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One

On my eighteenth birthday, my friends called me a hero. All I did was sink a three pointer to beat the shot clock and win us the game against Sundown High. Not exactly my idea of heroics. Heroes were meant to do something brave, or win something more important than a high school basketball game. But it did feel good. Hell, half the reason I took up sports in the first place was to get a moment like this.

I was so exhausted I barely registered the score; I just knew we were going to lose by two points. Sweat poured off my fur. My calf and thigh muscles felt like they were attached to corkscrews and twisting around, and I had the ball. Five seconds remained on the clock. Everyone was yelling for a pass. I took too long to pick anyone. Now there was one second. Less. So I just shot. 

Two feet away from the three–point line. A shot I’d have called impossible for a 5’7” raccoon of average strength. Until I saw it go in. It didn’t even touch the rim. I knew it was impossible, but looking back on it later, I could have sworn that above the buzzer and the crowd noise, I heard the sound a perfect shot always makes.

Swish. 

When the four guys on court with me all gave a victory roar, it hit me that I’d just won with an impossible play. Then I didn’t think the referee had allowed it. I’d been too late.

I hadn’t. The referee called it instantly. The rest of the hall went up around me. The officials didn’t contest it. Sundown High exchanged dumbfounded looks, as if to ask why nobody had bothered trying to block it. It was simple: they’d left it too late, none of them thinking I’d try it. 

First came the swamping hugs. Devin got in first, my best friend since kindergarten, a hyena. Then Austin (Oz, we called him), a buff silver wolf who worked out, and proceeded to show me his strength by nearly breaking my ribs. Then Taylor, an arctic wolf who’d been benched with a hot Achilles tendon, and seemed to have forgotten all about it as he ran at me. Then Jed and Axl ; two black bears. If Devin, Oz and Taylor had tenderised me, then I swear those two nearly squeezed everything out of all the holes in my body like I was made of little more than sausage meat. Then they were lifting me up and carrying me off court, along with the rest of the team, who all wanted a turn at rubbing my ears, or my chest, or any other part of me they could reach. I swear one of them even accidentally got a hand down my shorts.

Then Devin let slip in the locker room that it was my birthday, and oh shit. The noogies. The tail pulls. The team holding me down while Oz and Devin tickled my feet until I was almost sick. Then everyone sprayed me with shower gel. When they finally did let me shower, it created so much foam that the drains nearly blocked. It took me ten minutes to wash it all out. I smelt worse than the lingering fumes of shampoo and hair spray that always greeted me whenever I walked into my mom’s salon. 

Coach Daniels, a polar bear, came in, took one look at the mess and shook his head. ‘For Chrissake, you lot.’ The noise died down. ‘We only won the fucking game!’ Everyone cheered and yelled. ‘Where’s our hero? Happy Birthday, Aldrington.’ He stood there looking at me, naked and fluffy, a perfect raccoon–shaped pom–pom. ‘You used that thing yet? If you need a real birthday present, pick any cheerleader out there. They’re going nuts for you right now.’

‘Not exactly my type, coach,’ I said, taking the towel Oz was handing me as if I’d paraded myself for too long. ‘There’s just foxes out there.’

‘You wanna bit of fit stripy tail, huh?’ Coach D clapped a great thick palm onto my shoulder, shaking all my bones. ‘These boys’ll see you good tonight. They know they owe it to you.’

I could only think of one thing I wanted to do less than chase ‘fit stripy tail.’ Lo and behold:

‘Dude,’ Oz said, with Devin right next to him, as if he knew he’d need backup. ‘We’ve gotta party for your birthday. Hard. You are a hero, Aldrington. That’s our last game of high school. We were never supposed to win that. We’re never gonna be this team again. And you just gave us our best moment. Ever.’ Everyone had calmed down a little. Oz was the captain, and all eyes and ears were on him. He got the whole locker room to give me the three cheers. 

For maybe half a minute, I actually did feel like a hero. Then I thought about how I really didn’t want a party. Not that I wanted to seem ungrateful for having friends who’d throw one, but attention on this scale really wasn’t something I was used to. The perfect birthday would have been just me and Devin and maybe Oz and Taylor having a quiet night in front of a movie. A party in a sports bar? I didn’t even drink. I’d spend the whole evening looking lame by trying to keep it that way.

My eldest brother had turned up in the locker room now. I’d seen him up in the crowd. He’d only played on the football team in a half–assed way, and he’d graduated three years ago, but when he came in, nobody asked who he was. Everyone knew who Alfie Aldrington was, and it was nothing to do with sports. Apart from maybe kickboxing, which he’d never done in school. I just knew I’d never have gotten away clean even if Devin hadn’t let it slip. Alfie had brought me a small wrapped box.

‘It was supposed to be a commiseration present,’ he said. ‘Damn, Todd–oh. How did you even bury that? Here. Something to make your teammates jealous. I was meant to buy Roxie an anniversary present this weekend, but that bitch pissed me off again. So I spent my money on you instead. I like you more.’ He’d brought me whatever this was in front of the whole team, so I couldn’t refuse it. I unwrapped the same sports watch I’d asked Mom and Dad to buy me for my graduation present. 

Oh boy. How was I going to explain this one?

I wouldn’t have refused it though, even without the team there. When everyone was done admiring it and I put it on, I felt like I deserved to be wearing it. I’d imagined my eighteenth birthday just being an ordinary day of mostly nothing, and now it felt like I’d earned something better.

‘You are not going to go hide in your room and study,’ Devin said. ‘They did not lower the drinking age in this country to eighteen ten years ago so that guys like us could stay sober on a day like this. We’re never getting this again, and you only get this birthday once in your life.’

‘I’d prefer to just have dinner with my family,’ I said. I thought he almost believed me. 

‘Get the fuck outta here. Okay, your mom doing something special? Can I come over for it? We’ll go to Argle’s with the team after that.’

I talked him out of coming round, reminding him of every painfully embarrassing dinner he’d had with my family, most of them because there was literally nothing my ten–year–old brother Felix wouldn’t ask him, and my mother never let him get away without giving an answer.

Good. I didn’t want anyone’s attention on me this afternoon. There was something I had to do between now and hitting the bar later. Something that actually would make me feel brave, like a real hero. If only to myself.  If today was meant to be the greatest day of my life, then I owed myself this thing. It had been a long time coming. Two years, in fact. Today was my day. If I could make this thing happen, it would even make the team forget I was a jock who didn’t like alcohol.

‘Hey, Aldrington,’ Oz said. ‘I’ve seen what you do before every game. Always have done. Respect.’ He shook my hand. He was talking about the prayer I always said. Quietly, to myself, not always with my hands together or my eyes shut. ‘Haven’t seen you in church lately though.’

‘Study,’ I said. ‘I use Sundays for homework because every other night’s sports.’ Oz was on the basketball team and did cross–fit and gym for himself. I had the swimming team as well, and track running, and I was aiming for half–marathon distance in my own time outside of that. Despite the intense heat of summer, I was just about managing it.

Oz gave me an understanding smile. A toned jock who seemed to live for attracting females, getting laid, drinking at the weekends and driving around in a kitted–out Corvette that his parents had given him for his own eighteenth back in January, the other side of Austin Hudson was how he knew the Bible better than most pastors and remembered to thank God for his good life every Sunday, without fail. ‘You can tell me if you’ve lost your faith, Aldrington. I’d understand. You won’t be off the team or anything.’

‘I don’t really know,’ I said, deciding not to add if I ever had it in the first place. ‘I’ve only ever gone because my parents do. The prayer thing before every game’s just a routine. I just like hearing myself say it. Isn’t there something in the Bible about how you have to work for what you want, and you can’t just ask the man upstairs for everything? So the prayer wouldn’t work, right?’ And it’s not winning the game I’m asking for anyway. It’s what I’ve got to get out of here so I can try and win instead.

‘Well yeah, sure, it says that,’ he said, then instead of quoting whatever passage I was thinking of: ‘But you worked to win us that game. We all deserved it. You wanted it for all of us. Not just you. A shot like that? I couldn’t believe it. But I do when I think about it. He’s there, Aldrington. Trust me.’ Where the ‘and God bless you’ would normally have been, Oz just smiled this time. ‘So, there anything else you want from Him today?’

Oh shit. Did he know?

No. There was no way. You could practically hear the capital H the way Oz talked about God. It was why he was one of the people I wanted to hide my secrets from at all costs, however much I liked him.

‘Well…yeah, kind of,’ I said. ‘But I’d rather not talk about it.’

He nodded. ‘Then don’t talk. Go get it. The day you become a man’s the day you should ask Him for the world. Just once.’

I spent the rest of the day wondering where that philosophy had come from. It didn’t sound like anything I’d ever heard in the Bible. I soon knew that if God actually did exist, and your eighteenth birthday was some kind of magic stepping stone to His favours, then the ten million other people worldwide who I shared my special day with had reached God first and worn him out.

Because Colton Vincent was not going to come to my birthday party.

∗ ∗ ∗

I’d heard lots of guys who could never be gay say that Colton Vincent was a good–looking fox, as if it wasn’t really their own opinion but just an observation, a ‘No wonder the guy’s a chick magnet, I mean look at him, what chick wouldn’t?’ kind of comment. Colton was sleek but not wiry, a full–blooded russet fox with meat on his bones, and he was fast. Seriously fast. He’d have been a great point guard at basketball if he’d ever bothered trying, and if he had fitness as well as speed. Colton didn’t seem to care about sports apart from skating. He smoked, and he’d never have attended practice regularly because he never attended school regularly either, yet his grades always put him at the top. He boasted, ‘It’s just because I’ve got a fox’s brains,’ like his species was the greatest thing that ever evolved for any purpose.

The fox’s brains hadn’t saved him from almost getting expelled from Sekada High back when we were both sixteen. The incident that started it kicked off on a basketball court. It was always going to, because the only class we had together was sports, and he’d always wanted to do something to me, just to see how everyone reacted. I could tell. The way he looked at me told me he was thinking about it all the time.

People reacted alright. Ever since then, and what had followed, it was as though he’d tried to avoid me. I’d spent two years almost glad about it, almost able to put him out of my mind, but never quite succeeding.

Today was my day though. Things were finally going to get cleared up, because I was going to reach out. Then we’d see what else happened.

I knew I’d caught him at the wrong time, because when I found him at the skate park he was alone, and not skating. Not even smoking. He was sitting on top of the half pipe with his back to my approach. I didn’t even think he’d seen me as I climbed up the ladder. I should have realised it was a bad sign. Whatever he was thinking about, it had him in a daydream so deep that when I spoke to him, he nearly fell off the edge.

‘Jesus, Aldrington!’ He got to his feet, taking his annoyance at me startling him out on his board, kicking it away and sending it skidding down the pipe. ‘What the fuck do you want?’

‘It’s my birthday,’ I said. ‘The guys from the team are making me have a party at Argle’s. I want you to come.’

Colton’s eyes went saucer wide. He let out the kind of disbelieving laugh that was half bark, half howl and all contempt. ‘You cannot be serious!’

‘I’m serious,’ I said, my heart already thudding. ‘I’m inviting you to my party.’ I probably wasn’t going to be attending myself though, because this was going to end with Colton shoving me off the pipe and then jumping down on top of me, piledriving me into the metal. 

‘Let me get this straight,’ Colton said, taking two slow steps towards me. ‘You want me to come to a party with all your jock friends. With that hyena, and that wolf, and everyone else I had to make that fake apology to. What is this, reaching out the hand? Like two years ago never happened? Fuck all of you. I know what your game is.’

‘Erm…basketball, maybe?’

Colton gave a dismissive huff. ‘Forget it, Aldrington. It’s just like I told you two years ago. We’re not going to be friends. You’re a blue raccoon from a family of trailer trash, and the principal isn’t here to threaten to expel me for telling you that this time.’

‘You don’t even know my family.’ I almost felt like telling him that he certainly didn’t know Alfie, and that if he had then the last thing he’d dare do was call our family names. I wished I looked more like Alfie right then. When he got serious with someone, it brought out how he looked a bit like a raccoon crossed with an attack–dog ; a German shepherd or a doberman, just ready to mall you if you put one foot wrong. No look I could come up with was going to strike any kind of fear into anyone.

‘I warned you, trash panda. Stay out of my way. Two years hasn’t made me wanna take it back.’

Fine. My hero moment wouldn’t be saying any of the things I’d planned. It would be not running from this. ‘Why do you hate me, Colton? What did I ever do to you? You started everything that happened two years ago. I thought you meant that apology. Not just to me. What’s your problem? What were you thinking about that meant you weren’t skating just now? You’re always skating. You’re amazing at it. Why not today?’

Two years ago, he’d told me to stay out of his business, not his way. Now that I’d finally asked, he looked torn between telling me something and unleashing fury on me. 

‘You told me I was a good point guard once. I was a great one today. I kicked ass. So why don’t you just come celebrate it with me and forget about whatever you were trying to work out? Then maybe you can tell me about it tomorrow. Like you’ve always wanted to tell somebody. You shouldn’t be sitting up here alone. Not someone who can skate like you can.’

For a moment, I dared think I’d gotten to him. Here was the start of everything I’d thought about for the last two years finally happening. Then his eyes changed, that way they always did at a moment like this, and soon he was staring with a look that belonged more on a rattlesnake than a fox. He added a sneering smile to it. ‘I get it. You actually think I need you as my friend.’

‘When did I say that? I only asked you what was wr;’

‘Here’s what you did to me, Aldrington.’ He took more than two steps this time, until he was right up to my nose and I was stepping back towards the edge. ‘You existed. I had to be in the same room as you and all your dumb fucking friends who know nothing about life, all acting like I needed to know about theirs. I warned you to stay away from me. And now you think I need to come to your little party?’ He stopped, and so did I, my heels right on the edge of the half pipe’s platform and a six–metre drop waiting for me if he pushed me. Instead, he grabbed me by my shirt, pushed me half a step closer to the drop and held my balance, the middle of my feet digging into the edge of the platform. ‘Am I going to have to tell you this a third time, trash panda?’

‘No.’

‘Good.’ He pulled me back on and watched as I held my hands to my mouth and took deep breaths, clearly enjoying how sick I felt. Then he climbed down and walked away down the street without retrieving his board.

I’d never skated in my life, but once I’d come back to my senses I sat on the edge, slid my butt down the half pipe and picked up Colton’s board. It looked impressive, a green–and–yellow flame design on a white background, and the wheels looked like they hadn’t seen much ground. He’d probably bought this today and no longer cared about it. If I kept it, would he come round to ask for it back? I didn’t care if he didn’t. I wanted something that belonged to him anyway. I lay back against the half pipe with it next to me, thinking about everything that had brought me to this moment.

When a shadow passed over me, I realised I’d shut my eyes, and I opened them to find Colton standing over me, not looking mad this time. It was more like he was judging, calculating. I sat up, picked up his board and offered it up to him.

His hand twitched as if he were about to take it, but the look stayed the same. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘You keep it. Happy birthday, raccoon.’

It would have been pointless reminding him I didn’t skate, but I couldn’t have anyway. Words always failed me during surprises. Words often failed me period, especially around Colton. They’d failed me again, even though I’d got them out until now. I’d finally gotten up the courage. It had all been for nothing.

Except for almost getting dropped off a half pipe by the fox I just wanted to have at my party. Then getting the most useless birthday present I’d ever had from him instead. And maybe also the most expensive. I was still staring at it.

Colton walked away as though he was listening for something, his ears back a little. He must have been waiting to hear me try that board out.

That was it. He wanted to see me try it and fail, and probably have an accident with no safety gear. It wasn’t really a present, it was attempted murder disguised as one. There was nothing Colton Vincent would like more than to turn around, see me crippled in pain with broken bones and simply walk away.

Except it didn’t feel like that. The way he’d wished me happy birthday just seemed genuine. Raccoon that time, not trash panda. Colton had never called me by my species before. At least, not correctly.

There were so many rumours about Colton already. I’d already added him having bipolar disorder to my private list of theories months ago. Had I just seen reason to think I was right? Probably not. Depression and mania didn’t manifest like that, from what I’d read. It wasn’t just like flicking a switch. Split personality didn’t work like that either. This was always the thing with Colton: no guess or rumour ever seemed provable. Just one of the many reasons I was always thinking about him.

Fuck him. I wasn’t going to anymore. Nobody who gave someone certain death as a birthday present was worth thinking about. When I went to college in the fall, I’d get right to the other side of the U.S. and put him as far away from me as I could.

At least I could take his board with me though.

∗ ∗ ∗

Hiding the watch in my pocket was easy. It was going to take me at least a week to work out how to tell my parents what Alfie had done. The skateboard? I’d be okay if I could just get to my room and stuff in under the bed or in the back of the wardrobe.

Too late. Mom caught me in the hallway, like she knew there was something to catch.

‘Okay. Who gave you that?’

‘Errr…’ Oz? Devin? Anyone? ‘I found it.’

‘Well, you can just take it back to where you found it then, can’t you?’

‘It’s a nice board, Mom. I thought I might sell it on eBay or something.’

My mother put her hands on her hips. ‘If that’s someone else’s property then you should hand it in to the police.’

‘Or I could take up skating.’

‘Todd Jackson Aldrington, what have I always told you?’

Here it came again. The story of how my uncle Calvin, her brother, broke his neck skating as a teenager and was lucky not to have been in a wheelchair for the rest of his life. Every time I tried to be respectful when she told this story, she treated me like I was rolling my eyes right in front of her.

‘Yeah, Mom, I know, but…’ But I’m eighteen now and you can’t tell me what to do? ‘I don’t have time to take it back where I found it tonight.’

‘Just make sure you do it tomorrow then. You know how I feel about skateboards. I don’t bring my children up just to have them die. Especially not seeing as you’re a man now.’ Just to make me feel like one, she took my cheeks in her hands and kissed my forehead. ‘How was your game today?’

I told her, and then I broke it to her that I was going out tonight, because the team were throwing a party. I expected a great big lecture about alcohol or staying out late, or a reminder about how I had to call her every three hours when I was out of her sight. Surprisingly enough:

‘Well, that’s nice then, you go out and have a good time. You know the rules about dinner though.’

Now I let myself roll my eyes. ‘Yeah, Mom. I’ll sit at the table even though I’m not eating.’ 

Dad was behind her, rolling his eyes too. The only way out of this one was if you were bedridden, and even then you practically needed a doctor’s note. Eighteenth birthday didn’t even get me a pass. Her stupid rule made me half an hour late getting to Argle’s.

It didn’t matter though, because my eighteenth birthday had fallen on a Saturday. Saturday at Argle’s was metal night, and they didn’t have a karaoke machine, they had a band. Who could play anything. 

Saturday night was when shy, quiet, secretive Todd Aldrington went on stage, took up a microphone and burned the house down.

∗ ∗ ∗

Two years ago, during one of those unexpected, soul–searching conversations where my mother took a great big time out from being the family drill sergeant, she’d told me I should go see a vocal coach and take up singing properly. I got myself a job at Starbucks to pay for it and learned how to sing properly. Then I decided I really wasn’t bothered about doing anything with it. Sports was my thing, not the kind of life you got with a band. The band at Argle’s on Saturday night were plenty good enough for me.

Devin was the one who had the band. We went to the same coach for vocals just like for sports, but he was the serious one. At my party, we sang the harmony parts on System of a Down songs for half an hour, then threw in ‘Long Road to Ruin’ by the Foo’s for good measure, then, just as I suggested we hand the stage over, the band told me my birthday present was to stay on as long as I wanted, and Devin made me do the Faith No More stuff. Just because I knew he was jealous. He had a good singing voice, but I could make myself sound demonic when I screamed like Mike Patton. ‘Cuckoo for Caka’ was a favourite, and ‘Smaller and Smaller’, and ‘Caffeine’. Just when I wanted to make sure I had enough voice left to thank people for coming, Dad showed up.

‘You all screamed out with that fuckin’ awful Satan music now?’ I’d heard from Alfie and Rocco that Dad reverted back to his trucker’s mouth and humour as soon as he stepped out of the family home into a bar, like Mom knew her leash didn’t reach there and it was her giving part of their marriage. I’d never gone drinking with him before. I didn’t even think he’d stop by, like he’d said earlier.

‘Not yet, Dad. You got here just in time. Guys, how about ‘Raining Blood’ by Slayer?’

‘Oh no ya don’t, raccoon! I’m not getting CTS for you again.’ Aaron, the guitarist, was an overstyled skunk with piercings everywhere. The last time I asked for that song, he’d felt a sharp snap in his wrist (a tendon, far worse than carpal tunnel syndrome) and not appeared on the stage in Argle’s for six months. ‘Get your ass down and let the dingo up here.’

‘I’m a hyena, stench–factory.’ Devin hated nothing more than being called a dingo, except when one of these four guys did it and he was drunk enough. He flipped Aaron off and then decided not to take the stage. ‘Hey, Mr A, come over here and look what we bought for Todd!’ he yelled at my father. The team had bought a whole line of different cocktails during my last song and were determined to find one I liked and get me wasted on it for the rest of the evening. Devin probably hadn’t thought I’d try any of them until Dad walked in. We all knew the same thing: if I couldn’t drink up, Dad would take the bullet for me. Then he wouldn’t hear the end of it from Mom for half a year, and he’d never tell me it was my fault he’d gone home wasted, but it would be.

Margarita, pina colada, caipirinha, mojito, daiquiri, they all made me scrunch my face up like a bulldog chewing on a hornet. Only the last one, the honey sour, gave me something good. JD, honey–infused tequila, vanilla, pineapple, lemon and a hint of cardamom. The team all cheered and ordered two more of them to come with the buffet. That’s when Oz said, ‘Hey, guys, hold up, we never tried him on Long Island iced tea.’

‘Uuuuh–uh–uh–uh!’ Devin said, mercifully stepping in for me. ‘We break him in easy. You know this guy’s mom. We go to Long Island tonight, the only state he’s gonna visit’s the one called Drunk as a Cooter. Wanna tell Joanne about that?’

Everyone at that table knew my mother. Even if they’d never met her. 

‘Yeah, yeah, well, listen up,’ Dad said, as if trying to lighten how they were all clearly afraid of offending him. ‘Don’t bother with the awkward looks. I know who I married. Lucky for you guys, the dirt on me’s even easier. I’m a dumb old steak–stuffin’ Alabama ‘coon who drives a truck, and I’ve got eight kids, because let it never be said that Joanne Aldrington didn’t marry a regular fuck–machine.’ 

Jesus, how much had he had already? Everyone was laughing as if we were back in the locker room and we’d just heard about how the entire visiting team got caught jerking off. 

‘And I’m proud this guy’s my son,’ he said, putting an arm around me. ‘And I had to wait till I was twenty–one to get a party like this, and there was nobody there as fine as you boys. So y’all make sure I’m carrying him home tonight, or he don’t come home at all because he finally hooked up with something sweeter than a cocktail.’

Oh no. Not this again. Not tonight. My father had no idea that there were more female raccoons in my high school than any other species, yet he still acted like that was the reason I should have been bringing one home with me for the last two years. As if anyone would have stayed with me after even one family dinner.

Dad had everyone making ‘Todd’s mom’ jokes for the next five minutes, and he quietly said to me, ‘Don’t worry about it; she wouldn’t. They don’t know her like we do. Let ‘em be dumb. They’re a fuckin’ sports team.’ 

‘They’re my fuckin’ sports team,’ I said.

‘Watch the trash–mouth, Deacon Blue.’ That was Dad’s occasional nickname for me, after a soft pop–rock band from England who Alfie had got him started on. (‘Soft music for your floppy cloth–ears,’ Alfie always said.) My blue fur was something of a talking point. Mom was a blue raccoon, and Dad was a ‘traditional’ brown–and–white southpaw, so all their kids were a bit of a mix. Except me. I was a brilliant, deep, landing–light blue, just like Mom’s side of the family. The others were a bit lighter and more silvery. Felix was the closest to me and would probably grow darker. Dad had once told me during a quiet moment and one too many beers that I was the best–looking kid of the family. I still wished he hadn’t. If only because sometimes, I preened myself in the mirror and secretly fancied that he might be right. 

God forbid I ever had to tell him who I really wanted noticing those looks.

God didn’t forbid me from nearly telling Devin everything though, later in the evening when we’d taken a few minutes of fresh air outside, escaping from the noise of the band.

‘You tried to invite Colton Vincent? Why the fuck would you do that?’

‘I dunno, Dev, I was on a high earlier and it just seemed like the right thing to do.’

‘The right thing to do how? After what he did? If he’d turned up here, I’d’ve walked out. If that’s what a last–minute win makes you do then I hope for your own sake you never get another one.’ An awkward silence passed. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that. But seriously, Colton? Why?’

‘Because I felt like I never really accepted his apology,’ I said. ‘What happened was two years ago, Dev. It never happened again. I think he meant it when he said sorry. Or at least I wanted to believe it. I think I just invited him because I wanted to see what would happen. His friends are all drop–out assholes. What if he actually got accepted by some decent guys?’

‘You’re weird sometimes,’ Devin said.

‘What’s weird about that?’

He put his head back and sighed. ‘Okay, let’s put it another way. Your parents should never have gotten you started on church. No offence, you’re a better Christian than I ever bothered trying to be before I stopped going, but there is such a thing as being too forgiving for your own good. Take it from a friend, Todd–boy: that fox is the worst news that ever hit our school. Half the rumours are probably true, or the truth is worse, and you don’t need any of that shit in your successful life. Because you are successful, and I’m jealous. You’re going to NY to do engineering, and getting it paid for by their team. And I’m going to miss you.’

I knew he was genuine, and me going away was going to be painful, but I couldn’t help but smile. ‘Miss me? What am I, dying?’

‘You could be a pro point guard. You know you could. It doesn’t matter that you didn’t get scouted yet. Most people don’t when they’re our age. I’m lucky I even managed to graduate, let alone get into Arizona State.’

‘Dev, stop thinking less of yourself. You know NY State’s college basketball team suck anyway. It’s the best I could hope for, and winning that game today doesn’t make me pro material. Forget about me anyway. Your band’s already getting noticed. Maybe that’s your life, if it takes off. If not, you picked a good place. There’s always a job for someone in politics and economics.’ I hoped that was true.

‘It’s the only course my parents will pay for,’ he said. ‘And I was lucky to get the politics part.’

He never said he wished I’d chosen to stay near home with him, that he hoped I decided I was better than the NY team and turned them down. I wasn’t, I hadn’t, and I wouldn’t take it back. Telling him I wanted to go see a new part of the world had been hard enough. He’d tried to switch to NY and they wouldn’t take him.

‘I’m going back inside,’ he said. ‘I need a drink. Seriously though, ditch whatever ideas you’ve got about that fox. That isn’t just the dark side, it’s a full–on soul extraction waiting to happen.’

What truth would really wake you up to who I am and what I want, Devin? I thought. I’ve jerked off thinking about you. More than once. More than thirty times. More than that. And the rest of the time, I was thinking about Colton, the soul–extracting fox. Or occasionally Oz. Who won’t come to our house because he knows Dad doesn’t like wolves and always tries to hide it. Forbidden Pleasure. That’s my real nickname for Austin Hudson, when I’m lying in my bed and trying to distract myself from thinking about Colton. Sometimes I almost succeed.

Forbidden Pleasure had come outside, as if knowing I needed to stop where this slightly tipsy train of thought was going.

‘You okay?’ he said. ‘The hyena moping again?’

‘I don’t think he’s finding anything easy right now.’

‘Wouldn’t be so sure about that. Come back in, you’ve gotta see this. You got sent a present.’ The smile on his face wasn’t just happy, it was excited. His tail was wagging like he was about to get laid, and for some reason, he looked more excited for me, as if my birthday was far from over.

There was a drink waiting for me, another honey sour, and with it was a note. ‘From a vixen. $300 behind the bar for everyone. This drink comes with a wink.’ 

My friends drank all the vixen’s money, constantly asking who had the eye for me, because I surely knew and I was clearly going to bag someone with money to burn, and the inter–species thing was hot, and here was a list of vixens who’d been in the crowd today, and on and on it went, while they shoved a whole world of gross–tasting cocktails into my hand. I discreetly poured them into the pot plants dotted around the bar and pretended to be drunker than I was until kicking–out time mercifully ended my party.

I called my brother Rocco for a lift. Of course, he had to hear about the vixen too, from Devin. Right after Devin had made use of the puke bucket that Rocco had put in the back seat of his truck, most likely knowing it wouldn’t be me who needed it. By the time we dropped Devin off, he was just about sober enough to get through his front door.

‘So, who is she?’ Rocco said. ‘Come on, you must know.’

‘Yeah, alright,’ I said. ‘I think I know who it is.’

‘It?’

‘He, she, who cares? I’m drunk. I never wanna taste another honey sour again And I don’t wanna tell anyone.’

Rocco laughed. ‘We’ll talk tomorrow.’

It might be good if we did. With Rocco’s help, perhaps I could work out who it was. Because it couldn’t have been Colton Vincent, pretending to be a vixen.

‘Nah, it’s okay. You keep it. Happy birthday, raccoon.’

Could it?




Two

Colton Vincent walked like he was ready to snap into action at any time, skating or fighting or perhaps even a little of both. Apart from the way he moved, and his agility, and the way he could carry off handsome good looks and an aura of ‘don’t touch this’ at once, I was fascinated by him because I felt like none of the rumours about him could be true. Whatever was underneath him was something even more worth poking my nose into than everything the rumour mill could churn out. I admitted this much too: I felt sorry for him, having to deal with it all. To the point where I wondered why he didn’t just tell the truth about why he didn’t attend school half the time. That’s how I knew it had to be something big, something he was right not to trust people with. 

The day he cracked three of my ribs should have been the one that ended my curiosity. All it did was make it more intense, just like the pain in my chest he left me with for a fortnight.

The only class we had together was sports. Looking back on the basketball practice where Colton made it all kick off, I don’t know whether he wanted to see how many people he could fight at once or whether he thought it wouldn’t happen because nobody would dare touch him. He’d already fought two wolves and a Labrador in the corridor a month back, earning himself a suspension for sending the former away with badly bruised legs and the latter with a concussion, after he’d slammed his head into a locker door. Having learned nothing, Colton Vincent decided the best way to get the ball from me was to grab my tail and swing me by it, before reeling me in and sweeping my legs out from under me.

That was when I first smelt his fox scent up close. When I had time to think about it later, I wondered if the fight only happened because he realised I’d almost lost the ball thanks to how the smell of him disarmed me. 

I couldn’t describe it at all, just that it brought me the most intense feeling of desire I’d ever had for anyone or anything. I’d probably sniffed too hard while I stood there bouncing the ball from hand to hand, daring him to come and get it, and then he’d noticed, and he no longer cared about the ball, only about repaying the insult of being sniffed by a trash panda. 

I hit the floor with a thud that went right through my chest and knocked all the air out of me. Coach Daniels came over to me first, and I knew he was going to launch seven shades of shit at Colton. Coach D didn’t allow any scrapping, not matter how hot someone’s temper got. Fighting would get you cut, or if you weren’t on the team, you never would be. Or you’d get pushed twice as hard in sports from that moment on. He was too late this time though. Devin was already going for Colton.

‘Hey, you can’t fucking do that!’

Colton wasn’t moving. ‘Gonna do nothing about it as usual?’

Devin shoved him. Colton shoved back, harder, with one hand driving right below Devin’s sternum into the top of his stomach. 

‘Come on, faggot fox!’ Devin shouted, launching himself at Colton but finding Oz already between them as a barrier, telling him, ‘Not like this. You wanna get cut?’

‘Break it up!’ Coach D yelled, getting between Oz and Colton. ‘Calsagi, take a time out right there. Get your ass to the bench.’ He pointed across the court. ‘Vincent, get your ass outside the principal’s office.’

‘The fuck’s she gonna do?’ Colton said. ‘Suspend me from this shithole again?’ He looked at Devin and sneered. ‘You’re calling me a faggot? Nice job you did protecting your boyfriend.’

Devin stalked back towards him.

‘Oh, gonna shove me again or gonna swing your handbag this ti—’

Perhaps Colton somehow hadn’t known about it, but Devin’s temper was as legendary as his own. The punch Devin socked into his nose made a crunching noise everyone would have winced at if they hadn’t been too busy gunning for the fight already. Except for Oz, who was still trying to restrain Devin, and ended up getting shoved aside himself.

‘Jesus Christ, Calsagi, get a hold of yourself!’ Coach D was nose to nose with Devin now, unafraid mostly thanks to his hulking polar bear build. ‘You can’t handle one insult then what the fuck are you doing on my team? You wanna get cut, you just carry on. You wanna see this court again? Get your ass to that bench like I told you. I’m not telling you a third time.’ 

‘I’m sick of his shit.’ Devin spat in Colton’s direction, only just falling short of his target. ‘He just does what he wants and gets away with it all. You wanna cut me, asshole, cut me. Good luck without me. Take him instead.’ He jerked a thumb at Colton. ‘You want a mental patient on your team, you got it.’

