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When English
Lit. student Jesse Thomas meets Leigh Hunter, he has to reconsider
a few assumptions he's made about himself.

Two years ago, Jesse joined Pride—the uni’s LGBT+ society—to support
best friend Noah, and Noah’s boyfriend, Matty. As a straight,
cismale ally, Jesse keeps a low profile—not difficult for someone
as shy and body-conscious as he is.

Leigh Hunter is Noah and Matty’s new housemate. Born with a
life-threatening congenital condition, Leigh is intersex and
identifies as queer—none of which alters Jesse’s conviction that
they are the most beautiful person in the world.

While Jesse and Leigh get to know each other, a new
academic year begins in earnest, bringing with it the usual
challenge of balancing work and play. Add in a week’s holiday in
Cornwall that Jesse and Leigh half-wish they hadn’t agreed to,
Jesse’s unplanned involvement in the election of Pride’s new
officers, and some big decisions for Noah and Matty, it’s going to
be an interesting semester all round.

NOTE: this is
a stand-alone novel, but you might wish to read the series in
order.
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Author’s
Note


Various references are made to the British education system and
qualifications.

GCSEs: school-leavers’ examinations in
various subjects (including core curriculum), usually taken at age
15-16 (end of Year 11).

A’ Levels: advanced examinations in
student-selected subjects, usually taken at age 17-18 (end of sixth
form / Year 13). A’ Levels are graded A*–E, and the grades have a
point value for university entry.

Entry to higher education (university) is
processed by UCAS (Universities and Colleges Admissions Service).
University entry is usually determined by UCAS points (i.e. A’
Levels or equivalent qualifications).

The university degree classification system
for undergraduate (Bachelor’s) degrees works as follows:


	
First Class (‘first’): 70% or above



	
Second Class upper division (‘two-one’ –
2:1): 60-69%



	
Second Class lower division (‘two-two’ –
2:2): 50-59%



	
Third Class (‘third’): 40-49%





Pass: 30/35-39%
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Prologue

 June

 


I
hadn’t the foggiest idea
how I’d got home. Could’ve walked, could’ve caught a bus, could’ve
floated the entire way on Cloud Nine…

But I
did make it home, because there I was, stealth-sliding my key into
the lock, holding my breath as I turned it and pushed,
simultaneously sliding my feet out of my shoes and silently
reprimanding myself for not thinking to take them off
before
I’d opened the door. Oh, well.
No one was going to nick a pair of worn-out size fourteen Vans,
were they?

Impressed by
my forethought for at least remembering to hold the letterbox as I
shut the door, I tiptoed along the edge of the hallway to my—

“That you,
Jess?”

Crap. I always
overlooked the eyes in the back of her head. “Yeah, Mum.”

“You’re
early.”

“Am I?” I
pulled my phone out and checked. “It’s five to ten.”

“Is it?”
She shuffled forward on the sofa and picked up her empty cup,
pausing to stretch before heading my way. I held out my hand for
the cup. She smiled up at me and handed it over.

“Tea or hot
chocolate?” I asked, already on the move.

“Hot chocolate
if you’re having one.”

“Yeah, I
am.” I hadn’t planned to, but maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea. I
had a feeling a sleepless night lay ahead of me. That face…those
eyes…those lips…oh…mygod. Without a
doubt, it was the sweetest smile I’d ever seen, cheeky and bemused,
and—

The
toilet flushed, and Mum appeared behind me, then squeezed into the tiny gap between me
and the cupboard and flicked the switch on the kettle.

“Boils
quicker if you turn it on,” she said and kind of took over, as in,
I hadn’t even rinsed her mug or got mine out. Had I even filled the
kettle? She paused to sniff me.

“What?” I
asked.

“Garlic.”

“Oh, yeah. We
went for pizza.”

“Did
you? God, I could murder a pizza right about now.”

Me, too, I
thought but didn’t say. A salad with low-cal Caesar dressing and a
single badly timed cheese dough ball were never going to fill me
up. Weirdly, though, I wasn’t raiding the cupboards like I usually
did after a wholly unsatisfying meal out. If I carried on like
that, I could well lose a stone in six weeks, maybe get a new pair
of jeans, new shirt…

“…road
trip?”

