


[image: I Can’t Even Think Straight by Dean Atta]





Also by Dean Atta

The Black Flamingo

Only on the Weekends





[image: ]
www.hachettechildrens.co.uk






Contents

Also by Dean Atta

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue: Summer Holiday, Larnaca, Cyprus

On a Sun Lounger in Larnaca

Back To School: London, United Kingdom

Monday: Queer Talk

Ready or Not?

Tuesday: Self-Preservation

Paranoia

Wednesday: The Boys

The Favourite

Thursday: The Feds

Detention

After Detention

Friday: Boyfriends

Rainbow Sprinkles

Saturday: The New Boy

Sunday: Take Your Pick

Monday: Out and Proud

More Hurt Than Angry

Tuesday: Eyes and Ears

I Can if You Help Me

Wednesday: The Invite

Best Friends

Thursday: Open Forum

Friday: Nicky Anderson’s House Party

Saturday: The Pendant

Sunday: Back For More

The Following Saturday: A Saucy First Date

Monday: Doe-Eyed

Saturday: I Can’t Even Think Straight

Sunday: Fear of Missing Out

Monday: The Author Talk

Meet The Author

Another Detention

Tuesday: The Good One

It Takes a Village

Later That Night: Ear to the Door

Wednesday: The Truth Will Set You Free

Labels

Thursday: Additional Support

Dark Humour

Saturday: Great Expectations

Later That Night: The Devil You Don’t Know

Sunday: More Than Friends

The Following Saturday: Before a Fall

Sunday: The Best Medicine

Empty Handed

Monday: Matt’s Coming Out

Side by Side

Two Months Later: It’s a Wrap

Acknowledgements

Copyright




for Tom

[image: ]




PROLOGUE: SUMMER HOLIDAY, LARNACA, CYPRUS






On a Sun Lounger in Larnaca

‘Oh my God, they’re here,’

my best friend, Vass, whispers in my ear.

Their long, flowing hair tickles my shoulder.

Vass’s fresh application of sun block

invades my nostrils as their pale, long, lean body

invades my personal space as usual.

‘It’s the last day of our holiday.

You gonna talk to Local Boy today?’ I ask.

I don’t look up from the book I’m reading:

Gay Club! by Simon James Green.

I don’t need to look up to feel

Vass’s eyes roll.

I know what they wanna say:

    Don’t assume their gender!

But if Local Boy isn’t cis,

I don’t know who is.

We’ve been referring to him as Local Boy

because we don’t know his name.

He’s tall, tanned, toned and has six-pack abs.

He’s so comfortable in his olive skin,

it’s hard to look at him

without making comparisons,

so I don’t look at him.

Vass does enough for the both of us.

Since Vass first saw Local Boy

on the second day of our holiday,

we’ve abandoned our mums

to return to this specific spot

on this specific beach every day.

I’ve missed out on weeks

of mum-and-son quality time.

I guess I shouldn’t complain.

While Vass has been swooning,

I’ve done a ton of reading,

and written some poems in

my new sky-blue notebook.

My old notebooks at home

contain more poems, short stories

and the start of a novel.

I dream of being an author,

but I’ve no idea how to

make that dream come true.

Mum will be reading right now, too.

She has a huge reading list for her master’s degree.

Mum works full time, studies part time,

and has a market stall side hustle.

Mum will be at the private beach.

A treat from Theía Estélla, Vass’s mum,

who is a literal angel to us.

Vass and I could be there with them,

but we’re at the public beach

because Vass has a crush on Local Boy.

‘Don’t look now,’ says Vass.

‘I’m not looking.’ I laugh.

‘I want you to look,

but be discreet about it.

Check if Local Boy

is checking me out.’

Vass snatches the book I’m reading,

and reclines in their sun lounger

under a sun umbrella.

They pretend to read

like a spy with a newspaper.

The book is upside down.

The angel on my shoulder tells me

to tell Vass to turn the book around.

The devil on my shoulder tells me

to take a photo to tease Vass with.

My phone makes the camera shutter sound.