The rumour that he’d been in a mental institution before joining our high school two years ago was the one that almost literally did drive Colton crazy. The two wolves and the Labrador had started the last fight off by calling him that to his face. Even a broken nose gushing out blood between his hands didn’t stop him. He went past Coach D and Oz and Taylor so fast it was like they’d barely seen him. The punches he landed on Devin were so fast I barely saw them either. He floored him with three, then dived on him and bit into his neck, snarling like he wanted him dead.

Oz grabbed him from behind. Taylor tried to prise his jaws apart. Big mistake. Colton let go and bit Taylor’s hand instead, then his wrist, two bites at flash–speed. Taylor yelped and jumped back. Colton let Oz pull him. They staggered back, and Colton butted his head backwards into Oz’s jaw. Spinning around, he slashed at Oz’s chest, claws out, tearing his vest. Blood soaked through it instantly. He went back for Taylor, who lunged for him, fired up on a combination of pain and anger. Colton threw his weight down, sending Taylor into the floor. His whole body hit it with a thud even heavier than the one he’d sent me down with.

‘Come on!’ Colton shouted, scrambling to his feet. ‘Who’s fucking next?’

Coach D was, and Colton was no match for his weight. Or the way the coach was ready behind him, twisting his arm up behind his back so hard I was amazed it didn’t pop his shoulder out of the socket. Coach D wasn’t afraid of getting hands–on. He was an ex–marine, and the last thing he was scared of was a high–schooler, or a lawsuit brought by parents. His court belonged to him, and nobody hit his athletes, no matter what. He hadn’t leapt to action as soon as it kicked off; he’d just waited, reading everything the way only someone experienced in combat could. Colton was easy pickings for him and was soon on the floor with the coach’s knee digging into his back, the lock on his arm still tight. Colton tried to thrash his way out of it, all his muscles tense enough to look like they could burst out of him, but he was barely moving, just growling and eventually panting once he’d run out of fight.

‘Call him an ambulance,’ Coach D said, jerking his head at Devin. People had brought towels to shove against his bleeding throat. It wasn’t just bleeding; it was gushing. Christ, had Colton bitten through his carotid artery? I prayed it looked worse than it was.

Coach D told Jed and Axl to get him some gym rope. The three of them dragged Colton to the principal’s office, his hands and feet tied and his muzzle tied shut with someone’s spare vest. I sat on the floor in shock as they dragged him away, not knowing which I was more angry about: that Colton had thrown me on the floor or that I hadn’t been able to fight my own fight. Everyone else had taken it for me. 

‘You okay, Aldrington?’ Oz sat next to me. Taylor was there as well. ‘Fuck that guy. He’s gone; Principal Collins is gonna take five minutes to expel his sorry ass. Nobody does that to one of us. You break any ribs? Can you take a deep breath?’

I tried it. I could. (I later found out that cracked ribs don’t hit you with how bad they are for at least a day.) ‘I’m fine.’

‘Come back to my place. We’ll get my dad to take a look and my mom can write the details down. We’re gonna take that fox down for this.’ Oz’s dad was a doctor. His mom was a lawyer.

‘I’m fine, Oz. I don’t wanna make a big deal out of this.’

‘Are you kidding? He grabbed your tail and threw you on the floor. And look at that.’ He pointed at Devin, who was still sitting up. It looked like his bleeding was under control, and he was just about holding on without going into shock.

‘You guys do what you need to do,’ I said. ‘I just want to get changed and go home.’ Not before I’d at least sat by Devin and held one of the towels for him though. He’d taken my fight for me. But that was the stupid thing about it. I knew I couldn’t be a bad friend and just walk away, but I also knew the truth, and I couldn’t keep a lid on it.

‘Hey, Todd,’ he said, clapping a hand on my back as I took my turn at helping him hold a towel to his neck. ‘That fox cocksucker. I’m gonna—’

‘You shouldn’t have done that.’

‘What?’

‘I don’t need you to get in a fight for me every time someone insults me, Dev. You knew Colton could fight. What were you expecting? What do you think this makes you, some kind of hero? That was just stupid. Now look at you.’

‘Oh, thanks. Great friend you suddenly decided to be!’ He tried to get up, as if he might do the same to me as he had to Colton.

‘Sit down, you idiot.’ I put my hands on his shoulders and forced him back down. He growled at me. ‘And don’t give me that shit. So he threw me on the floor. So he called us both gay. We haven’t dealt with worse in every game against Sundown High? You broke his nose just for that? What the fuck is wrong with you? That’s not sport. That’s you being an asshole and you know it. So shut up.’ I got up and looked at Oz. ‘And I’m not hiring a lawyer just because of a little fight and an insult. What am I, the fucking U.S. government? Get a life.’

I stormed back into the locker rooms and showered on my own, as if people were giving me space because it was like I might go Colton on anyone who spoke to me. 

Good. Now I was angry. I didn’t care who it was aimed at. Oz was probably right anyway: Colton wasn’t coming back from that. Now I could forget about him. No more chasing the truth behind rumours. The rumours were probably true anyway. With a temper like that, it fitted that someone might have sectioned him.

But shit, that fox had moved fast. 

Sitting there on my own with my towel over my lap and the room filled with steam, I quietly admitted the truth. It felt like it hadn’t mattered that it was my friends Colton had turned on. The reason I hadn’t gotten up and fought for them was that part of me just wanted to watch Colton’s show. A part of me I didn’t like, but there it was, reaching for the surface and finding it and taking a big breath. Just like everything else I was starting to feel about myself and wanted to bury.

∗ ∗ ∗

Colton didn’t have any friends in Sekada High, mostly because Colton wasn’t friendly. At least not that he’d let anyone see. He ate lunch on his own outside every day, always packing his own, never going to the canteen, and sitting in a way that promised hostility to anyone who offered him company. He’d talk plenty in class, so Devin always told me, especially to show off how smart he was, or to taunt someone else, or to actually be a bit of a teacher’s pet, like nobody his own age was good enough for him but somebody older and smarter was fine. He had a knack for making people resent him, and it seemed that he constantly wanted to tap into it. 

What we found out a couple of days after the fight was that Colton did have friends, and they were the kinds of furs you did not want following you home. They didn’t follow me though. They followed Devin. 

Devin got suspended for a week for punching Colton. The day he came back, Colton’s friends were waiting for him outside after the final bell. They kept a distance, but Devin knew they were there for him, like someone getting stalked by a bully always knows. He recognised a couple of them as drop–outs from a couple of grades above us when they ganged around him and told him he should apologise to Colton and ‘make things right’, whatever that meant. Devin said he’d do it. 

Next day, he refused. How was he supposed to do it anyway? Colton hadn’t come back from his own suspension yet. Most of us already presumed it was going to be permanent. 

By Wednesday, Devin was using his fitness from the running team to get home in one piece. Thursday, he didn’t show up at school at all. Friday, his parents brought him in and went straight to Principal Collins. The cops showed up that afternoon to warn Colton’s friends off.

That was also when my mother, who I thought I’d successfully kept it all from, heard something about the cops showing up and somehow connected the dots. I got home to a ‘What’s going on? And don’t you dare lie to me’ conversation. I told her that my ‘trip’ on the court was really Colton’s fault, and then poured out the rest of it. 

Just great. She’d already made me go to Dr Comfrey to get my bruised ribs checked out (a total waste of time, for which we’d now have to bill our insurance and increase an already ridiculous premium) and now I’d lied to her about having a fight? It wasn’t even a fight. Thankfully I think that’s why I got off easy. She didn’t treat me like I’d done anything wrong. What she did instead was come into school with me on Monday and insist I was there when she spoke to Principal Collins, who’d seen this all before from one of the parent world’s most renowned helicopters. She started off with ‘That fox isn’t fit to be in this school with decent animals’ and ended by saying she was taking this all the way to the board of governors. And Colton Vincent should be prosecuted for assault and end up in Juvie. When the principal mercifully asked me to step outside so he could talk to her alone, Devin was there.

‘Yours too, huh?’

‘Just kill me right now,’ I said, sitting down on the couch outside Collins’s office. ‘Before Colton does.’

‘I’m not scared of him,’ Devin said. ‘He touches you again, I’ll go back with a baseball bat. Let’s see if he’s fast enough to avoid that.’ He sat down all tense, his hackles clearly up under his shirt, then he put his hands up and took a deep breath. ‘Yeah, okay, I know. I’m sorry, alright? I was a dick last week and you were right all along. It was a stupid thing to do. But that guy’s bad fucking news. If he’s not gone from this place, we’re gonna have problems.’

I was kind to him: I didn’t tell him that I actually doubted I would. Colton had sent his friends after Devin, not me. It felt like it should have been me. Yet here I was, only concerned about how much of a scene my mother was making. It took half an hour before she came out, and when I saw her face, that’s when I was worried. Or not worried so much as puzzled, because it looked like she’d heard something terrible, yet at the same time she understood everything. She looked like she was about to tell us, then she just said, ‘Have a good day at school, boys. I’ll see you at dinner time, Todd. Principal Collins wants a word.’

I’d had this situation quite a few times before, and normally the first thing I did was say I was sorry, that I couldn’t talk her out of coming in and making a big deal out of something. This time though, my brain was a tidal pool. ‘What did you say to her?’ I knew instantly I wouldn’t get a straight answer. ‘Okay, never mind, just tell me what your secret is. Please? How do you always talk her down?’

The principal smiled, then ignored it all. Her lioness demeanour could manage me as well as my mother. She told me Colton was going to be back on Monday, and before he could attend any classes there was going to be a mediation, with all of us, starting with me.

∗ ∗ ∗

Monday came. I half expected Colton not to be there, as if he’d know the biggest disappointment I could get was if he deprived me of my chance to know what the hell his deal was. I still didn’t believe in the rumours. Mom wouldn’t tell me anything, to the point where she insisted Collins had told her nothing and that look was frustration and disappointment. I knew it wasn’t that. I hoped Mom somehow realised I’d soon get my turn, then we’d know the same thing.

Colton didn’t disappoint me though. Not to begin with. He looked bright eyed and relaxed when I walked in. That was also when it hit me: he’d never really taken much pride in his appearance at all, pulling off his looks just by getting out of bed and getting dressed. This was Colton when he cared about himself. He’d brushed his fur, giving himself a slicker and slightly more filled out look. His clothes looked as though they’d been ironed, and I actually wondered for a moment if he’d done it himself. He gave me a slight smile, and I realised he knew I was staring at him. I sat down, slowly, feeling a kind of nervous tension I hadn’t bargained for at all.

‘I’m sorry I pulled your tail and threw you on the floor,’ he said. ‘And I’m sorry I called you Calsagi’s boyfriend.’ The way he looked at me said he meant none of it, and that it was like he knew I’d been secretly thinking about Devin and trying not to look at him in the shower room. Colton looked a little sad though. Probably for himself.

‘What’s the deal with you?’ I said.

‘Don’t ask stupid questions, Aldrington. I said I was sorry, didn’t I? You going to accept or not?’

‘I’m not the one who you nearly killed with a throat bite,’ I said. ‘It’s not me you’ve got to say sorry to. What if you’d caused him serious bleeding or something?’

‘I didn’t nearly kill him, trash panda. Stop being dramatic.’

‘Colton,’ Principal Collins said, her tone a warning shot. ‘This isn’t much of an apology so far. This is your final warning. Is nothing we talked about last week ringing bells right now? I suggest it does. And you start behaving like it, before I change my mind about our arrangement.’

‘Alright!’ Colton snapped, and for a moment I thought the whole episode was going to repeat again, but instead Colton sat there looking like he was fighting himself this time, and it was all coming from inside. His eyes blazed, no longer relaxed, and his fur bristled. When he looked up from the floor, I knew whatever he said next was going to be fake. But he still looked sad.

‘You’d never understand what I go through, Aldrington,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t even get close. You’ve had it easy your whole life. But I still shouldn’t have done what I did to you. Or your friend. I’m going to say sorry to him too. And you heard the boss here.’ He sneered slightly, flicking his eyes to Principal Collins. ‘I’m on my last warning. So I can’t exactly touch you again if I wanna graduate from this place. Which for some stupid reason I kinda do. So just don’t ask me what my deal is. Stay out of my business and I’ll stay out of yours. And I’m not taking sports classes anymore, so I guess it’ll be easy.’

I’d had it easy my whole life? Maybe compared to him I had. Or maybe there was actually nothing behind him at all. Maybe he was just a nasty little brat with no reason for being that way. 

 ‘Why me, Colton? Did I do something to you I don’t realise I’ve done?’

Colton stared at me for a moment, and the look in his eyes softened. Soon I was staring into a contemplative look, like some sort of calm had washed through him. He sat back slowly, cocked his head a little, and took a deep sniff. ‘I dunno,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders slightly. ‘You were just the one in front of me. The one who stopped me from scoring shit that day.’

The one who sniffed your scent. And you knew. And you know that sarcastic sniff is switching on all the feelings I don’t want to have right now.

‘Thank you for saying sorry,’ I said. ‘Is your nose okay?’

Colton smiled slightly and stroked his muzzle. ‘Your friend’s lucky. The break set perfectly. Only had to keep that plastic thing on it for a week. I’ll give him this much, he knows how to hit a guy. And…you’re actually a good point guard, Aldrington. I did that to you because I was having a shit day and I got jealous of you. You stole every ball I got. But I can’t do sports anymore. I’m too much of a sore loser. I can’t be a sportsman about it like you are.’

It was almost like he wanted to try though. I knew what I was about to say was a bad idea, and probably destined to end in another fight, and I couldn’t have told anyone why I said it, but it was out of my mouth before I could stop myself. ‘Why don’t we shoot hoops together? Just you and me.’

Before I knew I’d done it, I’d taken a slow, sniffing breath though my nose. I was looking at the shape of him, his brushed fur, his ironed clothes, and I knew all I wanted was him alone with me on a court so we could run about and dodge each other and wind up with both our noses filled with each other’s scents.

Colton looked at me as though he could burst into a sneering, sarcastic kind of laughter, but then he looked away, then looked at the principal, who simply held up her palms and said, ‘Wouldn’t be a bad start, Vincent, would it?’

‘I don’t like basketball anyway,’ Colton said. ‘Would you try skating if I offered to teach you?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Not my thing at all.’

‘There you go then,’ he said. ‘We’re different, Aldrington. I’m sorry I did what I did, but we’re not going to be friends. Besides, you’re a blue raccoon. Me getting seen in public with you?’ He sniggered, and despite the insult, I felt relieved to see him smile. I almost believed he didn’t mean it, and that the next thing he said was going to be ‘Yeah, what the hell, let’s shoot hoops.’ He didn’t say that though.

‘Colton,’ Principal Collins said. ‘What have I told you before? That sort of comment isn’t funny, even if you mean it as a joke.

‘Oh, chill out, will you?’ Colton said. ‘I said sorry and gave him a compliment, didn’t I? Alright, did I hurt your feelings, Aldrington? Nah, I thought not. I promise not to do that shit again. Just do what I ask in return and don’t ask questions. And don’t call me a mental patient. I’ll give you that for free. Nobody ever sectioned me. Nobody’s ever going to.’ He sat back now and looked at Principal Collins as if to say, ‘That all you got?’ I knew she had plenty more in store for him, and surely so did he.

‘Thank you, Todd,’ she said. ‘You can go back to class now. Send Devin Calsagi in.’

Devin didn’t come back to class for the rest of the day. I was surprised when he was waiting for me after the last bell. He didn’t talk much as we walked home that day. I had to break the ice and ask how his mediation with Colton went. He just shook his head. ‘That guy’s gonna get it, one day. He’ll do what he did to someone who’ll just smash his face in and leave him half dead, and I won’t be the slightest bit sorry for him.’

Even though I felt like I understood his feelings, I didn’t like hearing him talk like that. ‘Dev, listen, I know it’s not what you wanna hear right now, but all that stuff about forgiveness we get in church every Sunday…well, I kinda actually do believe in that. Maybe you should let it go.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Yeah, I know, he could have seriously hurt you. But you did break his nose. Shit, we’ve been through this already. Can we just agree to forget about this now?’

Devin stopped walking, looking more puzzled than resentful, but I could tell some resentment was mixed in there too. ‘What the hell’s gotten into you, Todd?’

‘Nobody’s ever sectioned me. Nobody’s ever going to.’

That had overridden any other thought I had for the rest of the day. All I could do was dwell on that moment. Colton probably hadn’t realised he’d given me something. I completely believed him; he really hadn’t been committed. But for some reason, he was scared of it. Or something like it.

‘I just…I don’t know, Dev. In there with Colton, I saw something. Don’t you ever wonder why people like him behave how they do? There’s gotta be a story underneath it. I don’t think he’s really as bad as he tries to be. He called me a good point guard, and for a moment I really thought he meant it. He said he couldn’t be a sportsman. It’s like he wanted to be.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Devin said. ‘One little compliment and you’re soft? It was fake. And what are you, a psychiatrist now? Yeah, maybe people like Vincent have got a story underneath their asshole exterior. But he can keep his, because that’s where it should stay. And I’m sick of all that church bullshit. I’m not going anymore.’

We walked in silence for two blocks, and then Devin said, ‘You wanna know Vincent’s story though? Here’s something about him I’ve seen. He’s always with girls who look a bit like guys. You never seen that?’

‘Oh, come on. The guy who called you a faggot to cover up his own gayness? I doubt it. Not that guy.’

‘I’m serious. People say this about him; it’s not just me. That whole thing about calling you my boyfriend? Closet. I’m telling you. Vincent’s a fag. All his girlfriends are just acting as beards. And they all look like guys. Think about it. Francesca , Lucinda, Carmella, they’re all hot foxes until you see them at a certain angle, and then you get this feeling, like, oh shit, maybe you’re really looking at a guy.’

‘Even if he is though, he’s smart,’ I said. ‘Way smart. You’ve got classes with him. He doesn’t just get grades, it’s like his brain’s just leaps ahead of everyone else’s. I’ve heard that. So is it true?’

‘Yeah, mostly,’ Devin said. ‘But who cares? You know what he secretly does? Community service. He’s already gotten close to Juvie twice, but he just ended up with CS, and I heard he keeps getting it because he actually likes it. Does his hours in some community outreach program for other kids with issues. And they actually like him.’

‘Who told you all this?’

‘Who do you think? Courtney.’ 

Courtney was Colton’s twin sister, and as hot on grades as Colton was. She was a gymnast, and the most popular and sought–after girl in the school. As if to balance her brother out, she was the fox everyone wanted to sit with at lunch. She was also untouchable, and unobtainable before you could even think about touching. She didn’t want to be with anyone seriously, or even get laid. She just seemed to enjoy teasing and game playing, and occasionally a heart got broken somewhere in the mix. Probably for the best though, because anyone with her in their life risked inviting Colton in.

That was the thing people really respected her for: she would never talk about any dirt she had on him. What he’d done lately was always a talking point, a gossip favourite, and Courtney Vincent refused to get sucked into it.

Except, it seemed, with Devin. Who had asked her out three times before she’d said yes to shut him up, and now they were dating. Except that she’d liked him less since the fight with Colton, and Devin was expecting her to break up with him, except it hadn’t happened. She was dangling him on a thread and always holding the scissors.

I told Devin I’d offered to shoot hoops with Colton. Now he looked at me as if I’d insulted his entire family just by thinking of the idea. ‘Todd, why would you want to be that guy’s friend?’

‘I dunno, Dev. It’s like I think maybe he needs one.’

‘Here we go again. You’re too “love thy neighbour” for your own good, Todd. Seriously. Do not let this being–nice–to–people thing get you involved with Colton Vincent. Why do you think Courtney won’t talk much about him? She’s scared of whatever he’s capable of. Take my advice as a friend: stay well the fuck away from him.’

‘Interesting advice from the guy who’s dating his sister.’

‘That doesn’t matter. Outside school, I’m not setting foot in the same room as him.’

(Courtney dumped him a couple of months later, and when I asked him if it was because he wouldn’t go to her house, he dodged the question by pretending he wasn’t feeling well.)

I could tell he meant it as sincere advice, but I still couldn’t say I was going to take it. Maybe I should have. Maybe he was even right on some level, but the further we walked, the more I thought about how Colton had said, ‘We’re different, Aldrington. We’re not gonna be friends.’ 

By the end of our walk, I’d convinced myself of one clear thing: Colton had said that to me as if it were a challenge of some sort. As if he’d pulled my tail to start the whole thing off.

‘Say I did make friends with him,’ I said. ‘Would you stop wanting to know me?’

‘Of course I wouldn’t,’ Devin said. ‘But seriously, T, it’s not gonna happen. The fox told you he didn’t wanna play ball. In any sense. So maybe you should just let this go.’

I might have done it, if I hadn’t seen what I saw a few days later.

When I went running, the only things in my head were the time on my watch, the music in my ears and the pace I had to keep up. In the summer, I could only run about 5K outside before my fur was so drenched with sweat that I was too uncomfortable and stinking to carry on. The night I first saw Colton at the skate park, board in hand, was enough to stop me running. Then start me again just as quickly, when I realised he was going to see me. I ran half a K down the block before I looked back at Colton doing moves in front of a bunch of kids half his size. 

The height he got on the half pipe looked impossible. The way he could use the board was more like what I’d seen from Courtney doing her gymnastics. He had a grace, a poise about him, and the most effortless balance I’d ever seen. Watching anyone else do those sorts of moves, I’d have been afraid they’d fall and end up in hospital with half the bones in their body smashed. Watching Colton, I didn’t just trust that he wouldn’t, I knew, despite knowing nothing about skating. I knew what scouts felt like when they’d instantly spotted a future professional and wanted him on their team no matter what.

The kids around him were all laughing. He’d done a somersault move and caught his board half a second after he landed, and they were all clapping. Then he was dancing about, shaking himself, moving his hands and arms like he was talking them through how he’d just done what he did. He helped one of them adjust his safety pads, straps and helmet. 

Was Colton Vincent actually giving a safety talk? Was that a smile on his face? A genuine one? He had everyone in a line and watched them all trying a far more basic move, yelling encouragement so hard I could almost make out words now, from this far away. I thought about what Devin had told me about community service, but I knew CS didn’t look like this. 

What this looked like was a local legend at work, on his own time, doing something better than the homework he didn’t need to do, because he was already miles ahead in life as well as grades.

I should have said yes when he’d asked me if I’d learn skating from him. That would have opened the door up to everything. To get to know Colton Vincent, I should have been prepared to take up a sport that terrified me.

Could I still do it? Was defying every warning my mother had ever given me and risking the family equivalent of the fallout worth it, for friendship with this fox?

I couldn’t. I’d probably come out to the entire team before I got up the courage to go down a half pipe on a board, let alone try out the rest of the skate park, which Colton was now tearing up, starting a game of follow–the–leader. 

It didn’t matter; I’d seen what I had to. Colton Vincent did have a better side. There was no way I could go across to him and appeal to it though. He’d made that painfully clear: stay out of my business. It was like he hadn’t needed to add, ‘Even the good parts, because a trash panda like you will just fuck ‘em up for me.’

But perhaps I could get him to poke his nose into my business. Perhaps I could get him to notice there was something about me. I already knew what it was. Raccoons were not supposed to be runners. We weren’t supposed to be athletes at all, apart from maybe climbers. Even then it required a climbing wall and not a rope, because we even sucked at gym. I sucked ass at gym. But not at running. 

Colton might have the speed, but I had the endurance. He wouldn’t beat me in any race he could name. That’s what I wanted him to know. That was what he’d fed me, I realised. Right from telling me he got pissed because I’d denied him the ball so many times. The one thing better than his secret fear was his secret love: competition. 

From that night onwards, I stuck to one running loop only: the one that took me past the skate park. I did push–ups and sit–ups back at my house afterwards in the back yard, like the goal I was chasing wasn’t reps or a running time or a fitness test score, but Colton’s attention. Because this was making me look fit. Like I’d always imagined Colton looking underneath his skater clothes.

Two years later, two weeks away from the senior prom and a month from graduation, and I was ready to give it up for lost. How stupid had I actually been to think I’d read anything right that day? Colton didn’t want to compete with me at all. He was probably laughing at me running, even though he’d never catch me. Except I wasn’t even getting a laugh, or even a turn of the head. Every night he was there, he was so wrapped up in his moves and showing off to the crowds that even the raccoon who’d sniffed his scent, running fur and shorts only down the street, didn’t make him look twice. Or even once. I was completely invisible to Colton Vincent.

Until Courtney asked me to the prom.




Three

Courtney Vincent was a gymnast, an elegant, slim fox even when she wasn’t balancing or swinging on something or bending herself into backflips and splits like her bones were made from elastic. She held whole audiences the way Colton held me, and it wasn’t just about her gymnastics; she wanted everyone paying attention to her. Some gossip magazine would probably try to snap her up if she ever showed an interest in going pro with her dirt digging, but I figured she was too smart for that. She’d probably go for real journalism, with tabloid sensation as a stepping stone if she needed it. Maybe she’d do sports. Probably after she did a stint as a professional athlete. She was heading to Harvard on a scholarship.

Why she’d want to go to senior prom with me was going to be a mystery to everyone. The mystery didn’t matter though. Every senior in Sekada High was going to put me through the crusher for this. Big time. She’d already said no to six other guys. Everyone thought she’d go on her own, just to show she could do it and not get laughed at. Instead:

‘You’re taking me, Aldrington. So don’t argue.’

‘I’m not arguing,’ I said. ‘I’m telling you it’s not gonna happen. Ask Devin. He’s still pining for you.’

‘Oh, please. You don’t rekindle a fire that never got lit in the first place because the wood was always wet and rotten.’

We were in the corridors by our lockers after school hours, both of us only there because of extra practices. The noise of sports still going on was just down the corridor. All those people who’d come to my rescue when Colton had attacked? Nowhere in sight now his sister was taking a turn, and she didn’t have to use anything close to a fist. She put her hands on my shoulders and gently backed me right up to my locker.

‘Todd. Let’s keep this simple. You’re going with me because you’re never going to ask anyone else, because you’re a coward, and that’s exactly why I like you. You’re not going to try anything with me. You’re going to hold my hand all night and we’re going to have a nice time, and I’m not going to have to put up with any of the other jocks.’ She ran her hand up my tail, and when she got to the tip, she kept hold of it and squeezed. I shivered, the cold running right to my tailbone and up my spine. ‘Also, you’re just about my league. You’re smart, you’re fit, you’re a nice guy. So you’ll do.’ She sniffed. ‘Oh yeah, and you shower. For a raccoon, you’re clean as a bedsheet.’ 

The one thing worse than saying no to the most popular girl in school would be calling her any of the words that were on the tip of my tongue. ‘People are going to hate me for this.’

Still holding my tail, she pulled it round me and pushed it against my stomach, backing me up against my locker. ‘People are going to hate you more if you say no to me, because let’s face it, that doesn’t happen. Ever. So just say yes and I’ll pretend you were the one who asked me. Yes?’

‘Fine.’ She was right, I wasn’t going to ask anyone else. I wasn’t even going to go. ‘And by the way, I really like being called a coward. You know how to boost a guy’s self–esteem. It’s no wonder they all want you as a prom date.’

‘You’re sweet, Todd,’ she said, and stood with her face close to mine, a smile on her lips and her wet tongue poking slightly out. ‘They all want to fuck me. Being a prom date’s only a stepping stone. You’re going to be a good boy and do nothing except hold my hand and make people jealous, and that’s exactly what I want. And just in case you go to sleep with ideas in your pretty head, this is not foreplay, I do not want you, there is no double meaning. I just want this arrangement. It suits both of us.’

‘Why?’ I said as she walked down the corridor, swinging her satchel over her shoulder.

 She turned and kept walking. ‘You don’t have to be a coward, Todd. There’s only one thing big enough to replace a date with me and you know what it is. But you won’t do it. I know you won’t.’

I didn’t have to ask what she meant. It was okay though. Nobody else would have known. But Courtney Vincent did, because she was just that smart. I had this feeling that the other girls secretly hated her. Probably because they envied her ability to do what she’d done to me — reach in to tear out the heart, then at the last minute, instead of keeping it as a trophy, crush it and then stuff it back in, still beating.

So much for prom and graduation kicking off the best years of my life.

I wasn’t a coward. She could go to hell with that. I was one of the best athletes in the school and I didn’t even make much of a song about it. I just got up and sang songs where I got to scream, because I liked it, and I didn’t care what anyone else thought. A coward wouldn’t get on that stage even though he knew some people laughed at it.

I certainly wanted to scream now. Courtney Vincent knew the truth. If I’d said no to her, everyone else would have known it too. She hadn’t had to say it. If there was a magic wand for blackmail, then it was like she’d won it and then stuck it up her ass so it penetrated her heart. That look, her playing with my tail, invading my space…she wanted me to know that was nothing compared with what she could do to me.

The story of how I murdered my prom date would make a great heavy metal song. Forget ‘Raining Blood’. Slayer should have made it rain Courtney Vincent all over this stupid town. And her brother as well.

∗ ∗ ∗

I wished it would rain all the way home, but no. It was June, and summer was in full swing, with no sign of a flash storm despite the stifling humidity. The streets were empty. Everything smelt like orange trees, mesquite, desert sand and the metal of hot cars. I hated my life. I wished Colton had just shoved me off that half pipe, and that it had been a cliff.

I sat quietly at the dinner table while my mom asked everyone what they’d done with their day and Dad humoured her with his silence. Always the same. Curious, she hardly ever asked him. My younger brother Felix and my sisters Zelda and Beatrix were still in the years where life was fun and exciting. Drusilla and Lucy were thirteen and fourteen, and still hadn’t figured out that ‘Moooom, really, this again?’ wasn’t enough to outsmart her. It wouldn’t matter tonight. She got to me, and I told the family about Courtney. 

Everybody in this town knew who Courtney was. Everyone knew her parents, and how successful they were in business. Even the kids who couldn’t understand popularity much knew she was popular. Felix stared at me. My sisters, even the younger ones, probably knew what Mom was going to say.

‘She asked you? Isn’t it supposed to be the other way around? When I was your age, a girl never asked a boy. She must really think you’re special, young man. I hope you said yes.’

‘She’s a fox, Mom. Wouldn’t you rather I had someone from, y’know, our own species?’

‘What have I told you?’ she said. ‘In this house we celebrate diversity. Please tell me you didn’t turn that girl down.’

‘No, I didn’t turn her down. Everyone’s going to hate me at prom now. Even the team. And they’re all going to expect me to…’ I looked around the table awkwardly. ‘Well, you know. And if I don’t, I’m going to get ripped. By everyone.’

‘Don’t be so silly,’ my mother said. ‘It’s only a prom, and it doesn’t end in that for most people. If your friends say it does, they’re probably lying.’

‘Are you guys talking about sex?’ Felix said.

My mother gave him one of her stern looks. ‘Not at the dinner table. And Todd is far more sensible than that anyway.’

Rocco, my older brother by one year, sniggered.

‘Something funny, young man? Todd learned the right lessons from what happened to Alfie the same way you did.’

Mom was too busy looking at Rocco to see how Dad looked at the ceiling. ‘I’ll clear the plates,’ he said.

The eldest raccoon of the family, Alfie, got his prom date pregnant three years earlier. Every time it came up, my mother reminded everyone how much she loved her grandson Freddy and then ran off a whole great list of ‘buts’. But Alife’s got no money and lives in a crap apartment. But Alfie isn’t happy. But Alfie won’t get married because he knows it will end in divorce, because that prom date he was once in love with is as much of a handful as he is. But Alfie’s lucky he doesn’t have more kids with a whole den’s worth of women the way he carried on. But good, well–behaved Todd, he wasn’t going to do that. He was Mom’s little saint.

I died inside every time we had a dinner like this. This time though, at least I’d been a flatliner before I even sat down at the table. I simply didn’t care. 

Mom went out to get the dessert. Great, it was going to be peaches and ice cream. Yet again.  

‘Courtney Vincent,’ Rocco said, looking at the ceiling and poking his finger through the circle he’d made with his other hand. ‘You go, bro. You won’t make Alfie’s mistake. All he forgot to do was put a raincoat on the dog before it had its dip in the river.’

‘Don’t be disgusting, Rocco,’ Lucy said. 

‘I’ll give you two more years before you want a boy to get plenty disgusting with you,’ Rocco said.

‘Todd could ask someone better,’ Lucy said. ‘Why don’t you?’

‘Because…’ Oh man, was I seriously about to open my mouth? ‘Because what’s the point? I’m not even bothered about prom. It’s a waste of money I don’t have. I spent all my weekend job money on sports kit and music.’

‘I’ll lend you money,’ Rocco said. He was working as an apprentice mechanic at Joe’s Garage and truck shop. ‘Hell, you bagged Courtney f’kin’ Vincent.’ He always bit back swearing in front of our younger siblings just in case Mom heard. ‘I’ll give you your prom money as your graduation present.’

Courtney was right. I didn’t have to be a coward. I was going to start changing that right now. ‘You know what? Good idea. Let’s go talk about my present then. Let’s go for a walk.’ Mom came back in. ‘Mom, can we be excused? We’ve gotta go for a walk.’