“Huh?
Oh… Yeah, they are.” I didn’t know what Mum had asked me, but my
answer seemed to fit. I’d been out with Noah and Matty, who were
heading off to the festivals, so I guessed by ‘road trip’, she
meant them.

“Spoon,”
she said. I was standing in front of the cutlery drawer and duly
moved out of the way. As an afterthought, I went to open the drawer
and whacked my knuckles on the handle when Mum beat me to
it.

“Go and sit,”
she commanded.

“I said I’d
make it.”

“Yes, you did
say that,” she agreed. She was amused by something, and I had a
feeling it was me.

“So,
give me the spoon and I’ll do it,” I insisted.

“It’s
done. See?” She turned the handle of my mug towards me. When had
she made that? “Think you can manage it?”

“I’ll
give it my best shot,” I replied, my sarcasm lost when it scarpered
after my fleeing attention. I forced myself to stay focused on Mum
rinsing the spoon under the tap and wiping the cupboard, after
which she shooed me away to the living room, where she resumed her
usual seat in the corner of the sofa. I sat in the armchair, aware
she’d turned down the TV.

Oh…sugar.

“So, who is
she?”

“Who’s
who?” My
face. My
face. My super-heated, traitorous face!

Mum
turned and studied me,
twitchy-mouthed from the smile she fought. “You’re glowing,
Jesse.”

Glowing?
I was bloody burning up. Seriously, think head like Mars, hurtling towards the Sun
as it goes supernova. There was no point even trying to lie my way
out of this one, not that I often lied to my mum. She was a cool
mum, and we talked about all kinds of stuff all the time. Politics,
money, the state of the NHS, my studies, her job, what was going on
with my mates or hers… Instant crushes in pizza restaurants, not so
much.

“Not
a she,” I
said.

“OK,”
Mum nodded. A frown replaced the smile, still concealed but not
judgemental. She was
trying to figure it out. She wasn’t the only one.

“Leigh
is…” I scratched my chin. Leigh is so gorgeous, I’ve unequivocally proven
love at first sight exists. Beyond that? “Not a girl,” I said and shrugged. “I thought
Leigh was a girl, but Matty said not.”

“A boy?”

“I don’t think
so? Leigh prefers they, not he or she. And…”

“And…?” Mum
prompted.

And my
head was totally done in. I knew what I felt, and it felt good in a
shivery, slightly out-of-body way. “I dunno, Mum.”

On my
behalf, she diverted her attention to the TV, sipped her hot
chocolate, chewed her top lip, narrowed her eyes, sighed out of her
nose, sipped, chewed, narrowed, sighed again. “Did you meet her…them, sorry. Is it
someone you met at school?”

“Uni.”

Mum flapped
her free hand to say ‘you know what I mean’.

“No, but
I think they’ll be studying there. They were in the pizza
restaurant and came over to say hi to Matty. They’re moving into
the farmhouse.”

“Ohhh.”
The ponderous nod returned. I knew what she was thinking. Same as
me. I’d have time to get to know Leigh, if I could work around my
crippling shyness and the fact Leigh wouldn’t look twice at me, and
that Leigh might not be attracted to boys, anyway, or might already
have a special someone in their life. But apart from
that…

“I won’t
be seeing much of you for the foreseeable future, then?” Mum
tormented.

My heart
sank at the reminder. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. Matty doesn’t
know when Leigh’s moving in—” no, of course I hadn’t committed to memory every detail “—and he and Noah are away, on their road
trip, remember?”

For six
eternal weeks.

“Well,
if Leigh does move in before they get back, you could always pop in
and say hello.”

“Yeah,”
I agreed noncommittally. I couldn’t, not without Noah being there
so I at least had a fall-back position if Leigh blanked
me.

“You never
know, they might appreciate the company.”

“Maybe.”

We
watched the very quiet TV for a few minutes, and then
Mum said, “I suppose it’s a bit
like the way we all were with Boy George.”

