GABRIEL, I ADORE
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[Forward by the author: One day I was sitting in an enrolment classroom with a bunch of other students, just picking which subjects to select for the semester. Then this guy with a sweet, feminine sort of face and browny-reddish hair came into the room, and he looked so different from other guys you usually see, I thought he was intriguing, later on I would decide to write him as the character ‘Gabriel’ for this story. 
This is a story I have enjoyed writing the most out of everything I’ve ever written, so therefore it is my favourite, it’s nothing spectacular but I had fun with it and I hope you do too. Thanks to the real-life Gabriel, whoever you were, for inspiring me!]
The warm summer air is as stifling as breathing through a blanket, but the children are laughing and bouncing on their blow up pool mattresses waiting for the man in the red lifesaving shirt to give them the okay to slide. "Isn't this awesome?!" a seven year old Leyton turns around to face his best friend, Benji, who is impatiently waiting behind him for his turn. "Come on, what's the hold up?!" the kids in the back row are yelling as the instructor helps a young girl position her mattress properly. "Pipe down or I'll throw you out of here!" he points his finger at the crowd menacingly, even though he can't see who was talking. Leyton looks over to cafe next door to the slide where his mother, Leyna Matthews and Benji's mother, Elina Phillips are busy chatting away over a cup of coffee, not paying attention to the chaos high above the ground. 

As the groans begin to resume in the crowd behind him, Benji kicks Leyton's mattress. "HEY!" the lifesaver roars angrily. The big yellow mattress slips down the slide, turning in circles at high speed, the water spits up at Leyton's face as he screams, trying to hold on for dear life before crashing hard into the padded wall at the end. Dizzy and shaken, Leyton stumbles to the cafe, as the crowd of children lining up for the ride gawk at him, some of them laughing; the two women completely unaware of what has happened. Leyna beams and opens her arms out to her son, who is much paler than he usually is. "How was the ride? Did you have fun?!", she says, pulling him into her arms. Benji bounds up behind him, carrying his mattress under his arm, his other arm, he puts around Leyton's shoulder, giving it a squeeze and smiles sweetly at his mother and Leyna. 
"Awww, aren't those two just adorable! I wish I'd had a close bond like that when I was their age!" Elina touches her heart as she looks at the dripping wet boys. "Me too..." Leyna nods in agreement. "Well, we're making up for it now!" she clinks her cup against Elina's. 
"I'm going again! You coming?" Benji jumps up and down without a care in the world. "No." Leyton replies plainly. "Pooped already, are ya?" Elina punches Leyton on the shoulder playfully. Benji rushes up the stairs again with a big smile on his face. Leyton leans into the chair, lets out the sigh he's been holding in all day, and waits for the day to end.
"Come and experience the thrills, the spills, the ups and downs of high velocity, you've never experienced anything like this before and chances are; you never will again!"

The beady eyed man in the Hawaiian shirt's voice is nearly as loud as the dance music booming unrelentingly behind him. A shiny metal cart rattles along the rollercoaster tracks like a bullet, it grinds to an abrupt half before making the slow chug upwards into the sky, screams abound as it plummets again. I gulp, and turn away, not wanting to watch.

"Come on, Leyton, let's get a move on!" Benji tugs on my sleeve hastily; he's looking at me with those longing puppy dog eyes that he uses when he knows what he wants and in turn wants to make me feel guilty if I don't agree with him.

"You know... I don't think so... you go..." my shirt is stained with sweat as the summer sun beams down on my back; I have a massive headache from all the noise and I don't think my lungs could stand a fall that great, especially with my asthma. Why oh why did Benji have to choose a theme park to go to for our last day of the holidays before college? Surely he remembers that even when we were children I never wanted to go on any of the fast rides at the Easter show; then again, I remember that he probably doesn't care. Benji lets out a long sigh and puts his hand on his hip; he looks really annoyed but as the repetitive thump of the music continues to drum into my ears feeling like they are being shattered with every beat, I don't care.

"What's the matter? You a sissy boy?" the beady-eyed man grins as he watches us. 'Excuse me?!' my mind screams coherently, but I just manage to stutter outside my mind. "I have asthma! Really bad asthma!" I can feel my eyes filling with tears. I don't want to go on this speeding rollercoaster ride, not today, not tomorrow, not ever! "The scary wollercoawster won't take your breath away, sweetie" the man grins. Benji is smiling at him in that charming way he does; I can almost see inside his head, his smile is a subliminal message for the man to continue belittling me until I give in. "You go..." I pat Benji on the back reassuringly and smile a little trying to make him feel better for some reason. Benji slams down his green cordial onto the ground, "You ruin everything! I just wanted to go out today so as we could have some fun before the teachers drown us, but noooo, you just don't want to have ANY fun!" “That’s not fair!" I protest meekly, my voice not quite the lion's roar I had inside my head. "You wait here, by god I'm going to make the last day of these holidays something to be proud of; I'll meet you back here in like, pfft, one minute!" Benji sulks as he storms off to the queue for the ‘Runaway Rollercoaster’ ride.

I feel rage and anger burning inside me and I try to burn a hole into his conscience with my glare whilst he stands in the queue, but he's not looking at me, he's too busy straining to see what the rollercoaster is doing. I feel a tap on my back suddenly. It's that stupid ride inspector. "Uhh... you're gonna have to pick that up, our park doesn't allow littering" he squeaks with a smirk on his face. 'YOU PICK IT UP! YOU WORK HERE AND I DIDN'T DROP IT!' there goes my mind again. "S...sure..." there goes my mouth again and I pick up the cup, traipse over to the rubbish bin, decide to have a bit of fun with it and shoot like the cup is a basketball going into a hoop. I miss. He laughs and shakes his head. I wish I could bash in his ugly contorted little face but knowing my luck he'd have a black belt. Benji is showing off and flexing his non-existent muscles for a pretty blonde girl in the queue with the longest hair I have ever seen who looks like she's spent her entire life in the tanning salon. She's giggling and checking him out and he's in blissful heaven right about now. If he wasn't my best friend I'd hate his guts but I have to be happy for him. Or do I? It just never is me is it, the one chatting up a gorgeous lady, having them eat up every word I say and flirting to the extreme, it's always good old Benji boy. The ladies man. Incredible B. The one who is just so perfect. The one who is the teacher's pet even though he spends most of his time out drinking in hotels of a weekend instead of studying. The one whose fabulous gelled blonde hair never has a strand out of place even after he's been flying through the air on a rollercoaster. As they approach in the distance, I notice him and Miss Tan are sharing a huge rainbow lollipop, where on Earth did they get that...? I realize they must have stopped by the food stand a few metres away before bothering to walk back to me. Bastards. Benji pushes back his hair and fluffs his shirt; not even a poster boy can escape summer sweat, his other hand holds her hand, "Oh... this is my friend Leyton. Leyton, this is Valerie". "Yeah... when are we going on the ferris wheel together?" Valerie completely snobs me off and turns back to Benji who just grins like an idiot. "Baby you know I said we will. I just wanna try the clown games first; if you're lucky, I'll win you a teddy bear!" Benji wraps his arm around her shoulder, his hand probably soaked in stinky sweat from when he ran it down his shirt a moment ago; Miss Dumbo of course is oblivious. "Teddy bear! Teddy bear!" she jumps up and down and squeals like a child; what is this girl, five years old?! "And what am I supposed to do?" I find myself asking, actually sounding angry and it surprises me.
Benji rubs his chin like he's in deep thought, well, as deep a thought as any moron can dive, "You. Can come with us" he laughs condescendingly, as if it was quite obvious all along that I was welcome to walk with them. Valerie mimics his laugh and raises her eyebrows at me like she thinks I'm the stupidest person alive.

Benji leans in to my ear and whispers, "But don't cramp my style, huh? This chick is diggin' me and who knows by the end of the day I might just have a sneaky fiddle inside her g-string... I wonder if she's wearing a g-string...". 
The walk back to town is a long and exhausting one. Benji and Valerie don't even notice that I'm not walking with them as they head toward the clowns. I wish they were clowns so as I could shove a bunch of table tennis balls down their throat. And I wish they'd be alive at that moment so as they could feel it. I wish I could moon all of these cars on the highway or spray their precious paint jobs with my piss as I take a leak. The sun is setting bright glowing pink and orange, soon enough my body becomes as camouflaged and black as the trees. Nobody can see me anymore. I am seemingly nothing, but I exist, just like my life. When I get back to my Mum and I's dingy rundown two house, I surpass the questions of how I am and how was my day? and collapse onto the bed. I fall asleep within minutes but I'm not even allowed to be happy in my dreams.

"Leyyyyytooooon! Benjamin is here! You're going to be late for school!" my pillow is stained with drool and the other is on the floor, obviously it's been a restless night. I somehow drag myself up even though my guts feel like they are starting a war inside of me. I'm sick to my stomach at the thought of starting college again. I wish I'd spent yesterday relaxing at home chilling out, watching television, doing anything that wasn't living one of the worst days of my life, but I didn't, and now even though I've slept during the night, I feel like I haven't. Mum bursts into the room just as I'm pulling on my underwear. She screams and covers her eyes. "What? What'd I miss?!" Benji is close behind her. He sees me standing there in my Superman print underwear, anxiously covering my bulgy bits with my hand. He rolls his eyes and scoffs, "Yeah, Superman, I had those when I was five!" and walks back out into the hallway. Mum puts her arm around my shoulder and gives me a squeeze, "Are you okay, cupcake? You didn't even talk to me when you got home last night... are you worried about starting again at Trenton College?". The mix of liquid soap from her hands and raspberry perfume is making me want to throw up even more but I manage to hold back. "To be honest I'm not really feeling well..." I choke out, holding her hand like I'm a little boy again. "Get over it! You're NEVER feeling well! You're not well enough to go on rides, you weren't well enough to watch my soccer matches, you're not well enough to go to college, let's face it, Leyton, you'll never be well!" Benji storms into the room and tries to pull me up by my other hand. "I had agoraphobia when you were playing soccer!" I protest. "BENJAMIN! This is not helping!" Mum gives him her devil incarnate glare and he backs off. Good old Mum, the only person who can reduce Benji to a puddle of water, hmm, but also inflate his ego to the size of the moon when she wants to.
Mum tries to reassure me that everything will be okay, even though she can't possibly understand what my life is like. She tells me to be ready in ten minutes and kisses me on the head.

"Dude, can I use your Game Boy?" Benji pokes his head around the door. "Whatever" I grunt. "Dude, don't get your Superman panties in a knot just cause you're not ready in time" comes the reply. I kick the door and it slams in his face. I hear him swear and Mum reprimand him.

After I pull on the last of my clothes I stand for a moment and close my eyes, not wanting to move. I cautiously approach the mirror and my stomach drops. I am an ugly, hideous mess. Greasy blonde hair, a long pointy nose which is far too long for my face, scruffy beard that doesn't even look cool like I've seen with other guys, and my clothes are nothing to brag about. I look like a tour guide, one of those awkward bumbling tour guides on the nature trails. I think to Benji with his whole boy band beauty going on and smash my slippers into the mirror. It shakes and quivers violently. Mum shouts out asking if I am okay and I yell yes. I sit on my bed and hyperventilate, almost in tears, a combination of hating who I am and having a nervous breakdown about the beginning of college. When Benji starts to yell at me from outside the door I toss my books and belongings into my bag carelessly and mumble, "Fuck it. Let's do this crap" before walking out to join him. The rage builds up and surges through my body, I am alive. For now.
"You are such a wanker!" Benji whines as he kicks a stone lying in the middle of the footpath. "Why couldn't you have been ready in time? We're going to be late for our first lesson you know!"

We board the 888 bus that takes us all the way to College Street where Trenton College lies. Benji dips his pass and swaggers off down the aisle, tossing back his head like a model to impress some girl who is watching him intently instead of her book. I try my pass and the machine makes a beeping noise and spits the pass out like it was a serving of bad food. The bus driver yanks it out of my hand and tries himself and it works. "That's what the arrows are for" he points furiously to the 'this way in' arrows on the pass then motions with his thumb for me to sit down. My heart is beating a thousand miles per minute as most of the passengers try to avoid looking at me, one old man gives me a glare as if I have held up the bus and refuses to move his walking stick out of the aisle so I have to dodge around it and as the bus jolts forward I accidentally fall onto a woman's shoulder, she pushes me off her and looks out the window. 
On our journey we’re joined by an Earthy looking girl with long brown hair and glasses who hops on the bus and sits in front of us. Her name is Marissa. I spoke to her a few times last year in maths class when we were both failing it. “Leyton! You returned!” she shrieks happily. Suddenly I feel like a boomerang she threw, I know she’s not going to let me go this time somehow... Luckily for Marissa, her footsteps last year had not led her into the path of Benji, but that was about to change. She sticks out her hand to shake his hand and beams, "I'm Marissa Fort-Louis, strange name I know. I'm part of the climate change activists group, the animal and environment protection agency and of course on the pro gay marriage side of the debate team! Who are you?!". "Benji” Benji replies, light years behind in enthusiasm compared to her. Benji leans forward and looks at her seriously, "Does that mean you're gay?". I can't tell whether he's intrigued or disgusted and I can usually pick his expressions to the tee. Marissa laughs shrilly and it pierces my ears, "No, silly! You don't have to be gay to fight for gay people's rights you know!".

"Exactly..." I roll my eyes. I look up and see Marissa smiling dopily at me. She looks away quickly and fiddles with her bracelet.

Benji is very content to stare out the window at the buildings and shrubs rolling by; I guess this is because he doesn't think Marissa is cute enough to even bother talking to. Lucky me, I get to hear all about how she saved a possum from drowning down in Valles Creek. I must admit she can be a pretty interesting sort of person, and is certainly very intelligent, but I just want to be quiet, her shreaky voice grates on my nerves and from the way Benji is purposely leaning his ears on his jumper which is pressed against the window, her voice is bugging him too. She finally quietens down for the last five minutes of the ride and I take in the massive block of white brick looming in front of us. Hundreds of teenagers and adults are dashing around everywhere like an army of ants trying to find their nests. "This is it! Our life begins... right now!" Marissa grins. "Hopefully not with you..." I hear Benji mutter as he pushes past and jumps out the door. "Your friend's not much of a talker" Marissa frowns. I worry that she is hurt, but her face lightens quickly enough. "Benji can be a prick sometimes. Well, not sometimes, always" I shake my head and sigh. Marissa laughs again and this time she's closer to me so it really cuts up my eardrum. "What's your first class?" she asks. "Team work" I reply, hoping her class won’t be the same. Marissa's mouth drops open and she grabs my hands, "Are you serious?! Mine too! Oh isn't this just beautiful? It's like we were destined to be together in this class!”. Benji pokes his tongue out at me and shoves a finger down his throat. I give him a warning look. "But be wary of Mrs Greenwood; she'll tear you up and leave your bones!" I giggle; she just skips along the grass as we approach the building, oblivious.