‘Do we?’ Rocco said, perplexed.

‘Yes, we do,’ I said. ‘I need your advice. It’s a brothers thing.’

‘Don’t you want dessert?’ Mom said.

‘I weighed myself this morning,’ I said, pretending I had. ‘I put on two pounds. Gonna get kicked off the team if I’m not careful. Rocco could do with dropping a couple of pounds too. Come on, we’re going out.’ I didn’t wait for Mom’s permission this time.

‘Woah, little bro, am I at least allowed a pair of shoes for this walk?’

‘Yeah, hurry up.’

‘Think you might want some too?’

‘Mom,’ I heard Felix say. ‘What’s putting a raincoat on a dog before it takes a dip in the river?’

Rocco dived out and slammed the door behind him, forgetting about shoes.

‘Barefoot’s the latest trend,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘It’s summer; this is burning my pads.’

‘You’ll get used to it after a minute or two.’

‘What the hell’s up with you? Where are we going? And I wanted my dessert.’

‘What, peaches again? No, you didn’t. We’re going to the prom field.’

‘The prom field? That’s four miles away!’

‘It’ll get your pads used to the heat.’

‘Bro, you’ve really gotta learn to drive.’ Rocco fished in his pocket for his keys. ‘Until then, get in the goddamn truck.’

∗ ∗ ∗

My school didn’t do prom in the hall or the gym, or even in the school itself. We used a grass park with a stage permanently set up for bands. Next door was one of those inner–city farm places with a straw barn. When we got to the park, I still made Rocco go for a walk to the barn.

‘This is where Alfie knocked Roxie up,’ I said. ‘He told me. This is where it always happens. I’m supposed to bring Courtney Vincent out here and hope I don’t get caught by one of the Tarbucks.’ They were the farmers, although they were really more like ranchers. I sat down on one of the bales. ‘Rocco, I don’t want to go with her. I know I can’t get out of it now; it’s probably all over the internet already. But…how do I get out of this?’

‘Bro, what’s up? Most guys would give their balls for this. Okay, I get it, you don’t think she’s for you and it’s awkward because she backed you into a corner. So let’s talk about it then. Who do you want to ask?’

I couldn’t talk. That feeling where I was ready not to be a coward was long gone. Just as well I was sitting down; my legs felt like they weren’t there. I took a deep breath. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’m going with her. Let’s just go home.’

‘Bro, if we go home right now, you’re going to spend the whole night not sleeping and keeping me awake because I can hear you raiding the fridge every half an hour. You didn’t even wait for Mom to say we could go, and right now she’s probably trying to stop Felix getting onto the internet. So we’re in the shit. Let’s make it worth it. What’s really bugging you about this?’

‘Like you haven’t guessed. Courtney knew. She wanted me to know she knew.’

‘Well, she might be a mind reader, but that’s because she’s Courtney Vincent. I’m Rocco, and I’m too dumb to go to college. But I’m too smart to just pump gas. So come on. Try me.’

I couldn’t look at him. I just stared at the floor and sat on my hands, trying to pretend I wasn’t trembling. ‘You ever met Courtney’s twin brother?’

‘Colton? Yeah, I know who he is. The fox who threw you on the floor. The skater. The hotshot who thinks he’s too cool for school. Always gels his fur up, thinking he’s a movie star already. Teacher’s pet during the week and in trouble with the cops every weekend. What are you worried about him for? You think he’ll make your life hell if you don’t do right by his sister? Bro, he’s full of—’

‘I want to go with him.’ 

That shut him up. Courtney was right: I didn’t have to be a coward. She thought I couldn’t do the one thing that could make me bigger than her? Watch this. Or at least, watch the start of it. And then probably me not getting much further.

I made myself look up at Rocco, my ears flat against my head the way they always were when I felt like I was dying of embarrassment. This time it was worse. But at least I could look my brother in the eye. ‘I think I’m gay, Rocco.’ 

I certainly knew he wasn’t a mind–reader now. He really hadn’t known. 

‘Whoa, Todd–o. Seriously?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Because you’ve got a crush on Colton Vincent?’

‘Quit judging me already. I didn’t ask for this. You think I want to be like this? If anyone finds out about this, I’m dead. Look at all the idiots I have to play ball with. The swimming team; just think about what’d happen if they knew this.’ My heart was thudding like I was in the race of my life. ‘They all dream about cheerleaders. I dream about being Colton’s friend. Because I know I think he’s cool but it’s a different kind of cool. The kind where I wish he was on the team. Any of them. So I could watch him take a shower. And don’t you dare laugh. And Dad. What the fuck would Dad do? I’m precious little Deacon Blue, and I’m a faggot now? You cannot tell him about this. He’s never going to know. Maybe this whole prom thing’s good. Maybe I just need to bone Courtney Vincent and make a whole big deal of it and everyone will see…what I need them to see.’

I felt like I’d said it all in one breath. I probably had. My head was so light it was as though I’d swum three laps underwater and only just remembered to surface.

Rocco shook his head. ‘Bro, this is the coolest thing you’ve ever told me.’

I felt like electricity had gone right through my heart. ‘What?’

‘You know why? Because I’d never have had the balls to be you right now.’

I stared at him.

‘Okay, maybe that wasn’t such a good choice of words, but I mean it. I could never have told Alfie something like that. Or anyone else. Respect, bro.’ He put his fist in the air, waiting for me to punch mine lightly against it. I did, but this time it was like I was punching a power cable and hoping I was faster than the current. 

Rocco laughed. ‘That sucked, Todd. Do it again.’

I did it too hard this time and had us both waving our hands about and sucking air through our teeth, our knuckles aching. ‘That’s more like it. Now listen up. You want Colton? We’re going to get you Colton. Because you’re the one in our family who deserves something better than what everyone else got. I don’t know why I’m even surprised.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Look at our species, Todd–o. We’re not jocks. We don’t play ball, we don’t run, we don’t swim even though we’re supposed to be good at it. Remember what we always said?’

I smiled, knowing we were about to say it in unison yet again, like we’d made our own personal scout motto: ‘We’re raccoons. We’re lazy, we’re pudgy, we grow up to be truckers.’ We laughed at ourselves. I was glad of the relief. 

Dad had heard us say it once. We got the ‘You boys have never gone without dinner because of me’ lecture, and we knew he was right. We also knew his reprimand just made our motto even funnier. Raccoons did make typical truckers. Thinking about it, I was surprised Colton hadn’t found some way of turning it into another insult for me.

‘How many people said you couldn’t become what you are?’ Rocco said. ‘What people say about us is kinda true. How many of our kind look like you? So you’re gay. Or you think you might be. That only means there are probably several boys who already like you and they’re just waiting for a chance.’

‘Oh man, quit it already. You’re worse than Mom.’

 Rocco waved it off. ‘I’ll let you in on a secret. Courtney Vincent asked you because she wanted to stop at least half a dozen other girls from getting there first.’

I sighed. ‘Thanks for kissing my ass, Rocco, but I know this isn’t how it works. I’m not special. I’m just different. Too different. And if I don’t score with Courtney, everyone will know. Nobody straight gets this wrong. What am I supposed to do, lie about getting laid with her? That’s shit. And I’d never pull it off; I can’t even lie about why I forgot my homework. And Colton would beat the shit out of me if I even told him about this, let alone if I tried anything.’

‘How do you know?’

‘You’re forgetting the part where he already broke three of my ribs just for existing? Look at the people he hangs out with. I do not need them laughing at me. Or the team. Or anyone. You’re right. I worked for what I’ve got. I don’t need something like this fucking it all up.’

‘Okay. So here’s what you do.’ Rocco shuffled up closer to me. ‘You take Courtney to the prom. You have a nice time. You might even score her and like it, even if you’re thinking about somebody else. But most likely you won’t, and if people think that means something, let them think it. What matters is Colton will know. Then you can see what he does.’

‘Avoid me like I’ve got fleas and they’re carrying the black death?’

‘Bro, how do you know that’s who he is underneath? Have you even talked to him?’

I told him about my birthday party invitation.

‘Okay, I’ll give it to you, that fox is a tough shell to crack. And you might have just landed the perfect sledgehammer. All that stuff I said about his style, you already noticed it, and him, and more. You already know how to make him look at you. You know how to tell him without telling him. And if you’re right and he tries to beat on you, tell him me and Alfie will cut his head off and rip his lungs out through his throat and tell him “Skate on that.” Then find somebody better.’

‘You’re living in a bigger dreamworld than I do.’

‘Bro, listen to me. A year ago, I was doing all this. Remember me taking Crystal to prom?’

I remembered. I was still certain he thought I didn’t know the story. ‘Her dad was in prison for robbing a gas station, but everyone believed the rumour that he was a drug dealer. So everyone’s nickname for her was Meth, like he named her after it. You got drunk on tequila and accidentally called her Crystal Meth to her face, and everyone laughed and she realised they’d all been calling her that too. So she kicked you in the balls. Then she went on the stage and stopped the band and told everyone you once peed in your sleeping bag in summer camp when you were fifteen.’ I couldn’t help but snigger. ‘Did that actually happen, the pee thing?’

Rocco shrugged. ‘Yep. Dex and Sheldon put my hand in a jug of water when I was asleep.’

‘So that does work.’

 ‘But you know what I did after Crystal told everyone? I laid her best friend after the sympathy routine got me there. I wasn’t even trying, and she wasn’t good–looking, but I enjoyed it. And I learned looks don’t matter when your balls have been crushed and someone’s stroking your ears. Then maybe looks don’t matter at all. Bottom line? When this is all over, most of the things you get hung up about right now just won’t matter. And by the way, newsflash, loads of jocks are inside a closet so big that a thousand pairs of tits wouldn’t fill it. You really never noticed anyone checking you out? Not even the otters on the swimming team?’

‘So not going there.’

‘Just keep your eyes open. Because no offence, but you could do better than Colton. But you know, I really want to see what happens if you ever bring him home to Mom and you two are holding hands. I can see her fainting right now, and there are lights and bells and a big board that says ‘Payback!’ while the audience cheers.’ He waved his hand like he was some big Broadway star on a stage talking about New York City.

‘You just want this to work to freak Mom out?’

‘I want it for you,’ Rocco said. ‘Remember that money I promised you? You’re going to need it. You wanna get noticed and not noticed all at once? There’s some stuff you’re going to need. Let’s make a list. You really sure it’s Colton you’re after?’

‘I don’t even think I like him half the time,’ I said. ‘But I can’t help it. There’s something good about him. I feel like I don’t just believe it. I know it. I have to try this.’

‘Okay then,’ Rocco said. ‘Let’s get started.’ 




Four

I found Colton at the skate park the next day. He’d been alone and practicing, just like I’d hoped. 

He stopped when he saw me. ‘Not again, Aldrington. You’re really coming back for more?’

He dropped down off the side of the half pipe in a spring–loaded jump, taking his helmet off at the same time with one deft movement. He was about average weight for a fox, but he still thudded onto the ground, as if wanting to imagine that weight crushing me. Strange, he didn’t bother with knee or elbow pads, but he had the helmet. His red–brown fur gleamed in the early evening sunlight.  

‘Where’s your board then? Didn’t think you’d grow a pair and actually use it. Maybe just as well. Those bones’ll shatter, raccoon. I know why you’re here. I heard about my sister and you. What do you want, me to make her back off? Uh–uh. I’d rather see you make a dog’s breakfast of the whole thing.’

‘I don’t want her to back off,’ I said. ‘I’ve already said I’m taking her. So I was thinking, like…I’ve got to take her out for dinner before prom, right? So…why don’t you come? Bring whoever you’re taking and we’ll have dinner together.’

Colton laughed. ‘Aldrington, are you really this stupid? I thought you at least took honours classes. I’m not going to the prom, dumbshit. If you were smart, you’d have told my dumb sister to fuck off.’

‘You’re not going?’

Colton raised both hands to chest level, pointing his index fingers to the sky, and took a slow breath, as if about to give a lecture on life. Then he seemed to change his mind. ‘Okay, I want you to try something.’ He held his right hand close to my face. ‘Follow my hand with your eyes. Quick quick , like this.’ He flicked it back and forth, clicking his fingers each time. Without having agreed, I was trying to follow it anyway. Just being this close to him felt nerve–wracking, and now he was giving me some sort of test? 

‘Too fast for you?’ He stopped. ‘See, Aldrington, all those ball games don’t give you reflexes worth shit. I am that fast. That’s why I just tested for pilot training in the air force. Guess what? They’re signing me up.’ 

Then something happened that will stay with me for the rest of my life. He snapped his left fingers this time, and then his hand flashed past my face, along with the rest of him, and I barely saw it before his hand was on my shoulder, his arm against my back, and it was like he’d ghosted straight through me. Some part of me already trying to displace reminded me that I knew he was left–handed and hadn’t thought he was testing me with just his weak hand, saving the better one for a real move. 

‘And if I’m that fast, I get to try out for Nasa. Astronaut, raccoon. Think that could be you too?’ He patted my shoulder, and I was sure I felt a shiver down the side of my neck that travelled all the way up into my skull. Was that a claw he’d just drawn down the side of my neck? Was this a—

‘I get it,’ he said. ‘At least as much of you as there is to get. But listen. There’s me, and there’s you. I’m not even going to school anymore. I already completed all the assignments and handed them in, and I’d already get a graduation score even if I hadn’t. So what’s the point? You, you’re coasting to a nice easy finish and then the prom is the best night of your life. And you bagged my sister and it’ll boost you a little socially. But I’m in the real world now. So what the fuck do I care about a prom?’

‘Errrr…’ I was lucky to get that much out of my mouth before I just stood there like I was on stage in front of a crowd of millions.

‘Yeah,’ Colton said with a wicked smile that made me feel weak all over. He shook himself off, like touching me meant he needed to. ‘Good answer.’ He stood there looking at me, as if searching for some way of making me feel worse than his sister had.

He’d touched my shoulder. I’d never get to touch his coat or feel the tip of my tongue on his razor–teeth, or tell him everything about the way he dressed and moved drove me wild the way girls were supposed to but just didn’t. He’d laugh if I even spoke to him again.

No, none of this. This was what I knew would happen. Here was my chance to fight it.

Colton turned his palms upwards. ‘You’re still standing there because…?’

Because I’ve got something. ‘What’s your 5K running time?’

‘The hell you asking about that for?’

‘I already know. It’s nearly half an hour. Mine’s sixteen and a half minutes.’ This was coming out all wrong. Colton didn’t look like he was going to hit me. He was going to crush me just by talking. That was the fox who sailed through school so fast he didn’t need to attend anymore.

‘Ooooh, the raccoon does something better than me. Yeah, have fun with your sixteen thirty when you still can’t go pro and you’ve got a desk job with a shitty boss and you’re sat there pretending there’s still a chance.’

‘It doesn’t matter who’s better, Colton,’ I said. ‘You want to be in the air force, you’ve got to be fit. Does half an hour for three miles pass that entry test?’ 

‘Go back to your trailer and eat your rancid lard, Aldrington. The scores I just gave them, the fitness test don’t mean shit. But just so you know, I already passed. They only want a mile and a half in under twelve minutes. I did it.’

I believed him. ‘That’s the minimum,’ I said. ‘I had a recruiter try to convince me to join once. Know what he told me? Once you get into their college, they expect a whooole lot more. He tried to sell it to me saying I could already do it all. Looks like they got you on the booksmarts. But let me know if you want someone to exercise with who won’t make fun. And you should quit smoking.’

He put a Marlboro red between his lips and snapped a Zippo to it. Slowly, but it felt like he could have done it in a motion as fast as the one he’d used on me. ‘Let me tell you something about my half hour time: I don’t bother doing better because why would I want to compete when it’s you at the front? My sister made a good choice, Aldrington. She really deserves to date a dumpster baby like you.’ 

Oh, that was it. Courtney wanted bravery? Watch this. I stalked right up to him. ‘I was not left in a fucking dumpster when I was born. You know nothing about me. Is that half of your problem or something? Mom and Dad don’t want you?’

‘Go on, Aldrington. What are you going to do? Throw the punch your boyfriend had to throw for you last time? All you did was sit and watch while I tore your friends up. You’re not gonna do shit.’

‘I bet you didn’t even take your fitness test yet. You’re full of shit.’

‘Yeah? I’m not the one in denial about who I am.’

Oh God. What had Courtney told him? ‘I’m not in denial about anything.’ Before my hackles could rise again, I realised the truth. ‘That’s your problem with me? That you think I’m gay?’

‘What if I outed you, trash panda? How would you like that?’

‘You wouldn’t do it even if it was true. You couldn’t.’

‘No? Why not?’

‘Because people would ask too many questions about you. The one trying to ruin somebody else’s life because of his own denial. I’ve heard what gets said about you.’ Thank God for Devin talking his crap two years ago. I no longer cared if it was true. ‘Half the girls you’ve ever been with looked like guys, and that’s why you picked them. You sure you wanna do this dance, Colton? I can’t fight you, but I could still fucking own you. What would you do, set your friends on me this time? Good luck with that. People care about me. Your ass in the gutter though, who’d care about that? I was almost dumb enough to care, for some reason.’

Colton stared me out, then finally, just as I was about to let him win, he looked away and took a few steps backwards. ‘Nobody asks questions about me. They’re not stupid enough to go there.’

He walked away, back up onto the half pipe, and started practicing moves, a cloud of smoke haloing around his head with every jump. I watched him, hoping that me still being there would stoke him up enough to continue this until we just plain had a fight. Then I knew I’d never win it and simply gave up. 

‘When you fail that test, come see me,’ I yelled over my shoulder as I walked away. 

∗ ∗ ∗

‘Bro, that was killer!’ Rocco said when we talked about it later in his room, in low voices. ‘You’ve got him. He knows you’re right. That asshole really got into the air force as a pilot? I bet he’s making it up anyway. You ask his sister yet?’

I’d asked several of her friends. It was true. The recruiters had had their eyes on Colton right from that career fair, and he’d given them gold.

‘Rocco, listen, I don’t think I like Colton anymore. Sure, he’s awesome to look at, but maybe I was wrong about the rest. He’s a total shithead. I thought he was trying to be smart, but you know what he said to me?’ I told him the last part of our conversation. ‘I’ve got feelings, Rocco. Colton just wanted to hurt them. For real. And he did it. I feel like shit right now.’

‘Okay, so now you can forget about him and find someone nice. I told you you could do better.’

A knock at the door came. Mom came in without waiting for a reply. ‘Courtney Vincent’s here,’ she said. ‘She wants you.’

∗ ∗ ∗

Courtney looked like she was actually pleased to see me. She listened for a while on the doorstep, her sharp fox’s hearing tuned in to how close my family were. Then she dropped her voice. ‘I heard about you and my brother. This is perfect. Let’s take a walk. I hear you’re into barefoot. I’ll leave these here then.’ She took off her shoes and dropped them inside my doorway. Then before I could answer, she pulled me through it by my t–shirt and shut it behind us. 

‘Okay,’ she said when we were down the block. ‘For one night only, consider me your friend, because you’re better at this than I thought. That was a smart idea, what you said to Colton, and I’m really not so much of a bitch as you think. I want you to help him. I need you to get him fit so he doesn’t get eaten alive in this dream career of his if he gets it.’

‘Stop,’ I said. ‘Right there. Why didn’t you just ask me to help him? You’ve made me a laughing stock. Everyone knows it wasn’t me who asked you to the prom. Now you’re trying to pretend this was really all about Colton? I’m not playing this game. You told me not to be a coward. So here’s me not being a coward: fuck off, Courtney. I’m not going with you. The date’s off.’

Her eyes flashed, but it was with pleasure. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere. Colton said you might say that. Because he told you to. Here’s why you are still going with me: my BFF is going to do to Colton what I did to you, and it’s going to work, because he does care about the prom, because all the other hotshots out there who’ll join up with him do. So we’re going to have dinner together. The four of us. And that’s the first step to him accepting your help and you…well, maybe you make an unlikely friend. Besides, I did send you a drink with a wink. I heard your friends drank my three hundred bucks quite happily.’

‘You. You did that?’

‘Uh–huh.’

‘What the hell for?’

‘Oh, remind me to remember your birthday next year then. Okay, honesty time: I really just wanted to pump your party up, see if you’d get drunk enough to come out to everyone and wake up not remembering it.’

The worst part was, she was probably telling the truth. ‘The joke’s on you then. That was a waste of three hundred bucks.’

‘Evidently.’

‘My family can just about afford to eat, and you can waste three hundred bucks on someone you don’t even know? Gee, was I lucky to get that present. And I really do not feel comfortable talking about who I am with you.’ I was looking down the street. I forced myself to look at her. ‘How did you know I was even…that way? And I like your brother. Even though he does just about everything to make sure I don’t. How did you know all this? Did Colton already realise?’

Courtney looked at me for a moment like she was just an ordinary, averagely popular 12th grade student. ‘No. And I didn’t either, dummy. Not until you just told me. My senses were just twitching a little. I didn’t know it was Colton. I just know you go running past the skate park all the time. You run a five–and–a–half–minute mile. When you get to the skate park, you’re just jogging. So I had a list. Some of them were actually girls. I did bet on guys though. But Colton? He wasn’t even on it.’

I shut my eyes. ‘Oooooh God! I’ll give you anything you want if you’ll just kill me right now.’

‘If I killed you, how would I get whatever it is you’re offering?’

‘Look, this is stupid anyway. Colton’s not gay, is he? And by the way, I know what he actually is: a complete douchebag. Did he tell you what he said to me?’ I rattled off the whole conversation and didn’t realise how mad it was making me until I stopped, feeling hot and twitchy.

‘Yeah, he told me,’ Courtney said. ‘He felt bad about it. I know he did.’

‘Yeah, right. How?’

‘You tell other guys when you’ve burned someone and you’re proud of it. You don’t tell your sister.’

‘I bet he didn’t tell you about all the other times.’

‘Do you? How much?’

Had I just found something that made this whole thing different? The world felt very still and calm all of a sudden. ‘This is what he does? Uses you like a therapist?’

‘Sometimes,’ Courtney said. ‘Not all the time. Alright, I told you I’m your friend for just one night. So make use of it, because this conversation never happened. I don’t always know what Colton is underneath. I just know a couple of things most people don’t, and they’re not for me to say. But between you and me…okay, I meant it when I said you were a nice guy. Are you a nice guy who can keep a secret?’

‘I’ve been in the closet for how long now and you’re asking if I can keep secrets?’

She shrugged and smiled. ‘Okay, you got me. Nice snark. You enjoy it?’

‘Yep.’

‘I did this whole prom–date thing because I just wanted to let one decent guy like you into the house. Not all the people I’m supposed to like. I wanted you on the radar because I want Colton to know you too. Because I think he’s going to need a good friend soon.’

This was sounding like it was about to get into something sad, and the way she said it, I was almost more afraid of the real her and the real Colton than the ones I’d already been burned by. ‘Is he terminally sick?’

‘No. But I don’t think the air force can take him. They just haven’t seen the reason yet. As his application gets more advanced, they’ll see it. He already knows it but he’s trying to pretend it’s nothing. It’s not the fitness thing. It’s worse than that. It’s not anything terrible about him as a person. He just had some bad luck.’

I thought my way through the same recruitment process I’d had explained to me. ‘Something on his medical history?’

The look she gave me said I was on the right lines, but I could tell she was refusing to nod, or shake, or do anything. ‘It’s really not for me to talk about. I already told you more than I should have, and I’d be an even worse sister if I went into the really personal stuff. If you can ever get it out of him, it’s for him to say. I’m pretty certain he’s in for one great big crash. And I’m glad he knows you. Because God knows half his other friends will probably just think that getting him wrecked is what’ll help when it happens. When it happens, Todd. I’m sure of it. They’re not going to take him. But I want you to try your getting fit idea on him anyway. Because I want him to know someone decent.’

After what he’d said to me, I shouldn’t have felt sorry for him, but I did, whatever the reason was. ‘Maybe I should just respect his space then. It’ll just be awkward if he ever finds out I like him like that and he doesn’t feel that way about guys. I can’t mess with someone’s feelings. And I think you’re going to let me be your friend for more than just one day.’

‘You’ll only hear me say it once, Todd–boy, so listen up: I’m not who people think I am either. You want my secret? I think I’m starting to hate gymnastics. I think I wanna go to college and take up something new. Anything but more fucking gym. Soon as I tell Mom and Dad I didn’t sign on to the Harvard team, oh, just start imagining the freakout.’

‘You got into Harvard? I didn’t think we’d had applications returned yet.’

‘Todd. Who are my family? Of course I’m getting in.’

‘But they can’t get Colton into the air force?’ I wished I hadn’t said it. ‘Sorry.’

‘Stop saying sorry for everything; it was a fair thought. Money and influence don’t reach everywhere. Besides, that’s just it. Colton probably thinks they do. That’s the real crash. Mommy and Daddy can’t buy the one dream he really wants to come true.’

I couldn’t help myself now. ‘Can I stop being the nice guy for a bit and just pester you until you tell me what’s behind all this?’

‘No, but here’s what I will tell you about my brother. He really is as smart as he says. So smart that he even gets under my radar about where he goes and what he does sometimes. I know he’s had plenty of girls. What I don’t know is who else he likes. I think he might actually be both ways. For real.’

‘How? What are the signs?’

‘Can you really keep your mouth shut?’

I mimed zipping my mouth closed.

‘I was teasing him one day with gay jokes. The usual shit. Him and me having a word–fight’s hilarious, by the way. But it’s not any signs he ever gave. It how our mom had a quiet word with me later and told me maybe I should be a bit more sensitive. I asked her what the signs were. She just said she wasn’t sure there were any. But that one day I’d learn. The usual parent crap. She saw something. At least I think she did. It’s not much to go on, but it’s already got your hopes up, hasn’t it?’

I pretended it hadn’t, trying not to get carried away. 

‘But listen, here’s something you’ll like. Colton’s always got a boner.’

I nearly choked on air after bursting out laughing. ‘I thought you were trying to be a good sister. If one of my sisters said that about me to someone else, I’d want her dead.’

‘Oh, consider it a little revenge for all the times he’s been a dick of a brother to me. And that’s plenty. He is the easiest person to turn on, like ever. He probably thinks I don’t notice the bulge down there half the time, or he doesn’t care. I have real fun trying to work out what he must be thinking about. Really, I’ve got no idea. Just that I bet he’s got serious energy whenever he finds somewhere to put that thing.’

I was still laughing and trying not to imagine Colton in one of his skating poses that I liked, showing off his package to me. Courtney was probably exaggerating anyway. I’d have noticed if Colton was turned on, because it would have turned me on. 

‘Can I ask you something serious?’ I said. ‘Do you really think we should carry on with this? With you taking me to the prom?’

She put her hand on my shoulder, but this time it felt friendly. ‘You’re taking me, Todd–boy. At least now I’ve been honest about why. So what the hell: I also asked you because you’re safe. And I knew that before you just came out to me. You know the reputation I have. What it really means is that I’m probably not safe with anyone. Or maybe I am but it will all just end in awkwardness when I say no. Because I’m not a prom–night prize. I’m not anyone’s prize. I’m sorry if I made people laugh at you. But come on, laugh back and then we can make this work. Because you just changed the game.’ She let go of me and looked down the street towards the skate park and shook her head. ‘All along, I never had the one name on my list that should have been on it first. It’s always the most unlikely person.’

‘What is this, a crime novel?’

She walked back up to me and tapped my head. ‘Don’t go using this too much. Let me think on this. We can so make this happen. I need to call Caitlyn. She’s got to do her thing on my brother, then we’re going to that dinner together. By the way, smart idea. You’d have been smarter if you’d brought it straight to me. Colton can’t refuse it from me, not the way I’m going to play it. Welcome to Courtney’s World. You’re going to love working here. Now go home and talk to your brother. That money he offered? Take it all and then milk him for a little more. He works at Joe’s Garage, right? That’s perfect. Big bro’s about to get you your real graduation present.’

When she told me what it was, I laughed. ‘There’s no way, Courtney. Forget it.’

‘Where’s the jock spirit gone, raccoon? There was no way you were winning that game on your birthday. Until you, like, actually won, maybe? You know why I’ve got parents worth millions? Because they always know the answer to one question: how badly do you want what you want? Right now, I want a decent prom and a decent friend for my brother. That’s why you’re going to go home and get what we need. This is why I said I’m your friend for one night only. Because now I’m your partner.’




Five

My mother being a fur stylist meant she always had a definite idea about what her kids were supposed to look like, and it was always supposed to be modest. Everyone else’s, she’d put any style on them they wanted and talk to them like it was the cutest thing ever that they were experimenting with what they looked like. Us? It was always, ‘Oh, come on, that’s not you. We can make you nicer than that.’ God forbid any of us tried to avoid the whole thing by spending our allowance and going to one of her competitors.

Except, it turned out, on prom night.

When I told Rocco how much I was dreading her prepping me for prom, he looked at me like I’d surprised him more when I’d come out. ‘Oh, you’ve got it wrong, bro. Listen up, you’re going to see a side of Mom that comes out once in your life and once only. I call it Prom Night Mom. She actually chills out and backs off and…I can’t describe it. Just wait and see and trust me. You’ll think you’re either living on another planet or aliens stole Mom just for one night because they’re your guardian angels or something.’

‘This is…weird,’ I said. ‘What exactly happens?’

‘Here’s what you need to know. You’re going to go to Bud and Rose’s and get styled up, and you’re not gonna tell her, and you’re going to walk in the house and just see what she does. That’s what I did. I couldn’t even believe what happened.’

Bud and Rose’s? Oh, hell no, seriously? They were Mom’s best friends since college, who doubled up as her biggest rivals. They always had this playful ‘it’s all a bit of a game’ vibe going on, but anyone could tell the claws were always out when it came to who could do the best job, get the most customers and steal each other’s. That was Mom all over. Not to mention she always put the Republican campaign posters in her windows at election time and Bud and Rose were Democrats. The customers didn’t care about politics; they laughed at it all as they swapped salons continually.

The only rule was that each other’s kids never got caught in this. Because we never went to each other’s places. Unless, apparently, it was prom night.

‘This is a special one,’ Rocco said. ‘Percival’s gonna go to Mom and Bud and Rose get you. Trust me, I’m the fixer. And trust me again; they will know exactly what to do with you.’

My eyes didn’t just widen; I actually felt them widen. ‘You didn’t—’

‘Relax,’ Rocco said. ‘I said nothing, nada, zip.’ He ran a finger over his lips. ‘They’ll know though.’

‘This had better not be a joke.’

‘Turn up at closing time, 5 PM. They’ll be open for you.’

It was true. I could tell the two Labradors almost didn’t think I’d turn up, but it turned out Alfie had started this and then made Rocco do the same thing I now was. There were just whole new levels of weirdness I was still only just discovering about this life. But it didn’t feel weird. I stood there like I’d just found the meaning of life itself, and I knew I was going to sound stupid, but I was just going to speak my mind. It helped that I knew the truth, along with everyone else: Bud and Rose were married for business and for show. Because they’d had kids together even though they were both swingers and played both ways while they were at it.

‘I want to feel good!’ I said, like I belonged in some motivational prime–time ad. ‘Apparently you guys know what to do. So what are we doing?’

‘Oh, this is just precious,’ Rose said. She took one of my hands and held up my arm. ‘And just look at this coat, Deacon Blue. I could work on this for hours.’

‘We’ve got one, honey,’ Bud said. ‘Two, tops. He’ll be picking up Courtney Vincent at six. I’ll set your stuff up; we are going to make her melt for this guy.’ 

‘Come on then,’ she said, sitting me in the chair. ‘Show Aunt Rose what all those sports have done to what’s under that shirt.’

‘You want my shirt off?’ I said. ‘We’re doing my whole coat? It’s going to be under a suit all night.’

‘Yeah, but honey, how do you wanna feel under that suit? And imagine someone takes it off. What are they gonna feel? What’s underneath has to be better than what’s on top. Come on, how old are you now? Do not go for modesty on the best night of your life.’

That wasn’t what this was going to be, but for a moment I almost believed it.

I went home barely recognising myself. Even though I’d watched the change in front of the mirror, it was like morphing into a stranger for the purposes of spying, like in some sci–fi flick. I smelt like clay, pear drops and coconut from the waxes and gels Rose used, and everything about my face looked sharp and slick, like I could get into an open–topped vintage car and cruise down the block and it would look perfect.

I looked charming. I’d never thought of myself as charming, not until I saw my face could carry that look with the right style. Now I’d probably try to live up to the looks too hard and do exactly what Colton wanted: make a dog’s breakfast of everything.

Next surprise: Rocco had picked up my prom suit and taken it to Bud and Rose’s just to surprise me. I changed into it and then they did a final tweak to the style. I was speechlessly thankful, staring at myself in the mirror like none of this could be happening. I still didn’t know what to say when I got out the cash Rocco had given me and they told me there was no charge.