I didn’t
know what she meant, so I waited for her to elaborate, if she was ever going to,
because she’d gone all misty-eyed.

She
laughed to herself. “Most of the lads were convinced he was a woman, and you really
couldn’t tell. Some of them, when they found out he was a man, said
they still thought he was sexy, and he was. His make-up was out of
this world, and he was just so…mmmmm…”

Another
T-M-I moment from the
mothership, but she’d got it in one. Regardless of how few of them
liked me—my experience was scant, to say the least—I’d always liked
girls. I wasn’t closed to the possibility of liking a boy, but I
could honestly say none had ever caught my attention in that way,
and I’d never met anyone who wasn’t either a girl or a boy, or I
didn’t think I had. Until tonight.

I’d
seen Leigh coming
towards us, and I didn’t actually have time to think. It just
happened. Kapow! Instant,
undeniable, so-obvious-Matty-noticed attraction, and knowing Leigh
wasn’t a girl made no difference.

I could
barely get out a hello—I
was literally choking on a dough ball that only seconds before had
been heaven, if heaven came with garlic and mozzarella. And if it
was obvious to Matty, it would’ve been to Leigh, too.

F.

M.

L.

But did it
matter? Probably not. After all, in six weeks’ time, when Noah and
Matty got back from their road trip, Leigh wouldn’t even remember
we’d met. I could only hope, because it hands down beat forever
being remembered as that fat guy who choked on a dough
ball.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
One

Late September

 


“You
want in on a variety
box?” Noah asked as we joined the queue at the campus café behind
about five hundred freshers. All right, closer to fifty, but there
were only three people serving, so we were going to be queuing a
while yet.

It was
our first week back at university, and we were the ‘big kids’
now—Noah, Matty and me,
along with the other two thousand or so in our cohort—embarking on
the final year of our Bachelor’s degrees. It was daunting. Another
ten months until we graduated, by which point we’d be limping to
cross the finish line and glad to see the back of uni.

For the
time being, we were eager to get started. The summer break had been
way too long and mostly a washout. Actually, that wasn’t true. It
had been really good in parts. Noah and Matty had lasted a measly
two weeks into their road trip—not their fault—and Leigh had moved
in…and then moved out…and then moved back in. In between the back
and forth, on the days I wasn’t melting in my grandma’s massive
greenhouse, I was on the first bus over to Noah’s place, and we’d
spent a fair bit of time together, the four of us. Lots of walks
and visits to local tourist attractions that Noah hadn’t seen,
never mind Leigh. Better still, all the walking meant I had to dig
out a pair of old jeans that were a size smaller, and I’d felt so
much fitter.

We got
on brilliantly, which was Leigh’s doing. They were so
open and chatty, and they had a
wicked sense of humour. They were starting an engineering degree,
so it was understandable they were geeky in that way, the same as
Noah and I were about books, and Matty was about his dancing, and
Leigh wasn’t in the least apologetic. There I’d been, trying to
impress them with my pretty extensive knowledge of Norfolk’s
geography, and they’d piped up with the full history of The Broads,
and how the waterways were the work of a Dutch engineer, and…yes, I
was hanging on their every word.

There
were so many moments like that. I’d had an amazing time. I don’t
think it’s forward of me to say we all did. But then Leigh went away with their aunty
for a few weeks, and I went back to my old ways. TV, computer,
books—all that stuff that exercises the brain but does nothing for
the rest of you.

Since
Leigh had got back, something was fundamentally different, and it
wasn’t them, I didn’t think. It was me. I had no idea what the
problem was. Maybe it was just the pressure of knowing what lay
ahead of us at uni this year.

Noah and
I had already been in
the library every day for two weeks, trying to get some advance
study done while droves of newbies wandered behind their student
guides, all of them with that same look of total bewilderment.
They’d be getting lost for at least the next month, if my
experience was anything to go by. Noah and I had ended up in a
sociology lecture in our first term—we were studying English—and
we’d been too embarrassed to get up and leave before the end. We
never did find our classroom on our own—if it wasn’t for Matty, we
might still have been wandering the campus now.

