could fondle him again.

      I lay back down on the floor and stretched out.

      I’d been in the teacher’s lounge yesterday too, and I’d thought the ceiling had been dull. Dull and white and boring.

      What had I been on about? It was lovely! The lights gave it a yellow sort of glow and yellow was a happy colour. It was a happy ceiling. It glowed.

      ‘Chad? Chad!’

      I jerked my head around.

      Dion stood now, his hands smoothing down his still-ruined shirt and now-wrinkled trousers. He picked at a wet spot on said shirt while grimacing again.

      ‘It’s only come. You should taste it. I wish you would’ve. It tastes wonderful!’

      He stared down at me, a wrinkle appearing between his eyebrows as he frowned.

      ‘What’s wrong with you today?’

      ‘Wrong?’ Nothing was wrong, nothing at all! ‘Life’s wonderful!’

      His frown deepened.

      ‘Chad…’

      ‘Why can’t I be your boyfriend?’ I interrupted him. I didn’t want to hear whatever he had to say. He didn’t seem like it was anything happy.

      ‘You’re my student—and I love my boyfriend.’

      ‘Not enough.’ I wrapped my hand around my cock, which was still hard. If he wasn’t going to finish this, I had to. ‘We’re close aren’t we? Have been since the start of the year. I mean, I never thought I’d have such a young, fit teacher, you know? And you almost always keep me back when the rest of the class finishes.’

      ‘Because I’m worried—’

      ‘You want me. You just proved it in the biggest way.’

      ‘I can get fired for this!’ He backed away from me, but he couldn’t seem to rip his eyes away from my cock.

      Gotcha!

      I stroked it faster to give him a proper look at what he was missing out on.

      Maybe if I gave him enough of an incentive, he’d kneel besides me and swallow me down, sucking me to completion. Maybe he’d even let me come in his mouth. Maybe he’d swallow.

      That would be so hot.

      ‘You can do anything you want to me.’ I was panting by now, chasing my second orgasm. ‘I’m at your mercy. You can fuck me into the floor. You can tie me up. Manhandle me.’ I sat up, hand still busy wanking myself off.

      His eyes were wide and staring at me, but not exclusively at my dick anymore. His gaze was darting from my cock to my face and back again.

      Repeat, repeat, repeat.

      I came with a loud shout and I swear stars tinkled before my eyes as I collapsed in a blissed out heap.

      Come to it, they were still there when I opened my eyes again. When exactly did I close them?

      The ceiling in the teacher’s lounge had stars painted on them. Flashing stars burning brightly. Colourful and illuminating. They were beautiful.

      ‘Chad?’ The voice was far off.

      Who did it belong to anyway?

      Whoever it was, they should be watching the stars too. It wasn’t often you saw stars inside.

      It was a special occasion.

      I wish I owned a camera—this deserved to be taken pictures of.

      ‘I love you.’

      I was on my feet and had jumped on Dion before I could even process what was happening. ‘I love you too!’

      I hugged him tight, but he didn’t seem to hold onto me as tightly.

      Hadn’t he just said he loved me? He should hold me, he shouldn’t ever want to let me go! I was his and he was mine—

      ‘We belong together.’

      ‘No!’ Dion managed to extricate himself from me. Why would he even want to really? His expression was full of love and caring. His brown eyes were so warm. ‘Chad!’

      I spun around in a twirl, almost managing to tumble over the fallen chair, but instead I kept my balance and I even put it up properly.

      I sat down in it and spun it around.

      ‘Together we can conquer the world!’

      ‘I’m calling 999.’

      ‘Who’s sick?’ I swivelled around to face him. He had his mobile phone out and was pressing buttons.

      ‘You are!’ He glanced up, expression seemingly scared and angry—but then it morphed into the loving one I’d just seen.

      God, he loves me.

      ‘I’m happy!’ I threw my arms up, wriggling my fingers up towards the stars. I could almost reach them—just a little bit—

      ‘I love you, Chad.’

      ‘I told you I love you too!’ I swivelled around on the chair again, around and around and around. ‘I’ve loved you since the day I met you, the day I walked into the classroom and saw you standing there. So tall and handsome and posh. And you gave me the time of day, like, when no one else ever has. You fell for me too then, didn’t you? I knew it!’

      I was out of the chair and over by the door. My body thrummed with energy and I needed to do something about it.

      ‘Chad, get dressed.’

      Back around, pick up my boxers and jeans, pull them on, and then I was ready to really conquer the world.

      How could I not? I was invincible! No one could resist me.

      Dion murmured something and when I turned, I saw he was on the phone. ‘Who are you calling?’

      ‘Bloody 999.’ He frowned at me now. Where was the gaze full of love from earlier?

      ‘You don’t have to do that, I’m not sick. I’m perfectly healthy. Look, I’m even hard again!’ I held my arms out and bent my head to look down at my crotch. My erection pressed against the front of the zipper. ‘You need the A&E, since you can’t seem to get it up again. Now that’s not normal.’ I spun around to the door again. ‘I have to go. Things to do, people to bang, a life to live!’ I skipped ahead. ‘You stay here and watch the stars. They’re beautiful!’

      ‘What stars?’ He asked, incredulous, but then I was out the door and he was out of my mind.

      He couldn’t give me what I needed. So I needed to go find someone who could. And I knew just the right person for it.
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