‘But…I…’

‘Todd,’ Rose said. ‘Money’s worth far less than seeing the joy on your face right now. I won’t accept a cent.’ She took the notes from my hand and tucked them in the top pocket of my suit. ‘Buy the nicest thing on the menu for that girl and be a gentleman.’ She almost rubbed my head but stopped herself from spoiling her work at the last moment. ‘Darn, always the same thing every time,’ she said.

‘And don’t drink beer,’ Bud said as I was leaving. ‘Go margaritas. Or mojitos.’

I still didn’t like beer or spirits much, and I doubted the prom bar would serve a honey sour, but something told me that tonight I was going to have to try regardless. Because short of a punch in the face, nothing was going to bring me down to Earth. Especially not after getting home.

‘Is that my boy?’ Mom said. There was no faking this. She had her hands to her mouth and her eyes were wet already. ‘Well, my God.’ Again, there was no pinching my cheeks or tugging my ears or rubbing between them. She looked but she couldn’t touch, like I was in a beauty contest. ‘Oran!’ she called to Dad. ‘Get the camera, we need pictures for the grandparents.’

Oh no. What happened to her being different? She was going to make me late. I just knew it.

Except she was different. Totally.

When she made Rocco get in some of the pictures with me, she didn’t even tell him off when he kept making signs behind my head and pulling faces; she just kept taking the pictures, then had him take some with her and Dad in them. When it came to dinner time, the rule that you had to sit at the table even if for some reason you weren’t eating didn’t apply to me tonight. 

I sat there anyway, trying not to feel weirded out. I failed when Mom brought me a beer and told me, ‘You sit here,’ pointing at the chair next to Dad. That had always been Alfie’s seat. We’d all guessed at why she’d left it empty since he moved out, but tonight it was mine. She didn’t even ask what everyone had done with their day. It was like she was dreaming. When Felix accidentally burped and our two younger sisters copied him, she laughed.

I could help it no longer when she went out for the dessert. I looked at Dad, then at Rocco, and whispered, ‘What the fuck?’

‘Don’t ask,’ my father said, winking. ‘Just enjoy.’ He looked at the beer I wasn’t drinking. A few sips was all I’d managed. ‘I got this,’ he said, and sank half of it for me. I thought I caught the meaning and sat there like a goldfish, hoping Rocco could confirm it. Sure enough, he sniggered. Dad, still wearing his work clothes, mimed straightening up the tie he never wore. Zelda and Beatrix didn’t know why they were now sniggering too. Me, I was just happy. Not even thinking about what might come later. Lucy and Dru were giving each other serious looks.

‘Relax,’ Dad said. ‘I got ‘em tied. There ain’t gonna be an Aldrington number nine.’

‘Got what tied?’ Beatrix said. ‘Who’s Aldrington number nine?’

‘Don’t!’ Rocco and I both said, as Felix looked ready to launch into the explanation. Mom was back.

‘What’s funny?’ she said, bringing the usual bowl of tinned peaches. She’d mixed pears with them this time. ‘Did someone tell a joke?’

Felix smirked. ‘Todd said f—’

‘Felix, I think it’s your turn to serve up,’ Dad said.

Felix always wanted to serve up dessert, if only because somehow he got away with giving himself a slightly bigger portion. Just to make the younger ones yell, ‘He’s got MORE than me!’ Tonight, Mom just smiled all the way through it.

‘We gotta go, bro,’ Rocco said. ‘The car’s here.’ We could all hear it. No need to ask Mom’s permission to leave the table tonight; she was already waving us out the door before I knew it.

Joe Cassano, Rocco’s boss, a wiry lion with oil–stained pads, was already there. Along with his most prized possession. ‘Now you know the deal, raccoon.’ He held the keys up over Rocco’s outstretched palm. ‘Don’t you fuckin’ scratch her. And no hanky panky on those leather seats. And if your little bro can’t hold his liquor, you make him walk home.’ He put the keys in Rocco’s palm and closed his fist for him. ‘But just so I know, why ain’t he renting a limo like everyone else?’

‘Because I’m smarter than that,’ I said. I wasn’t even into cars, but anyone could have seen this was seriously cool. I was so smart, I really had done what Courtney asked for: talked Rocco into borrowing this car. It was worth about two hundred grand, and Joe Cassano never lent it to anyone. Except the new apprentice who was impressing him a little more than all the others. Needless to say though, I was still in major debt for this. Supportive brother or not.

∗ ∗ ∗

Courtney opened the door to me and regarded me from head to toe as if this were some sort of military inspection. ‘Yeah, okay, not bad.’ She straightened my collar up and tweaked the fur on my face in a couple of places, probably changing nothing. She smiled and stepped back. ‘Hey, Todd–boy. This really might not be so bad. You look like you made the effort.’ 

‘Thanks. You’re not bad yourself.’ She was stunning, a black fox in a white sequined dress. What Bud and Rose had done to me in an hour was truly put to shame by her. Then I clocked it — they’d done her as well. They knew exactly how to make us look good next to each other. Shit, that was how they’d known who I was dating. I’d never thought to ask. Just figured it was high–schoolers on social media somehow getting noticed by the entire world.

It really should have made me want her. If there was ever a pressure test of who I was, this was it. She’d been right all along: all I wanted to do was hold her hand and have a nice time. Because what I really wanted to see was the made–up version of Colton.

God, if I’d been drunk, this would have sobered me in an —

‘Earth to Todd, anyone home? Your mom take pics of you all dressed up?’

‘Yeah. Yours?’

‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘Not yet.’

‘Why not?’

She sighed. ‘Because my date’s got to be in them, dummy. Come on.’

‘There he is!’ Her mother Chantelle came in. She’d never spoken to me, even though she’d seen me at sports events, and I’d certainly seen her, because she was the kind everyone saw, and it wasn’t looks or money; it was the way she could work a room. She ran a wedding planning company, and right then it was like me standing next to her daughter dressed up to the nines was some kind of rehearsal to her. She fussed over both of us, and it was like she’d known me for years, asking even more questions than my own mother’s ‘How was your day?’ routine.

She took so many pictures I was amazed I had any eyeballs left after the flashes. Then she had to get Courtney’s father in the pics.

When he walked into the room, I felt even more weirded out than I did by my mom’s behaviour earlier. Because Michael Vincent, who I’d never seen before, looked just like Colton, aged up about thirty years and dressed smart–casual in tight clothes — a tech CEO if there ever was one. He had glasses. If he took them off, I’d have sworn I’d travelled forward in time to Colton’s fiftieth birthday party. He looked at me as he might have done a new computer prototype.

‘Hmmm. Yes, I think he’ll do.’

‘Well, get in the picture next to your daughter and him then,’ Chantelle said. She snapped more pictures, faster than a desperate paparazzo. ‘I’ll put the timer on, hold on.’ She got in the picture within five seconds and was already in the perfect pose.

‘Should we get Colton?’ I said. ‘Maybe he should be in one of these.’

What had I done? I didn’t know. I just knew that I’d done something, because the whole room seemed still, and I became acutely aware of how the camera had stopped rattling off pics, like somehow I’d even stopped a machine dead with those words. The two parents exchanged looks I couldn’t read at all.

‘Well, sure, why not?’ Michael said. ‘I’ll get him.’

Chantelle put out a hand and stopped him. ‘It’s alright, Mike.’ She gave me the kind of look reserved for a stranger who didn’t fully understand something. ‘Colton doesn’t like having his picture taken much, Todd. But it was a nice thought.’

So that was it. Photosensitive epilepsy. How had he always kept that hidden from people? All sorts could set it off, not just cameras.

‘It’s alright, Mom.’ Colton came in now, cigarette in hand. I could never have said it to him, but he really didn’t look so sharp in a suit. My heart should have gone thud at him done up like this. Instead I just looked at him, and I actually fancied I looked a better catch. I couldn’t help but smile. ‘Take a pic of me. Take loads.’ He slid in between me and Courtney. His aftershave was enough to make up for the lack of wow–effect his suit had made. It smelt of diesel and brimstone laced with citrus. ‘Hell, she’s going with a raccoon,’ he said. ‘There needs to be at least one male fox in these pics.’

Michael smiled and nodded. ‘Hands up, everyone; is there a suitable male fox in this pic right now?’

I was probably going to get burned for it later, but I kept my hands by my sides. So did everyone else.

Colton laughed. It sounded fake. ‘I’m just kidding, trash panda. You’re alright.’ He gave me a noogie. It messed up my head fur totally. No problem, Chantelle was already there with a comb. Then she combed her son’s hair as well. She even licked her fingers and styled the fur on his cheeks a little. Credit to him, he just stood and took it.

Then I felt it again. As he stood with his arms around me and his sister, there was the claw up the side of my neck.

I must have imagined it. There was no way he could have done that without his parents noticing. I hoped nobody saw me shiver slightly. I didn’t want Colton wearing this suit he looked out of place in. Why couldn’t he have just been a dick as usual and told everyone he’d just wear his skating gear?

‘Give me that,’ his mother said, finally appearing to notice he was smoking. Instead of stubbing it, she quickly took the last couple of drags and dropped the butt into an ashtray, a tendril still drifting up from it.

So much for the photosensitive epilepsy theory; the camera hadn’t set Colton off at all. Except that he did look like something was bothering him. Beneath all the posturing, I could have sworn I caught something. Because he never stared into space like he was daydreaming. He was always alert, like he might have to spring into action. But just for a few seconds when it ended, he wasn’t.

Why did someone who looked as good as Colton not like their own picture? Forget it, I told myself. I didn’t have time to be baffled.

‘Alright, you lot,’ Michael said. ‘Get out of here and have a nice dinner. Be sensible.’ He was looking at Colton when he said that last part.

As we walked to the door, I remembered Courtney’s instructions from earlier: when he and I see the car, it all has to look like I’m not expecting it, and like it was all your dumb idea.  

‘What is that?’ She walked down the drive towards the mustang, slowly. ‘Oh, Todd, seriously? We’re showing up in that?’

My heart picked up, but it wasn’t because of her act being so good. It was the presence behind me. 

‘It’s a 1970’s Shelby Mustang, you dumb bag of pheromones.’ Colton stepped between us, a hand on both our shoulders. I smelt the tobacco and tequila now. ‘Not bad, raccoon. How did a trailer boy like you get your hands on one of those?’

‘I don’t live in a trailer,’ I said, not caring about any way he could find to insult me. I wanted him to. It felt like he didn’t mean it, because the look he gave me said I’d done something right.

‘Your BFF call yet?’ Colton said to his sister. ‘She done up like a Vegas stripper already so we can go pick her up? I’m having the shotgun seat. Wait here, I’ve gotta go get my cat repellent. You got your can of mace? I think you’re gonna need it.’ He was looking at me when he said that. He didn’t wait for an answer.

Courtney winked and gave my arm a squeeze. ‘It’s working,’ she whispered.

∗ ∗ ∗

I didn’t know much about match–making. In fact, I knew nothing about it at all. Despite that, I felt like Caitlyn Banes the white tiger looked pretty fitting next to Colton. She was a gymnast like Courtney, and she carried herself with a walk that I’d taken to calling the High Flying Career Gal style. Considering who her best friend was, it seemed a little strange that she was talking to Colton like she was just getting to know him, but I believed it somehow. She considered him a good date, and herself someone who could crack his shell.

I’d never have imagined Colton as a romantic fox, and he wasn’t, but he was polite to her in a way that made me think he could be romantic for the right date. But that was it: he was determined to show her that she wasn’t. But at least I got to see him acting nice towards someone. The more I saw it, the more I knew I was going to get the reverse when Courtney gave Caitlyn their agreed signal to each other. The two of them were going to take a bathroom break and ‘adjust their makeup’ at the same time, leaving me alone with Colton.

‘Caitlyn seems nice,’ I said, not sure where to start, nothing I’d practiced feeling right now that the moment was here. ‘Why don’t you play along with her a little bit more? Might end well for you tonight.’

‘She’s a spoilt little braindead slut, raccoon,’ Colton said. ‘I know what those two are doing. That whole thing was so rehearsed I could fucking vomit. Here we are alone together, and you’re supposed to become my friend. You can forget it. She worked the sweet sister who cares routine on you and you swallowed it. It’s fake. She wishes I didn’t exist.’

‘I don’t think she’s like that at all,’ I said.

‘Oh, so you live in our home now, do you? You see what it’s like all the time? You don’t know shit, and I don’t wanna tell you shit. You wouldn’t get it because you’ve had it easy all your trailer trash life.’

If he decides he’s going to poke you some more, Rocco had told me, don’t get angry. Get personal. Hit him back. That’s the behaviour he understands. Courtney called you nice? Don’t be that guy for Colton. That’s the guy he knows he can push to the limit. So’s the one who he already knows reacts to being called trailer trash.

‘You can call me whatever you like, Colton,’ I said, trying to do an imitation of his gung–ho slouch. ‘I’m the stupidest thing you ever met? Fine. But you’re not stupid enough to think I was wrong about your fitness. Or what the air force want. So people would give their balls to have your sister as a prom date? They’d also give them to train with me.’

Colton scoffed. ‘You’re not a leader. You’re not even a coach.’

‘So? Sports is the reason I’m not a bully’s wet dream. People respect me. People have my back. You’re stupid enough to turn me down even though you know I’m right. Go on, tell me I don’t know shit again. Make whatever smart comment you want. Who else is going to help you with this who knows what they’re doing? You already pissed off every coach in school, and your so–called friends are just worse versions of you. So you’re a little bit successful already. Newsflash, nobody actually wants you to succeed.’

Shit, had I really just come up with that?

‘Oh, the oracle speaks,’ Colton said, shaking out a cigarette, then just when I expected him to fully break the bar’s no smoking rule, he just sat there with it, then flicked it between his fingers and closed his palm over it. ‘Give me a smart answer to this then: why did you want me here, having dinner with you? This was your idea. So, what’s it for exactly?’

My heart quickened a little. ‘I don’t know. Why did you agree to it after you told me no the first time? Shall I come back to me being right about you wanting help? Why are you so scared to ask for it? Because you don’t want to be seen with me? Bad luck, here we are.’

Colton looked away for a moment, then he was back in full force. ‘I don’t wanna train with you because you’re a dweeb, Aldrington. You think people respect you? They might respect what you can do. But you, yourself, this right in front of me? This is somebody not cool trying to be cool. I bet that’s all that ever drove you. Dreams you still don’t know won’t come true.’

I managed not to clench my fists up. Make it personal, I heard Rocco say in my head, and this time I imagined him drilling it into me like a coach would have. Win this. Make it count. ‘What if your dreams don’t come true, fox?’ My best impression of his sneer really did sound unpleasant. But no backing off now. Commit. Just like shooting a hoop. ‘What if the air force suddenly didn’t take you? Yeah, you know what I think? You already know they won’t. It’s not just what’s on your permanent record. It’s worse than that. You don’t want my help because in the end, it’s not going to matter. Is it?’

I shouldn’t have said it. I knew a moment later when Colton’s eyes flashed with the kind of look that almost always precedes a fox going for a full–on teeth–fight, the same one he’d had with Devin two years ago. Now here I was, on the end of it. But he didn’t grab me, didn’t fly into a rage. What he did was worse. He got up from opposite me, pulled the chairs out of his way and slowly sat down next to me on the bench, close enough for me to feel his breath.

‘What did that bitch tell you?’ he said, his voice dangerously soft. ‘I know she put you up to this. You wanna walk out of here? You tell me what she said.’

‘Who, your sister? Nothing.’ 

Before I could stop myself, I got out of my seat and went round to the other side of the table, expecting him to leap onto me and seize my throat in his mouth. My heart was threatening to kindle my ribcage, but I was sitting down at the table, opposite him once more. Because for some reason, he’d done nothing. 

‘It’s your attitude, Colton.’ I thought about the words he’d just used on me. ‘You, yourself, this right in front of me, this isn’t someone they can teach to behave like an officer. That’s what pilots are. It’s a commission. You can be as smart and fast as you like. But then there’s the rest. So what the hell, consider my offer of help withdrawn. Because there’s no point in training a waste. They’ll see that too.’

Colton might have exercised what little self–control he had, but he still looked no less furious. ‘She really told you nothing?’

‘Really nothing.’

‘You’re fucking lying to me. Do not do that.’

‘Or you’ll do what, beat me half to death right here in front of a hundred–odd people? Sure, the forces will just welcome you with open arms after that. I’m not lying, Colton. Especially not about you being a complete asshole. I asked for this dinner together because your sister convinced me you were worth helping. Guess what, you just un–convinced me. Congratulations. Good job.’

‘Then we’ve got nothing else to talk about,’ Colton said. He finished his margarita, reached over, took up mine as well and necked the whole thing in one. ‘What? Not like you were ever going to drink that. Wouldn’t want it to be a waste, would I?’ He put the cigarette in his mouth now and went outside.

I hoped he’d simply walk off and not come back. Maybe I could escort two ladies to the prom instead of one and tell everyone it was because Caitlyn’s date had ditched her. If there was one thing Colton’s friends wouldn’t fine cool, it was letting down a woman when there wasn’t a good reason.

But what world was I living in? None of this was going to make any difference.

This was it. I was done. Except for how I was still going to have a nice time with Courtney and hope she’d find some way to rub it in his face. When the air force rejected him for whatever reason I wasn’t smart enough to have figured out, or gotten out of him, I actually hoped it hurt him. He deserved it.

‘Everything okay here?’ 

It took me a moment to realise the waitress was talking to me. ‘Could I have another one of these, please?’ I pointed at the margarita. ‘Actually, make it two.’ My mouth was so dry I didn’t care what anything tasted like as long as it was cold, and if alcohol could really mellow you out then I needed it right now.

When she brought them, I sank the first one and nearly gagged, but then it kicked in, despite the food in my stomach. With zero tolerance for drink, I suddenly feared I might have set myself up to do something really, really stupid.

Maybe it was about time. Because Colton wasn’t entirely wrong about me. I never got in any trouble for anything. I never accepted a dare. I really was a bit of a two–shoes. Or I was just loyal to the parents who always told me what the limits were. Was there anything so wrong with being who I —

‘Is he out there smoking because he’s happy or angry?’ Courtney had come back, and she’d now seen the empty glasses. She wiped the wet fur around my mouth for me. ‘Whoa there, Todd–boy, what have you just done?’

‘It’s not what it looks like. Colton drank most of that. I just…yeah, I wanted a drink.’ I picked up the second one. ‘Cheers.’

‘Again then: happy or angry?’

‘What the fuck do I care?’

Courtney smiled and half–rolled her eyes. ‘Well, now I know which you are. Okay, tag the girls in and let us help. What did he say this time?’

‘I don’t need help with him. I’m done. I just want to have that nice safe time you talked about and then go home and go to sleep.’

Courtney and Caitlyn looked at each other. ‘Yeah, okay, let’s take a time out here,’ Courtney said. ‘At least our sweet little safety–date’s having some fun.’

I sucked on my margarita straw to tell her she was right. ‘Really love being called that too. You’re as charming as your brother.’

‘He’ll come round to…’ She stopped, and her face fell miles. ‘Oh shit.’ She was looking at the door, where Rocco was coming in, looking like he hadn’t just seen a ghost but had been haunted by something far worse. Courtney stood up. ‘Oh, you’re fucking kidding me. No, no, no, no, no!’

I couldn’t think fast enough, but I still had a stomach full of snakes, like my glass had been full of them. 

‘What happened?’ Courtney said, getting up and walking to Rocco. ‘What did he do?’

‘I don’t know,’ Rocco said. The whole place had gone quieter, and all eyes in the room were turning to us. ‘He just…I was smoking one of his cigarettes. He offered and I lit up and we were just talking and…I don’t know, I was looking at you guys having fun because he said it was all such a cool evening so far, and…how the fuck did he get those fucking keys? I didn’t even feel his hand in my pocket.’

I nearly vomited. ‘He stole the Shelby?’ 

I waited for ‘Duh, keep up!’ but even Courtney didn’t say it.

‘Alright,’ she said. ‘We can sort this. I call the cops, you call Joe Cassano before he finds out some other way. And that asshole had better hope it’s the cops that get him first.’ She looked at Caitlyn. ‘Help us out here, sis. We’re going to need a limo, short notice, coz we are not turning up for prom in a cab. If nowhere’s got one left, call Mom. Hell, forget that, call her first. She’ll sort this.’ Caitlyn was already working her phone like a pinball machine. ‘Just don’t tell her what happened. Tell her the car broke down. I don’t want her freaking over this. She deserves better than Colton ruining her night.’ Now she looked at me. ‘Okay, Todd–boy. Can you cope with one of us on each arm now? Maybe we should have done this all along. It’ll look way hot for all of us.’

‘Shouldn’t you be calling the cops?’ I said.

Courtney looked like she was thinking. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Forget the cops. Every time they bring him in, nothing ever happens. Let him deal with Cassano. See what happens when he really pisses the wrong person off.’

∗ ∗ ∗

I needed some air. I left Courtney and Caitlyn having another round of drinks and went outside with Rocco, wishing for once that I smoked just so that I had something to distract me.

‘Man, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I feel terrible about this.’

‘Bro, don’t you go feeling like that. Colton stole Joe’s car, not you. I don’t care if it was something you said to him and Joe won’t either. It’s sorted. Joe’s not mad at me. He knows who Colton is. He’s too busy working out how to be mad at him.’

That was what bothered me. ‘Rocco, just what sort of guy is your boss exactly? Why did Courtney say what she said?’

‘Oh, that. Chill, bro. Don’t worry. Joe’s a decent guy. He’s just got a bit of a past. There’s…certain things he doesn’t do anymore, but people still know you stay on the right side of him. What he does with the garage is all above board, and so’s what I do. You think Mom wouldn’t have freaked out by now if it were otherwise? She’d know, bro. She always does. So relax. This is all frosty.’

‘I don’t mean you,’ I said. ‘You take care of yourself. I mean…’

‘What?’

‘Does Joe keep a gun in that car?’

Rocco’s expression answered for me, but he pretended I hadn’t seen it, or hoped I hadn’t. ‘Naaaaah.’

‘Rocco. That was not convincing.’

‘Alright,’ he said, after a cautious breath. ‘Yeah, Joe has a gun. Sometimes it’s in the car under the driver’s seat. But it’s legal and registered and he would not have let me drive away with it. He’d have taken it out.’

Better. But still not convincing. 

Or I was panicking and I didn’t know how to do it on alcohol.

‘Bro, what did you say to that fox dickhead?’ Rocco said. ‘You didn’t follow my advice too much this time, did you?’

I ran it all off for him.

Rocco shook his head. ‘Killer, Todd–o. You’re getting so good at this you made a guy steal a car.’

‘Don’t. This isn’t funny.’

‘Oh, sure it is. Nothing’s gonna happen. Colton’s gonna drive that thing till he gets arrested for speeding or runs out of gas. And in between, he won’t even go near the prom. He’s probably at some cuck–house of a motel down at the city limits already, drowning his sorrows because he knows you were right. And you know what? He looked like shit in that prom suit.’

Thank God for Rocco, always knowing how to put a smile on my face. Shit, what would he say if he knew what the booze was making me think right now — that maybe I should find a boyfriend who was just like him. 

Just keep thinking that thought and keep it to yourself and enjoy it.

Because there is no gun for Colton to find in that car.




Six

We arrived at the field just as the sun was losing its heat and showing the first signs of setting. The marquees were already lit up green and indigo on the sides, and the dance floor was full of people mingling to the pop music, all a warmup for the band. The band was the real reason for coming to the prom. Even if I’d had no date, I would have had to come to see Electric Flea Circus. If only because Devin was their singer.

They were a bunch of ex–students from the school, who I kinda remembered being there. At every music festival, they blew everyone else out of the water. These guys could play, and they’d all stayed in town working their way around dead–end jobs while they tried to get a record deal. Their singer left for the real world and decided to try college, so they recruited Devin. He’d been texting me all night, saying how much he was bricking it about tonight’s gig. So much so that he said he actually had a stomach ache and felt like he was going to puke. I should have been paying attention to Courtney and Caitlyn all through the ride, but instead I was playing supportive friend by text.

Seriously bud, I don’t think I’m gonna make it. I’m fucked up right here. That was the last text I saw from him as we got out of the limo. I texted him back, asking if we should pick him up so I could talk to him for real. Why was an easy gig like this giving him this feeling? All the music they’d rehearsed for tonight was just nice easy songs that everyone knew and could dance to. No real test of his voice. He didn’t text me back, and I decided to forget him and walk Courtney and Caitlyn through the parade. Because everyone was looking as though we’d turned up in the Shelby after all. They were looking at her. Then they were looking because I had two women, one on each side of me.

I hadn’t prepared for this all day for nothing. I was going to feel confident, and look like it, and feel like I deserved this. Because right now, I knew how Devin felt.

‘You’re doing fine,’ Courtney said as we passed the parade of photographers the school had hired like it was a Hollywood red carpet night. People were looking at me just like Mom had, wondering if it could really be me. I’d surprised them all with this. It felt amazing. 

‘Straight to the bar, sis?’ Caitlyn said. ‘I’m dying for another pina colada. I can’t believe that sack of shit ditched me.’ 

This had been pent up all through the ride here. I could feel it, just like Courtney so obviously could. We were both on standby for the fallout.

‘Forget about him,’ Courtney said. ‘You got the right idea. Just get on the train with Mr P.C. and our safety date will have another margarita.’ We stood for some photographs by the bar, most of them taken by Courtney’s gym friends, who had never acknowledged my existence before tonight and now gave me smiles and nods. Compared to before, it felt like being accepted as royalty. 

‘You know,’ I said, ‘that’s an old jazz song by Coltrane.’

‘What is?’ Courtney said.

‘Mr P.C. I don’t think it stands for pina colada, but I dunno. Alfie used to play this version of it on the guitar; it was nuts. I don’t think I’ve ever heard the original, I just used to listen to him practice that thing all night. He loved metal, and then he switched it off and played jazz. I miss him being in our house.’

Courtney looked at something on her phone and looked serious. ‘Okay, I gotta do something for a second. You two wait right here. Do not let him out of your sight, sis.’

What was that last part about? I stood there, looking confused, and that was the last thing I wanted to look right now. I thought about Alfie and how he always looked, playing his guitars and looking cool.

‘So, you play too?’ Caitlyn said. ‘That’s cool.’

‘I don’t play anything,’ I said. ‘I’d never get time to practice between sports. Alfie never let anyone touch his guitars anyway. I just sang. Sometimes he let me do the lyrics while he practiced a whole song. But never that Coltrane stuff though; I can’t do jazz.’

‘So what do you do?’

‘I like screaming,’ I said. ‘Faith no More, Sepultura, Mudvayne, Slayer; I doubt you’d like those bands. Alfie and I always used to just do hard rock; he didn’t quite get the screaming thing.’

‘What’s so great about screaming?’ Caitlyn said, as if disappointed she wasn’t dating a ‘real’ musician.

‘It feels good,’ I said. ‘It feels screw you good if you’ve had a bad day and God, I love the world if you’re having a good one. And there’s a way of doing it. A scream’s not just a scream. There’s people who tear their vocal cords and there’s the way I do it. I can show you if you like.’

‘That’s okay. Can you just buy me a drink already?’

I ordered for both of us, using the notes I suddenly remembered Rose had put in my suit pocket. ‘Listen, you shouldn’t feel bad about getting ditched by Colton. I think it was my fault. I was supposed to be trying to make friends with him. I think I got it wrong.’

‘Oh please, Todd. Colton doesn’t even like girls, and all I was was a way for him to cover it up in front of everyone right here tonight. That’s all his girlfriends have ever been for.’

‘You think so? Courtney told me he’s had lots.’

‘I know it, Todd–boy.’ Great, now she was calling me that. ‘And the having loads thing don’t mean shit. And my ears are better than he thinks. So I’m a spoilt little slut? Boys like me. My parents are rich. If he had the first clue about me, he’d know I have to work plenty hard to stay on top of both. Nothing in my life comes without a condition, raccoon. You get it? You’ve seen my grades, my gym medals, all my sports stuff and the rest. If I were spoilt, they’d give me everything and expect nothing. That’s not the way it is, and I am so glad I get just one night off.’ She sank two–thirds of her drink. ‘Now might be a time to get me another one. And hurry up with yours. The sooner you’re drunk, the sooner me and my sis can really crack that shell.’

‘I’m not a turtle.’

‘You’re a sober jock at the prom, and I don’t want them apples either. So order up.’

I did, but decided to deny her the satisfaction of seeing me drink like an alcoholic.

‘I don’t care about Colton,’ Caitlyn said, lighting a menthol cigarette and offering me one. ‘One night only, I’m just not being me. I can’t tempt you?’

‘The team would rip me a new one even if I did want to.’

She rolled her eyes and sighed as she lit up. ‘Colton doesn’t like people like me because every time he’s faced with them, they remind him of what a spoilt little life he’s really had. And anyway, I’d rather be a slut than someone who won’t admit who they really are.’

‘You’re really sure that’s who he is underneath?’ I sipped my drink, starting to think I was getting used to alcohol. I dared to lean in close to her. ‘Why? What do you know about him?’

Caitlyn looked around, then into the distance, and I was certain she was making sure Courtney wasn’t nearby. ‘Alright, you’re doing so well tonight, here’s a little something for you. And God forbid you ever heard this from me. If I tell you this, you’ve gotta be careful. You understand? You open this box, you might as well be calling me Pandora, and there’s no going back. Still wanna ask me that question?’

I took a longer drink this time. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Hit me. What do you know? Why don’t you start with why he doesn’t like getting his—’

‘You need to come with me.’ The one place Caitlyn hadn’t thought to look was right behind her. Courtney had walked through the bar, past all the staff and out behind her. Her command was to me. ‘There’s a bit of a problem and we’re gonna solve it, and then tonight totally belongs to us.’ Before I could ask what it was all about, she was pulling me across the field to the band tent.

∗ ∗ ∗

Courtney pulled me inside the ‘Performers Only’ tent, the one that had a sign saying that and then ‘YOU’ written on it with a red circle and line through it.

‘Here he is,’ she said, still holding on to my arm. ‘This is the guy you need.’

‘Forget it, gym–princess,’ Stitch Brodie, a two–tailed arctic–blue fox said. He was the band’s guitarist, and, true to what Devin had always told me, he had the attitude of a typical lead guitarist who thought he might be the next Hendrix. ‘We’re bailing. Devin was all the excuse we needed, because newsflash, we’re a real band who never wanted to babysit this pubescent playdate anyway. Besides, him? He’s just one of Devin’s wannabe friends.’

‘Hold up, bro.’ Sam Cameron, the drummer, a wolf, spoke up. ‘I know this raccoon. I’ve seen him down at Argle’s bar. He can sing. Let’s just hold up before we write this off.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Stitch said, lighting a cigarette. ‘Anyone can sing at fucking Argle’s. That’s what it’s there for, to keep the shit out of the real bars.’

‘What can you sing, raccoon?’ The bass player, Jack Hardacre, a lion.

‘His name’s Todd,’ Courtney said. ‘And he can save this gig for you.’

‘Time out!’ I yelled, the whole room reeling around me. ‘Okay. Sorry. Just fill me in here. What’s happened to Devin?’

Sam stepped forward. ‘Puking, shitting, the works. He’s scared to move two inches from the fuckin’ toilet right now, and the trouble is we’re all right here needing a singer.’

Not nerves then; he actually was sick.

And I was going to be too, if I even tried to do this. Argle’s was one thing. Hardly anyone knew me there; most of them were people twice my age who were drunk and thought my version of Sepultura’s ‘Ratamahatta’ was a Beethoven symphony when they’d had a few too many.

‘We can do this,’ Sam said, looking at the rest of the band. I’d heard all bands had a natural leader, and I was instantly convinced he was the one for Electric Flea Circus. Alfie told me it was sometimes drummers, contrary to popular belief that it was a singer or guitarist. Probably why Stitch was scoffing at the idea without even moving his mouth. ‘This guy.’ He put a hand on my shoulder. ‘I heard him sing ‘Smaller and Smaller’ by Faith no More last week. And ‘When the Sky Meets the Stars’ by Tomahawk. Nobody does the Patton voice like this guy except Patton himself. He doesn’t just scream, he’s got a voice. But maybe he doesn’t know it.’

‘Yeah, but…’ God, get me out of here. Give me any way out. ‘Those bands aren’t music for the prom. We can’t do that out there.’ Could we? Was I even entertaining this insanity for as much as a split second? ‘Do you know those songs?’

‘No,’ Courtney said. ‘They don’t. They made their name as a Foo Fighters cover band when they started.’ She looked at them all. ‘Guys, that’s Aldrington’s favourite band. He never turns them off. Every time he goes running he’s got them on the headphones, and this guy runs seven days a week. Dig that setlist out. That’s tonight.’

What spell did Courtney have on these four guys? Even the rhythm guitar player, Antony, who’d been silent through all of this, was looking like he was suddenly up for it. If Sam was the leader then Courtney was the manager, and it was like she’d just delivered them a record deal.

Wait a minute, how did she know this about me? Okay, Courtney Vincent was the social media oracle, but my running music? Only I knew that. And it was true, the Foo’s were my go–to band. They even had a song called ‘Run’. It was my 10K finishing track.