Clinical, uninviting and the musty smell of too many people packed into one place, that's how I would describe the inside of this college, though I must say the building is kept a lot cleaner than my high school was.

The inside of room A14 is a jungle. Students throwing paper planes from one desk to another, mindless chattering, one guy pretending to hump the blackboard to impress a group of his friends who are cheering him on; it's madness! "Welcome to the insanity asylum. Please keep your belongings with you at all times..." Marissa looks shocked, her usually narrow eyes boggled.

"This class is the best! Now THESE people know how to have fun!" Benji's eyes grow wide in amazement as he races up to the guy humping the blackboard and joins in. The guy shoves him away and the friends stick their finger up at him. I almost rush over to comfort him but I don't. "It's okay, man..." I say gently. "Don't! Just, don't!" he growls, smashes his satchel down hard on a table and takes his seat. Marissa shrugs and slides along next to him. I can't believe what is happening; excuse me, why are you sitting next to him?! That's my seat! I punch my fist into my hand and take the table directly behind them because it is the only one left.
The stick figures and star doodles on the back page of my notebook become a scribbly mess as I vent my frustration with each pen stroke.

As I go to scribble some more, I notice the noise around the room has died down a little. That's when I looked up and my eyes fell upon the most beautiful vision I'd seen. I felt my breath catch as I watched the pale, delicate looking girl with the shoulder-length fire engine red hair walk opposite my desk. She stands beside Chandler and Isaac, the two jock brothers who got kicked out of maths class last year for cheating; they nod and say hello as she leans over their desk to talk to them. Dressed in a simple baggy black jacket, army pants with a silver belt wrapped around her thin waist and black boots, she may as well have been in a gown fit for a queen. A tomboy, unconventional, alternative, but utterly appropriate to me.
And I just keep on watching, because I am fascinated. The boys seem a little hesitant as she stands above them, their laughs awkward as if they don't know how to react to her, their eyes gaze for only a second before they look away as though they are uncomfortable. The girl reaches down to give Isaac a hug; her voice is soft and lulling. I notice a slight wince as he tries to smile; I wonder why he isn't just enjoying the moment? ‘Maybe he’s gay’ I laugh in my head.
The girl walks to the front desk to talk to another person and as she stands there our eyes meet. My eyes divert back to my notebook instantaneously. My trance is broken by the loud slam of books on the desk and boom of Agatha Greenwood's thick Australian accent bouncing all over the walls as she reprimands the group who were 'desecrating her poor blackboard'. Her beady eyes dart around the classroom, inspecting every person there. When her eyes fall onto me, I feel a stab of panic and hope she isn't going to say something to me. Her radar passes by, I escape undetected.
"This term isn't going to be like your other classes where you laze about sipping your coffees and thinking you can hand me your work whenever the hell you like, in my class, there is going to be order!" her voice rattles and almost breaks my eardrums a second time today; a couple of students walk past the classroom staring in momentarily wondering what all the shouting is about. Agatha turns on her heels and asks them what they want, they don't stay around to answer her and move along the corridor. She slams the door like an explosion and sighs in her dramatic way. Moments later, there is a knock on the door. The class bursts into giggles as Adam Starth stands there with his bare chest and yellow boardshorts, his black hair glistening with gel.

"Mr Starth. How nice of you to join us, and only half an hour late…” Agatha stabs the air with sarcasm.

"What a hypocrite, not like SHE didn't come late!" I hear someone mutter.

"You do realize I can't let you into my class like this. Go and find a shirt, for gods' sakes!" 

"But, Miss, but!" Starth begins to argue, but she shoves him out the door and slams it shut again. “Aggie, baby, please!” he moans. Agatha screws up her nose and wipes her hands on her dress as if by touching his bare skin she's caught a disease. The whole class is in hysterics at Starth but the laughter soon dies down as Agatha’s glare takes a chokehold on us all.
We write a bundle of notes on appropriate classroom behaviour from the board which seems to take a good hour. At the end of the lesson she tells us we must pair into partners for a ‘getting to know each other’ exercise. “And for god’s sakes, if you already KNOW someone, please don’t ask them to be your partner, you’d think this would be common knowledge, but apparently not for the TWINS I had to separate last year!” her eyes burn into Chandler and Isaac who are turning red, trying not to look at her. “Well, what are you waiting for? GO!” she shouts, exasperated. The class flinches and rises from their seats. I watch Benji sidle over to a gangly looking boy across from him and introduce himself. The boy tells him his name is Ben. "Heeeey, I'm Benji, and you're Ben!" Benji laughs in an obvious sort of way. Ben gives him a weird look before letting out a false laugh, "Yeah... how about that...".  I stumble over myself trying to get to the other side of the room where the pretty girl is, but there are too many people blocking my path; they look at me with as much contempt as I try to get past as those commuters on the bus. My heart sags as I watch the girl talking with another girl with long black hair, and I know I’ve missed my chance. “Where are you going? I’m right here!” I feel a tap on my shoulder and turn around to see Marissa gawking at me. “We’re supposed to pick people we don’t already know!” I reply more sarcastically than I’d intended. “Yeah I know, but…!” she begins but I duck past her and stand alone near my desk because I don’t want to deal with her. Agatha spots me leaning against the wall watching all the commotion, and I see her coming towards me. “Why do you not have a partner?” the big drop of spit lands on my face when she says the word ‘partner’ is the worst part of today. Just as I am about to explain my predicament that I cannot invent a new member of the class out of thin air when everyone else is paired up; her face brightens as the classroom door re-opens, “Ahh! Mr Starth! Oh for god’s sake please do your zipper up… do you know this young man here?” she rushes up to him like he is her saviour.
Starth looks shell-shocked as he stands there in the black hoodie with a skull on it he’s thrown over his chest, “Noooo…”.
You only sat behind me in maths for six months last year, you only thumped my chair repeatedly with your shoes even though I told you to stop, you only threw little bits of paper at the back of my head when the teacher wasn’t looking, but no, you’ve never seen me in your life!

“Well, what a great opportunity to make some friends, Mr Starth, maybe you can meet someone who will be a good influence on you; what is your name?” she asks me.
“Leyton Matthews”
“Leyton Matthews, this is Adam Starth” 
“Cool… Leydon…”  he grabs my hand and pumps it quickly.
Yuk. His hands are so clammy and sweaty, no wonder Agatha wiped her hands, his skin is like touching the world’s greasiest hamburger. 
And the bonehead can’t even get my name right. His brain cells have probably been killed from spending too much time underwater. 
We stand there looking at our shoes, neither of us interested to take the introduction further. Oh look, I didn’t notice that stain on my shoe before…
“Oh for god’s sakes, do I have to do everything?! Ask each other questions! What do you like to do for fun?, what’s your favourite music?; anything!” Agatha’s voice is really doing my head in.
“Okay… what do you like to do for fun, Adam Starth?”, purposely using both of his names because I know he won’t like that.
“Just Starth” he grunts, he looks annoyed now; perfect. “Surfing…”
“Surfing. Is that it?” Agatha interjects.
“I like… women…”

“Surfing and women. Congratulations, you’ll have a very promising career in a sports magazine; now keep it up; converse!” Agatha claps her hands enthusiastically as she moves on to hassle the next group.
“What music do you like?” I prop my face up with my fists, if I don’t, I might fall asleep from this stimulating conversation.

“Heavy metal, death metal, grunge… do you like that stuff?” he turns his head away and yawns, scratching at his hair.
“No.” I reply and switch myself off, this is going nowhere.
I look at Benji. He’s staring at me with a confused look on his face; Ben isn’t talking to him; he shrugs and gets up from his chair. “Hi; Benji…” he nods at Starth. Great, so since he can’t get anything out of his own partner he has to try and take mine; sounds like Benji. “Nah; Starth…” Starth replies flatly. Oh, I’m laughing so freely inside my head, watch how I laugh. “No, MY name is…” Benji begins again, but stops mid-sentence, “Oh, screw it…” he goes back to his table, puts his head on his jumper again and closes his eyes.
Agatha moves to the front of the room and stands behind her desk like a politician ready to say something important. Worryingly, she actually looks pleased and happy; I wonder she has in store next. A woman like her could only ever get pleasure if she had a sadistic plan to torture her students even more on their first lesson.
“We’re going to take everything you’ve learned about your partner, and put it to the test. I want each group to come up to the front and introduce each other, tell us the fascinating facts you’ve discovered in these fifteen minutes!” Agatha is really enjoying herself here. “And to start off with; I’ll choose…” ‘Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it’ my mind prays as if it will work. “These two lovely men, here…”, she points at us. If there’s ever a time I’ve wanted to punch a teacher square in the face it’s now.
“Oh, shit” Starth moans. The class begins to snigger again and Agatha warns him about swearing in the classroom. We dawdle up to the front, looking at each other as if one of us is going to save the other.
The eyes are fixated, waiting, probably all glad that it’s me and Starth and not them. The girl is applying some lip gloss, but she puts it down, leans forward onto the table with her chin in her hands as if she’s bored, staring towards us. Great. I’m already tiring her out. 
“This is Starth. Adam Starth” I begin, my heart pumping abnormally fast, I’ve never been good at public speaking, but I try to sound confident, I want to make a good impression with the limited knowledge I have of him. “Staaaarthyyyy! woo woo woo woo!” the boys who were humping the blackboard chant like schoolboys at him before Agatha tells them to be quiet. I know the next sentence is going to be too short and too stupid, so my mouth runs away with me, trying to get it over and done with, “He likes heavy metal, surfing and women”. “Thankyou; I know Mr Starth is a man of few words, but I’m glad you got something out of him, well done!” Agatha claps. Yeah; man of few brain cells too, while we’re at it. The big hulk steps in front of me, looking like he’s been tranquilized; he clears his throat a few times as if he’s stalling. “In your own time…” Agatha snaps. “This is Leydon, he… doesn’t like heavy metal annnnd… he likes football” Starth booms, not realizing how loud he sounds.
Benji snorts and mouths the word ‘what?’ at me. I can feel my cheeks going as red as Chandler and Isaac’s did, but Agatha is just smiling and nodding. The class takes Agatha’s lead and applauds; one of the blackboarders whistles. Of course; a conscious effort to try and get to know someone is riddled with silence, and a non conscious sloth gets treated like he’s won an award. I love how college works!
I feel like a boiled vegetable when I walk back to my desk, growing hotter and angrier by the second, “Why’d you say I liked football? I never said that!” I whisper to him; he’s busy rolling up his sleeves to check a mole.  
“I had to say something!” he pokes at the mole like it’s a dead animal on his skin. Gross.
Benji’s introduction goes no better. Instead of admitting the two were too busy with their own egos to really talk to one another, Benji makes a not so subtle introduction talking about Ben’s jeans and how there are more fashionable styles out there than men can buy than three quarters with holes in them. I can sense Ben is a nervous type, like me, so he just stands there taking his crap. “That guy is so gay” I hear a guy nudge his friend, and they start to snigger. “This is not fashion studies, Benjamin. I suggest you do your research if you’re to come up to the front of the class again. Okay, now you two” Agatha’s face looks like she’s swallowed a lemon. Benji returns to his seat as confident as ever, he probably thinks Agatha just doesn’t have taste.
Finally, agonisingly, it is time for the red haired beauty’s turn. She flips back her hair and walks quickly to the front of the room. She introduces some girl called Jessica who likes knitting, fascinating, but I couldn’t care less about Jessica, I just want to hear her sweet voice, and get to know everything about her.
I am a puddle all over my desk, I am entranced by her everything. Her small but engaging eyes, her body, the way her cross necklace shines as the light hits the stones, making them look rainbow.
Jessica stands before us with a scowl on her unnaturally pointy face. “Unless you’re trying to scare even a monster, I’d suggest you take that look off your face right now” Agatha says. Jessica sighs dramatically and relaxes herself, “This is Gabriel Hunnerson”. 
Gabrielle smiles and waves awkwardly.
Gabrielle Hunnerson. Gabrielle. The name rolls like a tumbleweed around my brain. Gabrielle… Matthews. Gabrielle I adore.

“He’s into art, swimming, ballroom dancing, writing stories, and poetry” 
In a flash my heart stabs and the tingles spread right through my fingers like an electric shock. Let’s take a step back for a minute; did she just say ‘He?’. I look at Gabriel, trying to detect one piece of masculinity that I didn’t see before, but I fail to find it. My classroom fantasy, my Gabrielle, is a Gabriel! I’ve never been attractive to a man before… not that I care a great deal, it’s just… weird. How can it be that my whole life my heart has only ever held females close to it and now it’s letting a man in? It just doesn’t make sense! Does this make me gay? Why do I still feel funny when I look at he… I mean, him, now that I know? 
The lesson ends and I collect my notebook and pencil-case very slowly, all the time watching Gabriel as he gathers his. When I enter the hallway, Benji and Marissa are nowhere to be found. I sit on one of the seats, my notebook in my lap as a decoy, and just watch as Gabriel stands with Chandler and Isaac, chatting away to them. He looks over at me occasionally, probably wondering why I am looking over at him. I pretend to be engaged with my book; I hope he doesn’t find out the real reason I’m here. I'm not ready to admit it to myself yet.

Benji slurps down the can of energy drink like he hasn't drunk for a year, the drips dropping down his neck and staining his shirt.

He lets out a loud belch as he rubs his stomach and lies back in the cafeteria chair with that smug look on his face. Marissa looks at me as if she is disgusted; she picks at her garden salad, put off by the sweet bitter air from the burp which is making its' way into our nostrils.

Benji starts dabbing at his shirt furiously, grabbing a purple tie out from underneath his shirt and covering the stain with it. I swivel in my seat thinking Agatha might be approaching; she can get even the oldest college kids acting like a baby again shaking with fear, but instead of course I see a leggy brunette making her way past, staring with a smile at Benji. "Oooo she wants me!" Benji thumps the table, making the remainder of the drink topple over, spilling into Marissa's salad.