‘Τι κάνεις? Μαλάκα!’ Vass hisses.

They drop the book and grab my phone.

I lean over to watch Vass zoom in

to the background of the photo.

Local Boy is either looking directly at Vass

or directly at the camera: at me.

It’s hard to tell because of the angle.

‘I think this is the first time you haven’t

zoomed in on yourself in a photo,’ I tease Vass.

‘I think you’re right,’ says Vass,

‘I have to talk to them today.’

‘I didn’t say you had to,’ I reply.

‘I asked if you were going to.

It’s fine to have a crush

without having to act on it.’

Vass waves away my words

like a fly that’s bothering them.

‘Should I wave at them from here,

or be bold and go over there?’

A cool shadow looms large over us.

‘Did you just take my photo?’

Vass and I scream, startled.

Local Boy smiles, friendly, pleased.

‘Παναγία μου!’ Vass laughs.

‘What a way to make an entrance.

You frightened us.’

Vass bats their mascaraed eyelashes,

and passes my phone back to me.

I pinch the screen to zoom out,

and hold my phone up defiantly.

‘I was taking a photo of my best friend,

and you just happened

to be in the background.’

I look around for Local Boy’s minions,

but he seems to be on his own today.

‘Well, I’m still in the photo,’

says Local Boy,

‘so, technically I was right.’

Local Boy pronounces all four syllables

of ‘tech-nic-cal-lee’,

as if it’s his word of the day.

‘Do you like being right?’

Vass flirts with Local Boy.

‘I can be wrong sometimes,’

Local Boy flirts back.

I roll my eyes and tut.

I snatch my book from Vass’s lap.

‘I’m Vass, by the way.’

Vass puts out a hand,

which Local Boy takes

and slowly shakes.

‘And my pronouns are

they, them, theirs.’

Local Boy eyes up

Vass’s long, aurora-manicured nails,

like Vass is an exotic

sea creature washed ashore.

‘Nice to meet you, Vass.

I don’t think I’ve met

a non-binary person before.’

‘There’s a first time

for everything,’ says Vass,

stretching out in their sun lounger

like a relaxed cat.

‘So, what’s your name?’

The devil on my shoulder tells me

I should be angry

Vass hasn’t introduced me,

but my angel tells me

this is Vass’s moment.

‘I’m Adonis,

and my pronouns are

he, him, his.’

Adonis turns to me

with an expectant smile.

‘And you are?’

For a moment I forget I’m really here,

beside my best friend,

on a sun lounger in Larnaca,

and not watching this through a screen

or reading it in a book.

The way Adonis looks

directly at me, into me,

I wonder if this could be

my moment.

‘Me?’ I say.

‘Yes, you.’ Adonis laughs.

‘Who are you?’

His ‘who’ and ‘you’ in his Cypriot accent

sound like the hoot-hoot-hooting of an owl

that echoes in my mind,

and reminds me of something I once read.

I remember it’s Skellig,

my favourite book in primary school

and possibly my favourite book ever.

But unlike Skellig,

Adonis doesn’t appear to be

any kind of angel.





BACK TO SCHOOL: LONDON, UNITED KINGDOM






MONDAY: Queer Talk


– Lunch Hall



I talk to Matt in the hushed tone

we always use for queer talk at school.

We’re sitting at our regular table

in the lunch hall, just the two of us as usual.

‘And then Adonis asked me

if he could borrow Vass.’

Matt puts down his slice of pizza

and puts a hand up to his mouth,

demonstrating a silent gasp.

His bicep bulges beneath his shirt,

bigger than before summer.

‘What did you say to that?’

‘I said he’d be doing me a favour.

I was just trying to read in peace.’

‘Great response – very nonchalant.

But how did you actually feel?’

‘I felt gutted. I don’t know why,

but for a second I thought

Adonis might’ve been interested in me,

and not Vass.

And get this: when Vass came back

from being with Adonis

for the entire afternoon,

they wouldn’t tell me anything

about what happened.

Don’t you think that’s rude?