‘This is the set,’ Antony said, sounding laconic and deadpan as he handed me the paper, which looked like it had spent a year stuffed inside a gig–bag. ‘We used to do this all the time. Can you sing any of that?’

I looked at it, the world so far away that it was like I’d sunk a thousand margaritas. Then I uttered the words sure to seal my doom. ‘I know them all. And the rest. I can sing any song they ever did.’

‘Then you’re up,’ Sam said. ‘Get your voice warmed up, do whatever you need to do, then get a couple of drinks down you.’

‘Fuck this,’ Stitch said. ‘I’m outta here.’

‘No, you’re not,’ Jack said, standing up and blocking Stitch’s exit. ‘You know why? Because you ain’t stopping me getting paid.’

‘This isn’t about money,’ Stitch said. ‘Get out of my way.’

‘Hey, asshole,’ Jack said. ‘We’re one paycheck away from starvation. That means it’s all about the fucking money. So you can swallow your pride before I ram it down your throat along with your teeth.’

Stitch pursed his lips and raised his hands like he was ready for the fight then and there. Then he looked at me and, with a calm I didn’t like, said, ‘Would you excuse us all for a moment?’

I couldn’t move, transfixed by this whole scene.

‘Yeah,’ Stitch said, still unnervingly calm. ‘That’d be you getting the fuck out on the count of three. That’d be one, two…’

‘Let’s get some air,’ Courtney said, pulling me outside. 

‘Are you crazy?’ I said. ‘I can’t do this.’

‘Todd,’ she said. ‘Listen to me. This is the kind of golden night that lands in your lap once in a lifetime. You get to graduate from a bar where nobody knows your name to in front of the whole school. Who you think are waiting to hear about you boning Little Miss Popular, but they’re looking for something far better and they just don’t know it. Until you show them. Get up there and be something more than the guy who only survived high school because of sports. Besides, my brother wants to ruin this night for me and Caitlyn. Show him how you un–ruined it. Make it sting like you cracked a whip on his bare ass. Now’s your chance.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, turning around to look at the empty stage with the instruments set up. It turned every bone in my body to jelly. ‘If the band don’t kill each other before they make it up there.’ The shouting coming from inside the tent was no longer discernible words.

‘Oh yeah,’ she said. ‘Maybe one of us had better mediate in there. Voice of reason kinda thing.’ She tipped her head a little. ‘Mind if it’s me who tries that?’

‘Knock yourself out.’ I stepped aside and gestured to the tent–flap. She went in. A minute later, the shouting subsided. Another minute after that, she stuck a hand out and beckoned me in. I went in. Stitch wasn’t there. 

‘He’s tuning up,’ Antony said when they could tell I was looking for him. ‘That means we’re playing, by the way.’

Sam looked more than pleased. He already had a measure of clear liquid in a glass, and I knew it was for me before he pressed it into my hand. ‘Neck that, Aldrington. The butterflies will just evaporate.’ He twinkled his fingers through the air above my head. I looked at Courtney, who nodded her head. I threw the drink back, trying not to taste it. It was vodka, the same smell I’d smelt on Alfie almost every night of the week during his last three months living at home. I choked, coughed and somehow managed to keep it down while the rest of the band laughed. 

‘He’s ready,’ Courtney said. Then she kissed my lips.

It wasn’t my first kiss, but it felt like it. I’d had many from girls when the team won. Cheerleaders mostly, all for show; none of it made anything happen downstairs, let alone deep inside of me. But this one did something. Something about whatever brilliance Courtney had used to get me to this point made my heart flutter. Then just as quickly, it was over.

She leaned in and whispered, ‘I told you you didn’t have to be a coward. My brother was nothing to do with it.’

∗ ∗ ∗

Just pretend they’re the crowd at Argle’s. It’s as simple as that.

‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ Sam went to the front as the guitars plugged in. I waited off–stage. ‘We regret to announce our singer Devin is sick tonight and we weren’t going to be able to play. But we’d like to introduce someone seriously cool who’s taking up the microphone…’

Ohfuckohfuckohfuck.

I didn’t hear my name. I didn’t hear how many people were cheering for me. I just felt something and had the first complete loss of memory in my life, from walking on stage to picking up the microphone. I heard the first chord of ‘T–Shirt’. Typical Foo’s opening, ‘T–Shirt’ followed by ‘Run’, just like on the album Concrete and Gold. It started quiet and then went into a bang. Everyone had their eyes glued to me, because I was me, and I was up here singing quietly, like I was as scared as I felt.

The bang kicked in. Stitch was playing it to the full with his back to me, like he was going to refuse to acknowledge me all night. But damn, this sound was so huge. It thudded right through me as Antony’s bass kicked in, then Jack’s back–up guitar behind Stitch, and Sam kept the pulse. And I was into the first loud line.

I really did have a voice. Or I had something. Because Stitch had turned around and looked at me, like he was busy re–judging me and effortlessly playing that catchy riff after me that was there for a minute and gone the next, and I was at the part about how you got what you deserved.

I was thinking about Colton. 

I was thinking about him all the way through ‘Run’ as well. I got him off my mind though ‘Hey Johnny Park’ and ‘Everlong’ and then got him back at ‘Long Road to Ruin’. Had all the times I’d sung along to records or murdered songs at Argle’s or rocked out while running all really been to push thoughts of who I was and who I wanted to the back of my head, or had they really been there all along at the front of it, and whatever I was doing at the time was a distraction from it in plain sight?

All I knew was I was singing like it really mattered, and everyone was watching. Some of them knew the songs and sang along. I thought about the time my mother had finally said to me that I ought to go to a vocals coach before I damaged my voice beyond repair, and I’d gone, and I’d taken it seriously and then done nothing with it, and Devin hadn’t even encouraged me to do otherwise. Was it because he was actually afraid I might steal what was his?

Shit, did he know about this yet? Was it all over the internet for him to look at on his phone in between bouts of his guts emptying out of both ends? There was probably nothing worse than being sick and watching a friend steal your thunder, and all through ‘Erase, Replace’ I was certain that’s what I’d done to him. ‘Arlandria’ almost made me forget about it. ‘White Limo’ after that had me screaming so hard I forgot everything else. We took it down a notch with ‘What if I Do?’ and ‘Cold Day in the Sun’, with Stitch getting out the acoustic guitar, and then we went for ‘Summer’s End’. 

Just when everyone thought we might be signalling the end of the set but hopefully not the prom itself with that one, we went for the song I realised had probably persuaded me to do this whole crazy thing in the first place: ‘Enough Space’. Oh man, how I loved this song. Alfie used to play this just so I could do it, always along with the recording, but this time I was the recording. We closed the first half with ‘All My Life’.  Back to thinking about Colton, realising I was glad I’d gotten rid of him and almost sorry at the same time.

When the song finished and I saw him looking at me from the back of the field, I almost couldn’t believe he was there. 

But he was.

∗ ∗ ∗

‘Wait, guys, can we do one more song? Can we add one we didn’t think of?’ I didn’t know where this idea was coming from, but the longer I looked at Colton standing there with his arms folded, a smug smile and a cigarette smoking in his mouth, the more I liked where this was going.

Make it personal.

Rocco thought I might have followed his advice too much? I wasn’t even started. I thought of Rocco’s prom night, where Crystal ‘Meth’ O’Neill had stopped the band to tell the story of how Rocco had pissed in his sleeping bag. That was a piss in the ocean compared to what I was about to do.

Stitch was rolling his eyes and flexing his wrist like it was hurting and looking at me like all mutual respect had vanished. ‘Alright, Stripes, what stupid song do you want? This Foo’s stuff’s boring me shitless already.’

I named my song. ‘I want to dedicate it,’ I said. ‘To a special person.’

‘Oooooh!’ Sam said, probably looking for Courtney. ‘Okay, come on, guys, it is his prom as well as his gig. Cough up. Can you all remember that one?’

‘I want a cut of your pay,’ Stitch said, turning his guitar back up.

I switched the microphone back on. ‘Hey, is everybody having a good night? Has everyone had a good time in high school? Ain’t this what living is really all about?’

‘Get on with it, trash panda,’ Stitch said.

‘We’d like to do one more song before we take a break, and this one’s got a dedication. I’d like to dedicate this song to Colton Vincent.’

The band all looked at me as if I was drunk. Even behind the buzz of the speakers and the ringing in my ears, I could feel the whole field quieting right down. 

Especially Colton. The smug look on his face was totally gone.

‘Let me tell you a little something about this guy,’ I said. ‘He stole a car tonight that my brother borrowed from his boss to take me to the prom in. And before we get started on how that’s a whole lot of trouble for someone else just to piss me off, he also ditched his date, who by the way was someone most of you would have given your balls to be here with. You wanna know why he did this? It was all because I offered him help and he was too proud to accept it because it was me offering. I offered to help him pass his fitness test to get into the air force. That’s it. So I want you to know, Colton, that even if they accept you, it doesn’t make you any less of a total fucking douchebag. This song’s for you. It’s called ‘Cheer Up Boys Your Makeup is Running’.

The whole audience laughed.

Colton flung his cigarette away and started for the stage.

Even Stitch was laughing. He grabbed the backup microphone. ‘Oh, burn that fox, raccoon! You’re one badass mother. Or at least you’d better hope you are, because look what’s coming at ya!’

‘Relax,’ Jack said. ‘He’s not getting up those steps.’ The whole band were blocking the staircase.

‘You wanna do this?!’ Colton shouted. ‘You wanna fucking do this? Get down here, you little faggot–panda. You can’t hide behind your band forever. I’m gonna fuck you up so hard there’s gonna be nothing left for your trailer trash family to bury!’

I’d never had to deal with a full–on bullying problem, but right then I knew the feeling victims got when they finally stood up to their bully and tore them down for good. ‘I’ve got a microphone, Colton.’ I said it to the whole field. ‘Everyone can hear me. Want me to make this all a whole lot worse? Because who can hear you? Everyone, Colton Vincent just told me there’s going to be nothing left of me to bury. Why don’t you give me a cheer if you think he’s full of shit?’

The field cheered.

Colton was beyond the fists–flying rage now. He looked as though he might start crying, but it wasn’t roll–into–a–ball–in–the–corner crying. It was prison–for–life rage if it really did get unleashed on me. ‘I’ll kill you!’ he screamed. ‘I fucking mean it!‘

I had no doubt he did, right then, and my courage was long gone. I remembered the gun I’d asked about. 

Please let Rocco have been right. Please if he was wrong let Colton be in such a rage that he doesn’t think of pulling it right now.

Even the band were looking at me as if to say I’d better back down, because this was a saliva–thin thread away from someone getting seriously—

‘Hey, Colton!’ Courtney was there behind him now, and she looked just as mad at him as I was, but she was in control. She wasn’t scared of her brother at all. 

Man, I loved her right then. She’d probably seen this a hundred times before, and unlike me, she knew there was really nothing behind it at all.

‘What?’ he shouted, turning around to her. ‘You got something to—’

The punch she slammed into his stomach was worthy of any doorman. Worthy of any of the bears and pandas and tigers I watched doing martial arts at school, who’d smile and give me the jock nod of respect, but who also wanted me to know I was a matchstick compared to them. Courtney snapped her brother in half with one punch. She wasn’t a martial artist, but those gymnast’s muscles of hers were something nobody in their right mind wanted to be on the receiving end of if they got serious. 

Colton was on his knees crawling, then vomiting. He’d pulled himself towards the stage in the hope nobody would see. 

Everyone had. They were jeering at him.

Oh man. What had I just started? This suddenly didn’t make anything right.

‘That’s for everything, Colton,’ Courtney yelled, needing no microphone to make herself heard. ‘This is what your pathetic little life adds up to after you got chance after chance after chance. Mom and Dad are as sick of you as I am. I hope the air force take you as soon as they can so you can just get out of everyone else’s life for good. And if you touch Todd Aldrington or any of his family, I’ll rip your black little lungs out.’

She turned away from him and started talking to all her friends like nothing had happened. They all had great big smiles on their faces.

Colton wasn’t done though. He got up and wiped the vomit from his face. He looked humiliated, beaten and dishevelled, but still the rage kept him running.

‘Most popular girl in the school?’ he sneered. ‘You stupid cunt, you never even knew what to do with it.’

Now the whole place really plunged into silence.

‘Yeah, always the winner of Little Miss Popular,’ Colton said as she walked up to him like she was going back for more. I had to give it to him, he probably couldn’t have hit her back, but he wasn’t going anywhere. If he was going down, at least he was doing it with style. ‘So you take that to the prom?’ He jerked his head at me. ‘All the guys want you, and you just want him? You’re pathetic, Courtney. You think the Little Miss Popular thing’s gonna last when you leave high school? It’s a great big world out there and it’s gonna crush you like scrap metal. Anyone with sense would have picked a date who’d lay her reaaaal nice tonight, because God knows you’re going to spend the rest of your life getting fucked in all the ways you don’t want.’

Courtney, she’d heard it all before, but I knew it wasn’t just that. The cold look on her face said she was armed with something good. The other thing that said that was the look on Caitlyn’s face, and the way she was so obviously about to get between them.

‘You’re a scared little boy, Colton,’ she said, sounding almost emotionless. ‘And the air force will never take you. I’m going to get fucked all my life? Just wait for your life. Half the time you don’t even know—’

‘Woah, sis! Not this. Not like this.’ Caitlyn was between them now, facing Courtney.

‘Oh, fuck him!’ Courtney said, the emotion all back. ‘After tonight, you think I care about him?’

‘Yeah, but remember what you told me to do if I ever thought you were about to do this? Remember what you told me to say? Come on, sis. Don’t make me say it. Just walk away. I’m the one he ditched on, and he already puked his guts up. I think that’s enough.’

Courtney stood there for a moment, and then a resigned calm seemed to come to her. From my place on the stage, I could easily see what had brought it on. There were two police officers walking up behind Colton.

‘Nah,’ Courtney said with a smile. ‘There’s one more little thing.’ She flicked her eyes over his shoulder, and he turned around to see them.

‘Colton Vincent, you’re under arrest for grand theft auto.’

Colton looked well and truly defeated, and I guessed before he opened his mouth that he’d probably met these two cops many times before. ‘Awww jeez, Flynn, are you fucking kidding me? I took the car back to Cassano’s for chrissake! Call him up right now; there isn’t even a scratch on it.’

‘Yeah, I know. You took it back. After you stole it. That’s why you’re under arrest, Vincent. Hands behind your back, and don’t make this difficult. This night ain’t exactly working out for you, is it? Seeing as one of the Aldrington boys already handed you your ass, the judge might go easy if you make this easy.’

The ‘Aldrington boys’? I didn’t know why I was surprised. Alfie had probably created this reputation for us before Rocco fed it too, and it was going to last all the way to Felix’s teenage years as well.

I decided not to watch them take him away. I turned off the microphone and walked out the back of the stage.

Stitch followed me. ‘Hey, raccoon, where do you think you’re going? We’ve got an extra song to play thanks to you.’

‘Play it yourself, Stitch. I’m going home.’

‘Woah, woah, woah, you ain’t goin’ nowhere.’ He got in front of me.

‘Oh, get out of my way, will you? I’ve had enough of guys like you tonight. You don’t even like me, and you never wanted to do that set with me. And I don’t care who gets paid or who fights who over your stupid band. I’ve fucking had enough.’

Stitch smiled. ‘You know what that sounds like?’

I didn’t bother answering.

‘Someone who’s in a rock and roll band. And what you just did was the most rock and roll thing I’ve ever been part of. And you can sing. You can really sing. And this is the closest thing to an apology I ever make to anyone. I’m an asshole, and I don’t care if you hate my guts, and I don’t gotta like you either. But I kinda do. And there’s an audience out there we owe another half a set to, and this is your prom. So get back out there, you stripy–tailed butt–stuffer. Scream whatever you’re feeling out of you and let’s just have fun. ‘Cheer Up Boys’ is my best FF song. So you’d better do it good.’

I did. I went through the rest of the set barely thinking about anything but the words to every song. I finished on my favourite, just like I’d asked for: ‘The Sky is a Neighborhood ‘. 

We weren’t keeping it down though. Nobody would have dared bang on our ceiling right then.

∗ ∗ ∗

The real neighbourhood was silent and mostly asleep when I walked Courtney home under the street lights. I looked at my phone and found a shocked emoticon text from Devin with ‘I’ve heard already…we need to talk!’ It didn’t sound serious. But then, I couldn’t have blamed him for feeling a little burnt that I took his place after all the times I’d told him I didn’t want to be in a band. Hell, it was a good job I hadn’t seen him all day today, so now he wouldn’t think that I dropped something into his daily caramel macchiato that made him…

I slowly stopped walking. ‘Hey, Courtney.’

‘Yeah, wassup?’

‘What was it you said to me, when you asked me out to the prom? That I didn’t have to be a coward.’

‘And I’m way proud of you,’ she said. ‘Todd, everyone loved you tonight. Actually you, not what you were good at. And the way you destroyed Colton? Shit, I never thought you had it in you.’

‘I’m not proud of that,’ I said. ‘I think I was drunk.’

‘You weren’t drunk,’ Courtney said. ‘You were flying.’

I ignored her. ‘You told me it was never about me and him. The being a coward thing. Back in the tent, that’s what you said. It was never about that. You wanted to get me on that stage.’

She looked like I’d caught her out, and I knew I had. ‘Well, okay, it was about both in the end. What does it matter?’

‘I got a text from Devin. I don’t know if he’s serious or not.’ I showed it to her. ‘Courtney, did you…’ She knew what I was going to ask, but she’d gotten one step ahead of me and actually looked like she might be outraged. Convincingly.

When I didn’t finish, she put her hands on my shoulders. ‘Todd. You had a great time tonight and you feel on top of the world. I get the feeling you’re about to ask a question you don’t really want the answer to. You don’t have to tell me if I’m right, but this is your chance to not ask.’

I put my phone away, deciding it was better if I didn’t truly know. But I couldn’t resist: ‘Just when you think you know someone.’

‘Is that a compliment or a rebuke?’

‘You choose,’ I said, and kept on walking. ‘So did you have the nice safe time you wanted?’

‘Yeah, I think you just about accomplished it,’ she said.

We got to her door. ‘So now you’ve got to tell Mom and Dad why Colton won’t be home.’

‘They probably won’t even ask where he is,’ she said. I didn’t know whether to believe her.

‘Alright, you’ve been waiting for me to cave all through that walk. I’ll cave. What did Caitlyn stop you from saying to him?’

For a moment, I actually thought she’d tell me. Then she just looked down the street, then back at me, and her voice sounded tired. ‘Todd, look, there’s what you did to him, which he deserved. Then there’s what I did to him. Which I know I shouldn’t have done, even though he’s had it coming for years. Then there’s destroying someone in a way they’ll never forgive you for. Caitlyn was right to stop me. So he called me the c–word in front of everyone from school. I don’t care; I’ve been called worse. He’s still my brother. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life with him hating me because I used his most personal secrets against him. You’ve got brothers. Sisters. Loads of them. You understand, right?’

I understood. I took her hands when I told her.

‘Besides,’ she said. ‘I can be a bit of a cunt sometimes. I think you’ve just figured out a bit of that side of me. The only part Colton got wrong was calling me a stupid one.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ I said. ‘Did you dose Devin’s coffee or not?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Sam did it. The band don’t think Devin’s working out. It’s not his voice. Something just doesn’t click. But the others won’t tell him because they don’t think anyone could replace him. So Sam did something. But it was my idea. I even had a backup band on call in case you didn’t do what you did. For the record, I gave you about fifty–fifty. And you’ve no idea how much I enjoyed you proving I should have given you more. The sky’s your neighbourhood, Todd Aldrington.’ 

‘Jesus, Courtney, I don’t want to do that all the time with a band. And if they chuck him and take me instead? Nice, I ripped a friend’s heart out as well as Colton’s.’

‘Bands work like this, Todd. You get replaced or you fall out or you screw each other over with nobody thinking they’re doing it. It ain’t nice and it ain’t fair. Welcome to the world. I think you’ll be a survivor. Now if you’ll excuse me, I might have to get very busy on social media tonight. And your brother’s here.’

I turned around to see Rocco’s truck lights. I was glad to watch her shut the door behind her as I got in.

‘Before you ask how it went,’ I said to Rocco, ‘don’t.’

‘Come on, Todd–o,’ he said. ‘I already heard about how it went. So there was a bit of a scene with a guy who had it coming. Apart from that, was there nothing you enjoyed about it all?’

He had me. Tonight had actually felt great.

‘There’s the smile,’ he said. ‘Shall we head to a late bar for a nightcap? I never did get to buy you a drink on your eighteenth.’

All I wanted to do was sleep. ‘Yeah,’ I said instead. ‘I’d like that.’

I fell asleep before we got there and Rocco took me home.

Somewhere between the car and my bed I got a message from Courtney. I’m sorry, I didn’t handle that quite right. You deserve an explanation about Colton, even if it’s not from me. We’ll see how sorry he is for all this and then I’ll tell him what he owes you. We’ll see what he does.

I typed, Tell him I never want to see him again. 

My thumb hovered over send. I couldn’t send it. I had no idea why not. It was nearly 2 AM and I knew the best thing to do was simply switch my phone off and fall into a sleep so comatose I’d miss training in the morning.




Seven

Five days went by and life went back to normal. Just as he’d promised, Colton wasn’t attending classes anymore. 

On Wednesday, I decided to run past the skate park. He wasn’t there. Nobody was. 

On Thursday, I reluctantly texted Courtney just to ease my mind, because I imagined Colton had either done something even more stupid than steal a car or skipped town completely.

Don’t worry, he’s not missing. He’s here. He’s barely coming out of his room and won’t talk to anyone. Tonight I’m not giving him a choice. We’ve got to work this out. Stand by.

I typed, Don’t bother on my account and then decided I was being presumptive. She was probably just talking about the two of them. I didn’t reply at all. After Friday’s swimming training, I decided just to spend the evening listening to music.

Devin had been furious. I told him the truth, and it took him an hour to stop being mad at me and turn all his rage on Courtney. He called up the whole band with me listening and quit, and when he got to Sam, he cursed him out and then told him I’d already said I’d replace him. I hadn’t. Then he’d stormed out of my house before Mom could ask him what all the shouting was. Then I told her about it too and felt stupid, even though she believed I hadn’t been involved.

‘Now might not be the right time, Todd,’ she said. ‘But you actually are a good singer. I like your voice more than Devin’s, and it’s not just because I’m your mom.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘But I’d rather still have my friend than be a better singer. I’m going to bed. Can I not have dinner? I don’t think I’m feeling all that great.’

‘Nonsense,’ my mother said. ‘Brighten up. Walking about with that cloud over your head won’t help. And after the training you did tonight, it’s not good for you to go to bed hungry. What’s your weight at the moment? You’re looking far too thin. Come with me, we’re going to weigh you right now.’ There was no resisting her when she was like this, adult or not. I was starting to get ideas about asking Alfie if I could move in already and get right on the other side of town. ‘Todd Aldrington, you are not taking care of your health,’ she said when she saw the scales. ‘That’s two pounds underweight at least. You’re certainly not missing dinner.’

She served me a bigger portion of burger and fries and made sure the whole family knew why.

‘Girl trouble?’ Rocco said. ‘Courtney said you were too fat on your prom night?’

He knew I didn’t find it funny when I didn’t even bother answering. ‘What’s for dessert? Is it peaches again? Oh yay.’

‘We’ll have none of that attitude, young man,’ my mother said. ‘And no. It’s banana and honey cake with ice cream . And you’re eating it.’

If I’d told her how I liked Prom Night Mom better, it would only have upset her. I was tired of people being upset with me. I stayed silent through the rest of dinner. At least she didn’t tell me off for using my phone at the table when I got the text from Devin: You’re a shitty friend and you can fuck the hell off. Go be friends with Colton you two faced sack of shit.

‘Bro, do you need to go out tonight?’ Rocco said as I got to my room. ‘I think I know what all this is, really. Can I help? I was only joking at dinner.’

‘Thanks, but I just want to be on my own,’ I said. 

I lay on my bed without listening to anything apart from the stupid noise of my younger sisters playing and Lucy practicing her clarinet. I hated the sound of that thing. I wanted Alfie back, playing his guitar, and I hated the rest of the house for having fun when I couldn’t. Eventually I just fell asleep, only to wake up when someone knocked on the door. I pretended to still be sleeping and ignored it. Until, of course, Mom got insistent. Then when I didn’t answer she got worried and opened the door anyway.

She sat down on the end of my bed. ‘Todd, is there something really bothering you?’

‘I’m fine, Mom. I’m just not really in the mood for anything tonight.’

‘Alright then,’ she said, ruffling my head. ‘I’ll go tell your friend you’d rather not come down then.’

‘Which friend?’

‘Well, I haven’t met him before, but he says he knows you from the prom. I think he liked your set with the band. I think he said his name was Colin or something.’

Oh no. Not now. ‘Or Colton. Was it Colton?’

‘Yes, that’s it,’ my mother said. ‘I forgot. Must have been the story he’s spent the last half an hour telling me. I really think you should come down.’

Why did she have to put on an act about this? Shit, Colton had told her about all this before I had? It was a mercy she’d shown all the signs of knowing nothing and believed me when all I’d said was I’d really enjoyed my prom, and Courtney had been a nice date, and nothing much had happened at all.

‘Yeah, alright,’ I said, getting up. ‘I’ll come down then.’ She didn’t know what my smile was for at all. 

Colton was sitting in the front room where she’d left him.

‘Todd,’ he said. ‘Hi.’ He looked like he was still hungover from the punch he’d taken from his sister. Anyone could have wondered if he hadn’t slept since prom night at all. This was how he should have looked if he’d meant his apology two years ago, back in Collins’s office. Good. It was about time. If Devin thought I still wanted to be friends with Colton, just wait till he heard about what was sure to go down right here.

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Get the fuck out of my house.’

‘Oh, now just a minute,’ my mother said, raising her voice. ‘We’ll have none of this, young man. Not to a guest in our—’

‘Oh, give it a rest, Mom!’ I yelled. ‘I’m eighteen years old and I get to work my own problems out, so for once in your life just shut up, will you?! That’s the guy you tried to have kicked out of our school and now you let him in our house? This is bullshit. He’s not a guest in this house because I just said he’s not. So I’ll talk to him how I want.’ 

It shocked her. I didn’t care. All the noise in the house around me had stopped. There was a line forming on the stairs, and I could sense it without looking. An audience for this? Fine. Perfect. 

I turned on Colton. ‘I don’t want you here. Whatever apology you came here to make, I won’t accept it and you knew it, so that’s why you’ve tried your nice–act on my mom. It’s not going to work. I don’t care about you. Whatever the deal with you is, I don’t want an explanation. I just don’t want to know. You’ll say sorry one minute and then be back to just insulting me the next.’ I looked at Mom. ‘You wanna hear all the things he’s called our family and see if you still think he’s my friend? He’s not.’ I looked at Colton. ‘Just get out. You only came here because Courtney made you, and she wasted her time. Tell her that.’

He actually did look sorry, but I decided it was more for himself. I waited, wondering what clever line he’d practiced, but he gave me nothing. He just looked at his feet and then back up at me and nodded. ‘Alright,’ he said. As he left, there was none of his usual speed, and none of the poise I’d once thought I loved. Everything about him drooped, from his ears to the tip of his tail as it dragged on the floor. Right before he shut the door, I could have sworn I heard him sniff.

I turned back to Mom. ‘Okay, I’m sorry I talked to you like that. But really, Mom, could you please just leave me alone? And stop making me check my weight while you watch. Everyone’s laughing about it. And I know they’re all listening on the stairs right now and I don’t care. Remember that conversation we had two years ago? When you told me not to be afraid to say when you’re doing this kind of crap? Well, you’re doing it.’ She really had told me that. I’d never invoked it until now.

She took it all, and then leaned on the door frame, her arms folded, and I knew I was in for none of the usual Mom stuff. Shit, I probably hadn’t even shocked her at all.

‘Is that it then?’ she said. ‘Got it out of your system? Pleased with how you handled that? You’re right, you’re eighteen now. You know how to act like a grown up. Off you go then, no hard feelings.’

I stood there like I’d just had a concussion and not dropped on my ass. My brothers and sisters were still on the stairs, none of them talking either. Nothing for it then. I followed Mom into the kitchen. ‘Okay, let’s hear it. What did he tell you about last week? Why did I get it all wrong?’

‘It’s for you to work out,’ my mother said, shrugging and continuing with drying the dishes.

‘Awww, Mom, come on, don’t do this. I hate it when you’re mad at me like this. Just tell me I upset you and then tell me why I’m supposed to be hearing whatever story Colton told you.’

She put the dishes down, turned and smiled. ‘I’m not mad at you, Todd. Really. But you’re far from perfect. I heard about what Colton did last Saturday. I heard about it not long after it happened. I left you alone about it all week because it’s like you said, it’s for you to work out. But listen to me.’ She put her hands on my shoulders. ‘I know when somebody who’s behaved in horrible ways and doesn’t seem like a very nice person takes a step back and then decides they want to be better than that. I know a fake apology and a real one. I raised Alfie, didn’t I?’

‘Alfie’s one of us,’ I said. ‘Colton’s not Alfie. Alfie just said things because he had a temper. Alfie never pulled my tail and threw me on the floor and cracked three of my ribs. You didn’t forget about that, did you? Colton said everything he said to me because he meant it.’

‘Maybe he did. But then, maybe he’s capable of realising it was wrong. I know what he called our family. The first thing he did was tell me all the names he called you and us and then said he knew none of them were true. He admitted he apologised for that fight two years ago with words only. That was before I even let him in the door. I know when someone wants to make amends. I knew he’d maybe come here and pull a bit of an act. I was ready for it. Just like I’m always ready for you. You kids still don’t know how to play me, and he certainly didn’t. That’s why the real him came out.’

‘You really think so?’

‘Now let’s do the real you,’ she said. ‘You’re angry with that fox and you’re glad you sent him packing like that. Then later on, when you’re trying to sleep, you’re going to be thinking of the way he looked when he left and realise you destroyed someone, and you’re going to feel horrible.’

‘There’s destroying someone in a way they’ll never forgive you for…’ As Courtney’s voice drifted in, the reality hit me, and I already felt worse than horrible. Because I knew there was destroying someone in a way you’d never forgive yourself for either.

‘So he told you about calling our family trailer trash,’ I said. ‘I don’t suppose he told you what he called his own sister in front of half the guys from school, did he?’

‘Actually, he did,’ she said. ‘But the pair of you did make him feel humiliated in front of just as many people. Sometimes even when someone deserves it, it helps if both people say sorry for what happened and just agree they learned something about life. If you want to be a grown up, Todd, the most important thing about it is learning when to forgive people. Or at least to try. We’d have a better world if every grown up could do that. So don’t start being one who can’t. Or won’t try.’ She let go of my shoulders. ‘Go out there. The longer we stand here talking about this, the less chance you have of catching him.’

She was right. Why did she always have to be right?

It didn’t matter. I was taking off as fast as I could.

∗ ∗ ∗

‘Colton!’ I spotted him right on the corner of the block. He didn’t respond to my yell. I tried again. Still nothing. I chased after him, knowing he was probably ignoring me, or I was going to see all the signs Mom was right. He’d been beating himself up about his own behaviour and now me sticking the knife in had made him wonder what the point in trying was. 

I ran after him and caught him after two minutes. ‘Colton,’ I said, close to him, and still he didn’t look up from the ground as he shuffled along. ‘Oh, come on, I’m here, aren’t I? Can you at least look at me?’

He looked up now. His face was soaking wet with tears. For a moment, I dreaded to think what might have actually happened to him in this last week. The police finally taught him a lesson? Then Joe Cassano taught him something worse? Then just when there was nothing left, his own sister found something else to tear off him anyway? That’s what this looked like.

‘Alright,’ I said. ‘Whatever you’ve got to say, I’m here and I’ll listen. And you’re lucky.’

Now something came back to him for a moment, as if he was going to hammer me with all the reasons why that had never been true. ‘Lucky?’ he said, trying to dry his face off with just his hands. ‘Seriously? Am I?’ He stood up a little straighter now and brushed his hands over his ears, as if trying to stand them up fully. ‘Why?’

‘I’ve got the coolest mom in the world,’ I said. ‘Even if she is a total pain in the ass a lot of the time. She’s the reason I’m here.’

He looked at me, forced a smile, and then something shone in his eyes. ‘Yeah. Ain’t she just.’

‘Huh? Oh, for crying out loud. You know how I meant it. Only someone like you could think of that.’

‘She’s the only reason you came after me? You didn’t follow me because you wanted to?’

Oh boy, how could I answer that in a way that might make him feel any better about this? Maybe I couldn’t. ‘Can you honestly blame me, Colton?’

He sighed. ‘No.’