"Yuk! What is wrong with you?!" Marissa slams down her fork as Benji gets the giggles and I help mop up. "It's not funny! I paid good money for that!" she groans. "And I just gave you free soup! Lighten up, looks like you NEED some of this" Benji shakes the can in front of her. "See you losers later, I'm gonna go bird hunting, if you get my drift" he winks slyly at me before sauntering off.

"He is the rudest person I have ever met!" Marissa folds her arms defensively. "You, on the other hand, are a perfect gentleman." She takes my hand into her own and smiles warmly at me. Her thin, spidery fingers feel like they're made of ice, and I can smell her rotten breath inches away as she stares at me.

"I thought that… red head guy was a girl at first!" I hesitantly change the subject as casually as possible, unlocking my fingers and becoming engrossed in my sushi roll.
"Don't remind me! He was running for the bus yesterday morning when I was going shopping and I yelled to the driver to wait and I slipped up and said ‘girl’. I know I have bad eyes but I didn't think they were THAT bad! It's called androgyny I think. The feminisation of men; one sex looking like the opposite. I haven't read much about it, but you know what, I think he's just inspired me! Maybe I can do an essay for psychology on it!" Marissa beams.

"Steady up, anyone might think you LIKED the guy..." I start to laugh.

"Don't be silly. How can I like somebody I've never talked to" Marissa scolds. "If you're going to be childish like Benji, I'll leave you here alone". I wish she would, but I can’t think of a clever thing to say, short of something that would make her tip the salad soup over my head. We finish our meal in silence. Hot one minute and cold like her fingers the next. Marissa gave me an uneasy feeling that I couldn't shake. She gazed with those chilling eyes at every mouthful of rice and seaweed I took; every time I breathed. I gazed across the cafeteria with my sad eyes at every mouthful of spaghetti Gabriel took. Every word, every laugh, every touch, wishing like crazy that every action was for me. He doesn’t notice me this time.
“How was school? Did you make any new friends?” Mum asks cautiously as if it might be a touchy subject as I walk through the door.
“It was okay. I didn’t really get to know that many people…” I reply, carelessly, not bothering to tell her about the super annoying Starth; she’d probably find him funny just like everyone else does.
That night I gobble down my fish fingers in a hurry, turn on the computer, and wait.
The colours emitting from the gay dating website are blinding. There are rainbows everywhere; sun-kissed men posing seductively grace the banner ad to the side, telling me that I could meet somebody like them. Well I don’t want somebody like them. This is not perfection to me, in fact, don’t inspire anything within me, the other men on the page make me feel nothing either, and that does not make sense to me. I search through the website carefully, taking a good look at each profile description, each face, each body and the same nothing happens over and over again. They all look like regular people I’d see walking down the street and wouldn’t bat an eyelash at. Maybe it is because they don’t have the adorable long silky hair or the gorgeous smile. Maybe it is because they look so masculine and butch and don’t have Gabriel’s femininity. But if I really am attracted to Gabriel, if I would be with him in an instant if he asked me, doesn’t that mean I am a gay or at least a bisexual man?; and yet I have never been attracted to any other man except Gabriel, so that conclusion doesn’t work. Maybe it is the start of something and I will be? I wonder what I am? It frustrates me not to know.
In a world where I barely know anyone, MySpace should be my saviour, but I haven’t ever touched the thing. I guess I wouldn’t have many people to add even if I had signed up. But my curiosity gets the better of me and I type in Gabriel’s full name, holding my breath as the search results load. There he is, a Photoshopped image of his face adorning a black bowler hat, looking at the camera with a dramatic pose; chills travel through me just looking at it and I love it but at the same time it’s strange. I feel like I shouldn’t be here, I feel like a stalker, like I only have the right to look at his face in a designated time in the classroom, but I can’t stop looking. I read his wall posts which are amazing concepts about life that you’d find in the best self-help book. Wow, this guy must know himself so well, he sounds like a guru. I read his sad poetry from years ago and curse whoever broke his heart. In every photo whether he’s frowning or smiling, he still looks angelic and part of me hates him for it. My photos always look dreadful, these days I wouldn’t have anyone to even ask to take my picture or be in a photo with them. I feel lonely when I see what seems to be the full and interesting life he has, but I am filled from learning about him, somehow when I’m part of his world, I don’t feel so alone, even though I know in reality, I am by myself in this stuffy bedroom. Sadly his relationship status gives no indication to a preference of gender or if he is even single. Not that it matters in the end. I haven’t even spoken to him. But oh how I want to. I wish I could be the one to mend his broken heart. I wonder if it still needs fixing…
Everything is black except for the laser lights flashing all around and outlines of bodies holding wine glasses in their hands. I am standing in the middle of the crowd staring up at the DJ as he spins his turntable, in a daze, just waiting. Then I feel a hand holding mine, and a shoulder touching mine, and I look to my right and see a mop of red hair shining neon from all the lights. He grins shyly and drops his head onto my shoulder and just holds me, everyone around is smiling, raising their glasses towards us, happy to see two people in love in a place where they came to find love. The light gets brighter and brighter... oh no... my lids struggle against the crust build-up around my eyes and the sunshine hits my face as I pry them open.

My heart sags as I look around the room, wondering why my bookshelves aren't bodies, why the ground isn't littered with glitter and is just empty floorboards, and why I have a bare shoulder where Gabriel should be. Why are my nightmares always longer than my nice dreams? And why did I dream of being happy in a nightclub? I hate those places. But I was happy there. Perhaps that dream was really trying to tell me something, that I could be happy anywhere with the right person; even if that person is… a man, or perhaps it was just another stupid dream like all the others. All I know is that I want to be back there so badly it hurts, but unfortunately it is just another day in the social hell that is my life.
Benji arrives at the door looking as fit and healthy as ever. He’s carrying his surfboard under his arms and he almost knocks over Mum’s glass ornament as he moves through the house, but she catches it just in time. “Sorry Mrs M” he apologises. “Leyna; don’t call me Mrs M, you silly boy!” Mum slaps him jokingly around the head and they grin at one another; I roll my eyes and turn off my bedroom light. “Have you had some breakfast?” Mum asks him and I can see Benji’s mind working overtime, rest assured he has had breakfast. “No, I haven’t, what have you got, Leyna” he winks at me and she throws him an apple and energy bar from the fridge. 
Marissa has taken up singing with the Valles Creek community choir and is eager to show off her voice on the bus to anyone who will listen, not that anyone has a choice, short of throwing themselves out the window which I’m thinking would be a better option. I wonder why the choir failed to mention to her that she doesn’t actually have a voice; at least not a good one. Jumper-less, Benji has no choice but to endure the agony like the rest of us; he’s got his hands pressed tight against his ears but I can tell from the strained look on his face they’re not blocking anything. Marissa motions for me to sing along with her. “Oh no, oh god no” I find myself saying, so she simply continues.
Agatha looks in no mood to be toyed with. She looks dishevelled and run down like she’s been lost in a jungle for a week. 
Nevertheless, her voice never falters. She’s as loud as ever as she tells us to pair with our partners and work on a team assignment where we must create a cardboard project by the last day of class about a topic of our choice.
My lips crack into a devilish smile as I gaze around the room, not seeing a greasy strand of gelled hair anywhere. Yes! He’s not here today! Maybe I can work on my half of the project and not have to worry about what the hell he’s doing, maybe I can get a NEW partner; maybe he’ll never come back, maybe…
Before I know it, Starth stumbles into the room in another pair of board-shorts and a faded green shirt that reads ‘Too drunk to care’. How fitting, I wonder if he designed the shirt all by himself? I wouldn’t be surprised. Right behind him is Gabriel and a couple of other students who all look just as happy to be in the class as the rest of us.
My smile returns as I see Gabriel who is pretty in pink today, but fades as Starth thumps down in the chair next to me, adjusting himself immodestly after he does so.
“Good morning, Adam” I seethe, pressing on my pencil so hard on the page that the tip breaks. 
“Fuck off, I’m Starthhhhh, I toooooold youuuuu” he moans as he rocks himself back and forth in his chair in boredom, hitting the table behind where Chandler and his partner are seated. “Can you stop doing that?” Chandler snaps. “Where’s your brother?” Starth sits himself backwards on his chair; clearly not about to pay any attention to the work, or to me. “He’s at a job interview, shut up, man, I don’t want the witch to screw with me today” Chandler grunts as quietly as Starth’s ears could humanly hear. “Tell him he owes me five bucks!” Starth tells him before Agatha shouts at him not to disrupt the class.
“Riveting stuff, now, what are we going to do the assignment on?” I say, knowing his mind will be as useful as a balloon with a hole in it, but I have to ask anyway.
“Surfing”

“Surfing?”

“Yeah, like sometimes I feel like the waves are getting smaller, maybe cause of global warming?”
All I can do is blink at him; it’s amazing I managed to muster the energy to even do that. 

“YEAH, I DUNNO! I don’t know this stuff!” Starth lets out a frustrated roar and hits his head on the table repeatedly. Agatha bolts over, ready to interfere, “Sometimes I wonder whether you’d have made a better lion at a zoo than a human, Mr Starth; what is your problem?” She looks at me as if I’m the cause of his Neanderthal outburst.

The class giggles like they always do; we’ve become a real source of entertainment, I feel like a rodeo clown and I hate it. Gabriel rises from his seat and appears to storm out of the room; I guess he must really be bursting for the toilet, either that or we distracted him…
“Would you like me to give you a topic?” Agatha leans forward and flutters her eyelashes, the height of today’s sarcasm.
“If you wouldn’t mind…” I sigh, feeling as lifeless as my idiot companion as I watch his bored, dead-eyed face hit the table.

“Do I look like the type of teacher who is going to let you just cruise control through this class, Mr Matthews? Look around you, everyone else is on drive and two are stuck on neutral…”

“GET UP!” Agatha wrenches Starth’s face from the table with her hands and recoils as she sees the sweat stain where his skin was.

“Mad surfboard!” Starth hollers as his eyes lock on Benji’s big white surfboard he’s noticed leaning against the wall. He gives it the thumbs up, his eyes gleaming wide like an excited child’s in a toy store.
Agatha brings her face very close to ours; her wrinkles look even worse when you’re too close to her. “If you two don’t start behaving I’ll recommend you both leave my class. In fact, I won’t just recommend it, I’ll kick you out!”.
“Ooooo” Benji teases as he watches us.
“Enough out of you!” Agatha points at him; he shrinks into himself like a scared caterpillar.

“Global warming. We’re doing global warming” I whisper to Starth, not being creative enough to think up a better topic. I feel dirty using his soiled remains, especially when it has been through the moron wash cycle, but it will have to do.
“Okay. Whatever.” he nods. He looks serious; I think Agatha finally got to him; at least, I hope she did. Sometime after that, the day relaxed a little and time slid by faster, we even drew up a plan of what we were going to do for the project. Safe to say by the end I was proud of him; he finally listened, like a well trained dog after days of misbehaviour, there’s no denying I was glad to be out of there though.
The blazing sun had gotten hotter and fiercer, every which way you turn the students were complaining about the heat and my brow was so full of sweat that I could bottle it; but that’s nothing, if I was Starth I imagine I could start a whole factory. On the way out of the elevator, Benji runs into Gabriel who is standing around the corner. “SORRY” Benji shouts like he doesn’t mean it. I think I hear him say ‘fairy’ but I can’t be sure. Gabriel just stares, I am hoping to say something to him, anything, I can’t, Benji is pulling me with him too fast out the door. Not far from Valles Creek Park is Valles Creek beach where the sand is gritty, the birds squawk loudly and the water always has a bunch of seaweed to get tangled up in, but Benji is insistent I go there with him seeming as he ‘dragged the huge heavy board all this way and what if he faints’. Manipulative bastard, I knew he’d do this. The walk is long, the stones find their way into my sandals bringing with them some very painful moments and I feel on the verge of heat-stroke, but we make it. Benji of course looks better than ever from the experience as we find a spot on the shore.
“I wish there were more cute girls at this college, you know” Benji squirts the whole sun-cream bottle all over his chest and wonders why he’s run out. “That didn’t last long” he shrugs and tosses the bottle carelessly onto the sand. “I mean, with the likes of that weird hippy bitch whose got the hots for you, and that bloated goth on steroids, Jessica, who likes knitting, ooh la laaa, how am I ever going to find a nice girl?” 
Part of that conversation almost sounded decent. Nice girl. Since when has he ever cared about finding a ‘nice girl’. Though I’m sure ‘nice’ to him means anyone with a good body whose willing to sleep with him.
“Marissa doesn’t have the hots for me” I reply, sounding a bit too disgusted, but I can’t help it, the thought makes me sick.
“I saw the way she held your hand at the cafeteria like some love-drugged fool; why do you think I left you two lovebirds alone?”
“I didn’t know you were looking out for me…”
“Of course I was!”
“I thought you left to pursue that other girl who was staring at you…” I raise my eyebrows at him.
“Oh hell to it, okay, I was, but then I couldn’t find her, so I got bored and decided to watch you guys instead, and my time didn’t go to waste, I cracked some research of my own, seeming as my research into how to get a college girl to French kiss me went astray… for now… and my studies found that one weird geek’s bound to fall for another weird geek, it’s a scientific certainty!” 

“Who are you calling a geek; you’re the one who’s always playing computer games!” 

“I play cool computer games. If you play what’s in, then you’re not out, you get what I’m sayin’? You’ve just got geek written all over you; it’s not always a computer thing, some people just ooze geek, or should that be, nerd… yeah, nerd! You’re a nerd! Whatever, I’m going swimming, you coming?”.
It’s almost as dumb as having a conversation with Starth, only Benji at least has some brain matter that the sun didn’t kill and I can understand what he’s saying. Benji unbuttons his shirt and releases his tanned, muscular body to the beach. My shirt stays right where it’s been all day, covering my pale, pasty chest and bony little arms. I’ve never felt comfortable swimming with others when my genetics and aesthetics have obviously played such a very cruel trick on me. 
Benji twists and turns through the waves, gets dumped a few times and eventually staggers out and flops onto the sand. “I was just thinking…next time we should bring along that big dude from class! He seemed to like surfing!”
That’s it. I’m up. I’m walking. I just can’t take anymore. My heart is breaking.