I
realised Noah was
staring at me expectantly. “What?”


“Doughnuts?”

“Oh!”
I’d forgotten he’d asked. I wrinkled my nose. “I dunno. Do I?”
Before I got any further in figuring out whether I was hungry
enough or in the mood, Matty—who was standing next to us but I’d
thought he wasn’t listening because he was messing with his
phone—answered on my behalf.

“Yeah, you
do.”

I
shrugged helplessly at Noah. “My dietician says I do.”

Noah
looked amused, as opposed to smiling. It’s not that he didn’t ever smile, but he
definitely reserved them for special occasions. “Banana cream?” he
asked.

“An
excellent choice.”

The
queue inched along. Matty put his phone away and chewed his finger. He sighed,
switched hands, did some kind of dance move with his super-bendy
legs…

“Why
don’t you two go find a table?” Noah said, with an endearing shake
of the head at his fidgety boyfriend.

I
glanced behind me at the rapidly filling café. There were only two
tables free. Matty saw them, too, and sprinted over, claiming the
one on the end of a row. I appreciated Matty picking a table where
there was room to pull the chairs out. No fuss, no drawing
attention; he did it automatically even though, with his cat-like
agility, he could squeeze into any old tight space. At my height
and width, and Noah’s heightier height, there was no way we could
fit in between the tables.

Matty
wriggled and slid into
the narrow gap between our table and the people sitting behind him,
and loudly blew his hair out of his face. “God, I hope it’s not
gonna be like this all year.”

“Think
you might be out of luck there, Matt.” I pulled out the chair
diagonally opposite his and sat down, doing another quick survey of
the café, refusing to visually acknowledge Matty’s smirk or the
reason for it in spite of my more than likely glow-in-the-dark
cheeks.

“Shall I
invite Leigh to join us?” Matty suggested.

“They’re
with other students,” I said, which was true. I quickly diverted my
attention to Noah. He’d moved along the queue a couple of spaces.
“When’s your first class?” I asked.

“This
afternoon. Yours isn’t till tomorrow, is it?”

“No, but I’m
seeing my diss supervisor at two. Is Noah hanging around?”

“He will
be. Adam’s picking us up on his way home from work.”

“Cool,”
I said. I saw Leigh and their friends sit at the other free table,
and my heart did a little somersault. I willed it to
behave.

“Unless
you’re coming over tonight?” Matty asked.

“Not tonight. I
need to make a start on packing.”

“You can’t
have that many books at home.”

“I don’t mean
for uni.” He knew what I meant.

“We’re not
going for another month, Jess.”

“Yeah, I
know, but…” I let the sentence dangle rather than finish it. It was
true; our holiday wasn’t for another month, but I wanted to go
through my clothes and establish what I needed to buy so I wouldn’t
be stressing about stuff not arriving in time. Plus, I was pretty
sure Noah’s brother and his husband were sick of the sight of me.
It felt like I was always over at their place these
days.

A tray
landed with a clunk on the table between us, and I looked up
into Noah’s shadowed scowl. He
pulled out the chair next to me and flopped onto it, legs
everywhere. “No banana cream, no caramel, no apple… It’s
crazy.”

“Damn first
years,” I muttered, playing along. “Who do they think they
are?”

“Leigh’s a
first year,” Matty pointed out with a cheeky grin.

“I knew
that,” I said too quickly. My cheeks went up in flames, or felt
like. I didn’t have a problem with the first years—even if they did
nick all the decent doughnuts—and Leigh was an exception, anyway.
Or did I mean exceptional? “What did you get in the end?” I asked
Noah, eager to move on. I didn’t really mind them seeing me get in
a pickle. They were my best buds, and they both knew how much I
liked Leigh. It had been instant attraction—for me. For Leigh? I
had no idea. We got on pretty well—I’d even go so far as to say we
were becoming good friends—but we talked about nothing, really. On
the plus side, Leigh had never mentioned The Dough Ball Incident.
They probably hadn’t noticed I was there, which was for the
best.

“I
dunno,” Noah said, opening the doughnut box and peering inside.
“I told them to give me
whatever.”