‘But here I am,’ I said. ‘I think we ought to go somewhere and talk. You first. I’ll listen. Then maybe I’ll tell you why I came after you besides my Mom telling me when I’ve been a dick. And I was. What I did to you at the prom…I wouldn’t have liked it if someone had done that to me. Maybe how you behaved was…’ What, just him acting up? I always knew it was more than that. ‘Look, I know I sound like some sort of asshole social worker right now, but I think you need help. Whatever it is that’s burning a hole in you, you’ve got to share it with someone else. So here I am. One last time. Think you can talk to me without calling me a trash panda? And I don’t live in a trailer. You’ve seen where I live now. And you’re lucky my mom let you in.’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I know.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I need somewhere quiet for this. Really quiet. I’d like it if it were a good long way from this whole town. But I’ll settle for whatever you’ve got. You got a place like that?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Actually, I do.’

∗ ∗ ∗

We got to the barn where I’d come out to Rocco after over an hour of walking where neither of us said anything. There were about two hours of daylight left, and somehow I knew that I was going to end up either walking back in the midnight dark or calling Rocco for a ride. The weight Colton looked like he was carrying would probably take all night to get off his shoulders. 

We sat down on a straw bale together.

‘Thanks,’ Colton said. ‘I know I don’t deserve this. So before I say sorry and hope you know I mean it, here goes. Can I just ask you one thing though? I know I’ve been a complete dick, but if I tell you this, will you promise it just stays between us? Even if we don’t talk again after this?’

‘I promise,’ I said, suddenly wondering if I could hear this and deal with it the right way. However bad it might get, there was no backing out now.

‘I need you to know something. You were half right about Courtney. She gave me a lecture about why I owed you an explanation. But she needn’t have bothered. I was going to anyway. I’m tired of all this. Of everything.’ Colton took out his cigarettes. ‘You mind?’

‘Whatever you need,’ I said.

He lit up, his hands trembling a little. ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘Here goes. You still sure you want to hear this?’

I nodded.

‘Just between us. You really promise?’

‘Yes.’

 ‘Me and my folks moved to this town when I was thirteen. From a long way away. When we moved, I hoped certain things just didn’t follow me. I didn’t even want anyone from my old life calling me up to say hi. I didn’t have that many friends there anyway, and the ones I did have…didn’t get what happened to me. They just couldn’t understand.’

I waited, certain that this evening was going to bring many silences like this one.

‘That first time you met me, at the skate park,’ Colton said. ‘I know what you noticed. You were looking at where I was meant to be wearing pads. But I had the lid on, right?’ He tapped on his head with a fist. 

I whistled. ‘How did you know I was thinking that?’

‘Call it fox instinct,’ Colton said. ‘I dunno. I never used to skate with any gear on at all. I hate the way all that crap feels. I’ve got perfect balance without it. Just like Courtney for her gym, except I like skating. We’re two twins with the same gift. I mean, I was good. Really good. And I was even better when I was on my own, out of everybody’s sight, and I could just take all that gear off and be free. Just be like…woah, that’s awesome for just a few minutes. You know that feeling; I know you do. You get it all the time. Sports, music, your life. You know how to make it happen. Me, I can’t do the one thing that got me that anymore.’

‘What, skate? But you—’

‘No, you dumb tr…sorry.’ Colton took another deep breath. ‘I had the perfect balance until the day I didn’t. I came down wrong and I smashed my head open. I broke a load of my ribs and something in my spine too. I was fucking lucky. When someone found me, I’d bled out so much they thought I was dead. Because I didn’t have the helmet on. I didn’t have anything apart from me and a board. Actually…’ Colton laughed. ‘I was completely naked. Like everything.‘

I tried not to laugh, covering my mouth with one hand, then the other, then I failed. ‘Naked skateboarding. You.’ It made me twitch so much I sat on my hands, the feelings I had for him threatening to surface all over again and give me all my teenage urges. Shit, not right now. Please not right now.

‘Mom and Dad went absolutely fucking crazy. When they heard I got found like that, they never thought I would have taken all my clothes off. They thought someone…okay, it’s some fucked up shit they imagined that guy might have done to me. You get the idea?’

I felt instantly sick. ‘Woah, Colton. Did you really skate naked or…?’

‘Yeah, it’s okay. I took my own clothes off. I remember doing it. I know I remember it. I did it because a friend of mine dared me to, but I couldn’t do it in front of other people, so I just tried it on my own. And the guy who found me was decent and honest and I owe him my life for being there, for calling that ambulance that only just got there in time. But my parents were such assholes. They made the hospital test me. For everything. You understand? And they were so well known in the community. I don’t think they ever wanted to start what happened, but stuff got out, and people made stuff out of…stuff. It was like this guy was on trial before they even had proof, and it all came back negative. They all ruined someone’s life. Because he saved mine. 

‘This guy, his name was Alvin. Al. He already had issues. It pushed him over. He shot himself in his car one night when he couldn’t take it anymore.’ Tears appeared in Colton’s eyes now. ‘Because he saved a kid’s life, and all they could think was he was a monster. All because I was dumb enough to not wear any gear. I just had to take all my clothes off. Because I was Colton, the greatest skater of all time. It’s my fault Al’s dead.’

I almost reached out a hand to him, but I couldn’t. He wasn’t crying yet, just blinking it away. Maybe it would have been better if he just let go, but this wasn’t the time for me to say it. This was his thing, it all had to be his way, and somehow I doubted he wanted me to touch him.

‘I’m sorry, Colton. I don’t know what to say. Except that it wasn’t your fault. Your parents…maybe they never knew what it would do to this guy if they got overly concerned. Maybe they should have talked to you first, I don’t know, but…did you ever talk about it with them? After Al died?’

‘Yeah. Way too much. I know they never meant it to end that way. I don’t even think they wanted him to get accused; they were just freaked out because their son nearly died covered in his own blood. What parent wouldn’t get shook up by that? Mom already had some pretty major issues back then, and then that happens to her kid. I know she regrets how some things got handled. She wishes she could turn back the clock and put things right.’

I’d only met Colton’s parents for one night, but I knew they didn’t seem like the type to falsely make a serious accusation. Whatever happened, it was probably the rumour mill. And all the lemmings who’d followed it.

‘They were gutted,’ Colton said. ‘Mom and Dad. They were just starting to do well in their businesses, everyone in that town loved them, then everyone all followed the rumours their son got abused. Until Al killed himself. Suddenly they decided we were all responsible for pushing him over. We practically got run out of town. I felt like it was my fault. Then I felt like it was theirs. I said I hated them so many times and it was like I meant it. I never really worked anything out with them. And Al’s family, they were devastated. And so angry. Who could blame them? They blamed me, just like I blamed myself. He had a grown–up son who somehow got my number and called me up and told me to go kill myself too.’

‘Seriously? An adult said that to a kid?’

‘Yeah. I’m still not sure how I didn’t do it.’

‘Why didn’t you report him for it?’

‘Because I felt like he was right. Then I said fuck him. And the best way to say it was to stay alive. A few weeks ago, I realised I still had his number stored in my call log, from years ago. I nearly called him up to tell him I was still here. I only just stopped myself.’

‘So that day, my birthday, when I found you thinking about stuff…’ I trailed off, realising the one detail Colton had left out of his story that practically explained everything, right from his first encounter with me on that court. ‘Al was a raccoon. Right?’

Colton shook his head and forced a smile. ‘Yeah. And I was thinking about a lot that day. That phone call from his son was right at the front of it.’

‘And then I showed up.’

‘You couldn’t have known,’ Colton said. ‘And you weren’t him. It doesn’t excuse how I treated you.’

‘Forget about it,’ I said. ‘I’m amazed you even got back to skating at all after that.’ 

‘I had to. It’s the only reason I didn’t kill myself long before that phone call came. I had one thing I felt like being alive for. So I did it. Mom and Dad didn’t like it. At all. But shit, after the accident there was a whole lot they didn’t like about me.’

‘It was probably just your behaviour,’ I said. ‘Not you. They still loved you, right?’

‘Yeah, that’s what I see now when I look back at it all, but there were years where our home wasn’t a happy place for anyone. I made it miserable for everyone with how angry I was. They banned me from skating forever after they first brought me home. Only took six months and Al’s death before they let me out to do whatever I wanted, because it was the only way to get any peace. But when I skated, I couldn’t lose the helmet anymore. It’s like I at least clung on to enough respect for everyone, so I had to try not to end up like that again. The pads? I feel like…’ Colton struggled for a moment, then just as I thought a hand on his shoulder might help again, he came back. ‘I feel like I’m broken anyway. My head’s fucked, so what do I care about my bones? Why bother looking after myself when I might wake up tomorrow and not…’ He tailed off, then noticed that the cigarette he’d long since forgotten had burned out and he was still holding the filter. He laughed at his ash–covered hand and flicked it away. ‘You were right; I should quit.’

‘Maybe not today though.’ I waited. ‘You want to go home? Go for another walk?’

‘No,’ Colton said. ‘I came out here to do this. I’m doing this. No more walking away.’ He neatened up his face again and shook out another Marlboro. ‘That thing about the photographs, what my mom told you.’ He took another deep breath. ‘I don’t like having my picture taken because I get migraines. Bad ones. It all started after the accident. No surprise there, right? I practically split my skull in two. I’m lucky my parents could afford a good surgeon and I don’t still wear any sign of it. Except if you run a finger under my fur up the back of my head. Then you can kinda feel a scar line. Flashes sometimes set the migraines off. Only sometimes. I let Mom take those pics because I wanted to get out of the goddamn prom.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I meant what I said; I really didn’t care about it. I thought I was so much better than everyone else. That night, after the police took me away and locked me up, I got one of the migraines then, like it was delayed action. They just stuck me back in my cell and nobody came to help me. They wouldn’t give me any meds. They called Mom and Dad, and you know what they did? Nothing. Courtney was right. They’ve had enough of me too. I spent the whole night crying and hallucinating and feeling like I had nails inside my brain. And you know what I knew when it all wore off? This was how shit I’ve been making other people feel.’

‘This is what you told my mom, right? What got her to let you in.’

‘Yeah, that’s pretty well it. But I’ve got to tell you something else.’ This time he was remembering to smoke, and he took a large drag like he was enjoying it and surrounded his head with smoke.

‘You’re gay, aren’t you?’ I said. ‘Caitlyn was right.’

Colton laughed. It reassured me slightly. ‘Caitlyn? Nah, she’s never right about anything. I’m both ways. Guys, chicks, I’ve got all the choice I want. Before my accident, it was just chicks. I know I was only twelve, but trust me. This is a fox who’s always got a load in his pants. Literally. I knew who I got it for before. I was straight. Then that happened. It wasn’t just that either.’ Colton smirked now. ‘I know Courtney told you I’m horny all the time. That I’m easy to turn on. Before the accident, I was just normal like that. Got it the way any other kid would. A year after the accident, I got diagnosed with hypersexuality. I know it sounds like so much bullshit, but trust me. I have to take meds just to keep it as under control as this. Sometimes I still have to jerk off like six times a day to get rid of what’s happening down there. Sounds too cool to be true, right? Trust me, raccoon, it’s not. You ever heard of too much of a good thing? That’s what I get if those meds aren’t working. Some days they don’t.’

I must have looked like I was about to either die from shock or die laughing. I knew I was going to say something stupid, and it was already out of my mouth. ‘This is actually for real? A head injury like that can turn someone into that? Shit, I’m sorry, that came out wrong, I just…don’t hate her, but Courtney told me you must have some serious energy when you find somewhere to put that thing. That’s what she said.’

‘She said that?’ Now Colton looked surprised. ‘Man, she’s so full of it. And before you even think about asking, I am not so fucked up that I…do I need to say it?’

‘That you boned your own sister?’ This whole thing was turning me into an idiot. ‘I’d never ask you if you did that. And I believe you. So…’ 

Could I actually tell him how I felt about him? Was this my moment? Repaying honesty with honesty? No, because this was his moment only, and I’d hate myself forever. Besides, the serious look was back.

‘There are days when I like it,’ Colton said. ‘When I like who I am, what I’ve got, how I actually do have that energy. How I can still skate. How I passed a test for the air force.’

I’d actually forgotten all about that. ‘So that’s why you don’t know if they can take you. The meds you take for your condition. How do you know? Did you ask them about it yet?’

‘It’s not that,’ Colton said. ‘It’s…there’s a side effect. It’s not from the medication either. Sure, I get massive doses of boner juice all the time and I’m the fox who’s always ready to fuck. That’s what some people call me. And I liked it. Right up till now, it kinda worked for me. But there’s something else. It doesn’t happen so often anymore, but the doctors still don’t know what exactly causes it. I hate doctors. All the ones I’ve seen, they always do this “We know something’s wrong with him, but we don’t know what, but we’ll keep thinking” thing in a hundred different bullshit ways.’ He took another drag and then crushed the cigarette. ‘Sometimes, Todd, I don’t know…’

It took me a moment to realise I was holding my breath, waiting for the end of the words I knew Courtney had been on the verge of hitting him with. He looked away for at least a minute, then his eyes met mine and I knew that behind every side of him I’d ever seen, there had been what he was about to tell me.

‘There are days when I wake up,’ Colton said, ‘and I don’t know who I am. It’s not like an identity teenage–angst thing; it’s everything, Aldrington. I don’t know why I’m in this bed, where this place is, who my family are, what state I live in, where I go to school, who I’m attracted to, why I’ve woken up with a hard–on, nothing. I’m just totally blank. Then if I stay awake for a couple of hours and just go with the flow and my family keep talking to me, it all fades back. I don’t know how it happens, I can’t feel it happening, and then it’s like I just had a massive absence seizure and I’m me again. Like that.’ He clicked his fingers, and I remembered him clicking them in front of my face.

I shook my head. ‘Jesus, Colton. So…all the times you knew you were behaving like an asshole, you figured sooner or later it wouldn’t matter because you’d wake up one day and…’ I stopped, realising I shouldn’t have thought that out loud. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be guessing.’

‘You don’t have to keep saying sorry to me. Not when I’m the one who owes you all the apologies there are. You’ve got me. Every day I wonder if I’ll wake up tomorrow and I just won’t come back this time. I go through every day not knowing if this is going to be the last day I get to spend as me. When I woke up after the prom in that cell, I felt like this should have been my time. I didn’t deserve to come back for another day. But here I was again.’ Now he was trying harder not to start crying again. ‘Sure, I act like I’m tough. When the air force told me I was good enough to be a pilot, I felt tough. I felt like I might still have a shot at something big, and I had to take it before that day comes when I’m not here anymore. But I am still here. I act tough, Todd, but I’m not. I’m terrified.’

I closed my eyes and sighed, wishing I’d never done what I’d done to him on prom night. Courtney was right; there were some things people wouldn’t forgive you for. At least I hadn’t known this and told anyone about it. If Caitlyn had told me this at the bar like she was going to…

Fuck. What might I have done?

‘You know what, Colton?’ I said. ‘I’m terrified too. All the time. And I don’t even have your reasons for being that way. All the stupid things I ever worried about…I always knew there was something else underneath you. I came to the park to try and offer you help because I…because I liked you. Because I wanted to know what it was that made me want to be your friend. I never thought there was anything quite like this, but…this is…I think I…’

Colton cocked his head a little, looking like he’d won his battle with tears in favour of the intrigue I’d fed him. God, he looked cute when he was puzzled.

I was right all along! Rocco was wrong when he told me I could do better. I’d found a real person worth seeking out in Colton. Nobody else in this whole world had a story like his. And he’d chosen me to tell it to. 

‘What is it, Aldrington?’ he said. ‘Are you trying to tell me something here?’

‘Ah, forget it,’ I said. ‘I don’t matter right now. You just told me the most amazing things about you. And they are amazing, Colton. They’re all you. So some of them are scary, terrifying, some of them make you feel like shit, but they’re part of you. And I’m glad I know them. And you. So come on. Maybe you can still get into the air force. But I was right. Just say it. We need to get you fit.’

Colton laughed. ‘Forget it, raccoon. Thanks, but it’s over. We both know it. They’re not going to take someone who’s got my problem. It costs hundreds of thousands to train a pilot. What if they do it and I wake up and it’s my gone–day? That’s what I call it. That’s why I never saw the point in making any decent friends. I’d end up just making them sad when I get to my gone–day and they still have to be around me, trying to bring me back and always failing.’

‘Colton,’ I said. ‘I’d stay with you for as long as you were here, and then all the time after that, whoever you might wake up as. I’d be there. I wouldn’t be sad. I’d just be…’

‘Be what?’ Colton swung his legs over the straw bale so he was sitting with one on each side, facing me. ‘Come on, Aldrington. Just tell me what you need to tell me.’

I was sitting on my trembling hands, just like I had with Rocco. ‘I wanted to go to the prom with you,’ I said. ‘Because I’m gay. I thought I was and now I know it. I’ve been obsessed with you ever since you pulled my tail. I went running past the skate park every night just to see you. I didn’t care you never noticed. I almost didn’t care you behaved like such a jerk because you just did it with style. You skated with such style. It’s beautiful. If you hadn’t had the accident, I wonder…’ What you might still be like? ‘Oh fuck, I’m getting this wrong! Look at my ears. My stupid ears always do this when I feel like I’m just dying. And I’m talking complete shit because I don’t know what to say.’

Colton gave me his wicked smile again, and this time I knew it wasn’t supposed to make me feel small and gutted. It was all the reverse. ‘Then say whatever you’re trying not to.’

‘Go be friends with Colton…’

Or go do something crazier.

‘I think I’m in love with you,’ I said.




Eight

‘You think you’re in love,’ Colton said, staring at me unflinchingly. ‘With me. Really in love? Not just a crush or some kind of infatuation you can’t place?’

I nodded, feeling choked and twitchy. ‘Yeah. Despite everything. I love you, Colton Vincent, you awesome fox.’ I held up a finger. ‘Even though you still owe me the biggest apology for trying to ruin my prom night. And for getting my brother in trouble when he was nothing to do with us having a bitch fight. And you called your own sister the c–word. And you called me a faggot. And a trash panda. And a dumpster baby. And you deliberately hurt my feelings any way you could think of and you didn’t think of me as a person. And you told me I wasn’t good enough for your sister when I bet all you wanted was…’

Was me? 

‘Was you?’ Colton said. ‘You think I wanted you?’

Why had I jumped to that? My brain was a flash flood, the kind that happen all the time in Arizona summers, but this was a deluge. Somehow, I found what I needed. ‘That day I sniffed you, in the sports hall while we were playing ball. You noticed, didn’t you? You kicked off the fight because you needed a cover. For how all you wanted to do was stand there and let me forget about the ball and then just sniff me too.’

Colton leaned back a little bit, then a lot, a seductive half–recline, his arms out straight behind him. ‘Well, well. You finally worked it out.’

I shook my head. ‘It’s bullshit though, right? You’re just making it fit.’

‘You have no idea how many times I’ve thought about that moment,’ Colton said. ‘How I wished it all could have happened that way. It was the greatest fantasy I’d ever had. You, me and a forgotten ball, and all your jock friends watching, and once the shock was over they all started cheering for us in my version. My hypersexuality wasn’t a problem for those two weeks, know what I mean? That’s the one thing that can switch it off. Fighting. And when I was done fighting you and your friends, what was left? That’s the day I realised it. There was nothing I could do but give in.’

I felt stupefied, in the best possible way. ‘You jerked off thinking about how I sniffed you?’

‘And thinking about you. When I finally admitted I liked guys too. Probably more than chicks. You made it happen, Aldrington. All it took was your little sniff, and everything I knew it was going to set off in front of your jock friends. I hated you for it, and I wanted you all at once. Just like how you felt about me.’

‘I never hated you, you idiot. I don’t hate anyone. Why didn’t you ever tell me?’

‘Why didn’t you ever tell me? It’s pointless asking. We both had our reasons. Maybe they all seem like dumb ones now, but look at us.’ He cocked his head slightly. ‘Here we are. Sitting together with the truth. So you know what I’ve never had, Aldrington?’

‘What?’

‘Someone say they love me. I mean love me like this. Not like my family. You think you actually do? I won’t be mad if you were just getting carried away. What do you feel like? Right now?’ He shifted closer to me, and I could smell the faint hints of the same aftershave he’d used on prom night. ‘I’m sorry for all the times I called you a trash panda. And insulted your family. And for stealing your brother’s car. And for how I hurt your feelings and treated you like you were inferior because of your species. And that I didn’t accept your help when it was the one nice thing anyone’s done for me in years that didn’t involve wanting anything else. Apart from maybe being my friend. And then what? Seeing if you really could fall in love with me and not just think I was cool?’

I couldn’t talk. My throat was in a knot.

‘Come on, raccoon. You were doing great. And I just finally got a load off my mind that’s been on it for six shit–filled years. Talk to me. How do you feel?’

Here it was. The side of him he hadn’t shown to Caitlyn, or even let her have a hint of. Reserved.

For the right person?

‘Say something to me,’ Colton said, his eyes dancing with roguish intent. ‘Say anything. Just talk.’ 

‘I accept your apology,’ I said. ‘And I’m…’

‘Don’t you dare be sorry too. I needed what you did. Badly. Maybe you don’t feel great about it, but it doesn’t matter. Someone had to stop me from behaving like I was. You had some serious balls, raccoon.’

‘I…’ I started laughing. Mom was right: forgiveness was the right thing to do. Hating someone took too much strength. It was better spent wanting to love them. And I did want to love Colton. I wanted to touch him. And I was going to do something so crazy that I might regret it for life, but I no longer cared.

‘You got a thought you wanna finish there?’ Colton said.

‘I imagine you skating naked all the time,’ I said. ‘Like you did back then. Just not when you were twelve. Oh shit, that came out wrong. I mean…I imagine you skating naked now. Looking like this. I imagine that you found a place to put that thing, with all that energy I heard you had, and that place…that place was m—’

I couldn’t breathe. Colton had his hands behind my head, my ears between his fingers, and he was so close his breath was warm on the tip of my wet nose. 

‘I love your embarrassed floppy ears, Aldrington.’ He rubbed them. ‘You’re holding your breath right now. Let it out and breathe deep, before you explode.’ 

I exhaled the longest breath of my life and closed my eyes, wondering if when I opened them again this would all be real. It was. Colton was still there, and I was sighing deeply as he got his finger tips in the soft space behind my ears and pressed. A great tremor of some feeling I barely knew went through me. 

I was purring. Colton put his forehead against mine and gave a soft, sensual growl, then rubbed his muzzle against mine, his breath inside my open, purring mouth. His tongue touched mine, then he pulled me into our kiss and I closed my eyes, completely disarmed as he held me by my ears, still rubbing behind them. When we came apart and he let me catch my breath, I realised I had my hands on the side of his chest. I slid them up his back, desperate to keep him near me.

‘Here I am, Aldrington. You won. Courtney was wrong. You’re not a coward. And when I’m with you, I don’t feel like one anymore either.’ He stroked a hand down my neck, then my back, rubbing my hoodie against my fur underneath it. ‘This is your first time, right? Did anyone touch you like this before?’

I shook my head, moving away slightly. ‘I don’t know if I can, Colton. I want to, but…’ I hugged him to me, pulling his chest against mine. ‘Oh God. Tell me this is real.’

‘It’s real,’ Colton said. ‘I’m here. And if tomorrow’s my gone–day, I want to know you, like this. Before I get there. And I want this for you too. And this isn’t saying sorry. This is saying everything sorry doesn’t say.’ He ran his hands all the way down to my lap, and then moved away. ‘But there’s one thing I’ve got to ask. Promise you won’t automatically think I’m a dick all over again?’

I slowly eased up on my hug, letting myself brush a hand against his cheek and then keep hold of his neck, all my limbs feeling like they were numb with electricity. ‘Sure. What is it?’

‘If you wanted to take me to the prom so badly, why didn’t you just ask? I might have said yes. Everyone at school knows what I am now. You’d be amazed who I’ve been with while I pretended I’ve never wanted you. Your coming out might have been the talk of the year for all the right reasons. We might have just avoided everything that happened.’

I tried to humour him, but at least when I let my honest reply out I was laughing. ‘Oh, fuck you, Colton Vincent! You’d never have said yes to me. It took a whole bunch of stupid shit to bring us together and you’re going to admit it. Or I’m never letting this happen. Say it.’

‘Yeah, alright, trash panda. I’d never have said yes.’ Colton took hold of my sides and playfully shook me. ‘Playfight?’

I grabbed one of his ears and pinched it. ‘Every time you call me that, I do that. Next time I’m going to nip your ear.’

‘Trash panda. Try it.’

I tensed and coiled back as if ready to leap onto him.

‘Oh, I’m liking that look,’ Colton said, putting a slight growl behind it. ‘Trash panda!’

‘Know what?’ I said. ‘I’m not that easy. And you’re going to tell me another secret. You did something to me with a claw. You did it on purpose. At the park and in front of your parents. They didn’t see. What the hell did you do exactly? On my neck. I felt like I was shivering, right here.’

‘Oh, that,’ Colton said. ‘Come here. Closer. Closer.‘ He whispered the last part and fondled at the top of my hoodie. ‘Can I?’ Before I could answer, he put a hand inside my collar and tickled the fur at the top of my chest, working his hand under my t–shirt and onto my shoulder. 

Oh, fucking hell, I was back to a full–on purr again. Then I felt a claw in an odd place somewhere between my neck and my collarbone. The semi in my pants was going to go full on if he kept this up. 

‘All I did was this.’ He dug the claw in, just slightly, and I got the feeling up my neck again. ‘It’s a nerve. I’m so good I got it through your shirt. And your prom suit. And by the way, you looked amazing last Saturday.’ He reached his hand onto the other shoulder and did the same on that side. ‘Can I take this off and see what’s underneath yet? Or do you like it on?’

‘How would I know?’ I said. ‘On. I think. I’m just…’

‘Bashful?’ Colton said. ‘Shy? Okay, shall I go first? Want to see if I’m what you always thought?’

‘You’re pulling my tail,’ I said, somehow sure he didn’t realise. He had the middle of my tail gripped lightly in his free hand, and he’d started tugging it. 

‘Oh. Yeah, I am. Can I have permission this time? It’s a really nice tail.’

‘I think you missed something in your apology.’

Colton rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, yeah, okay, I’m sorry for two years ago. And I mean it this time. I’m sorry I never sniffed you back, made you lose the ball and then ran it down the end and buried it for two.’

‘Thank you. I think I’ll let you keep hold of that thing this time.’

‘You know what else? I never did this with a raccoon before. I just always wanted to. To see if I could break out of thinking they were all Al’s son. I know it’s stupid, but…tell me you at least kind of get it.’

‘I get it all,’ I said. ‘And it doesn’t matter. That was old Colton. Take a sniff.’ I pulled my hoodie up slightly. ‘Put your nose in there and sniff.’

Colton grinned. ‘Now you’re talking.’ He put his whole head under and took a deep breath through his nose. Then a second, then a third, then he came out and dropped my hoodie back down. ‘That actually your thing? You like people smelling you?’

I was certainly going to burst out of my pants if he did it again. But it wasn’t my thing. He wasn’t knowing about that yet. I didn’t even know if I could tell him at all. But I could get him close. ‘For a raccoon,’ I said, ‘I’m as clean as a bedsheet.’

‘Sure,’ Colton said. ‘If you like your bedsheets to smell like peanut butter and marshmallows.’

‘You’re kidding, right?’ I said. Then I laughed as his nose twitched. ‘I do not smell like peanut butter! Or marshmallows. I hate marshmallows.’

‘Sure you do. You’re the peanut butter raccoon.’ He sniffed a little more around my neck. ‘And I smell coconut. And old car–seat leather. And burnt marshmallows. What do you wash yourself in? And by the way, it was a compliment. Before you bristle up like I bet you’re doing under there.’ He put his hands up my hoodie and rubbed my stomach, then put his nose just under the head hole and took another long sniff of me. ‘Sweet, raccoon. However you do it, keep doing it.’ He looked down at the bulge in my lap. ‘You like this, huh? Wanna sniff the fox? If you’re right about all my dreams coming true, I’ll have to go through coat inspection every day. Wanna inspect my coat like a soldier isn’t allowed to anymore?’ He growled, and it was more like a purr. ‘Come on. You’re sitting on those hands again. Don’t sit on them. Use them. Take the fox’s clothes off. He’s all yours.’

I was on him with a wild growl, and an energy I felt like my night on stage had only been a rehearsal for. I fumbled at all his clothes, not sure what I wanted to pull off first and ending up unable to do anything except stand there and laugh at myself for being so useless. At least he was laughing with me and helping me get him naked. His coat smelt deeper than just the aftershave, when I finally did have him naked apart from his pants. He had his hands hooked inside them as I took a deep sniff of him and almost came in my own, sitting there on the straw bale next to him, probably looking like a clueless idiot.

‘Colton,’ I said, my breath coming out shallow and excited. ‘I don’t think I can…’

‘Okay, calm, deep breath again,’ Colton said. ‘You’re fine.’ He put a hand on my forehead. ‘Feel that control? Distract yourself. Remember that first time you sniffed me, on that court. Now you get to stay there. Imagine we forgot about the game and just started getting our thing on, and everybody gasps. What do I smell like, right then? Really focus on that scent. What is it?’

Hell if I knew. ‘Your coat. It’s just your amazing coat.’ I ran a hand up his chest, against the knap of his fur. ‘Smells like…new carpet and orange blossom. And mesquite charcoal smoke.’ It was the closest I could get.

‘See?’ Colton said. ‘Control. You’ve got it. And if you shoot your load, you’re young and dumb and there’s more where that came from within minutes, raccoon. Trust me. You’ve taught me one hell of a lesson, this last week. Mind if I teach you a little something?’ He licked the tip of my nose, and I felt myself go hard again. 

‘Leave your pants on,’ I said, looking at the bulge in them. It was so big it looked like he could stuff it right through me with one poke. My ears were flat on my head again.

‘Alright, you got it. Wanna put your hand in there? Go on, try it.’

I tried it. Colton growled, then purred, then sucked down a deep breath as I rubbed his cock. ‘Alright, raccoon, here’s my thing. I was pulling your tail because I like tails. So get your hands out of my pants for a minute and get hold of that tail.’

I’d played with my own tail as a bored kid many times, but as a teenager I’d just left it alone; it was just another ordinary part of me, and I’d never really thought about Colton’s or anyone else’s during any fantasy either. Until I took hold of it. Colton’s brush had fur so thick and soft that I almost couldn’t get my hand around it.

‘There you go,’ he said. ‘Now pull.’

‘You want me to pull your tail? Won’t that hurt?’ I tugged it a little.

‘Oh, tug, tug, tug, how cute,’ Colton said, flashing his teeth. ‘Pull it, raccoon. Pull it like you mean it. Like I pulled yours. Get your revenge on the fox.’

I got behind him and pulled. Colton flinched a little.

‘What was that? Come on. You think it’ll hurt? Yeah, it hurts. And I love it. So hurt me. Pull the fox’s tail like you want it to hurt.’

Feeling more out of place than I’d ever been in my life, I yanked Colton’s tail hard. He yelped. I yanked it again. He clenched his teeth and sucked air through them hard. I did it a third time, thinking about what an asshole he’d been last week, and this time he let out a growl of pain and bent over. ‘Urrrrgh, you bitch! Revenge! That’s it! Pull Colton’s tail, bitch!’

What was this thing with him referring to himself in the third person when he was horny? Never mind, I was hot for it. 

Colton was trying to walk away from me, like he was trying to stretch his own tail muscle and make it hurt. I yanked it hard again. This time he went down on his knees and lay with his chest flat on the straw bale. 

I pulled his tail again, this time for longer, and he groaned, then growled, then panted.

‘Urrrrrrrrgh SHIT, Aldrington, it’s like you’re trying to rip my tailbone out!’ I dropped him. ‘Did I say stop? Did I? Get back down there, bitch! Yank that thing like you’re trying to pelt me!’

This time, I lifted him off his knees, a sick feeling in my stomach that I was enjoying his pain, and some voice inside me was telling me to stop, but I couldn’t stop myself. I wanted him so badly. I wanted what made him happy, what turned him on, what made him pant like I’d always wanted him to. He was whining, yelping. Thank God this was a quiet place and nobody would hear. Or everyone would, for miles, because the noise I was getting from Colton was practically feral. When I dropped him, he gasped so hard I was sure he’d just come.

I put my hand on the back of his head. ‘How was that? That do it for you?’

Colton sucked down deep, satisfied breaths, exhaling with a growl of relief after each one. ‘Urrrgh. You nearly had it, raccoon. But I’m saving this load for you. I can even do it again and keep it all. Get on it, bitch. Pull Colton’s tail again. Do it.’ He was sweating heavily now; I could smell it through his fur.  

‘Don’t we need a safety word or something? What if I really hurt you and I don’t think you really mean stop?’

‘I don’t do safety words, raccoon!’ Colton growled. ‘I want to be dangerous. Oh, what the fuck. Oranges. Think you can make me say it?’

I tried, certain the skin under Colton’s fur would split when I lifted him off his back feet by his tail again. This time I held his head down. He still didn’t shoot his load. My own pants were soaked with pre–come, my heart pounding so hard I could feel it all through me. I forced Colton’s head down and slapped a hand hard on his backside, needing a release, not knowing where it came from.