“Hey, where are you going?” Benji follows me, but doesn’t say another word; we just keep walking ‘till we get to his place.
Benji is zoned watching mutants and blood splatter against the television screen; he's wrestling the joystick around so hard on the Playstation he looks like he's going to break it. I gulp and try to find a spot to fixate my eyes upon, so I focus on the giant bikini girl poster affixed above his bed, "What do you think of Gabriel?". Benji groans and slams the controller down on the bed as 'Game over' flashes in red on the screen. He turns his head quickly towards me, "You mean, gay boy?". I begin to laugh uncontrollably even though I don't find him the least bit funny, "He's not gay...". "Gay boy!" Benji belts out dramatically, jumping on top of the covers, his muddy shoes dirtying the print. "You mean... Mister shampoo girl earring man! Gay boy!". I feel so much resentment towards Benji right now. I just want to throw my fist in his face and make him promise never to tease Gabriel ever again, but all I do is point and laugh. Benji grins; content he's won my approval, if only he knew... He flops down onto the bed and stares up at the ceiling, flexing his arms above his head, "If that dick sucker ever asks me out, I swear I'll grab some scissors and cut all his stupid girly hair off". "And I'll hold him down and cut off the rest of his hair!..." I find myself blurting out.

"No, that'd make YOU gay..." Benji splutters with laughs. "Come on, let's go raid the fridge, I think Mum made a chocolate cake last night...". And with that, we sit at the table and devour piece after piece of what should be the most delicious tasting cake ever; Elina is a world-class cook. But today, it tastes like cardboard. Inside my head I see Gabriel's face and my thoughts echo to that beautiful face, "I'm sorry...". 

Benji’s come down with a cold and I’m early to class. I’ve got a lucky leprechaun on my shoulder today because the only people in the room are Gabriel, Jessica, Chandler and Isaac, who are all deeply involved in a discussion that I can’t quite make out from my seat. I go to move closer but Jessica gives me a funny look so I stop in my tracks. She looks at me even more strangely as she watches me pick up the pen I had in my hand, pretending I’d somehow dropped it over here. I realise as I skulk back to my seat that the only way I could have possibly got the pen over to that area is if I catapulted or thrown in with my hands. I hate that stupid Jessica, I bet she doesn’t even like Gabriel, I bet she practises voodoo dolls against her friends and kicks puppies.
A plump bald-headed man in a large grey overcoat waddles into the room looking frightened and pale. I wonder what Agatha has told him about us… well, maybe just about me and Starth, I giggle to myself a bit. If only my high school teachers could see the trouble that’s gone down these past days they’d be shocked, I was always the good boy. Good boy gone bad. Thanks Starth, what a nice change of pace, you loser.
“Agatha’s not here, so I’m taking over” his voice is raspy, dry and crackling. He clears his throat loudly and the whole class jumps in their seats. My eyes are focussed on Gabriel. “We’re going down to the library to work on your projects. Quickly now, don’t dawdle…” and with one clearance of the throat, the meek little man becomes almost as bossy as Agatha. His reign of terror doesn’t last long as he sits in the teacher’s lounge on the sidelines reading a newspaper as if he couldn’t care less about us.
Right. Time for action. “I’ll look up the effects of climate change on the land and animals and you look up the effects on the waterways” I tell Starth as though I am a traffic cop giving directions.
Starth salutes me like an obedient soldier and I can’t help but laugh. He grins and begins to log into the computer. I turn around and show myself to the other side of the room’s spare computers. Even though Starth seems okay today, I want to be as far away from him as possible just for my own sanity and to actually get some work done.
My bid for freedom is not all noble, I do have a hidden agenda. After all, Gabriel is sitting a few computers down. He looks across at me, expressionless, and my eyes fall to the keyboard shyly. I sigh and begin typing ‘global warming’ into the search engine; I know my eyes won’t be looking back up at that gorgeous face again any time soon.
Satisfied with the ten pages of information I’ve printed out from the web, I find my way back through the crowds of people to where Starth is and almost drop my paper to the ground when I see what has been going on for the past twenty minutes. There Benji is finally having decided to actually come to the lesson after telling me he wasn’t, sitting with Starth, playing a space invaders game; rockets are blasting at each other as they whiz through the solar system and by the pleased look on Benji’s face, Starth is losing. Starth sees me and the furious look on my face and hastily presses the escape key where a search engine with a blank entry field sits motionless on the screen. “Didn’t even manage to get the ‘g’ in…” I drawl sarcastically, sounding more like Agatha than I ever meant to.
“I was going to!” Starth bashes his fingers angrily into the keyboard.
“You’re not going get anything done by smashing things, just do your stuff at home and bring it next time”. I recoil back to the other side of the room and pack my bag; Gabriel looks up at me again. I freeze and raise my hand, planning to wave to him, but my hand has a mind of its’ own and I end up pretending to look at my nails instead. I duck out of the library, hoping the substitute teacher doesn’t notice me, no, he’s too busy reading the sports section. But Gabriel notices me; he’s looking back and watching like I’m a fascinating specimen. There is a God and today he has blessed me. Sadly Benji catches me running away and decides to join in; this blessing in disguise is well and truly short-lived, but I am happy.
Benji’s favourite food court is overcrowded with families and their kids pushing and shoving to be served. Luckily we managed to grab our food before the rush started, being eyed by a hungry one-legged pigeon standing on the next table.
“Do you ever… want to date anyone? I mean… do you like someone?” Benji’s words are so random that they take me by surprise.
“Of course I’d like a girlfriend… I don’t like anyone, though” I lie.
“It’s because you’re a dag, you know. You dress bad, you look geeky so no-one’s attracted to you. You gotta get with the program if you want what the rest of us have” Benji looks at me seriously, then sneezes loudly and wipes the snot with the back of his hand.
“And what program are you on exactly? Whatever happened to that Valerie? Was she part of your perfect program?”
“She was alright… I didn’t want to keep in touch with her, though”

“Why not?”
“Dude, not everyone’s princess charming, you gotta realise, some girls are just one night stands, they don’t mean anything, they don’t grab your heart and keep it so you end up in some relationship cage where you have rituals every day, growing older and older together, arguing about stupid things, until you finally wonder why you ever got with them, they become family, and that’s too close, the romance is gone, it’s bright and alive like a firework, then the spark just dies, man!” 
“Is that really what you think about love?”
“I have no reason not to”

“Maybe you just have to believe a bit…”
“Believe in my ASS. Believe that I want to tap that fine piece of leg over there by the soda counter, did you see her tits, DID YOU?!” Benji’s moment wading in humanity is gone as his eyes follow another leggy blonde in a short skirt. I drop my chicken nugget to the plate, I’ve lost my appetite. I’m done.
With each step I take this morning I'm looking for a sign. A sign that it really is Valentine's Day. That there was a reason for all the pink hearts and couples kissing on the television, that my efforts in creating the red card with a big sparkly glitter heart lying on top of my exercise book had a reason to be made. But everything is just the same as always. Students lying on the grass sipping their juices talking to one another, cars roaming in and out of the parking lot, if Valentine's Day is everywhere else in the world, it certainly is not here. And that makes me feel very anxious and sad. I wonder if I am the only person on campus right now who has anything romantic on his person at all. Then I see Marissa bouncing up to me, dressed in a bright pink shirt with a heart on it, "Happy Valentine's Day!" she leans over and kisses me quickly on the cheek, grinning like a mad woman. "Uhh... thanks" I mutter just as quickly. "I just love this time of the year, when love is in the air, the weather is warm and nobody knows what's going to happen..." Marissa sighs.

"Well I don't see much love in the air at the moment..." I reply pessimistically, hoping that Gabriel will pass by.

"I KNOW! What is up with these people?! You'd think it was just any other day!"

"Well maybe it is to them. I mean, none of us have any reason to be celebrating so why are we even talking about this, come on, let's go to class" I groan and begin to walk toward the elevators.

"YOU'RE A VALENTINES SCROOGE, Leyton Matthews!" I hear Marissa call out. This time, she doesn't follow me.

I am alone in the elevator as I travel to the fourth floor. I whip the card out from my satchel just staring at it, feeling sick and excited at the same time. In black texta ink I have written: 'Dear Gabriel. You are my light this year. My reason to be happy. Love from a secret admirer'. I trace the heart with my finger and look at the pieces of glitter than have stuck themselves to it. To think, sometime today Gabriel will be holding this exact same card, his hands will be where mine were, he'll be looking at my creation for him... and he'll have no idea it is from me. The elevator bumps to a halt on level two. A middle aged woman who looks like she has a whole store's makeup on her face stands alongside me. She subtly tilts her head down and looks at the card I'm still holding and I slowly hide it behind my back so as she can't see, also trying not to be obvious. I can feel her eyes burning into my side and I turn to look at her; she's smiling like my card is the most beautiful thing she's seen today. But it couldn't be. She has yet to see Gabriel. When the doors open, he's standing there fiddling with his locker and she walks past him. 'He's the one I'm giving it to...' I tell her inside my mind.

A few teenagers are passing a football to one another and laughing in the corridor. I pace back and forth, out of sight, waiting for them to go away, and when they finally do, I make my move. I open my backpack again and take a deep breath, taking one last look at my work. I stand in front of Gabriel's locker and press my finger to the crack in the side of where the hinges are, running my finger down to check the height and width. Great, it will fit! I quickly shove the card through the slot, my eyes darting around in case anyone is watching, but nobody is. I feel exhilaration as I walk to the classroom, I feel like dancing and laughing and singing, if Marissa asked me to, today I would join her, but I have to compose myself because today is really no joke, it is a very serious day, I've just poured my heart out to someone I’ve never actually met. The classroom is empty so I lean against the bricks and try to relax; I close my eyes and pretend that I am in deep meditation. After a couple of minutes when I open them, I see Gabriel coming towards me and I almost choke, swallowing the wrong way; so much for relaxation! Gabriel doesn't seem to remember who I am so he just walks past me, heading into our classroom. 'Hello beautiful' I call to him in my mind. In his hand I notice he is carrying a big black library book, his exercise book and... my card on the top of everything. 'Oh my god!' my mind screams. I want to go inside the room so badly, but I'm too embarrassed to. My head thinks I'm crazy, it tells me: 'Number one: He's the only one in there. Number two: You could talk to him. Number three: He might give you an opinion on your Valentine's card!'.

The time ticks on and students wander down the corridor and head into the room. Benji slaps me hard on the back and gives me the finger, "Fuck Valentine's Day, ay? Get laid and get paid!" he cartwheels into the room before being reprimanded by Agatha who is right behind him.

I'm back in my own little world again. "Are you coming to class today, Leyton?, or if those windows are so interesting, maybe you'd like to scrub them!" she barks at me. 

'Witch'. I follow like a lamb to slaughter. My excitement has worn off, suddenly all I want to do is get as far away from Gabriel and the Valentine's card as possible, I'm just not ready for this.

The class is relatively quiet today. Even Starth. Agatha is trusting us to do our own work and has settled back to catch up on some work, for once, she’s barely watching us. “Did you look up…” I turn to Starth. “Nup. Nup, sorry, I will but” Starth interrupts, clear in conviction but obviously clear in a lie. I give him the information I’ve typed up and he pretends to read it. At least he didn’t just bat it away, I guess. He certainly doesn’t seem himself today and I think that might be a good thing, at least we won’t be putting on a performance today.
Chandler and Isaac have been eyeing the Valentine card all lesson, waiting to pounce and ask Gabriel everything about it. Part of me has been wishing they would ask and the other half wishes they would find something else to look at, in case someone from the class knew it was me who put it there. What if they know I put it there? 

"Are you coming, dude, or what? God you're slow!" 

Benji's loud voice grabs the attention of the group, who turn their heads to look at us, they certainly don't look impressed. I go to smile at Gabriel, but his head is the other way again.

"I'll meet you later" I say quietly to Benji, feeling completely embarrassed about the deafening voice he chose to use, but I should be used to loudness now with Starth around…
Chandler is gazing at the heart with a grin on his face whilst Gabriel packs away his books. "Who's the love card from?" Isaac asks him point blank as soon as he's finished. Gabriel takes some time arranging the books in his bag as if he's stalling. Chandler and Isaac grin to each other, trying to not laugh. "I don't know..." Gabriel replies. "Can we see?" Chandler goes to grab the card but Gabriel snatches it up quickly, "No, it's private" he says and drops the card into his bag before leaving the room.

Inside my heart is happy. So Gabriel isn't one to card and tell, so that means he probably isn't likely to kiss and tell either. As Chandler walks past my table he nudges me sharply, "Do you know who sent the card? Come on, you can tell me!". Isaac is standing beside him sniggering. "I don't know" I shove past him and walk out the door as calmly as I can. 

On the way to the elevators I see Starth talking to Gabriel; Gabriel looks annoyed like he’s an inconvenience. I don’t blame him, Starth’s probably hassling him for money or something stupid. Whatever they’re talking about, it stops as I walk by. If a dickhead like Starth can blow into Gabriel’s ear like a broken whistle then surely I’d have something useful to say, no matter what it was. I’m going to make sure I talk to him next time, if I don’t do it soon, I’ll just give up and I really don’t want that, I think I’d die.
Forty degrees and the ceiling fan is doing nothing. All around students are groaning and Agatha is telling us not to be such babies, that when she was a kid, she had to live through forty five degrees and over.
“When was that, when she was born on the same day as the sun” someone cackles.
Starth is leaning back in his chair, ready to tip over, his tongue hanging out like a dog. 
“What are you doing?” I really don’t want to know, but I have to ask.

Starth rocks his chair back in position and leans forward, ignoring my question,
“Do you… talk to… chicks?”

“What?!”

“Chicks… birds… hmm… let’s say… girlfriends, or… partners”

“Yeah, yeah…” I just nod, not wanting to confirm or deny anything to him, after all, he is still basically a stranger.
“Like, I mean, how do you say something to someone like if you got a girl and you wanna say something…”
All these ‘likes’ are attacking my brain. Why is he asking me? Is he blind to see that I’m a geek who wouldn’t know this shit; just ask Benji…
“You just… talk to her, I guess…” it’s all I can think to say.
“Yeah I dunno how to say what I’m thinkin’ it’s like she just doesn’t want to hear what I’m saying you know… I wanna know that we’re in love, you know…” Starth rubs his neck as if he’s embarrassed, but he’s never stopped talking.
“If you’re in love, you’ll know it…” I tell him. After all, I know. I love Gabriel. I ache for the poor girl who’s stolen Starth’s heart; I can’t imagine wanting to listen to anything he says either if I was her.
I can’t wait until this lesson ends. I’m counting down the minutes and I’m impatient because they’re going so slowly. 