Matty
leaned forward and looked in the box. “Orange and lemon. Ew.” He picked up his milkshake
and sat back again. He’d barely got the straw to his lips when,
behind him, all hell broke loose. A girl climbed up onto the table
and then jumped down on the other side, dragging another girl from
her seat to the floor as she yelled, “Someone call an
ambulance!”

“I’ll do
it,” a student on the next row of tables said.

“We need to
alert—” I began but didn’t finish; Matty was already calling the
campus medics on his mobile.

“Come
on, Lizzie.” The girl
checked for breathing, thumped her friend’s chest a few times and
then put her ear back to her friend’s mouth. “She’s still not
breathing.” She thumped a couple more times, but if she knew
anything about CPR, she’d forgotten it in her panic. I knew CPR.
I’d learnt it in sixth form while everyone else was off doing their
Duke of Edinburgh’s Award.

I didn’t
think about it. I just got up and took over. The girl’s airway was
clear, but she definitely wasn’t breathing. I began
compressions, counting
in my head while Noah asked the girl’s friend what had
happened.

“She’s
got a heart condition. She takes medication for it, but she said
she’d been feeling weird all morning.”

I
reached thirty, delivered two rescue breaths, and continued the
compressions. In my head, I could hear Matty singing The Bee Gees’
‘Staying Alive’, like the video with the American firefighters. It
was helping me keep my rhythm, but my arms were aching, and the
sweat was pouring off me. Another thirty compressions, another two
breaths. The ambulance needed to get here, and the crowd needed to
back off.

One of
the campus medics pushed their way through with a mobile defibrillator and knelt at
the girl’s other side.

“What’s your
name?” she asked me.

“Jesse,” I
panted out.

“OK,
Jesse. Great job. Keep going there for me a bit longer.” She pulled
the girl’s top up and attached the defib pads. “Stop,” she said. I
stopped. She pressed a button on the machine, and a digital voice
said, “Analysing,” then, “Stand back. Do not touch the patient.”
The medic pressed another button, jolting the girl’s
chest.

The
machine pinged and the medic took over the chest compressions. She’d barely completed
one set before an ambulance pulled up outside the café and two
paramedics made their way in at speed. With nothing left for me to
do, I got up and spent a moment leaning on a table while I got my
breath back and the feeling returned to my legs.

“Thank
you,” the girl’s friend said.

I nodded
a ‘you’re welcome’, too puffed out to speak. Both of us watched her friend as the
paramedics connected wires and tubes, and lifted her onto a
stretcher.

Last
year, my dad died following a heart attack. He was hardly ever around—my
parents divorced when I was still in primary school and I’d stayed
with my mum—so we weren’t very close. He’d made it to the hospital
but had another heart attack and died during surgery. When he’d
collapsed at work, one of his colleagues had given him CPR, and I
wondered if it was like this for them. I was buzzing on adrenaline,
and I felt…I don’t know. Worthwhile.

The
emergency had passed, and I looked around the café for Leigh. They
gave me a thumbs up—whether in praise or reassurance they were OK,
I wasn’t sure—and then disappeared from view behind the
paramedics, who wheeled the
girl away. Beside me, her friend gathered her belongings
together.

“I’m
taking these up to her room,” she explained.

“Good
idea,” I said, although I wasn’t sure why she was telling
me.

She
paused and gave me a brief squeeze, not enough to count as a hug.
“Thanks again.”

I
smiled, feeling proud, and grateful for the first-aid training. It
was the first time I’d had to use it—well, other than elevating my
mum’s hand when she cut her finger with a vegetable peeler. I’d
stayed with Leigh while they’d administered an emergency injection
once, too, but that wasn’t really first aid. “I’m sorry I kind of
took over.”

“Don’t
be. I’m so glad you were here. I mean, I don’t wish to insult you,
but with your size and everything… You were so fast!”

My
throat constricted, and my sweat suddenly turned icy, but the girl
was already gone, taking my ego with her.

It was
only then I realised what that temporary euphoria had been. I’d
been so focused on what I was doing that for those few brief
moments, I’d forgotten I was fat Jesse.