‘Oh yeah!’ he breathed. ‘Spank me, raccoon! I’ve been a very bad boy! Say it.’

‘You’re a very, very bad fox, Colton Vincent.’ I punctuated it by slapping his ass as hard as I could. ‘And you know what? I don’t think you’ve learned your lesson yet. So why don’t I spank you with your pants off? Yeah, take your fucking pants off. Take ‘em off!’ I was already doing it for him. I spanked him hard five times, then stopped, suddenly wondering what he’d say if he couldn’t sit down properly after this. Then I decided it didn’t matter, and gave him another five, then another. I was panting almost in time with him now. ‘Now give me that tail again.’

‘Hold up…raccoon,’ he said. ‘Let me…get my…’

‘Breath back?’ I suddenly had one killer of an idea. ‘Why don’t you hold your breath? I love hearing you panting. I wanna make you pant like your life depends on it.’ I put my hand on the back of his head and felt under the fur, to find the scar he’d told me about. I stroked it, then rubbed my hand round to his face and took hold of his muzzle. ‘How about I hold this shut and put my other hand over your nose? Want some real punishment?’

‘Woah, Todd–coon. I don’t do choking. I got freaked out by that once.’

‘Sorry,’ I said, letting him go and wondering why he hadn’t just gone for ‘oranges’.

‘It’s cool.’ He rolled over onto his front, showing me his soaked pants. And he still hadn’t fully come yet? ‘I can do that on you if you want. Just the hand over the nose though. I don’t like gripping someone’s neck. And I heard a lot of your set last week; I am not ruining that voice with a neck choke. Just a hand to help you hold your breath. That your thing? You always wanted a guy to do that?’

I sat down next to him. ‘Nah. I never thought of it before. My thing’s…different. Or maybe it’s kind of the same. It’s easy. It hardly needs anything. But maybe not this time. Maybe next time. Yeah, okay, let’s do the breath holding thing. Wanna have a contest who can go longest?’

‘Oh, come on. Don’t make me pull a gone–day speech on you. You’ve got all the dirt on me there is. I can keep a secret for you. I promise. Tell me what your thing is and I’ll do it for you till you’re so hot for me you can’t resist stuffing this.’ He slapped his own butt. ‘Come on, Aldrington. Tell the fox what you like.’

‘You’ll think it’s dumb. You won’t wanna do it.’

‘Sure I will. You just pulled my tail like you were trying to pelt me alive; it was hot. I’d do anything to make you do that again.’

‘You promise you won’t laugh?’

‘If I do, it’ll be for the right reasons. You laughed at my naked skating, right?’

‘You had to bring that up now?’ I shook myself off and tried to straighten up my ears. ‘Okay. It’s easy. You foxes have good hearing, right? That’s good; you’re perfect for this. Put one of your ears against my chest so you can hear my heartbeat. That’s my thing.’

Colton sat up against the straw bale, his eyes a little wider, his tail twitching and a playful smile on his face. ‘That’s way cool, Todd–coon. I never heard a guy’s heartbeat before. How did I never think of that one? You got it.’ He slickened his ears back a little. ‘Won’t be as good through that hoodie though. Gonna take it off yet?’

I did, then took my jeans off with it. My feet were already bare, and only now did Colton seem to notice. 

‘Nice, you’re a bare–footer? Always thought about trying that. Damn, raccoon, you’ve got pads like cow leather! You run barefoot too, don’t you? Okay, this is cool.’ He kept hold of my feet. ‘Paw inspection!’

‘Huh?’ I said. ‘Paw inspection?’

‘Feet do it for me too,’ Colton said, rubbing my pads. ‘You’ve got grit in between these. Tsk, tsk. I got this.’ He gently rubbed a claw between my pads, cleaning them out, then he rubbed between my toes, then he went full–on weird and put his nose to my feet and sniffed. ‘Where have these been?’ he said. ‘What’s that incredible scent?’ He put my left sole on his forehead and sniffed again. ‘Hot tarmac and…is that tea–tree oil?’ He licked my right foot and it tickled. I laughed.

‘Colton, that was so not clean!’ I shook my head, feeling the blood start to run to it because he had my feet up high while my back was on the floor. ‘You are so not kissing my mouth again after that!’

Colton held up a hand. ‘It was a wet finger, dummy. Not my tongue. Got you!’ He smirked. ‘And it was wet from sticking it down my pants, raccoon!’ Still holding my feet, he pulled me along my back until I was under the barn roof, then let my feet drop down in the straw. He lay down next to me. ‘You passed the paw inspection, Aldrington.’ He rubbed my chest. ‘Which side do you guys have your heart on?’

‘Left. Same as you guys.’

He found it with his fingers and smiled as he felt it quicken with anticipation. He rubbed his fingers deep under my fur. ‘Which ear do you want?’

I reached up and took his right ear in my hand and smoothed it out.

‘You got it.’ He snuggled up to me with his head on my chest, found my heartbeat with his ear and listened. ‘Man, your engine’s seriously running there, Todd–coon.’ He tapped out the rhythm of it on the other side of my chest with his left hand. ‘I could listen to that all day. So how do I make it go faster? Let’s see.’ 

He reached his hand down to my pants and took hold of my hard, wet cock. Everything inside me jolted. I breathed faster to keep up as he worked me, holding his head down onto my chest and purring with the sheer joy of this. ‘This is so seriously hot,’ Colton said, his chest starting to swell against mine with his deeper breathing. ‘You thought I’d laugh at this? I’ve never been this hot for someone! This as hot as you always dreamed about?’ 

‘Yeah…oh God, yeah!’

‘Hold your breath so I can hear better. Long as you can. Go on.’

I held, certain I was going to come when I let go, listening to the sound of Colton’s own breathing as I held his head on my chest and his heaved against mine. I counted. When I got to thirty I was struggling. I made forty, then forty–five, then fifty, then the gasp I let out saved me from blackout. Still I kept control of the ache in my pants and the desperate need to let go and soak them, all with Colton’s ear tuned in to my pounding heartbeat and the sound of his purring behind my gasps.

He lifted his head a little, turned it and started nipping me. I kept panting. He rolled me onto my side. ‘I need to finish,’ he said, his voice barely above a panting whisper. ‘Tell me I can do this.’

My heart quickened again. ‘Yeah, Colton. Do it. Fuck me, you always horny fox.’

He took my pants down and slid inside me, just gently, only poking slightly into my butthole, wrapping his leg over mine and holding himself in while he put his left arm over me, his hand finding my heart again. I nuzzled the back of my head against him, and his hand came up to stroke my throat and then run back down my chest to my heart. He poked gently into me with his hips again and again, in time with my panting breath, little noises coming from my throat that I couldn’t help.

‘You’re squeaking,’ he said. ‘That’s it. Squeak for me, Aldrington. I got you. Let it go.’

I came, knowing he’d feel my heart race like it wanted to burst out of me, and when he did, I felt his wetness inside me a moment later, and his hot breath on the side of my face. He took deep sniffs of the fur under my chin, his face next to mine, the hand on my chest stroking over my pounding heart, and I thought about how I’d just let him hear it. 

When he stopped, I shut my eyes and caught my breath again. I felt him slide out of me and then cuddle up against me. I slept with the warmth of his coat against my back and the deepest release I had ever felt washing through me.  

∗ ∗ ∗

When I woke up, it was sunrise. Colton was sitting up against a straw bale.

‘Oh, hey,’ he said. ‘Rise and shine, sleepy head.’ He was texting someone on a phone, and I realised it was mine. ‘Don’t freak. I had to text your mom and say you were staying over at mine. You really should use a longer password. I only had to watch your fingers move last week to get it. I didn’t look at your personal stuff. Honest. That was just a text to my sister to tell her we stayed out all night. Had a good time making things up.’

Any other time, I might have gone crazy. This morning, I just smiled. ‘Thanks.’ As I pulled myself up to join him, I realised I was completely naked, with just my hoodie draped over me to cover my manhood. ‘You took my pants off?’

‘I cleaned you up, yeah.’ He shifted closer to me. ‘I’d kinda thought you’d end up doing me. It just worked out like it did. Was it okay?’

‘It was…you were nice,’ I said. ‘I always thought it would hurt. You didn’t hurt me.’

‘Course I didn’t,’ Colton said. He looked away for a moment. ‘I never meant it when I said I’d kill you. Or when I said I meant it. I’m really sorry for all that. I’m sorry I was always such a jerk to you. Last night I got to see how cool you really are. Nobody’s ever listened to me when I talked before. I don’t know how many different counsellors I’ve been through, but none of them listened like you.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I bet none of them pulled your tail though. Like they were trying to pelt you.’ I took hold of it and gave it a tug, just for good measure. Colton grinned. I tugged it again. 

‘Careful, Todd–coon. It’s a little bit sore this morning thanks to you. But man, you knew how to do that when you got going. And spanking my bare butt? I didn’t think you had that in you. You’ve got a darker side than you thought, haven’t you?’

‘Maybe,’ I said, touching his chest and feeling the same twitches of excitement I’d got when I told him what turned me on. I rubbed my ears and stroked his chest. ‘You mind?’

‘Be my guest,’ he said. ‘Check out the fox’s heartbeat. I bet you’ll like it. And I hope you don’t mind the way I talk when I get like this. I know it’s kinda self–admirant, but what the hell, I do love myself. And I like being a fox.’ He clicked his teeth together. I was too busy being hypnotised. Colton’s heartbeat was steady and powerful, and I realised I’d never actually heard anyone else’s either. I was ready to fall back to sleep to the sound of him. 

He stroked the left side of my face. ‘That really is a neat little fetish, raccoon. I’m jealous. How did you discover it?’

I really hoped he wouldn’t ask me that. ‘Errr…I just did.’

‘Ooooh, okay. I’ll go first. I discovered the tail thing when a friend of mine called Jake pulled it during a playfight. I got such a boner, I couldn’t hide it, and he got all weirded out and never wanted to scrap with me again. I didn’t care. From then on, I got girls to pull my tail by trying to pull theirs when I flirted with them. Then Jake was jealous, because they always noticed what it did and they always liked it. Okay, go. How about you?’

‘Do you really have to know?’ I said. ‘You can enjoy something without explaining it, right?’

Colton sniggered. ‘You got some hot trip to hospital with a sports injury and got a finger stuck up your butt that made your engine run?’ He stuck up his middle finger and mimed putting on a plastic glove.

‘No, Colton. Not even close. And why would anyone stick a finger up my butt for a sports injury? It’s pretty hard to injure what’s up there doing the sports I do.’

‘Really? I’ve heard about those team locker rooms.’

‘Grow up, fox.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Got it! It was your mom, right? She put an ear to your chest once when you were sick?’

‘NO! I thank my lucky fucking star every single day that she never thought of that!’ I looked away, then looked back at him. ‘Okay, it’s kind of like that, but it’s nothing like it.’

‘Well, that makes a lot of sense.’ 

‘I’m not telling you, Colton.’ I sat up and looked down at him. ‘You don’t get to know everything about me just because I let you stuff my butt.’ 

Colton burst out laughing. I’d heard him laugh before, but it was always an insecurity laugh, or a sneering, contemptuous laugh, or…what exactly? Trying to make light of something serious to make it bearable. That’s what he’d done last night. But this was a genuine, fun–loving belly laugh, and he probably needed it more than he’d needed last night.

‘You’re priceless, Aldrington. “You don’t get to know everything about me just because I let you stuff my butt!” You mind if I write that down? That’s gotta stay with me for a…’

‘Lifetime?’

‘Hey, whaddaya know? Today’s not my gone–day. I woke up this morning and I…you made me forget that whole part of me.’ He took a moment to reflect, staring into space, then got up, found his jeans and got out his cigarettes. ‘Okay,’ he said, lighting up. ‘Serious moment. If you and I ever repeat this, and God forbid we ever end up calling this more than just friends with benefits, you’re going to have to know what to do if you wake up next to me and I get one of those mornings where I’m blank. Do you think you can handle it?’

‘Course I can.’

‘They don’t happen often,’ he said. ‘Not as much as they used to. And thank God, I never woke up with anyone the morning after a one–night stand and had it happen. But it’s…okay, every time it happens it seems to get worse. It’s like I’m winding down to this one big time that lasts for good. That’s the reality. If you really are in love with me and you want this to be a thing, I don’t know how long I might last. In your life or anybody else’s. Do you think you could be okay with that, if the time ever came?’

‘Why don’t we just not think about that question and enjoy each other while this lasts?’ I said. ‘If your life’s really going to be cut off like that, shouldn’t you learn to live for the moment a little bit more?’

‘Well, sure, I’m already good at that, but…yeah, okay. We’re both alive and we’re both here. That’s a cool way of seeing it, Todd–coon. And you don’t mind when I call you that, do you? It kinda rolls off the tongue. It can just be us together in private if you’d rather.’

‘It’s fine, fox,’ I said. ‘Just between us. Now come here and let me soothe that sore tail for you.’

‘That’s what I’m talking about,’ Colton said, sitting down next to me and presenting his tail, still naked and his cigarette still in hand.

‘Actually,’ I said, ‘maybe not yet.’ I wanted to hear him laugh some more, like he just had, and I knew just how to get it. ‘You said you like feet. I owe you a paw inspection. So gimme those paws.’

‘You’re the boss, Todd–coon. You go right on and inspect the fox’s feet.’ He raised his feet, and I sat with my back to him, grabbed them in an underarm grip with my left arm and locked them against my chest. With the other hand, I stroked my claw down his pads.

‘What the…oh no, NO! You’re tickling! Todd, you asshole, that is not how paw inspection works! Stop it! Noooooohuhhuhhoooo!’ Colton shrieked with hysterical laughter. I’d never heard a shriek that good, even in death metal. ‘You’re killing me! Stop it! I’m gonna puke, you stripy little… Oranges! Oranges, motherfucker!’ 

I let his feet go, deciding that him puking would ruin it. Besides, even I knew better than to violate a safety word.

‘I made you say it, fox,’ I said.

‘Yeah, trashbag. You did.’ He got up and sat on the same bale we’d first sat down on last night, looking out into the field. We were both completely naked except for the fur we were born with. He put his arm around me, and I took a deep breath, high on life.

Until I noticed the two ranchers, who had just turned up to get a straw bale from the barn. One of them was Drew Tarbuck — a deer from the farming family who owned this place. Until I’d moved up to honours, I’d sat in every high school class with him.

‘Uuuuh…Colton?’

‘What?’

I pointed at them, my ears so flat against my head it was like they were threatening to dissolve right into it.

‘Fuuuuuckin’ hell!’ Drew’s companion said, dropping the thermos flask he was carrying.

I couldn’t move a muscle.

Colton though, he did the coolest thing I’d seen him do yet. He slowly and nonchalantly shook out another cigarette, lit up, blew smoke in their direction and shrugged. ‘What?’ he said. ‘Oh yeah, naked fox right here. Take your best look, boys. Made in fuckin’ New York City.’

The two of them took off pell–mell across the field. Even I envied the speed they could run at.

‘Shit, Colton! One of those guys was a Tarbuck.’

‘Yeah, I know who he is,’ Colton said.

‘What if he says something?’

Colton smiled. ‘You remember that other fight I had? The two wolves and the Labrador? Drew Tarbuck was one of the guys who watched the whole thing. He was gunning for it. Then when I said, “Anyone else wanna call me a mental patient?” he stood there, and I just stared at him. Deer in the headlights. He’s not going to say one little thing about this.’

I hoped he was right. ‘Guess maybe there are some advantages to being a bit fighty.’

‘They get outweighed,’ Colton said. ‘Don’t copy me.’

‘So you’re a New Yorker originally?’

‘Uh–huh. Accent not give it away?’ Colton took a deep drag on his Marlboro and handed me my clothes. He’d folded them up next to our original straw bale. A fold so perfect I wasn’t sure my own mother could have done any better. ‘Now might be a good time for us to take off like they’ve just done. You want some breakfast?’

‘Yeah.’ I was ravenous. ‘I know the perfect place.’

‘Where?’

I smiled, then laughed, then stroked Colton’s tail, standing up close to him, and kissed him on the mouth. It was a long kiss, and I ran my tongue along his teeth. 

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘You’re not a bad kisser. Alright, come on, where do you want breakfast?’

‘If there’s any chance you and I might stay friends,’ I said, ‘then there’s something you’re going to have to learn how to handle. And believe me, it could test even the bravest of foxes.’ I licked my lips. ‘You really want to make all those apologies count? You’ve gotta go through a real punishment that’s not me pelting you tail–first. You’re gonna come sit at the food table with my family.’

Now Colton looked uneasy, if only because he couldn’t figure it out. ‘What’s so punishing about that?’

‘Oh, my friend,’ I said. ‘Do not even begin to think you know my mom yet. She…knows…everything.’

Now Colton looked apprehensive. ‘Everything? So she’d know when her darling boy just lost his innocence to a male fox? You think she could actually guess what just happened last night?’

I shrugged. ‘I dunno if she’s that good. But what do you say we go test her?’




Nine

‘Well, look at this,’ my mother said, on the porch and waiting like she’d had our approach on radar. ‘Are you two boys friends now then? All sorted?’

‘We talked about a few things, yeah,’ I said, trying to play it cool.

‘Yes. You talked about so much you obviously forgot the three–hour rule.’

I’d seen this coming. More than three hours out of my mother’s sight meant that I’d been abducted or hit by a truck or had otherwise vanished and was destined for a milk carton picture if I didn’t call her right away. I should have just said sorry, but somehow I knew I could push my luck.

‘You knew what we were talking about,’ I said. ‘That forgiveness you told me to do wasn’t exactly easy.’

‘No. It was obviously so hard for both of you that he invited you to stay at his house while you thought about it. That’s two people who are having a hard time with each other. Always a spare room on offer.’

‘Come on, Mom. You saw the way he walked out the door last night. Sometimes it doesn’t matter who’s keeping you company as long as someone is. So you don’t…you know, start thinking the wrong kinds of thoughts.’

It worked. Thank you, Colton, for admitting to me you once thought them. My mother was looking at him with genuine concern. He knew the right way to play this was to keep that smile I’d put on his face last night and this morning.

‘Yeah, Mrs A,’ he said. ‘I’m kinda glad I had Todd with me last night. There’s a bit more to me than I want most people to know about. But Todd listened.’

‘Well,’ she said. ‘That’s nice. But I do want to know one thing, Todd. When you texted me, why did you have to use the f–word?’

I looked at Colton in horror, and he looked back at me, and I knew it was a trick because my mother had seen who looked at who first.

How did she do this? Was it the way Colton wrote the text that made it not sound like me? It had to have been, even though I knew he had more sense than to curse. Dammit. Mom strikes again.

‘So,’ she said. ‘Your friend used your phone to text your mother because you forgot. So he knew your password. In the space of a few hours, you went from throwing this fox out of our house to trusting him with that.’

‘Uhhh…yeah. That okay? And if you were that worried, why didn’t you call me?’

‘I did. Twice. You still haven’t noticed the missed calls?’

‘Mom, look, I know I was a little bit out of sorts last night, but could we maybe sit down later and talk about how I’m actually grown up now, so maybe the rules could change just a tiny little bit? You’ve got to let go sometime. We all have to.’

My mother smiled. ‘Have you looked at what Colton texted me?’

Colton was sniggering, like he was going to break out into the same laughter from when I’d tickled his feet. I grabbed my phone from my pocket and went into my sent messages.

Yo Mom, don’t freak or anything, staying at Colton’s, don’t wait up. PS, you’re the coolest mom in the world and you seriously rock. PPS, you and dad will buy me a car for my graduation present, right? I AM the one smart kid in the family after all. 

‘You asshole!’ I said as Colton doubled up laughing. Any other day I’d have gone crazy. Today, I was laughing too, and so was Mom. ‘What did you think when you got that?’

‘I thought, “Nice try, Colton”,’ my mother said, looking at him. ‘Todd doesn’t drive, and he already asked for a sports watch. I think I’ll go with that. Little bit more within our means. Except that somehow, he’s already wearing it.’

Oh, great. Alfie’s present had been in my pocket as usual during last night’s dinner. This morning, getting dressed with Colton, I hadn’t thought about hiding it at all. But why was it even a big deal?

‘Alfie,’ I said. ‘My birthday. I was going to tell you eventually. I just forgot.’

‘I wonder why I’m not surprised,’ my mother said. At which part I didn’t feel like asking.

‘Guess I’ll have to give him a car then,’ Colton said. ‘My parents have a couple they don’t use; I bet I can bargain one off them. And I’ll teach him.’

‘Yes,’ my mother said. ‘The fox who stole a car is going to teach my son to drive. And his parents will simply give a car away so he can do it. You’re a trouble maker, young man. But I think you’re a nice one at heart. Are you coming in for breakfast then?’

‘If I’m invited, sure,’ Colton said.

‘Hmm. Yes.’ She looked at me again. ‘You both stayed at Colton’s last night, but you left without having any breakfast. So you could have it here. This is the boy who always avoids having friends eat with his family and thinks I’ve never noticed.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Can I change, Mom? Would that be okay?’

She looked between us now, her eyes slightly narrowed. ‘You two boys. I’ll mind my own business if you’ll just tell me one more thing. Where did you really go last night? And you’re both going to answer on the count of three.’

Oh shit. How many times had I seen her do this to Alfie and his girlfriends? I should have warned Colton. Nothing for it then. She got to three, and Colton looked so cool about it I wondered if he was used to this. I could only hope he knew the one way around it: stick to the story you already told.

‘His house,’ I said.

‘My place,’ Colton said.

‘Told ya,’ I said.

‘Hmm,’ my mother said. ‘Alright then. Come in and eat. All that late night talking must have made you hungry.’

I managed not to sigh with relief, and realised it was because I wasn’t relieved at all. She’d guessed something. Even if she’d never have gone all the way to what had happened between us, she knew we’d been somewhere. That was enough. There would be a conversation in the future where she called me out about this, making it link to something else I’d covered up.

For the first time in my life, I didn’t care. Nothing could make this morning anything but perfect.

Until I got in the front door and my nose twitched at the smell. ‘Waffles,’ I whispered. ‘Oh God, this is always death! Come on, Colton, we’re out of here. You got twenty bucks? We’ll go to IHOP.’

My mom was still smiling.

‘The Aldrington family killer breakfast waffles?’ Colton said. ‘Now this I’ve got to see.’

‘You so totally don’t. You don’t have to get me a car either, just let me get the hell out of here and buy me breakfast instead.’ 

The waffle iron was allowed out of the cupboard once a month. Too much sugar, my mother always said. Eating this kind of food was a special treat. Trouble was, my brothers and sisters always wanted to make the waffles themselves rather than let Mom do it. 

First there was the squabbling about who did what. Then there was the burning. Or the batter being wrong so it stuck to the waffle iron, or didn’t cook at all, or came out harder than concrete. Then came the argument about whose fault it was that our entire family, working together, could fuck up something as simple as a breakfast treat.

Last month, my younger sister Zelda had gone into a full–on tantrum with Felix, picked up the bottle of chocolate syrup and showered him from head to foot with its entire contents. Felix in turn threw the entire brimming bowl of write–off waffle batter at her. Except it wasn’t a throw, and it wasn’t really at her. It was a full–blown out–of–control fling, with the bowl still in his hand. It drenched us all, along with half the kitchen. 

And the food fight descended — a free–for–all of grabbing and hurling the nearest thing. Right in the middle there was me, trying to keep everyone cool and failing, and getting my best hoodie and jeans wrecked for my trouble. Because waffle batter never washed out; it just baked onto everything like superglue. Including my own fur when I tried to shower it off later.

Felix had his first ‘Alfie moment’, as the family later called it, once we could laugh about it all. His temper had flashed so hard and fast that the tantrum went epic. Rocco called him a fat sack of ‘coon–shit. Felix’s comeback was to tell Rocco to go get a real job. 

‘Oh, shut up, you special child,’ Rocco said, knowing he was going to cop it big time from Mom later for pulling that one, but not before Felix went Alfie on him. He grabbed the waffle iron, his intention being to slam Rocco’s tail in it. He never got that far, because in his rage he hadn’t thought how burning hot the thing was going to be. The screaming when he burnt his left hand was a sound destined to go with me to my dying day. 

That’s when we’d known it wasn’t funny anymore, if it ever had been at all, and so did Mom and Dad when they came running and saw the state of their kitchen. Rocco, still swearing at everyone, was running Felix’s hand under the faucet.

Mom took over holding Felix’s hand under the faucet for half an hour and stroking his head for comfort before taking him to the hospital. While all that was going on in the kitchen, Dad showed us all who both Alfie and now obviously Felix had inherited their tempers from, with the kind of scolding you get from a parent about once or twice in a lifetime. The kind where nobody dared speak. After we’d all been beaten down like a drill sergeant demoralises inadequate troops, Dad took the waffle iron outside, threw it against the wall so hard that the lid smashed off the base and said we were ‘never having waffles for breakfast ever fucking again.’

Until of course we had a family meeting and he said sorry he’d gone so crazy, and he loved us all, and we’d all learned our lesson, and he’d buy a new waffle iron providing we all did less squabbling for the next month. Even though Mom was right about the sugar thing, because if we weren’t careful we’d all get lazier and pudgier and grow up to be truckers. (He actually did use my and Rocco’s motto that time.) Don’t follow my example, he’d said. Or you’ll end up marrying a woman who stands with you while you check your weight every day to make sure you don’t lie on your diet diary sheet. The one she also makes you keep.

‘Your family rock,’ Colton said. ‘We’re staying.’

I shrugged. ‘It’s your funeral, fox.’

Except it wasn’t. Because right here, in my house, was the fox I’d seen helping kids put on safety gear in the skating park two years ago, and so many more times after that when I ran past the park.

‘Can I help?’ he said, already halfway to the kitchen, where there was already flour and spilt milk everywhere, and Felix was already sitting with his back to everyone else and his arms folded. ‘Hey, guys, I’m Todd’s friend. This your recipe for waffle batter?’ He looked at it. ‘Uh–uh. You don’t wanna do it that way. I can show you the best recipe for waffles that doesn’t make half the mess. Wanna see it?’

‘You can’t be Todd’s friend,’ my five–year–old sister Beatrix said. ‘You’re a fox!’

‘Young lady, that is not what this family stands for,’ my mother said, storming in so fast she’d practically teleported. ‘Now say you’re sorry. And anyway, I’m curious about this “best recipe”. That one’s my grandmother’s. Go on then, Colton, show us all how you can improve on it. What’s the Vincent family recipe got going for it?’

Never in a million years would I have thought Colton Vincent knew his way around a kitchen, let alone how to cook anything, but he put the book aside, took up my mom’s shopping list pad from the fridge, wrote down the quantities of everything and did the math so it would feed all ten of us, and him making eleven.

‘Alright, we’re gonna form a line, like you’re all on parade. Anyone been in cadets? This is how we’ll do it: you two do eggs, you two do flour, you two do milk, you two do sugar. And you.’ He looked at me. ‘Put that coffee machine on. Oh, and Mr and Mrs A, you mind if I raid your fridge and we have some bacon with these waffles? You guys are omnivorous, but I really can’t go a meal without meat.’ He looked at Beatrix and gave a toothy smile. ‘You were right. I am a fox.’

Felix actually saluted Colton like he was making fun and said, ‘I’m helping Todd. I’m banned from making waffles.’

‘Oh, you get charged after your last effort then, soldier?’ Colton said, saluting back. ‘Well, why don’t you set the table? Maybe if you lay it out real nice you get to use the waffle iron next time.’

‘Errrrr…hold on there.’ My father stepped in front of the cupboard with the dishes in before Felix could get there. ‘I think I’ll help.’

Colton actually had my family working together. How had he simply walked in and done this? If getting laid brought out this side of him then maybe I was going to have to be careful. Because the jealousy at this was starting to burn a little. But I wasn’t going to let it. 

‘Where’s my coffee, Todd–coon?’ he said as I poured mine first and gave a satisfied sigh just to burn him back a little. ‘Oops. Sorry.’

All my siblings had turned their heads at that, and now they were repeating it and laughing. ‘You dick!’ I mouthed at him, handing him his cup. ‘I hate you so much!’ Except I didn’t. My jealousy wasn’t really jealousy. I loved him, and it was like he was moving in already.

And the waffles…oh man, they were good. Even Mom couldn’t hide it. Her first bite said it all, and so did everyone else’s. And the kitchen was so spotless it was like she’d done all the work and none of us kids had been near it. Now we were all at the table, and the usual stupid breakfast conversation was completely forgotten. It was Saturday morning, and the Aldrington household was so calm it was like we were all on Xanax.

Until, of course, Felix opened his mouth. ‘Hey, Todd.’

‘What?’

‘You’ve got no underpants on.’

I nearly dropped my coffee cup. ‘How do you know?’ I said. ‘Why were you looking at my pants?’

‘Because the band on top of your underpants always sticks up out of your pants pants,’ Felix said. ‘So why’s it not there now?’

Too late to stop myself, I was looking, then pulling my jeans up and tucking my hoodie over the top. ‘I am wearing underpants. Stop looking. Mom, tell him that’s not something you do.’ Why hadn’t she already?

Because Colton was grinning. ‘Why don’t you just tell them, Todd? It’s no big deal.’

Oh, sweet Jesus, no. This couldn’t be happening. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘You do the latest thing to get noticed and now you don’t wanna get noticed?’ Colton grinned and looked around at my family like they were his favourite audience. ‘I told him he’s a bit of an idiot. I mean, I already knew that. He does the barefoot thing, right? Well, now it’s bare underneath, too. He told me about it. First it’s letting the top band of elastic poke out of your pants, but that’s not cool anymore. Going commando’s the latest thing.’

Rocco was looking at me quizzically now. ‘You really not wearing any underpants, Todd–o?’

‘Oh, come on, guys,’ I said, my face burning now. ‘Alright, I wanted to try not wearing underpants. Felix, we’ve really gotta talk about how you don’t have to say everything you notice out loud.’

Felix, who was finding this unstoppably funny along with all the others, was now well on the bandwagon. He pointed at Colton’s pocket. ‘You know what else? Colton’s naughty. He’s got cigarettes.’

Mom was back to her serious look now. ‘And you don’t have to draw attention to it,’ she said. ‘There are different rules in Colton’s house. If he’s allowed to smoke, then that’s up to him. And if Todd wants to follow silly trends, it’s up to him too.’

‘Wearing no underpants is even more gross than smoking,’ Felix said. ‘If you don’t wear them, what happens when you don’t have a raincoat over the d—’

‘I think it’s your turn to clear the plates, Felix,’ Dad said.

‘Nuh–uh. It’s Todd’s. He wasn’t here to clean them last night and it was his turn.’

‘That was Colton’s fault,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ Felix said. ‘What were you guys doing all night?’

‘I was pulling his tail,’ I said.

Now it was Colton’s turn to look awkward, and I could have sworn he’d wrapped his tail into his lap under the table. 

‘Huh?’ Felix said.

‘It’s a nicer way of saying mind your own business and go clear the plates,’ I said.

‘Pulling someone’s tail,’ Lucy said. ‘I never heard it used like that before. Doesn’t it just mean you were having them on ?’

‘Having them on?’ Felix said.

‘Trying to fool them,’ Lucy said. ‘Watch some TV from England sometime.’

‘Hey, tell you what, I’ll clear the plates,’ Colton said. ‘I’ll make up for Todd’s turn. Seeing as pulling my tail made him miss it.’

‘Sit down, Colton,’ Mom said. ‘I’ll do it, then there’s no arguing. In this house, when I do that, it means the rota resets and I get to pick the next person. Todd can do it this evening.’

‘Hey, you know what I never thought of?’ Dad said, looking at me. ‘Your prom date, Courtney. You said it went so well. And she seemed nice. So have you asked her on a second date yet?’

‘Not really so sure about that, Dad,’ I said. ‘And by the way, she’s Colton’s twin.’

‘Yeah?’ Dad said, looking at him. ‘Maybe you should give your friend a push where it’s needed and get those two together sometime. Honestly, Todd’s never had a girlfriend, I mean ever. Maybe it’s time he…you know. And don’t get me wrong, but you’re a fox who looks like he does know.’

‘Oh, Oran, really!’ Mom said, coming back in with the coffee pot. ‘Save the truck–stop talk for truck–stops and stop embarrassing the boy. For all we know his innocence is long gone.’

‘For God’s sake, I’m right here!’ I said. I was used to this, even with a guest here, and this time I was only feigning embarrassment.

‘Todd did have a good prom,’ Colton said. ‘So I bet his innocence…yeah, good chance that’s pretty well gone already. And you’re right, Mr A, I am a fox who knows.’

My father laughed. ‘Well, it’s about time then. Deacon Blue here’s not worked out what a catch he is yet. Hell, by the time I was his age I’d already made Alfie.’

Felix sniggered. ‘No, you didn’t though. If that was true, you’d only be thirty–nine.’

‘Who says I ain’t?’

‘Looked in a mirror lately, Dad?’ Rocco said. 