‘Soon, my Gabriel, soon’  I coo to him inside my head. He writes in his notebook, oblivious.
Now is the time, it's now or never. My heart is booming, I feel both exhilarated and like I want to be sick all at the same time, and he's just sitting there cross-legged contently looking out at all the social chaos going on around the school, but his eyes mainly focus on the garden. He's so composed, so calm. I almost feel like storming away because of how calm he is when I have been an emotional wreck for ages over him and he hasn't even noticed me, but that is all about to change. I hope...

I must look like a grinning idiot waltzing along towards him. He hasn't even looked across yet. He's mesmerised in his own little world staring into space, he sees nothing else around him. I feel stupid just standing beside him pretending to be intrigued by whatever he's looking at. If he just turned his head to the side he'd see me, but I know he won't. A couple of girls walk by; one of them looks at us and smiles weirdly at me. I wish people would mind their own business.

I crouch down and go to lightly tap Gabriel on the shoulder, but end up poking him which I didn't mean to. I half expect him to jump and scream at seeing me as anyone else would, but he slowly turns his head to face me and in that gentle voice says, "Hello...".

The hello travels from my eardrums to my throat where it catches and trickles down to my wildly beating heart. I mean to say hello back to him, but my breath catches. He's just looking up at me expectantly, before turning his head back to the garden.

"Hi Gabriel" I manage to stutter, tracing a pattern in a clump of dirt as I realize he's probably now looking right at me. "My mother wants me to make some friends here I since I guess I really haven't much, so I was wondering if you'd like to meet up somewhere and hang out this Saturday?". My mother?! Leyton Matthews you are an idiot, why did you bring your mother into this?!
I force my eyes to look up at his expression even though they want to be superglued to the dirt. My racing heart slows down a little now I've finally got the words out. Gabriel is looking at the grass and pulling a strand out, for a moment I think he's not going to answer me, but then, he's not running away, either... "Sure... I guess..." he replies simply, his face and voice showing complete indifference as he twirls an attached strand of grass around his finger.

My heart sags because I hoped he would be happy about it, but I press onwards, "Cool!" I smile, feeling completely un-cool for having just said 'cool'; gosh do I really analyse my words this much with anyone else?! Oh crap, I haven’t even worked out where we can go! A brief flash of inspiration comes into my head in the form of an advertisement I saw last night for the annual Valles Creek art exhibition. God, can’t my brain do any better than that?! Time is ticking; I have to say something! "So... there's an art exhibition on down at Valles Creek community centre, I guess we could go there... if you want...". I feel so awkward like I'm asking someone on a date. I wonder if I'm sounding like I'm asking him on a date? I probably sounding like a little kid trying to make friends in preschool; except of course, preschoolers don't do art exhibitions or dates for that matter... "Okay, we can do that" Gabriel suddenly turns to me and flashes his smile; a genuine, beautiful, sun-rising from the clouds smile. My body squishes with love. In my haste I realize I haven’t told him my name, “My name is…”; “Leyton; yeah I know” he interrupts. He whips out a thin purple mobile and looks at me expectantly and I just look back at him, enjoying the view before I realize what he wants me to do. "Oh..." I laugh, then recite my phone number, and he taps it in.

I want to just sit beside him for the rest of however long he's going to be there, gazing at everything around us, I don't care if it took all afternoon, but I don't want to push my boundaries by being there too long. As I walk away and realize what has just happened, I feel a shudder down my spine just remembering his smile; all the pieces are falling into place and it all feels unreal. I can finally have some real happiness. And hopefully bring some happiness to Gabriel, he looked so down before, I just wanted to wrap my arm around his shoulders and ask him what the matter was. But the day will arrive, I can have life, I can have hope, I can have; Gabriel.

Benji is throwing hoops in the backyard, his singlet is stained with sweat and he stinks, but he just keeps going.
“Come to the movies on Saturday? I wanna see the new film about that guy who created a killer robot”

I’m silent for a while, before I finally manage to tell him, "I'm going to the art exhibition on Saturday... with that guy, Gabriel…”.
Benji shoots me one of his death stares, "Why?" is all he replies with.

"Because it might be fun?”

"But WHY do you want to hang out with HIM?!" 

"I don't need to have a reason to! He just seems cool!" I protest. Seriously, do I need his permission on who I hang out with?
"Hi, my name's GAYbriel and I like cute men! Won't you be my BOYFRIEND, Leyton?!" Benji is dancing around with a big cheesy smile on his face, pressing his and my basketball against his chest, pretending they are breasts.
"Fuck you" the words leave my mouth before I have a chance to stop them.

"You know what? Fuck YOU, Leyton! If you want to start spending all your time with some sissy boy who's probably the poster boy for the Mardi Gras this year and wouldn't know a girl's body from a cow’s butt, then be my guest" Benji throws the ball at my stomach. It winds me. He yanks the door open and slams it behind him. Mum returns moments later from her day out, looking from left to right, “Benji’s gone already? Gee, he didn’t stay long! Is he busy?” “Yeah, Mum, he’s busy” I sigh, and return to my room, blasting my music on the speakers to drown out my head.
Friday night couldn't come soon enough. For the past week I have been jumping in anticipation every time the phone has rung. Every time it has been for Mum. I'm pacing up and down the hallway thinking about how Friday is nearly over and how the art exhibition is on Saturday and that if he doesn't ring I have missed my chance with him forever; I don't think I could go through with asking him out again, why would I bother if he doesn't ring me tonight.

Mum chuckles as she tries to concentrate on the newspaper, "Try to settle down, love. If she's going to call, she will. I bet she's just plucking up the courage to". 

My insides churn hearing the word 'she'. Mum still doesn't know that Gabriel is a man; I should have told her before, but now I'm never going to. A few more minutes pass, my heart sags and I trudge to my bedroom in defeat. I lie on the bed staring up at the ceiling, throwing one of my cricket balls up and down, trying to concentrate on that, instead of concentrating on feeling; I'm sick of feeling. Suddenly the phone chirps in the kitchen. I bolt out the door and Mum slips past me to answer it. I can't believe her nerve! She SAW I was getting it! "Yes? Okay, I'll get him for you" her face is one big cheesy grin. "She sounds lovely" Mum winks at my fuming face and hands me the phone.

I bat my hands at her to leave the room and thankfully, she does.

"Hello Gabriel" I breathe into the phone, my words sounding like a drawn-out sigh instead of the upbeat tune my heart is singing.

"Hello..." Gabriel replies. There is silence. A whirlwind has formed in my mind but I doesn't have anything in it, it's just spinning around and around and around like a useless vacuum!

"So do you still want to..." 

"Yes. I looked it up online. It starts at eleven. I'll meet you then outside somewhere?" I almost squeal but I cup my hand over my mouth; I feel sincerely flattered at the thought of Gabriel taking the time to sit at his computer to find out about the exhibition and it's making me so excited.  

"Who you talkin' to, Gabey?" I hear a child's sing-song voice ask on the other line. "Just go, Jared, please..." Gabriel says quietly. "Awww!" Jared whines, I hear a foot stamp on the ground.

"Someone sounds upset!" I chuckle. 
"I have to go, Dad wants me for something, I'll see you tomorrow"
"Oh… okay… sure. See you tomorrow," I reply. "Looking forward to it!" I add, hastily.

"Bye" Gabriel says before the line goes into a dial tone. I hang up the phone, my heart fluttering with butterflies.

When I get to Valles Creek park on Saturday, Gabriel is leaning against a tall oak tree. He's decked out in a fitted gray surf shirt with a shiny black star in the middle, a gold chain necklace, multicoloured boardshorts and white sneakers. He looks like he's just stepped out from a runway show and yet he's so casual, and as I approach him I get a whiff of sweet perfume which I pray he's put on especially for me; I have to stop myself from grinning like an idiot as I stand next to him. I lean against the tree, putting my hands above my head and begin to nod like I've seen celebrities do in music videos. Gabriel steps away from the tree and gives me a look that says he is confused. I realize that I haven't said hello to him at all. So much for third impressions, I think I'm three strikes and out by now. Gabriel is fiddling with the chain around his neck; "Hello..." I stick out my hand feeling completely stupid. Gabriel stares down at my outstretched hand before tentatively grasping a few fingers and shaking once as if I have a disease, he looks up and stares deeply into my eyes like he’s trying to suss me out and says hello in return. Even with the dead fish shake, tingles are running through my hand. "I can't get this chain to feel right..." he laughs as we walk along the dirt path that leads to the community centre. "Don't worry, you look beautiful" I find myself saying as if I am actually inside one of my dreams and it is now a reality. "I mean, it doesn't look bad..." I hurriedly correct myself, my cheeks burning. I take a quick look at Gabriel, and he's smiling.

The weather, the scenery couldn't be better for this day, the flowers in the Valles Creek community garden are in full bloom with reds, orange and yellows like a gorgeous sunset as each petal stands together. I wish I could pick one of the flowers for him; but hes’ already gone inside. 

The scenery in the community centre is not so wonderful. Men and women in suits holding bubbly champagne glasses crowd the rooms, they look briefly at us as if we’re aliens before turning back to marvel at the paintings. Blazing fluorescent lights hanging down from the ceiling stream into my eyes, I hate them, I always have. For a run-down community centre usually filled with hippies with long dreadlocks taking art lessons, today it certainly has become upmarket and snobbish. 
Hall after hall we trudge through like tourists trying to find a destination, a target, the target being the one piece of art that takes our breath away above everything else we’ve seen. I see it in their smiles, their laughs, the way they point, they’re having a blast. But I know that won’t happen for me, I won’t find my target, because I hate this art, I find it boring; the only masterpiece I see in this whole room is Gabriel, but sadly I can’t simply gaze at him the whole time, nor buy him and take him home; plus I couldn’t afford him anyway.
“I saw you talking to Starth the other day; he’s a real piece of work, isn’t he?” I’ve been trying to think of something to say to him, and this appears to be the best thing that comes out of my mouth; sometimes I wonder about myself…
“I didn’t know you were watching us” Gabriel says in a voice that is both calm and falsely surprised at the same time, as if he is testing me, he continues to keep focussed on the paintings. 
“I wasn’t watching you…” I reply, honestly.
Gabriel looks at me and shrugs; we keep walking.
The time flies by and we still haven’t said much of anything.

"I really like this piece..." I tap Gabriel on the shoulder, he flinches and spins around to see the porcelain statue of a muscular man holding his chin called 'Pondering', I am being cunning I know; hoping to appeal to any 'gay' side that he has and dearly hope that he catches on that I might be gay too and interested, even though the only man I seem interested in is apparently him, but I don’t care, I’d be anything to have him in my arms. "Yeah, that's okay..." Gabriel sounds unimpressed. "I really like the colours of this one, the vibrancy is just incredible, I only wish I had the thousand dollars to hang it up in my bedroom!" Gabriel’s eyes are focussed on a painting with a black background and a scatter of coloured lines streamed across it. It's the most simple painting I've seen in this whole art gallery, I mean, a five year old could have painted that... now it is my turn to look unimpressed but I find a way to choke out, "Yeah, I think that's pretty impressive, the... stroke work on the... painting...". Gabriel looks into my eyes again and begins to laugh, "You don't mean that." "I do! I really do!" I splutter. "No you don't, come on, let's get something from the juice bar, I mean, if you want to" he begins to power walk over anyway, regardless of whatever my answer would be.  No, I'd rather not stand in line sandwiched between these bony bodies, no I’d rather go somewhere else, but yes I will go anywhere you want to go and do anything you want to do, because all I want is to be close to you, Gabriel, can't you see that?

The counter hand is a tall, dark and handsome guy in a tight singlet showing off his every inch of chest muscle to anyone who looks, and how can you not. When we approach the counter he's too busy flashing his perfect white smile and checking Gabriel out. I run my finger over my teeth self consciously as I look at him. Gabriel is just standing there gazing up at the menu until he finally notices the attention he's getting, and stares at the guy the same way he would with me, only his eyes are more wide as if he's in shock. He fiddles with the back of his neck as if he's uncomfortable. If I had my way I'd put my arm around him and tell him it's okay, then maybe tell the big hulky jerk to back off, but this is reality we’re talking about. He's still not saying anything and there is still a big queue behind us, enough with being patient, this is ridiculous, "I'd like..." I begin. "What'll it be?" Mr Muscly interjects, pointing to Gabriel who quickly says he'll have a vanilla milkshake. I change my previous thought of having a chocolate milkshake to a vanilla milkshake too, even though that doesn't sound half as appetising. Mr Muscly drops a cut strawberry into the frothy glass and pushes it carelessly towards me, almost knocking it over. He grabs two cut strawberries from the bowl behind the counter and gently plops them into the next glass, handing it to Gabriel, "Extra strawberry in yours, cutie". Gabriel bows his head and gnaws on his straw, smiling more than he ever did when I called him beautiful, he grabs a sparkly silver wallet out of his rucksack and I stop him before he has time to pull his money out, "Don't worry, I'll get this...". Mr Muscly is still gazing flirtatiously; Gabriel takes one last look at him, turns around to walk away and doesn't say anything. 'Thanks a lot, Leyton, that's so kind of you to pay for my overpriced milkshake, hey, no problem, Gabe, it's the price I pay for not being as gorgeous and perfect as you' my head seethes.

My stomach swirls with sickness and the walk to the table feels so long and I can’t help myself. "Did you like him?" I ask trying to sound more curious than jealous.

"Yeah he's alright..." Gabriel mumbles as he continues to gnaw on his straw.

Before he sits down, Gabriel flexes his fingers through his flowing red hair and applies some lip gloss and my eyes become doey and the endorphins start pumping again. Everything he does, he looks so beautiful doing it.

Gabriel's lips are glittery and he smells like candy. He's getting the specks from his lip gloss all over his straw but he doesn't seem to care. I try to think of something, anything to say to him, but my mind is a blank canvas, it's as though everything I've ever learned in my life has been erased and I'm a baby again. So I begin to look at him; intensely, passionately, as if I find him fascinating just being here, if my mouth won't work then body language surely will be the key! Gabriel stops drinking his milkshake and boggles his eyes at me very plainly, "Why are you staring at me?" he asks, sounding angry. "I wasn't... I was just enjoying your company; taking in your aura..." I find myself replying, wow! What was that? Was that me talking or someone else!. Gabriel relaxes into his seat and rubs at his chin, smiling at me, "You're a difficult one to figure out...". "You can join the club!" I find myself laughing. I raise my glass, "I know we've already started drinking, but hey, here's to... today". Thankfully I refrain from saying 'to us', though it was on the tip of my tongue. "Today!" Gabriel clinks his glass and we sit for the remainder in silence. And with that, this strawberry and vanilla milkshake could outdo the billion chocolate milkshakes I've sipped anywhere else on my own.