After the
ambulance departed, the commotion died down, and everyone either
returned to their tables or left the café. Noah handed me my bottle
of water, and I gulped it down in one. I was gutted by what she’d
said. Absolutely gutted. But I was trying to keep a brave
face—obviously I was failing.

“You are
pretty tall,” Matty consoled. Kind, sweet Matty, trying to make me
feel better, feel less like the fat kid, red-cheeked from crying in
the toilet cubicle he’d crammed himself into every lunch break, or
sweating buckets in full-length pants and long-sleeved t-shirts
while everyone else wore their summer vests and shorts. There was
always something—some way I’d covered up, hidden, made
apologies—for just about every moment of my life.

I felt
Noah’s eyes on me and met his smile with a meagre attempt of my
own. “Yeah,” I said,
making my agreement sound as matter-of-fact as I could. I knew what
people saw: the same thing I did every time I looked in a
mirror.

***

“Jesse!”

I rolled
onto my back and peered up at the ceiling through eyes blurred and
hazy from having spent the past however many hours with my face
stuffed in my pillow. It was about the twentieth time Mum had
called me for dinner, each time her voice getting louder, the
pronunciation of my name shorter and hissier. She was out of
patience, and my bedroom door flung open.

“Mother
coming in,” she said, holding the door handle with one hand, the
other shielding her face as she stepped into my room.

I
laughed at her attempt
to respect my privacy, this woman who had changed my nappies,
washed my winky and brought me cold compresses for my testicles
when I got mumps in high school. It was all a bit of an
over-exaggeration about being left infertile by mumps—that was
another thing I’d learnt on the first-aid course. It did happen,
but it was rare, and my mumps weren’t severe. In any case, I had no
intention of having kids, ever. Why would I burden my offspring
with the ‘big-boned’ gene?

“I’m
decent, Mum,” I said, or as decent as I could make myself while
trying to cover my belly by tugging down the hem of yet another t-shirt that was too short and too
tight.

Mum uncovered
her eyes, and I spotted a brief flash of annoyance, which instantly
turned to concern when she caught sight of my face. “Oh, love,
what’s the matter?” She came over and perched on the edge of my
bed.

“Just
tired,” I said, and I wasn’t lying. I was exhausted. It had been a
heavy day, but it’d pass. I was having one of those ‘I hate my
body’ evenings, and all because of the stupid t-shirt. Well, that,
and what the girl in the café had said, which was what had prompted
me to torture myself by trying on a t-shirt that I’d already known
didn’t fit me. I was still really upset, but I hadn’t told my mum
about what had happened.

She brushed my
hair back from my forehead. “Were you sleeping?”

“Yeah.” Now
that was a lie, but I knew what was coming.

“I’ve
made your dinner. I can bring it in here if you want. You can eat
in bed.”

I wasn’t
hungry, or no more
hungry than usual. But I didn’t need to eat. It wasn’t as if I was
going to starve to death.

“I’m all
right, Mum.”

She took a
long hard look at me and then turned away. “Have they been at it
again?”

“Who?”

“At
school.”

I’d left
school four years ago, but she still called it that. She was
talking about the bullies who’d terrorised me all through high
school, calling names, tipping leftovers and rubbish off their
plate and onto mine as they passed by in the dinner hall, the ‘Big
Jessie’ graffiti on my locker, all of it unprovoked, but that’s the
way bullying goes. Being seen as weaker, easier to wind up, or
different, is all the reason bullies need.

“No,
they haven’t,” I finally answered Mum’s question, but she already
had tears in her eyes,
and I’d only just got control of my own. I needed a distraction or
she’d start me off again. I studied the poster of Pink on the far
wall. I’d been in love with her since I was twelve. I owned all her
albums, knew the lyrics to every single one of her songs, although
I’d never been to see her perform live. If I ever found the nerve
to get up and sing at karaoke, I thought I could probably do a
passable cover of ‘So What’.

“Are
you going to have your
dinner?” Mum pushed.

“Nah. I
think I’ll get my PJs on and go to bed.”