‘This is not breakfast conversation,’ Mom said, in the voice we all knew better than to argue with. ‘Besides, there are things to do.’ She dished out the Saturday housekeeping to everyone and then asked Colton if he was staying to help me do my job: clearing out the garage. It was long overdue. At least she’d paired me with Rocco. Most likely so Colton could make apologies about the car to him as well. When Colton said he had to get back home because he had something to do with his air force application that couldn’t wait, Rocco didn’t seem bothered.

That’s when I clocked it: it was Rocco who’d talked Colton into telling me the truth about everything, not Courtney. Colton had already long since mended the bridge with my brother. So now Colton had to go home to sort things with his own sister.

Boy, I didn’t envy him that.

∗ ∗ ∗

‘Before you ask anything,’ I told him, ‘there’s really nothing to tell.’

‘Nothing to tell about what?’ Rocco said, in that annoying way that meant he’d clocked everything. He made it another minute before he looked at me and smiled, and then I couldn’t help myself either.

‘I told you we’d get you Colton,’ he said.

I made it another two minutes before I caved. ‘Go on then. How did you know? Actually, forget it. Before we even go there, how did you talk him into telling me?’

‘Me? I didn’t. It was probably Courtney.’

I sighed. ‘Rocco. Come on. Just tell me the truth. You told him if he wouldn’t listen to you then he’d be talking to Alfie. Didn’t you?’

Rocco put down the broom and leaned against the wall. ‘Colton didn’t tell you the whole story, did he? Alfie was in on this long before I ever talked to him. He was working that night. Colton pulled up at his gas station for cigarettes in the Shelby. Alfie asked him for ID, and afterwards he looked at him and said, “Well, Vincent, I might as well not have bothered doing that, seeing as Cassano wouldn’t have lent his car to a kid.” Colton nearly shit his pants. So Alfie looked at him and said, “You are not going to tell me that’s stolen, are you?” Colton tried to play it cool, but Alfie knew.’

‘Shit,’ I said. ‘Colton didn’t know it was Joe’s car?’

‘He got in it and drove it back to Joe’s fast as lightning,’ Rocco said. ‘And on the way he realised whose brother had just served him. Only a matter of time before Alfie heard the story and connected the dots. I never dropped Alfie’s name at all. I never had to. Colton knew there was no way out of this one apart from making things right. But here’s what I do know: he’s not going home to do his air force application. He’s gonna be spending the next few days doing all the shitty jobs at Joe’s place that Joe won’t even give me. In return, there’ll be a little word to the cops and the GTA charge will probably go away. Just a kid with a few issues having a bit of a night, but he made up for it, right?’

I shook my head. ‘I thought Joe was some sort of gangster, the way you went on about him. He was a cop once?’

‘Yeah. Just about. There’s all sorts of stories about what kind of cop. You don’t exactly buy a Shelby on a cop’s pension and a garage business’s earnings. But hey, I think it all straightened Colton out. So, you think he meant it when he said sorry?’

‘Oh yeah. Trust me.’

We kept on for another couple of hours until the place was looking vaguely tidy. ‘Hey, bro,’ Rocco said when we were sitting in the garage doorway with another cup of coffee each. ‘You know what I noticed at breakfast? Besides you not wearing underpants.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘What?’

‘When Felix started all that, you didn’t get the floppy ears. Or when Dad brought the Courtney second date thing up. Or through any of that whole breakfast. And you’ve sure as shit never had a friend here and not gone floppy ears at Mom at least once.’

‘So now I give everything away if they don’t do that?’

‘Relax. I only noticed because I knew there’d be something to look for. So come on. What happened? Was it what you always imagined?’

I sipped my coffee and realised that even though my number was up, my ears still hadn’t done their stupid thing. I thought about Colton putting his finger tips behind them and saying, ‘I love your embarrassed floppy ears, Aldrington.’ I leaned closer to Rocco. ‘Can you keep a secret?’ I said. ‘Like really keep a secret?’

‘Sure.’

‘Good,’ I said, getting up to walk back into the house. ‘So can I.’

∗ ∗ ∗

I got the text from Colton at 7 PM: If you want to miss your turn clearing the dinner plates I’ll be in Argle’s bar tonight. None of my ‘friends’ ever go there.

I had never gotten myself ready to go out so quickly. Only one week after my prom–cut, I could still practically make myself look the same in no time with a little gel and a comb, only this time there was no suit. Just the hoodie, without a t–shirt under it, and jeans. I only thought of putting sneakers on because the place had a dress code: no shirt and shoes meant no service.

‘And where do you think you’re going?’ Mom said.

‘Tell Felix he’s taking my dishes turn again until he learns when to shut up,’ I said. ‘I’ll text every three hours. Promise.’

‘Alright then,’ Mom said. ‘It’s not like I can stop you now. But you just be careful with that fox, Todd Aldrington. If he doesn’t treat you right, you just be sure to let me know.’ She smiled, and now I knew whatever look was on my face, I’d truly given it all away.

‘How did you know, Mom? How do you always know everything?’

‘As if I’d ever tell you my secret,’ she said. ‘But really, Todd. When I look at the last few weeks, it all adds up to a fairly obvious picture. I might not have connected the dots so easily, but let’s see: you started running past the skate park all the time, and that was after you started dressing like a skater about two years ago even though you’ve never wanted to learn. Even though you still have a board under your bed that you probably think I’ve forgotten about.’

‘Oh yeah,’ I said. ‘I forgot about that too.’

‘You bought it to impress that fox. I should have known. Did you actually try it out? I won’t be mad. Just tell me.’

‘No, and I didn’t buy it. Colton gave it to me.’ So it’s mine, and I’m keeping it. ‘It’s a long story. Can it wait?’

She nodded. ‘I never thought the lack of girlfriends was shyness. And that’s all before I came into your room once while you were taking a nap, to pick up the wet towels you always dump at the end of the bed. You talk in your sleep. I doubt you want me to describe what else was going on. Or who you were talking to.’

I still didn’t have the floppy ears. I just shook my head and laughed. ‘At least I guess I don’t have to tell you now.’ I stepped a little closer and dropped my voice. ‘What about Dad?’

‘Don’t worry about him,’ she said. ‘You tell everyone else when you’re ready. And if he doesn’t take it well, we’ll deal with it. Now go out and have fun. And forget the three–hour rule. You were right. It’s time I let go a little. But there’s one thing I can’t help but ask. Did you actually pull Colton’s tail or was that just a joke?’

I guess perhaps I’d inherited her senses, because I saw it coming. At least my night with Courtney certainly hadn’t taught me nothing. ‘Mom. I get the feeling you’re asking a question you don’t really want the answer to. I don’t have to know if I’m right, but here’s your chance not to ask.’

‘Alright then,’ she said, and walked back into the kitchen.




Ten

It was a quiet night in Argle’s, but that still meant enough people were in there, so Colton and I wouldn’t stand out.

I almost didn’t recognise him, and as I stared at him for a moment, I wondered if hiding in plain sight was his idea. Or at the very least he wanted to make people double take. Gone were the skater clothes. He’d dressed himself in jeans and a black–and–white cowboy shirt, three buttons suggestively undone, showing the fur on his chest. He even had a hat, which he’d taken off at the table and hung on the back of his chair. It looked like an expensive Stetson that a country singer or a ranger would wear.

‘I like the look,’ I said.

‘Thanks,’ he said, looking up, his mouth covered in barbeque sauce. Ever the romantic date, he was already eating and not caring about how much mess he made, sitting alone. His choice of food: spare ribs. Perfect for a fox to gnaw on. Fries and a corn cob and some coleslaw on the side. ‘Didn’t think you were coming. Sorry, I ordered. But have anything you want. My shout.’

I ordered a pizza with extra ham and pineapple, and a margarita. 

‘Nah,’ Colton said. ‘You don’t have to pretend to like that shit; I know you don’t.’ He looked at the waitress, an otter of around fifty years who I’d seen in here many times. ‘Tell you what, Shiva, bring us a Long Island iced tea each, would ya? And if my friend still wants a margarita, bring him that too just to compare.’

‘Does it come with a wink this time?’ Shiva said, looking between us. Strange, I didn’t remember her being on shift during my birthday party.

‘Wouldn’t know what you’re talking about,’ Colton said.

‘Two Long Islands and a margarita to compare coming up then,’ Shiva said.

‘Nah, it’s cool,’ I said, trying to play this right. ‘Just the Long Island.’ I remembered my birthday, with Devin stopping Oz from ordering me one, lest they send me home super–plastered. ‘What is a Long Island iced tea exactly?’

‘Oh, my friend,’ Colton said. ‘You really haven’t lived yet, have you?’

When it came, I took a sip through a straw and it was like that moment I’d seen in the movies where the camera rushes in for a close–up of someone’s eyes going wide with unexpected pleasure, and then the world stands still for a minute, and it’s like they’ve discovered they’ve been living in unreality all along when everything slows down. I’d never look at the honey sour again.

‘What is this?’ I said.

‘Take it nice and slow,’ Colton said. ‘Welcome to the Pleasuredome. That stuff’ll knock your head off if you guzzle. It’s half caffeine and sugar from the Coke. The rest is white rum, tequila, vodka, gin and triple sec. But you just added another priceless look to your collection.’

I told him about what Mom had said on my way out, and how Rocco had noticed the lack of floppy ears.

‘You want the truth?’ Colton said. ‘I saw all that too, and so did the rest of your family. Even your adorably precocious little brother, who by the way, no offence, but he’s got Aspie written all over him. He knew it all meant something, and he’s probably still got it circling in his head right now. During the dinner you’re missing he’s going to ask your whole family if they know you’re gay yet. How do you think your old man will handle it? And I love his accent, by the way. I almost wish you’d picked it up.’

I’d already fumbled my sneakers off my feet under the table, and I got his tail between my toes and ran it through them. ‘You wouldn’t date a redneck raccoon. And Felix ain’t that smart.’ I did the best impression of my father’s accent. ‘And we already know he’s got Asperger’s. My family welcome just about anything. They let you in. And never mind my dad. He’s an old–school trucker from down south who got married to my mom because he kept knocking her up every time he came to Arizona. He’ll eventually get the message that how his offspring turned out’s not in his control.’

Colton looked like he was studying me for a moment, then he brushed both my feet with his. ‘Good answer.’ He stripped the meat off his last spare rib and swallowed without chewing. ‘Give me a dime for the duke box.’

I gave him one. I should have guessed. He put ‘Cheer up Boys’ on.

‘I love the Foo Fighters, raccoon. After I took Cassano’s car back I listened to most of your set before you noticed I was there. By the way, that was a burn so good I couldn’t have done it myself. You know how to make a guy see the red mist like a pro.’

‘I’m not proud of it, Colton. Even if you won’t let me say sorry.’

‘Why not? When you look back at your life one day, you might as well be proud of it. Even the stupid stuff. I try to tell myself that every night. Just in case. My point is…okay. After last night, I actually felt like I started believing it. So I’d like us to keep doing this. For as long as you’ll put up with me.’

I had no idea what to say, but four words seemed to do it, with another sip of Long Island. ‘Okay. Sure. Why not?’

Colton took his feet back to himself. ‘I called the recruitment office this afternoon and told them everything. I started with the accident, then the headaches, then the blank mornings thing. I didn’t need to get to the possible GTA charge even though it’s already dropped. I’m medically unfit, even before the fitness test I’d never have passed, because you were right. It’s all over.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

Colton laughed. ‘What the fuck for? I’ve never felt so relieved in my life. That much pressure? I didn’t have any idea how to deal with it even before I’d signed up. Besides, a fighter pilot? What if I had to go to war and kill people? I don’t think I could actually kill someone. No matter what I sometimes feel like. I wasn’t really sure about the whole thing anyway. I don’t have to pretend anymore.’

I told him about what I worried about that night, about the gun I’d imagined might have been under Joe Cassano’s driver’s seat.

‘You actually thought I’d do that?’ Colton said. ‘Huh, I can’t exactly blame you. But seriously, I don’t like guns. I held one once at my uncle’s place and fired off a few rounds. I only pretended I felt cool. I felt weirded out. I couldn’t point one at someone, let alone pull the trigger.’

‘You are fast though,’ I said. ‘I like imagining you dressed up as a cowboy, being a quickdraw.’ I mimed drawing a pistol and shooting. ‘And I’ll never forget that look on Rocco’s face the night you stole the Shelby. The way he went “How the fuck did he get those fucking keys?”’

‘That’s what he said?’

‘Yeah.’

A comfortable silence passed. Colton had queued up ‘My Hero’ as the next Foo’s track. When it finished, another song came on and I knew it couldn’t have been an accident.

‘Did you choose this?’ I said.

‘Yeah. It’s my favourite song. You know it?’

‘‘Muzzle’ by The Smashing Pumpkins.’

‘Shit, raccoon. Is your bedroom like wall–to–wall records or something? Nobody knows this song.’

‘Well, I do. And yeah. I spend all the money I don’t spend on dating on music. And why am I not surprised? The line that song starts with, about fearing you’re ordinary? Yeah, that’s you.’

He stuck his middle finger up at me while taking another drink, then lit a cigarette with a motion so deft I doubt anyone in the world could have matched it. We sat and listened to the song together.

‘Oh yeah,’ Colton said. ‘What was that nickname your dad called you earlier?’

‘Deacon Blue? Yeah, they’re a band. Dad likes them for some reason. The guy can’t sing to save his life. They’ve got one good song though.’ I got another quarter out and went and put ‘Dignity’ on.

Colton looked like he was listening to it intently as the building piano intro finished and the electric on the clean channel kicked in. ‘Not half bad,’ he said. ‘And that’s a good nickname for you.’

‘Don’t start with it; I’ve never liked it. Dad only calls me that sometimes. Just when I think he’s forgotten it, he pulls it out of the bag again.’

‘So, your blue fur,’ Colton said. ‘Your dad was right. You are the catch of your family. Sure you’re really his kid?’

I smiled. ‘Nice try. Here’s something for you: he and Mom nearly got divorced over that whole thing.’

‘Shit, seriously?’

‘Dad actually wondered. So they talked about it. Then he secretly ran a DNA test. Got some of my fur from my clothes when there was nobody around and took it in. I don’t know how Mom found out he’d done it, but she…was…pissed. I didn’t hear the row exactly; she cleared us out of the house before she started it. Made Alfie take us all down the street for ice cream. We heard them shouting from halfway down the block though. At least the test said I was his kid. I think I actually might have started wondering by now. I think he only calls me Deacon Blue now and again because it draws attention to that whole fight over me. I think Mom was thinking about it last night. When she sent me chasing after you with her little speech about knowing when to give people another chance.’

‘To your mom,’ Colton said, clinking his glass against mine.

I drained the rest of mine. ‘I want another one of these. You having one? I’ll go.’ I went to the bar and ordered two more. When I felt a hand on my shoulder, I figured Colton had followed me. It wasn’t the right scent though. I turned around and there was Oz, a bottle of Bud in his hand.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Hey.’

‘Long Islands!’ Oz said, winking at me and pointing his finger like a pistol. ‘Two of them. Who’s the lucky girl? You score a second date with the vixen?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Oh, okay.’ He put his hand on my shoulder. ‘She went for just friends? Alright, listen up, let me give you some…’ He trailed off as he turned me around in a smooth motion and looked at the room. ‘Shit, look over there. Is that…woah, Aldrington, are you out with him?’

‘Colton? Yeah. Actually I am.’ Play this cool. Someone was bound to come in here who knew me. I’d already thought of what to say, and suddenly none of it quite seemed right, but silence would only draw attention. ‘We worked some things out. He’s actually alright. Want me to introduce you?’

Oz tensed up. ‘We already had an introduction, did you forget?’ He mimed swiping a clawed hand across his own chest.

‘So let’s have a better one.’ My turn to put a hand on his shoulder and lead him across the room this time, with the Long Islands deftly carried in my free palm.

‘Hey, Colton, you remember Oz, don’t you?’ I said.

Colton shifted a little in his seat as Oz tentatively sat down. ‘Errr…yeah. I remember.’ He took a longish suck on the straw in his Long Island. ‘Listen, the raccoon and I did some talking the last couple of days. I know I’ve been a bit of an asshole. I’m sorry about two years ago. Todd’s about the only thing close to a decent friend that I’ve got right now. So maybe if I get on with his friends, things might be better. Because I need to be a better fox. So will you have a drink with me?’ Colton tipped his glass.

Oz sipped his beer. ‘It’s okay, Vincent. “For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.”’

Colton grinned. ‘I like your good Christian thinking there, buff wolf.’

‘Matthew six–eighteen,’ I said, rolling my eyes.

Oz cuffed me on the back of the head. ‘Fourteen. See you in church on Sunday, cowboy fox?’

‘Not exactly my thing,’ Colton said. ‘Besides, if your God can be everywhere, then He can be with me while I’m lying in bed drinking coffee, right?’

‘Well, yeah, sure,’ Oz said. ‘But I think He might appreciate a little more effort.’

Colton put his elbows on the table and leaned over, putting his head on his palms. ‘Come on, Austin Hudson. It’s Saturday night and you’re here to meet a sweet piece of tail and go get some hot sinful business on.’

‘Well, yeah,’ Oz said. ‘But what’s so sinful about it? God gave me my life to have some fun with, right? Just that today’s fun’s a little different from the fun they had when they wrote the good book. God’s people have moved with the times. He has to too, like it or not. I call it a compromise for us still wanting to know Him. Sinful business? Let’s face it, He’s fucked us plenty with the way the world is now. I’ll take what nice things I can get.’ 

Colton looked like he was dying for whatever debate Oz’s take on modern Christianity had brought out in him. Just when I thought he might deliberately play the staunch priest who’d tell Oz he was a rotten member of the flock, just to wind him up, he smiled. ‘Maybe I could be bothered getting out of bed sometime on a Sunday,’ he said. ‘But let’s face it, Hudson. Not many of them are like you.’

‘Yeah. Their loss.’ Oz looked at me. ‘I’ve not heard from the hyena all week. How was he about the whole band thing?’

I took out my phone and showed Oz the text, then Colton. Oz shook his head. Colton laughed. 

‘What a baby,’ Oz said. ‘How long d’you give it before he texts back saying sorry?’

‘Who cares?’ I said. ‘I’m tired of him. Besides, I took his advice.’ I smiled at Colton, then put the password into my phone, gave it to Oz and switched to Colton’s side of the table. ‘Here, take a picture of us.’ I resisted putting an arm around Colton, but only just.

‘I still can’t believe I’m sitting here seeing this,’ Oz said, handing my phone back. It was a great photo. I brought up the conversation with me and Devin and loaded it up.

‘You’re not actually going to send him that, are you?’ Colton said.

‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s the sort of thing I’d do,’ he said. ‘You should keep your friends, Aldrington. Otherwise you’re going to be sitting where I am.’

Oz looked baffled. ‘Somebody pinch me. But he’s right, Todd. The hyena’s a bit of a snowflake sometimes but he’s still been our friend since we were playing with building bricks. So put your handbag down. Give him a few days and see if he regrets his tantrum. That’s what the fox here did, right?’

‘Yes, Mom,’ I said.

Oz kept looking at the door, and his watch. ‘Maybe we should call him, see if we can patch all this up.’

‘You’ve been stood up, haven’t you?’ Colton said.

‘She’ll be here,’ Oz said, in a way that made it sound like no woman could possibly ever stand him up. ‘She’ll probably be intrigued that you are. And sitting here with Todd, the three–point raccoon.’

‘Three–point raccoon?’ Colton said.

I explained what happened on my birthday at the game. Just to show off, I told Colton I’d always been a good shooter because if you’re not tall enough to dunk it, you might as well make your specialty the long–range shot, and there was a knack to getting it past taller animals, reading the court so you knew exactly when to launch the ball and not have your lower trajectory intercepted. It was the first time I’d thought that perhaps even with the time pressure, I’d seen that final play all along.

And what came after it.

‘You know, Aldrington, there’s something I’ve wanted to ask,’ Oz said. ‘That thing you said you wanted to go get, after I told you about asking God for the world on your birthday. What was it?’

I managed not to look at Colton, but I could feel his eyes on me. I thought about how I’d asked Devin if Colton was really as smart in class as he’d always said, and right now, I knew he was thinking about how I’d invited him to my party, and the skateboard he’d given me, and everything else I’d confessed to.

‘It was…something just for me to know,’ I said. ‘But let’s just say it took Him long enough if He was listening.’

Oz looked slowly between me and Colton. Colton just shrugged and lit another cigarette. ‘He’s there, Aldrington. I told you. And he does work in mysterious ways.’ Oz looked a little cynical as he said it, but he still managed to smile at me. 

‘Actually, I think I earned your forgiveness anyway,’ Colton said. ‘You and all his friends drank my three hundred bucks quite happily on his birthday.’

‘That was you?’ Oz said. ‘You’re a vixen at the weekend, Vincent? Drinks come with winks?’

‘Yeah,’ Colton said, doing the best eye flutter he could manage, followed by a wink. ‘Would you?’

Oz gave an exaggerated shudder.

‘Nice try,’ I said. ‘Courtney already told me it was her.’

‘Technically it was,’ Colton said. ‘She made the call, she gave the card number, she picked the dumb message that made you all think it was a vixen. But it was my idea and my three hundred bucks. I gave it to her and told her what to do with it.’

‘Why?’ Oz said.

‘What do you care, why?’ Colton said. ‘You all enjoyed it, didn’t you? Alright, fine, it was an apology. Without me actually saying sorry. But I think Todd knew. Even if my sister did deflect him slightly. It was me. Honest. And I know you told her it was a waste of three hundred bucks. I know it was. But wolfy here gets it. He’s got more money than sense too. Except his is from his parents. Mine’s my dead grandparents, who if they’d had any sense would have given it to my mom like they were supposed to. Not to their train wreck of a grandson.’

‘So that’s the deal with you,’ Oz said. ‘You don’t want to make friends because you’re afraid of who’d be after your money? Colton, it’s really not like that. Trust me to know.’

‘I’m not going to need a student loan,’ Colton said. ‘I wouldn’t even have to go to college if I was smart enough with investing it. So everyone’s going to hate me. But hey, you’ve got loaded parents and the raccoon’s getting a sports scholarship. I think I’m okay with you two.’ He raised his glass again.

I knew I was probably pie–eyed, if only because I believed it all. ‘Why didn’t you just come to my party?’ I said. ‘If you wanted to say sorry like that, you could have just done it.’

‘What, a room full of jocks and three of them were the ones I had that fight with? Would you have done that? And let’s not forget I won that fight.’

‘Yeah. It might have taken five hundred instead of three, but I’d’ve done it. We’re jocks, right? Just show us the money and anything’s possible.’

‘Of course it is,’ Colton said.

‘How did you learn to fight like that, Vincent?’ Oz said. ‘Most people don’t have a schoolyard fight the way you did. The way you went for the hyena, shit, our ex–marine of a coach couldn’t even stop that.’

‘My dad taught me,’ Colton said, sitting back casually.

‘Your dad,’ Oz said. ‘Your own parent thought it was a good idea to teach a kid with your temper how to fight.’

‘Brazilian jiu–jitsu,’ Colton said. ‘I’ve never worn a belt, never even been to a grading, let alone a competition, but yeah. It was meant to be a control method. It took a little time, but it worked. And you were lucky; you weren’t the one who had to listen to his week–long fucking lecture on how he didn’t teach me his sport so that I could use it like that on people. That’s after the one I got from that fight where I slammed the Labrador’s head in his locker. I’ve always wanted to fight people. Especially after the a…’ He managed to break off, coming down from his self–admirant cloud and realising I was the only one who knew about his accident. ‘I’ve got a bit of a complicated story, Hudson. My dad just wanted to give me an outlet for everything I was feeling. I don’t think he ever expected me to get that good. Sorry I tested it on you.’

‘It’s nothing. Maybe I should come to your place and both of you can teach me,’ Oz said.

Colton had that same look that I remembered during the mediation with Collins, and I heard her voice saying, ‘Wouldn’t be a bad start, Vincent, would it?’ 

‘I’d say yes,’ Colton said. ‘But I think I need to shoot some hoops with Aldrington first.’

‘Good luck scoring anything there,’ Oz said. He looked towards the door, and this time his date was here. ‘Gotta go. You two have a good night.’

Colton had probably seen her before Oz had, because he was laughing quietly. ‘Good luck, Hudson. Already been there. I stole a car just to get the fuck away from her.’

Caitlyn did look good though, and from what I’d seen of her dating personality, I figured she and Oz would probably have a nice time.

‘Think he knows?’ I said quietly.

‘Nah,’ Colton said. ‘I think he’s guessing. But that’s okay. Let him guess. He the gossiping type?’

‘Not when it comes to me. You heard him; I’m the three–point raccoon. He wouldn’t want to talk any shit that might affect the team. Or my next team. He knows what respect is. He’s got it for me.’

‘Doesn’t God hate fags? Isn’t he supposed to cast out the sinners in case his immortal soul burns with us?’

‘Don’t make fun. Oz is a good guy, and he’s a liberal Christian. In case you hadn’t already guessed. So’s my mom. The whole forgiveness thing has worked a lot in your favour lately. So even if you don’t believe, I suggest you at least thank something.’

‘I’ll tell you something,’ Colton said. ‘Your family really are cool. I wish I lived in a big old ‘coon den. You got any idea how bored I get with just one sister? And she’s Courtney. And she probably sent her BFF here to date that awesomely cut–looking wolf just so she could spy on our date.’

‘You two did make up, right? You and Courtney.’

‘Well, kinda,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about it. She’ll accept my apology soon enough. And you know what else?’

‘What?’

‘Your brother Rocco’s kinda cute too. Wish I had an older brother. Or Courtney had been a guy.’

‘You did not just say that.’

‘Yeah, I did. If Rocco had the floppy ears thing going on, I reckon he could so have stolen me instead of you.’

‘That does it,’ I said. ‘I was saving this for another day, but gimme my quarter back. There’s a song I’m making you hear right now.’ I went and queued it up, came back, sank the rest of my glass and thought about getting another, even though I was almost certainly heading for that state Devin had tried to keep me from on my birthday.

‘If Today Was Your Last Day’ by Nickelback came on at the perfect time.

Colton listened to it, and I watched him soften so much his ears went almost as floppy as mine. He shook his head and smiled in a way that I now knew betrayed the humble side of him. ‘Who is this? Why did they write about me?’

‘It’s my favourite song,’ I said. ‘Until last night it was only a contender.’

All Colton did for the rest of it was exchange knowing looks and smiles with me while he took in its words. Then he snapped himself out of whatever state it had put him in and became Colton again. ‘Okay, so when are we going running? Or do you want to teach me to play ball? Can we not swim yet? I…kinda don’t like water. Okay, I can’t swim. Like at all. I get panic attacks every time I try. That’s not the accident; that one’s always been there. One more thing the air force don’t need to know anymore. So running. Tomorrow?’

‘Yeah. Sure. If we both don’t end up so hungover that we wake up somewhere worse than a barn behind the prom field. If you still want to get fit.’ I put my drink down and just watched him smoke and think for a minute. ‘You still want to hear the story of how I worked out my little quirk?’ I brushed my hand over my heart.

‘You bet.’

‘I’ll tell you when you can run 5K in under 25 minutes.’

‘You’re a bitch, Aldrington. Keep pulling my tail.’

‘And I’ve got to ask: if the air force thing’s over, what do you want to be now?’

‘How the fuck should I know? Why do you think my life’s exciting for the first time in ages? I don’t have a clue where it’s going. I feel like I could be anything I want. What about you? MVP for the Arizona Cardinals? The Phoenix Suns? Or the next marathon world record holder? Or do you actually want a day job?’

‘Erm,’ I said. ‘Well, it’s kind of awkward. If we stay together…you said you never wanted your old life following you. And you were from New York. I just applied to their state university on a sports scholarship. To do engineering with digital systems. Who knows, maybe I’ll work for NASA. Astronaut, fox. Or at least the guys whose designs can’t fail if those guys are gonna survive. What do you think’s the bigger achievement? Standing on the moon or designing the stuff that got the guy there?’

Colton went wide eyed, then whistled. ‘You want to be a space engineer?’

‘I don’t know if that’s my field yet. It’s a pretty big subject. I’m just a dreamer.’

 ‘You’ve got one serious brain, Aldrington.’ Colton smirked. ‘For a raccoon.’

‘Yeah. And if you stay with me, it means you might have to go to New York if you want to be with me for more than just a few weekends every year.’

‘Then I’m going back to New York,’ Colton said, stubbing his cigarette. ‘Maybe you and I can kick more ass together than we could on our own. And I can’t wait to get out of this state. I hate the fucking heat. And how the whole place stinks of oranges. Why do you think it’s the first thing I thought of as a safety word?’

I burst out laughing, and for the next five minutes all we did was think about last night and laugh. Then Colton told me he’d try the breath holding idea I’d come up with, because he’d trust me to let him go when he tapped out or gave me the signal. Then he told me he’d be there if I needed to come out to my father. I still didn’t want to think about that, but I actually wondered if I could do it with him holding my hand. We ordered another two Long Islands and got drunk together and took a barefoot walk that ended with us running across a golf course and getting drenched by the sprinklers. We went to his house afterwards and shook off in the back yard before crashing on the couch together and watching some crap on the TV.

When I woke up, Courtney was there holding a cup of coffee for each of us and said, ‘When that idiot wakes up, tell him we’re cool again. And I was wrong about you. You weren’t a coward after all.’

I felt like it was the start of the rest of my life.
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If you want more of the furry stuff, I’m already way ahead of you. I have two more books with Todd waiting to be published. The next one is ‘Out on the Highway,’ in which Todd comes out to his father, and as predicted, Oran doesn’t deal with it at all well. If you’re desperate to read it now, there’s an almost–final version of it on my Patreon page:

https://www.patreon.com/toddaldrington

There’s plenty of other reading material on there as well, if it helps. I self–publish all my work and all funds from Patreon help towards getting more of these books out, for readers like you! Your support is always appreciated.

Now, about the music in this book. The music I wanted to refer to was effectively the reason I chose to make this world one where humans and furs exist together. Humans don’t play a foreground role, or even appear at all this time around, but the music I had in mind became so essential to my main character that I decided I wanted people to be able to look up (or already know) exactly what the songs sounded like, rather than invent bands and songs.

The starting point of this whole furry writing project was me watching Agretsuko on Netflix – a red panda singing death metal, and thinking ‘Why don’t I try a character like that?’ Mine’s going to be a guy though. Hell, Retsuko gets a boyfriend who doesn’t quite get her musical side...what sort of character would get it? (So Todd doesn’t want to date girls, but let’s just say I went off course at that point, and the book became my own.)

The idea of a raccoon singing a song like Slayer’s ‘Raining Blood’ amused me. I’d never been much of a fan of the band – they were really just a passing curiosity of mine, until I tried to put myself in Todd’s shoes by listening to them on Spotify. I’ve bought half their discography on CD since, after hours of fun writing this story to it.

Slayer wouldn’t have been much good for prom night music though. I can’t imagine many people would kiss their prom date during a dance to ‘Dead Skin Mask’, after all. Or one of their many other songs like it. I needed something more mainstream, that would also make my main character look effortlessly cool by association, just at the right moment. Who else but the Foo Fighters, possibly the biggest band on Earth right now? I still smile at imagining one of Dave Grohl’s bandmates calling up video from Todd’s prom and saying ‘Hey Dave, check out this raccoon singing our stuff!’

Going through those albums (I have them all) and deciding which songs would form a great setlist, and in what order, was one of my favourite parts of writing this book. If you’re a fan, or you’re curious and probably about to become one, here’s the set I imagined. If you’re a Spotify subscriber, I assembled the same list for you on there:
 
First Half:

T–shirt

Run

Hey Johnny Park

Everlong

Long Road to Ruin

Erase/Replace

White Limo

What if I do? 

Cold Day in the Sun

Summer’s End

Enough Space

All My Life

Set two: 

Cheer up Boys (Your Makeup is Running) 

Up in Arms

My Poor Brain

A Matter of Time

Outside

Learn to Fly

Arlandria

Sunday Rain

My Hero

Encore: 

Big Me

Resolve

The Sky is a Neighbourhood


Fighter’s Mark by Tommy Muncie

Being a form–shifting assassin is useful when you have a limitless price on your head.

Screft has stolen secrets from the planet Nastrophen that could change worlds. Once a ‘True Kendrii’ – the highest honour in the planet’s army, he’s now on the run and hiding on neighbouring Carnathia. He’s promised himself he’s done with killing and can lead a better life, but he’s not done with fighting. Pretending to be the wayward son of a powerful senator, he’s pulling a pro–league fighting scam to fund the research that might fix him as a human permanently.

Screft is not above suspicion though. Can he really hide as a human forever, and understand human kind? Can he really stop killing people to survive?

When he meets Oscar, a former fleet pilot with disgrace in his past, he believes he’s found the companion who might help him win against the world. But if Oscar finds out what Screft really is, there could be more lives at stake than just their own.

 Find links to this book at the author’s website
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