I’m hoping to have a nice long stroll in the park and maybe get to know each other; Gabriel is insistent that we have a swim at Valles Creek beach; he is wearing his board-shorts after all. I, on the other hand, have not prepared for a day at the beach and only have a very small pair of tighty-whitey underpants on and I'm feeling very insecure again about my ghostly chest; Gabriel is probably built like a surfer underneath his clothes. "Don't worry, there's no-one else here..." Gabriel looks at me as if I'm being a difficult drama queen. "I'll think about it..." I sit myself comfortably on the sand looking out at the sun glistening on the top of the water; it does look rather tempting. Gabriel holds the top of his shirt and pulls it slowly up over his head. This is it. "Oh God..." I breathe out. And the moment ends. I am stunned. His body is as pale as the rest of him, as pale as I am; he is hairless except for a few black hairs scattered near his belly button. His chest is nothing more than average. I am so surprised. And yet, regardless, he is breathtaking to me. Soon enough I find myself ripping off my shirt, tugging off my jeans and standing before him with my own pale chest and my old daggy tighty whities, suddenly not feeling so embarrassed, why should I? I love him. "I see why you wanted to keep those on..." Gabriel points to the jeans as he gapes at my underwear. "Oh, what?!" I put my hands on my hips dramatically. We both begin to laugh. Gabriel holds out his hand, "Will you do the honours?". My heart beat skips out of sync; Gabriel is offering me his hand! Is this real? Is this another cruel joke and I'm about to wake up again with crusty eyes and no Gabriel?. "Sure..." I grab his hand; I begin to run towards the water, pulling him with me, we’re screaming like little girls and hurl into the water, belly first. I splash him and he splashes back. I splash too hard and the water gets in his eyes. "Are you okay?" I touch his eyelid and he flinches, batting my hand away and moving backwards. "I'm okay, I'm okay" he rubs at his eyes before falling and backstroking to the shore. "Damn it!" I curse silently and follow him, trying to backstroke also, but swallowing a whole lot of seawater in the process and looking much like a flailing duck.
Gabriel sits on the sand and watches some seagulls fighting over an abandoned slice of bread, lost in his thoughts again like always. My stomach rumbles as I watch the biggest seagull morph into battle mode to scare off the rest of the gang and gobble down the bread greedily and with that, my stomach rumbles. “Do you want to go back in the…” I begin. “No” Gabriel interjects, picking up some sand granules and dropping them back down again. I wonder if he is mad at me for splashing his eye; surely he realises I didn’t mean to… what is his problem? I feel a bit angry, but then when I look at him, my anger washes away like the foam at the shore; maybe he’s just tired. “Let’s go to the river” he stands up and begins to head upwards to the grass. We walk along the pebbly road back to the park river and sit on the bank where a family of ducks are swimming past heading under the bridge.
The breeze is lulling gently around us, I almost relax as my head hits the grass and I close my eyes, before he cuts the silence with words like a chainsaw which cut into my heart, "I have to go home...". 
"But wait! Can't you stay a bit longer?!" I sound desperate, but I am desperate, I don't want this day to be over so quick. 
"I have an assignment for chemistry that's due next week..." he says. "An assignment that's due next week?! Didn't you enjoy today? Didn't you enjoy being with me?!" I can't believe just how pleading and pathetic I am sounding in front of the one guy who means the world to me; I'm sounding selfish, rude and it's because all I want to do is just kiss him and tell him how I feel, it's all I've wanted to do the whole day. "I don't really know you...." Gabriel looks down to his lap as if he can't bring himself to look into my eyes again. Tears lap at my eyeballs and run down my cheeks, I can't help it and I sob a little. "I'm sorry..." he tentatively leans forward and wipes the tears with the back of his fingers, it's the softest part of him he’s shared all day, and all I want to do is grab his fingers and kiss them, tell him to stay just for a little while longer, at least until the sun goes down. He gets up, looks at me one last time and walks away and I just sit there watching the fish swimming in groups, ants scurrying together, friends laughing at a nearby barbecue, wondering how the day that I'd prayed to go so well, turned out as bad as this.

Mum has made a gigantic pot of spaghetti bolognaise for dinner. She has a bad headache so she sits at the table rubbing her head and dabbing at the meatballs with her fork. I scoop up a heap of the spaghetti and pile it onto my plate, gobbling it down like a hungry wolf. “Slow down! You look like you haven’t eaten all day!” Mum laughs. “Haha, looks like that, doesn’t it?” I reply, uncomfortably.
“The artwork any good? I was going to come join you but then Elina rang and…” Mum trails off.
“Top notch artwork, Mum, you would have loved it. And I had a fun time with…my friend… what did Elina want?” 
“What DIDN’T she want is more the question… I can’t deal with her at the moment, so we’re having some time out, I don’t know when I’ll speak to her again…” Mum replies vaguely; it’s like she’s speaking in code; I have no idea what she’s going on about.
Mum notices I’ve stopped shovelling the spaghetti strands into my frothing mouth. She leans over and takes my hands into her own.
“I want you to know that I don’t want you and Benji’s friendship to be destroyed by a couple of old bats who can’t agree on the same things, so don’t worry, okay?” she tries her hardest to smile, but it still looks forced. After dinner, Mum takes me into her arms and gives me a big long hug. I hope that my body heat will warm her up. She feels cold just like Marissa always does.
All lesson my eyes have tried to reach Gabriel and he hasn't once looked at me. He's just content to let me suffer. He doesn't care about last Saturday, he doesn't notice or understand the way that I look at him, he doesn’t care a thing about me; it's obvious that I'm just not good enough for him.

Benji has been acting strange all day, but strange for him is probably normal, he’s been turning around and smirking at me when he thinks I’m busy writing, thinking I’m too stupid to notice. 

“This is the last lesson before you’re required to hand in your assignments, if you haven’t finished, I hope you’ll use the time you’re not in this class wisely” Agatha booms. She doesn’t leave it there; she walks over to my hunched figure and pulls up a chair, “Where’s Adam?”. “I wouldn’t have a clue” I breathe out, dejected. “Have you done your part of the assignment?” She looks through my work, her face giving no indication of what she thinks so far. “If he doesn’t come back, I’ll give you credit, but of course you’ll get higher marks with double the amount of work…” she explains. Before she leaves she looks into my eyes, “I’ll pass you” she whispers and smiles. “Thanks” I feel my heart begin to calm and a good feeling starts to flow through my veins.
Gabriel is leaning against the balcony overlooking the office area, just staring, the way I stared the day I put the Valentine in his locker.
Benji pushes past me and hurries over to him, I lunge forward trying to stop him, but he’s too quick, and I miss. “Hey, what’s wrong? You look like you need some cheering up!” he coos, taking off his dark sunglasses. Gabriel turns his head and stares, the way he usually does. I wonder what his mind is processing about him, and I hope it is to be wary and suspicious of this stranger. I want to go over there but my feet are frozen to the floor and I can’t move.
Gabriel turns back to look over the balcony, Benji’s eyes meet mine. He pretends to squeeze Gabriel’s bottom and moves his tongue seductively. That’s it, enough of this. As my feet are moving towards them, a girl wearing donut sized headphones comes out of nowhere with a pile of papers in her hand, we bump into each other hard enough that her papers fly onto the floor and I’m obligated to help her pick them up. I crouch on top of the papers, scurrying to get them into my hands as if I’m in a contest; as Gabriel and Benji take a glance at me, sadness overwhelms me. “You have really pretty eyes…” Benji coos at Gabriel again. “No!” I try to yell, but I choke. The girl is looking at me expectantly as she bobs her head to the music; “Here” I thrust the papers into her hand.
My heart is ripped to pieces when I look to see Gabriel smiling at Benji, before quickly walking away.
Agony is tugging at my chest and I'm about to cry again as I race my way through the crowds; they all gasp and groan as I push past them like they think I am rude and uncouth. 'Screw you! I don't care what you think anymore! I don't care what anyone thinks! Stop judging me!' I scream manically to them in the mind. My insanity leads me back to the garden for the first time since I asked him to go to the art gallery with me. He's sitting there again staring into space, lost in the pink and yellow flowers. I position myself right in front of him, blocking his view of the garden. I take off the jumper I've had on all morning, exposing the grey shirt with the black star on it that I found in a clothing shop just days ago. 
"Please move..." is all he says, he looks up at me, then down to the grass again.

Tears sting my eyes but I certainly don't want to lose it in front of him. I crouch beside him like a negotiator, partly wishing that I'd never taken the time to talk to him, wishing that he didn't know my name, wishing that I was anyone but the crazy psychopath he would no doubt see me as for being here like this in front of him.

"I...like... you..." I manage to choke out more slowly than I'd planned.

"WHAT? WHAT do you like about me?! You barely talked to me!" Gabriel's calm temperament is smashed to pieces; I've never seen him like this before. He just stares into the garden like the very first time I met him.

"I barely talked to you" I scoff, my mind is racing, our whole day together playing out in fast forward before me, I can't believe what I'm hearing, it's not like he could have taken out the award for conversationalist of the year! His attention is back to the garden. A bunch of flowers are obviously more interesting and alive to him than I am, so why do I even bother?. "What's so great about this stupid garden anyway?!" the lid I've been trying to hold over my boiling temper blows off completely.

Gabriel takes his time to look at me, his eyes probe deep into mine; like the moments before, they show only calm, not anger, "My Mum's ashes are here, she was a teacher at this college" Gabriel picks up his satchel and hurries away towards the street. "Wait!" I call out; but he's gone.
I sit in the cafeteria with my vanilla milkshake, twirling the straw around and around, watching the frothy bubbles stick to it like velcro. I notice a body standing above me, watching me. Knowing it won’t be him, I slowly raise my eyes to meet Marissa’s.
“Watcha’ doing here all alone?” she places her palm on top of my hand; she still feels cold, I wonder if she’ll ever stop feeling cold.
I pull my hand away. I really haven’t got the energy for her touchy-feely games today, 
“What is wrong with you?! You’re really grumpy and if you want to make any friends you’re not going to with an attitude like that!”

“Well you can just piss off” I snarl more at my milkshake than at her, I’m like a dog who is about to attack, hoping the intruder will back off before any damage happens.

“It’s him isn’t it?” Marissa has tears in her eyes, but I’m not about to be her knight in shining armour. “That… girly boy with the red hair and all those funny necklaces. I’ve seen you talking to him, like a lost little puppy dog, but let me tell you something, did he ever come to you?” “Shut up…” I warn.  “I never saw him trying to find you after class, I never saw him try to get to know you, well you know what?, you two deserve each other! Maybe now you’ll know how I feel! I hope you’re happy together!” her voice has become so loud and manic that the whole cafeteria’s eyes are upon us, gawking.
“I WISH WE COULD BE HAPPY TOGETHER!” I splutter, just as loud. “OH SCREW IT!” I tip the rest of my milkshake onto the floor as the canteen ladies shout abuse at me, and stamp on it a few times before fleeing out the back door.
I’m running. Running as fast as I can, away from everyone, and I never run. What has Gabriel turned me into? My stomach stabs like a knife, my breath is rasped. I want to sit down but I can’t, I have to get to the bus-stop and get home where I can finally have some peace and quiet and maybe a date with a bottle of pills from my wardrobe.
When I get home, I am so exhausted I fall asleep on the lounge. He’s in my head, he’s in my dreams, he may as well be everywhere. I can’t escape him. When I awake, I stumble to my bedroom and wipe the entire contents on the top of my cupboard, they hit the floor with an almighty crash, and I press myself like a starfish against the tiny space of ground left, and sob into the floorboards.
Mum comes home soon enough, just as I’m about to go to the cupboard to get my pills. She’s brought home some shopping, a couple of boxes of junk food. “I thought you might need a pick-me-up, you haven’t been yourself lately” she gives me a squeeze. Good old Mum. I can’t wait to gorge myself on these chocolate bars. The doorbell rings and Mum groans, “So much for a quiet night in”. I smile weakly at her as she heads to open the door. Elina and Benji are here, great, that’s all either of us needs.
We’re standing in the middle of the kitchen like the meeting of a social group, and Elina is babbling on to Mum, “He spends most of his time on the computer surfing around those horrid dating websites which seem to have more to do with posing for a nudey magazine than actual dating! I thought it would be best for him to come here with me; he can spend some time with Leyton. For God’s sakes, SOMEONE needs an intervention! I told him if he can’t follow my rules and get his life sorted, he can find somewhere else to live!” Elina looks angry, and I never see her angry. Benji is standing behind her looking miserable, his shoulders slumped, his eyes to the floor.
“Off you go…” she ushers him toward me like he’s seven years old again.

“We need to talk…” Elina is in rekindle mode, I’ve seen that doey look in her eyes years ago.
“Yes, we do” Mum agrees, and shows her to a seat.

I turn on my computer and flop onto the bed. I don’t care if Benji spends all his time on those websites just so long as he doesn’t talk to me. He sits down on the chair and looks straight ahead of him, unquestioningly. He sees my Britney Spears desktop wallpaper and smuggles a giggle, “I don’t know why I hang out with you…”

“Because we don’t have anyone else!” I reply, exasperated. “Girls hang around you for your looks…”

“And gay men; I’ve got that Gabey Baby licking the palm of my hand, and ooooh! I think he likes the taste of it! Yes he does!” Benji flails around, trying to tease me.
“GET OUT!” I scream, pointing to the door. Benji stands immediately like he’s a soldier in the army and looks taken aback. “I mean it; I don’t ever want to see you again!” I bring my face close to his, my eyes narrowing, trying to look threatening for once in my life. “What are you going to do; kiss me? Save it for your boyfriend Gabriel” his voice is soft but full of evil. Benji grabs his jacket from my bed and scurries out, almost tripping on one of my shoes. “I’ll be down at the pub if anyone’s looking for me!” he shouts to Mum and Elina. I poke my head around the door and see them looking at one another in confusion. “You come back here; no more pubs!” Elina bolts after him, nearly falling down the stairs.
The last day of class is both a joyous and sad day for me. It is the end of an era. The end of familiarity before being thrown into the depths of the unknown.
I am prepared with my ammunition. Information glued to a large piece of blue cardboard all about global warming and its effects. It looks good, and I am proud of myself. I just hate Starth for not being here, but neither is Benji. I haven’t seen him all morning; I’m thinking he may have dropped out.
I see Ben sitting on the desk waiting for the queue to speak to Agatha to subside, so I go up to him to console him about Benji; he never deserved a selfish prick like him just like I never deserved a zombie like Starth; “Not here?” 