After I’d spent my entire holiday

keeping Vass company

while they pined after that boy.’

‘They didn’t tell you anything?’

‘Zip, zilch, nada.

When I started asking questions,

they said to get my own love life

and keep out of theirs.’

‘Maybe they’re right.’

‘Excuse me? Why are you siding with

someone you’ve never even met?’

‘I’m always on your side, Kai.

But you read all those love stories,

and all that soppy poetry,

and yet you only tell me

about Vass’s crushes,

and never your own.

From what you’ve told me,

– and I can only go by

what you’ve told me,

because, as you’ve rightly pointed out,

I’ve never met Vass –

but from what you’ve told me,

Vass makes it obvious

when they like someone.’

‘So, what you saying now?

You’d be fine with me

crushing on boys at school?

Are you ready for me to come out?’

‘You know where I stand, Kai,

I told you before summer:

I don’t plan to come out at high school,

like in those Heartstopper books

you love so much, but

you do you.’

You do you.

I hate this expression with a passion.

What does it even mean?

My eyes drift to a poster

on the wall behind Matt:

an upcoming author talk and a book signing.

I’m excited by the idea

of meeting someone who writes for a living.

I have so many questions.

Then Matt asks me,

‘Don’t you think it’s odd

your two best friends haven’t met?’

Matt wants to hook up with Vass,

says the devil on my shoulder.

I’ve never told Matt

about the devil on my shoulder

because I worry

that he’ll think I’m crazy

or maybe even evil.

I force a smile and explain to Matt

for the umpteenth time:

‘You’re a school friend.

Vass is a family friend.

Vass and I are like cousins.

What’s odd about that?

You haven’t introduced me

to any of your cousins.’

‘I just thought it could be a laugh,’

says Matt, in a fake-casual voice,

‘if the three of us hung out sometime.

I don’t have any other queer friends,

and you’ve got two. So … ?’

Tell him about himself, says my devil.

‘You don’t have any other queer friends,’

I say forcefully, through gritted teeth,

‘because you’re afraid to come out.

And I didn’t come out before summer

because you begged me not to.

You’re trying to rewrite history now

with this “you do you” nonsense,

but that’s not what you said before summer.’

I feel much better after this controlled explosion.

I won’t stand for Matt’s attempts to gaslight me.

Matt scrunches his right hand

into a fist in front of his face

and bites it in frustration.

‘I didn’t beg you not to come out.’

His whisper is quieter than before.

‘I said I was worried

it would draw attention to me,

as your best friend,

or should I say, your best school friend,

if you were to come out.’

‘Exactly! It was emotional blackmail.

You kept me in the closet with you.

You know that wasn’t fair of you?’

He’s ashamed of you, says my devil.

He’s ashamed of himself, says my angel.

Matt looks over his shoulder towards

Nathan Anderson and The Boys:

a group of Black boys in our year.

‘Just eat your pizza, Kai.

You know how you get when

you’re hungry.’

I take a small bite of my BBQ chicken pizza

followed by a much bigger bite.

Matt’s right: I’m hungry.

Matt continues to speak as I eat.

‘Let’s not argue in the lunch hall any more.

Let’s leave these silly arguments in the past.

Our whisper arguments are the kinda thing

that’ll have people asking if we’re a couple.’

Matt says ‘couple’

as if it’s the worst thing imaginable,

as if us being a couple

would ruin our final years of school,

would cast a shadow across

the bright path to his straight-passing future,

would bring shame on his religious family,

and see him cast out for shame,

as if being perceived

to be in a couple with me

is a threat to everything

that matters to Matt.

He weighs his words before he speaks again.

‘Don’t take this the wrong way, Kai.

I’m not being rude,

but your cane rows look busted.’

Matt’s short afro is always neat.

He keeps an afro comb

in his back right pocket.

It has a black, fist-shaped handle

and long, narrow, metal tines.

‘I know.’ I swallow

my final mouthful of pizza crust,

my face hot with embarrassment.

‘My mum didn’t have time

to redo them last night,

but I’m gonna ask my granny

to do it today after school.’
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