Ben shakes his head as he holds his part of the assignment tightly in his hand as if it’s the only control he has on the situation. 

“Your guy?” he asks.

“No, he’s gone” I try to laugh, but I really can’t. I line up with the rest of the group and try to tell myself that at least soon enough, this day will be over.
Gabriel comes into the room without a smile, like the rest of us. He stands behind me without saying a word. I can see he’s used a lot of glitter on his project; sounds like Gabriel. I gently twist my body to face him, but he looks away, so I look away, and a lump forms in my throat.
Stomping into the room is a face I never thought I’d say I’d be glad to see. He’s six foot tall, greasy and will probably grow up to be a champion surfboarder if nothing else. It’s Starth, and he’s holding a bunch of white paper in his hand; I am so elated. “Leydon…” he nods at me. “Starth” I nod back. Gabriel does something with his eyes and looks to the floor, I don’t think he likes Starth very much. “Sooo… we gonna do this shit or what?” Starth laughs. “Sure” I step out of the queue, lose my spot, but I don’t care, he’s here and that’s the main thing. We lean over the table and I paste Starth’s work onto the other side of the cardboard, he’s got a drawing of a boarder in the middle of the text, trust him, and I have to laugh. “What?” Starth grins. “The board…” I point to the drawing. “Yeah! Surfing!” Starth beams. “Surfing” I high-five him and we move back to the queue.
After we’ve finished, Marissa is walking past the corridor, obviously late to class, “I’m sorry” I apologise to her. She ignores me and keeps going. I suppose I must deserve that.
I come home, throw my bag and books onto the lounge, and I just curl up and cry for everything this year, the bad and the good.
I don’t realise Mum’s still at home; she gasps and runs over to me, leaning herself against my back to comfort me, “What’s the matter, my baby? Why are you crying?”
“It’s nothing” I sob, but that only makes me cry more.
“Will you talk to me?”
“No…”

“Please?”
“No, Mum!”
“I have no idea what is going on, but I think you need to talk to SOMEONE…”
“I don’t…”
She rises from the lounge and produces a card from her purse; it’s hard to read because the tears are making the text blurry. When I can focus, I can see a psychologist’s name on it: Gina Sheveler; and a phone number.
“Will you try it, for me?” she looks at me longingly and I know I can’t deny her.
“Okay” I settle for peace rather than the war Elina and Benji had. Who knows, that could have been us some day. You never know, maybe counselling might do me some good, there has been a lot on my mind…
“I love you, you know that, don’t you?” she kisses me on the forehead.

“I know; I love you too” I put my arm around her, today she feels warm.
"I can't do this..." 

The small white painted cottage looks like something out of a home and garden magazine; it’s like the 1920’s again.
“You can do anything” Mum says, seemingly thrilled by the cottage. “I’ll be out here on the seat, take as long as you need”.

I step inside and find myself in a small office space. A lady with long flowing silvery hair down to her waist pokes her head around the corner of a door, "I'll be with you in a moment! Have a seat!" before shutting the door again. "No rush..." I reply, even though she can't hear me. 'Seriously, no rush' I think to myself.

I wander around the room getting a feel for the place before I have to pour my heart and soul out to stranger even though I don't want to, just because I’m told it is 'best for me'. 

Photos adore the reception table of the counsellor’s beaming face, arm wrapped around the shoulder of a man in a swimsuit and snorkel in his mouth with four children, on the left, and on the right, that same man holding her hands as they stand before a pastor ready to get married. Hetero-normative as they come by the looks of things. Would she have ever had much contact with somebody like me? Probably not.

Gina ushers me into her pokey dark little room where there are no electric lights, just beams streaming in from the window. I see Mum sitting in the garden reading a book and think it’s funny that she doesn’t know I can see her. “Is that your Mum?” Gina comes up to the side of me. “Yeah…” I giggle. “Isn’t she lovely! She blends in so well with the atmosphere!” she looks delighted. She asks me simple questions about who I am and why I am here, then she asks me if I could tell her what my biggest problem seems to be. It’s a struggle, but I had to begin with Gabriel. “But you wouldn’t want to talk about that…” I mutter.
“What? Why not?”

"I mean...” I begin to feel increasingly uncomfortable, but she’s looking at me so intently that I feel compelled to answer. “Well, you have a husband and kids; you don't mix with gay people do you?" 

Gina looks taken aback, so much so that I instantly cringe and want to apologize, but she starts again before I get a chance, "Leyton... I have a very loving husband and four of the best children a woman could ask for, but I also have many gay and lesbian friends and clients who are just as much a part of my life as they are. Just because somebody does not follow the same life as another doesn't mean that we don't care about them or try to avoid them or can't understand their way of thinking." 

Of course. She's right. Gina one and Leyton zero. Now I look like an idiot and it's all my fault. 

"I'm genuinely concerned for you, Leyton. Please don't think that I am judging you or your feelings, I'm only here to help in any way that I can, and the only way I can do that is by listening to your honesty, so please, anything you feel you need to get off your chest, this is a safe environment to do so, and I will be here every week for as long as you need me" Gina leans forward and looks from one eye to another as if she's reading them. "Thank you..." I breathe out and lean back into the cushion, my throat burning and a lump steadily growing because I'm so embarrassed. 

So I let go of my fears for once and start from the beginning, I grow increasingly aware that during the entire conversation I'm mentioning Gabriel and I wonder if she thinks that is strange, but once I start, I can't stop. There is silence for a moment whilst Gina finishes writing down something on her notepad. A few more moments pass as she's reading over what she has written. The tension is killing me. "So... what do you think?" I laugh nervously and rub my arm. Gina smiles warmly and leans forward again, "First of all, I want to ask YOU a question; what do you think I would be thinking right now about what you have been saying". What?! Can't this woman get to the point and give me an answer?! What does it matter what I think she is thinking; she's supposed to help ME, not me psychoanalyse HER! The incense burning in the room is making my head swim; I wish I had her husband's diving mask right about now. "Um... I guess you would be thinking that this guy must think he is in a relationship with the other guy or be married to him to be talking about him so much" I laugh and gulp as a smile creeps onto her face. I don't like her smile, it makes me feel strange, it's the kind of smile an adult gives a child when they think they're being cute and naive. 

"See, that's the problem, you're doing it again, you're assuming I'm thinking negatively about you. Sometimes it's hard to see inside someone's heart until they tell you what they’re really thinking; as many lectures as I've been to on body language, I'm still often surprised that what I've thought someone was thinking was not correct at all, so I've stopped trying to read or let my own judgement get in the way and just asked or listened to what someone had to say instead" Gina replies, her words running fast with enthusiasm. "What I'm thinking is that you care very deeply about this boy and you have been hurt and you’re finally letting someone know how you feel, this can only be a good thing, and it’s time for you to heal”.
She asks me to continue; feeling similar to a novel the way my story goes and on and on, I grant her wish with as much enthusiasm as she had just before. I tell her about the day out with Gabriel and the drama prior to that. She seems particularly interested in the day we went out together.

"Would you want the same day playing out over and over again if he gave you the opportunity to spend more time with him?" she asks once I've finished.

"It wouldn't BE the same because... we'd be lovers, and we'd, you know, kiss and hold each other and do... coupley stuff and love being around each other" I reply, exasperated. Would I want the same day with him? What a silly question! I'd obliterate the whole world just for him and me to enjoy if I had the opportunity. I probably wouldn’t choose the day to go exactly the same way, though…
"But if Gabriel has personal problems, problems getting close to people, wouldn't you find that eventually you'd be caught up in one of his 'steam' periods, that you would have to accommodate for his moods more and more, especially if you were in a close friendship or relationship with him".

"So I would be accommodating a dragon, is that what you're saying? That he's a dragon ready to breathe fire, a volcano waiting to erupt, that he's not worth the trouble, is that it? Don't couples work on their problems and stand by each other?, they don't just give up when one half has a bad day!" I sink back into the lounge chair and fold my arms angrily; I'm beginning to really hate my counsellor right now. 

Gina leans forward, her eyes burning holes into mine, but she doesn't seem angry, she seems worried, and that makes me feel worried. "Listen. From all that you've told me, it doesn't sound like you and Gabriel have got that kind of future together. It seems Gabriel has some issues with his relationships and is finding it hard to accommodate someone new in his life. I'm not trying to be mean or hurt you, but maybe it is time to move on, and find somebody who will want to love you the same way that you love them". It is then that I break down, I told myself I wouldn't, but I can't help it. I wish she could hold me in her arms but I know she cannot do so. All she offers me is a box of tissues and disappointed smile.
"I want him to be the one to love me, I want him to be the one to love me" I sob and wipe my tears with the backs of my fingers just the way Gabriel did, pretending it is him.
Gina sighs in exhaustion, typing furiously at her computer whilst an old man beside her scratches himself and waits for the printed details of his next appointment date. On this thirty-five degree day, his body odour overpowers her nostrils as it moves through the fan. Gina almost chokes, but she picks up her coffee mug instead and takes a sip. "Thankyou so much, Gina, you're a lifesaver" the man beams as he tucks the sheet into his breast pocket, pushing roughly past the thin immaculate figure on the doorstep in a grey shirt with a black star in the middle. Instead of getting annoyed, he smiles with happiness. Gina sees him and smiles warmly in return, "Good afternoon, Gabriel. Love the shirt!" "Thanks, it's my favourite" Gabriel grins as he steps inside.

A dark, wet night with sprinkles of rain splattering around the vicinity and thunder roaring over the river. It is a night when most people would be safe in their warm homes making dinner and watching some evening television, but here I am trudging along in wet shoes and socks, dazed and hopeless, there is certainly nobody else walking along this walkway with me. My dinners for so long have been tasteless and I can't even laugh at the jokes on the television anymore, so I'd rather be here; here in the harsh presence of mother nature who is giving my body something to feel. Cars, hundreds of cars zooming past, about twenty fly by to every metre I manage to walk. The lights blazing from each headlight are blinding. My whole body is shivering from the battering winds pounding at my trench coat like busy hands trying to force it open. Suddenly a deafening roar of a horn echoes as a jeep almost rams into me. The driver is leaning out the window and is shouting something out as he drives by and his friends are laughing and pointing at me. My heart races from the experience and tears fall down my cheeks. I kick at a puddle and try to scream, but my throat is so parched that I can only manage a dry cough. As I walk, I see a vision of him. Blurring with the rain, an outline of a figure of beauty with a big smile on his face. My tears become tears of happiness as I begin to laugh, I can suddenly smile as wide as he does and I drop to my knees finally feeling free. Within moments the bulb from the top of the bridge swings to a different direction and my hallucination becomes nothing; my jeans are soaked through for I am kneeling in a deep puddle, so I roll my whole body in it, soaking in dirt and mud, I am about to become part of the Earth anyway, so what does it matter? And I laugh manically. As the cars continue to pass and the sprays of water from their wheels splash right onto my ugly and disgusting face I close my eyes for a moment and feel a sense of peace. I look up to the moon and the shining white stars and I wouldn't want to be anywhere else. I just wish he could be here to watch them with me. I'd open up my jacket and wrap my body around him, he'd be shivering and he'd lean close, gazing deeply with his entrancing gorgeous doe eyes and ever so tentatively, he'd move forward and brush his lips against my rain soaked cheek, kissing the droplets as if he were savouring wine. He'd lean his head against my chest, I'd run my fingers through his silky perfumed hair, and I'd whisper into the night, "My love. My Gabriel.".

I am at the main stretch of the bridge now. I lean over and feel the gravity pull at my face as I gaze down to utter blackness. I see outlines of trees in the distance, but I can't see very much.

My legs are very wobbly as I stretch them over the railing and prop myself up on the ledge. It's as though my whole body is a heavy weight and I'm being pushed downwards onto that rail even though I am not moving. My insides are swirling around with waves of nausea and my heart is beating faster than a sprinter in a marathon. I remove my rain soaked jacket and let it fall into the ether. Every time I get ready to propel myself off, I freeze; I try again, and freeze. There is something stopping me, and it is called fear. The fear that has never left since I was a child, the fear that has stopped me from doing all I ever wanted, and the fear that won't let me end this suffering, because it wants me to go on, to live even though it is a life worth nothing, a life worth death, a life I could have lived perfectly if I were somebody else. I'm sobbing, my throat burning with agony as I drag myself down to the pavement again and collapse in a foetal position on the ground, wishing that some thug would come along and just shoot me in the head, get it over with.

The sounds of gunshots from a gangster movie on the television mock my wishes as I pull open the door, almost not having the strength to do so in my exhausted state. Mum rushes over to me and starts tugging at the buttons of my shirt, "Get this off quickly or you'll catch pneumonia!" she shrieks almost hysterically. When I am dry in a white fluffy towel lounging around in my boxer shorts in front of the television drinking a warm mug of hot cocoa she stands in front of me with a loving smile on her face and asks the million dollar question, "How was the movie with your friend Gabrielle?". I feel like bawling again and completely ashamed for lying to her, knowing what I was really planning to do, and she is none-the-wiser. I get up and throw my arms around her, giving her a quick peck on the cheek. She begins to giggle and says, "What was that for? I don't get one of those every day!". I resume my seat beside the television and drift off into a haze of conversations and drama that just does not matter, but somehow I'm sure others would think this situation is better than floating dead down the Valles Creek River which I could have been doing. I wonder what Gabriel is up to right now?

*knock knock knock* the rap from the door is fast but soft. Gabriel jumps up from his desk where he had been putting the finishing touches on his new poem and quietly unlocks the apartment door, trying not to wake his brother Jared, his sister Hazel or his dad. "Hey you..." he chuckles as he wraps his arms around the shaggy haired man’s neck and gives him a long, passionate kiss. "Not here... your sister could come out at any minute" Starth grins, putting his finger to Gabriel's lips. "She's hardly likely to, she's as straight as an arrow" Gabriel whispers and bites his earlobe playfully. Starth bites his lip hard, trying not to laugh as Gabriel leads him by the collar into his bedroom.

Gabriel stares for a moment at the man standing in front of him. Dressed in a crisp purple shirt and black pants, it is a world away from the bare chest and singlets he usually prepares for these occasions. "I've taught you well" Gabriel looks surprised and impressed.

Candles are flickering on top of the cupboards giving an eerie glow to the room and Starth feels himself melting as the flames dance in reflections inside Gabriel's shining brown eyes. Gabriel's hands begin to wander inside his trouser pants making him moan with pleasure. "Come to bed, sweetheart..." Gabriel licks and kisses his cheek before he flops himself onto the white doona cover. "You try and stop me" Starth grins. He trips over one of Gabriel’s books, he stumbles and crashes onto the floor, "GABRIEL?! WHAT WAS THAT?!" Hazel's voice from the room down the hall bounces all over the bedroom. The door booms open and Hazel peers into the room as her brother lies on his bed holding a chemistry textbook upside-down. "I just tripped over something, nothing to worry about..." Gabriel smiles unwaveringly. "Studying, are you?" Hazel puts her hand on her hip as though she is annoyed at having her sleep disturbed. "Yes, just a little bit before bed" he replies. "You might find it's easier to learn if you turned the book up the right way" Hazel rolls her eyes as she leaves the room, slamming the door behind her. "Probably looking at porn..." she mutters as she trudges back to bed.

"Next time I'm just going to have to use the window..." Starth exclaims as he emerges from the closet. "Now THAT gives me an idea, who knows what fun we could have, mrawwww" Gabriel pulls Starth into his arms and brushes a loose strand of hair away from his eyes. "Do you love me?" Starth's voice quivers, his body turning to jelly as Gabriel strokes his neck with his long soft fingers. Gabriel releases his hold and takes a step back, "Starth... you know I feel for you...". "But do you really LOVE me?" he pleads.
Gabriel stares for a moment placidly but confused into his lover's eyes before pulling him down on top of him on the bed. Starth lays motionless, breathing Gabriel's scent in, trying to quiet his mind like the rest of the room. Gabriel gently strokes his back as he watches the dark shadows from the candles rock like water across the ceiling.

Gabriel remembers the handsome, tall, blonde figure with the black sunglasses who spoke to him near the balcony, and smiles.
“Why can’t we tell anyone about us?” Starth has tears in his eyes, but tries to control them. He looks up to see his lover has fallen asleep.
Leyton logs into his computer and checks his email – nothing but spam. The MySpace window opens and he heads to type a message in the comment box to the user: Gabr1el H.
He pauses with thought; then begins to type away.

The Anonymous Knight: What do you need most in your life?
Minutes later, Leyton is surprised to find a reply:
Gabr1el H: Peace.

Leyton wonders momentarily if Gabriel knew it was him all along; but he couldn’t, he was just an anonymous rider slipping silently through the night. He deletes the link to the page from his favourites tab and clears the cookies. He shuts down the computer, turns off the light and snuggles into bed. But that night his mind won’t comply and release him, he still manages restlessly to dream of him.
It’s a warm, musty Sunday night. Mum and I have barely spoken a word to each other as our eyes are glued to the television, but neither of us are really watching it.
“Do you miss him?” she breaks the silence.
Huh? Miss HIM? Has she finally figured it out? Do I miss Gabri… oh. I realize she means Benji. “No” I reply simply. What is there to miss?
“I’m going to go to bed” I give her a hug before leaving. “Okay, sweetheart” she settles back into the lounge chair and puts her feet up. I close my bedroom door and carefully push open my window, dropping to the grass below. In my hands I have the flyer about the gay bar on the main street that I yanked from inside a convenience store.
I see the usually stark black building blending in with the dark night and I cringe, wondering why I am here at all, I don’t belong in this atmosphere, I don’t have anything to do here.

But I cross the road and head inside; the raging techno thumping and all the men drinking intimidates me so much that I jump into a stool in fear and stay there. 
A tall, muscular guy with long blonde hair, wearing a cream cowboy hat and a fantastic smile is walking over to me, holding a mug of beer. I gulp and pretend to be interested in the colourful characters out the window walking along the street.

“Yoloolmmf” The man says something jumbled, I can’t hear him over the screaming music from the speaker high above me.

“CAN’T HEAR YOU!” I shout, pointing at my ear.

“YOU LOOK LOST!” he repeats and pulls up a stool beside me. “MY NAME’S KEMSLEY… KEM FOR SHORT!”
“LEYTON…”

“LEYTON AY… LIKE THE TENNIS PLAYER?!”
“SPELT DIFFERENTLY!” we’re both shouting at this point, it’s getting ridiculous and making my throat hurt.

Kem starts to laugh, he takes my hand and pulls me away from the speaker to where it is quieter and a couple of his friends are standing. He introduces me to a twig like guy with black hair and glitter all over his face called Davo and a guy dressed in red plaid chugging a bottle of scotch called Mansu.  

“I like your bracelets!” I try to make conversation with Davo. 

“They’re not just bracelets, they’re called kandi” Davo rolls his eyes and looks away as if he is offended.

“Hey, leave him! Here, sweet boy, have one of mine” Kem takes one of the four rainbow beads hanging his neck and places it around mine. “Now, guard that! That’s my favourite one!”

“Oh, okay…” I run my hand over the beads like they are a treasure.

“Relax, I’m just kidding… but I’d rather be… kissing. WHEN ARE THE UNDERWEAR MODELS COMING ON?!” Kem laughs drunkenly and smashes his beer mug down on the table. Some beer spills onto the knee of my pants; I can feel the coldness seeping into the fabric. “Won’t be long now, Kemmy!” the blue haired bartender yells back.

“You’re awkward, aren’t you? This your first time here?” Kem leans close and I can smell his beer breath.

“I’ve never been to a gay bar before” 

“Ooohhh ladida a GAY BAR. Mate, we just call it ‘The Hole’” Mansu grunts. “If you want a real snobby place where they call it a gay bar, you gotta go up town to one of those suity fag bars; we don’t take that crap here!”

“Do you remember what it was like the first time you went to your first bar? Do you, huh? Piss off, Mansu” Kem shoves him off the stool, Mansu groans and flails his hands as he walks away.

“Do you want a drink or something? Are you thirsty?” Kem is looking at me with concern. “Nah, I don’t drink” I reply, wondering if it’s the right thing to tell him.

“What do you do, anyway?” he asks.
“I’m studying at Trenton College”
“Trenton! That was my old hangout, I hung with the stoners, we just picked leaves and rolled them, we forgot all about class! That’s why most of the trees are bare, they never recovered…” 
I don’t know how to respond to that…

“Again! I’m kidding! Lighten up! Nah I did telecommunications; that’s how I got into telemarketing. Hello, would you like to buy some plastic shit for fifty dollars that you can find in the dollar store, it’ll make your life exceptional!”
“You’re a loser” Davo punches him lightly on the chest.

“Nah, YOU’RE a loser, pretty boy!” Kem punches back, before giving him a peck on the lips. “Tell your boyfriend all about that!”
The lights go down and a mist forms over the big stage in the middle of the bar. Purple gas streams out from the sides, and the crowd goes wild. “Shit! It’s on! Hurry, hurry!” Kemsley chugs his beer, grabs mine and Davo’s hands and somehow gets us to the front of the crowd where his beloved underwear modelling show is about to start. As he pushes through the crowd, the eyes from those around seem to start with surprise at the moment Kem and Davo push through them and by the time I get to them, they’re angry and focussed on me. “Sorry” I mouth to them as my feet continue on against their will.

A beefy looking model with crazy green afro hair, sucking on a lollipop, called ‘The Magnificent Man-eater’ graces the stage, his bits bulging against the neon blue underwear as crazy hands grab at him. He is ecstatic, almost orgasmic, loving the attention. “Woooo! Oh baby, can you believe this?!” Davo is stroking his feet. He turns to me and looks away like he is disgusted by my presence.

I look over at Kem, and feel a certain buzz. He makes me feel something, but not the same something that Gabriel does… he sure is pretty and charming, though. I grasp the rainbow beads in my hand like a comfort blanket as the crowd gets even more rowdy as Man-eater shoves his hands into his pants. I don’t like this, this isn’t my scene. I wish I had just stayed home but at the same time I’m enjoying the life; I feel alive. “You’ll be alright” Kem is looking at me intently. He motions that he’s about to take my hand and I nod, he lifts up my arm and reaches it past the stage, where Man-eater’s thighs are; he gets me to stroke the flesh up and down; I feel dirty, but he smiles gently at me, thinking I’m liking it, so I try to smile back.

The crowds are dying down and leaving. It is almost midnight. If Mum finds out, she’ll be furious. Kem has his arms wrapped around Davo and Mansu’s shoulders, saying goodbye to them, before he strides confidently over to me, “Do you need a ride home?”.

“That would be lovely!” I reply, relieved.

As we stroll through the windy, dark alleyway to his yellow designer sports car, I remember the stranger danger lectures I was taught in primary school, and hesitate for a moment.

“What are you scared of? Have I hurt you yet?” Kemsley looks at his watch as though he’s worried about the time. I open the door and slide into the smooth leather seats, my arm accidently resting on a box of condoms he’s got sitting near the gear stick.

He takes out his keys and fiddles with the lock for the ignition. My heart is pounding, all I can see is his perfect face and that long luscious hair, he’s been so kind to me tonight, in a moment of madness I wonder if he’s the one… maybe I was supposed to meet him and not Gabriel… I lean forward and go for it, but my lips only brush Kem’s cheek, my head banging onto his shoulder as he quickly turns away.

“Whoa, whoa, WOAH! Back it up there, mister!” 
“Huhhh?” 

“You’re young… you’re a spring chicken. I’m like, thirty years old. I could get in trouble for kissing you!” 

“You wouldn’t. I’m nineteen” I reply.

“Is there a bus around here?” 

“A couple of blocks down the road…”

“I think you should get that”.

I gawk at him, not believing the quick turn around, but I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s staring ahead at the cars whizzing by, his hands on the wheel. I want to tell him to stop being such a jerk and start the car, take me the hell home because it’s so late, but instead, I step outside and close the door.

“Goodbye Leyton” I hear his voice through the open window.

I don’t answer or look back as I take the walk of shame to the bus stop and crawl back through my bedroom window, that night I don’t even bother to pull back the covers; I just lie on the floor.
Some months later:
‘I can do this, I can do this, I can do this’ I repeat to myself like a mantra as I stroll along the street. ‘I can do this, I’m good at English!’.

It’s a brand new semester of college, English class, and I feel ready. I’ve got everything I need and nothing I don’t… until now.
Benji is leaning against the bus shelter with his show-you-up sunglasses and bleached hair; I don’t need this today.

As I approach the bus stop, he wanders up to me; I just hope he isn’t going to hit me or something now that I haven’t seen him for months.
 “What the hell’s that shit?” Benji instead points to the rainbow kandi necklace that’s dangling around my neck like it’s the most important thing he can say to me after all this time.
“He gave me this…” Leyton looks down at the necklace for a moment before pulling the beads over his head and holding them in his palm.
“It’s lovely. So colourful, so bright, just like you. It suits you” Gina says.
“Do you want it? Do you have anyone you could give it to? I don’t think I can bear having it on anymore, though I like the design…” Leyton panics.
“Keep it. Wear it. Make new memories with that necklace, or surrender to your past, you choose what to do now” Gina smiles warmly.
Leyton hesitates, but places the necklace right where it was before and smiles back at her. “Do you feel better?” she asks. “I think so…” he replies; he is not sure if he means it.
“It’s called kandi” I rip the sarcasm that was attached to my body that night from Davo, and pin it onto him; well if the insult fits… 
“Why are you talking to me?”. It’s a simple question that Benji can’t answer. I’m lucky this morning, the bus arrives right on time; I slide past and board without him. He looks dejected and lost as he sits on the bench. As the bus roars past, he looks up, I wave to him, and he waves back.
Monday morning English class. Nine o’ clock, but because of the stalling of the bus, I end up late.

I'm smiling as I walk along the corridor, I feel a warmth in my heart like I finally know who I am and what I want the world to see. I am me, no matter who I love, no matter what I do, it doesn’t change me, maybe I just think differently sometimes, and that’s okay, maybe I can be happy with that. I push open the door with confidence and the whole class stops what they were doing and almost every eyeball looks up to greet mine. My seat looks starkly empty compared to the rest of the filled room. I look over to Gabriel and see a figure slumped in his chair with no emotion.
"Good to see you back at Trenton, Mister Matthews; I didn’t know you were joining us..." Agatha walks over and hands me a worksheet. 
I walk along the aisle and my tummy flips over, my heart is beating wildly as Gabriel looks up to smile at me. He still looks beautiful; he always will, I could stop moving forward and gawk all day but I know I have to put him and my love for him on a shelf in my head and somehow try to live without him or without much of him; just seeing him in class, which is probably long enough for someone like me. Chandler gives me the ‘bro’ handshake, points to the book in front of him, a story Agatha has chosen for us to analyse; a story about a woman called Kayla who was exorcised; I sit beside him and we share the book. Exorcise my obsessions. Exorcise my evils. Exorcise everything that ever was and replace it with my new beginning. It begins when my eyes reach the first word on the page and I know, this time, I'm not going to fail. I look for a moment at Gabriel; at his long red hair flowing down his back. Our moment was over minutes ago and this is the way it is in these seconds and will forever be from this class on. His soft melting brown eyes, his perfectly carved face, they will be brief flashes at school and nothing more. It's time to get used to seeing his back. So I focus on it, getting used to the idea, and then I read page after page and I start to write, furiously, like I never have before, because my mind is clear and I have no burdens surrounding me. My only problem right now, is what's on the page, so I challenge it. I start college again with him knowing my name, knowing me. But now I know myself, I don’t really care anymore. “Hey man! Are you okay?” It’s Starth, who is sitting in front, leaning backwards to look at me. I stare deeply into his eyes and all I find myself saying for once in my life, is, “Yes”, and I kick the back of his chair and we laugh.
Today I release you my beautiful angel

Find your wings and find your heaven 

For I am neither your wings, nor your heaven, but whatever I am, now I am free

Getting lost in days I hated

Believing they were beautiful

The days I loved

Came and went and now they don't matter

Except for in my head

They won't ever happen again

I did it for me

I did it for you

Take me home away from the memories of you

And now I’ve released you 

The rain has now come 

It cleanses my body but shivers my soul

I did it for me

I did it for you

Sometimes I miss you

But you'll never know

And as you fly I still hold a feather
Perhaps one day my jar will have a collection
That’ll mark every angel that I loved 
THE END.
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