“All right,
love.” She got up and walked slowly across my room, picking up my
bag and straightening my shoes on her way to the door, where she
stopped and turned back with a heartbreaking smile. “Maybe we
should get you back to the doctor again. Get a second opinion on
your thyroid.”

“Yeah, maybe,”
I agreed. It was easier that way.

“I’ll cover
the plate and stick it in the fridge, in case you want it later,”
she said.

“OK. Thanks,
Mum.”

“You
sleep well.” She closed the door behind her, and I rolled back onto
my belly, holding my breath until lights flashed like fireworks
before my eyes. I exhaled the stale air and tried to draw in more
through the pillow. It was hard to breathe, and while I was
miserable, I didn’t have a death wish. I got up and wearily swapped
my scrimpy ‘XXXL’ t-shirt and baggiest of baggy sweatpants for my
pyjamas, hauled back the duvet and climbed into bed. I’d feel
better in the morning.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Two

Some days, I wake up thinking…so what? I’m a fatty. Get over it.
I put on my Big & Tall
jeans—impossibly enormous, with an invisible diamond section in the
crotch so they don’t split—and stride out with pride, shoulders
back, ready to take on the world. Other days, I wake up determined
that today will be the day I start my diet, follow the exercise
plan Matty typed out for me, get fit, lose weight, turn into Jesse
Thomas the beefcake, tall, dark, handsome…

It
usually lasts until lunchtime, when I give up in favour of
silencing the embarrassing
rumble in my belly.

That was
the mood I was in this morning, motivated by having not succumbed
to the temptation of last night’s dinner. I’d moved on from the
misery of my favourite t-shirt not fitting anymore. I couldn’t even
blame it on a growth spurt. Or I could—an outward spurt, not an
upward one.

I’d
even kind
of forgotten what the
girl in the café had said.

When I
made it out of the
shower, Mum was already in her coat, about to leave for work. She
gave me a hug.

“Are you
feeling better, love?”

“Yeah.”

“You home
normal time?”

By
‘normal time’, she meant around four-thirty—end-of-school
time—which didn’t apply to university, but I was familiar with the
conversion.

“Before
that, I reckon,” I said.

She
stood on tiptoes, and I
bent my knees so she could kiss me on the cheek.

“See you
later, Mum.”

“There’s
bacon keeping warm, OK?”

“OK.”

She
left. I went to my room
to get dressed, ignoring the treacherous t-shirt I’d cast off in
disgust and pulling out a shirt that could’ve fitted Matty and
Leigh inside it with room to spare. It was comfy—soft dark-grey
cotton—and it was loose on me, which made me feel slimmer, but it
was an illusion, of course. I hated it when people made those kinds
of observations—you look slimmer in that, stripes suit
you—because it was
temporary, lasting, at best, until I took off my clothes and faced
the flab underneath.

At least
I’d finally left my
enormous hoodie behind. Leigh was partly responsible for that. Four
years, I’d had that hoodie, all through sixth form and the first
two years of uni. It had served me well, but it had also been a
comfort blanket—heh, it was big enough. Every day, I was tempted to
take it out of the storage bag in my wardrobe…zip up, hood up,
sleeves down… I was caught between hiding from the world and
wanting Leigh to notice me; the hoodie stayed where it
was.

I
grabbed the bacon on my
way out. I could afford to eat it if I walked to uni. Granted, it
was only a ten-minute walk—about fifty calories—but it was better
than no exercise at all. I arrived at the campus as Noah and
Matty’s bus pulled up. The doors opened, and the bus emptied, no
sign of Noah and Matty for ages, because they always sat at the
back, and it was Noah who stepped off first, giving me a hang-dog
expression. A second later, I discovered why. Behind him was Matty
and…Leigh.

My poor
old heart. Who needed a defibrillator? It happened every time I
saw them, that sudden
jolt, and off it went, like an express freight train trying to
break out of my chest.

Arms linked,
Matty and Leigh laughed and chatted, almost skipping along behind
Noah. God, my crush was epic, but Leigh was beautiful. Both
acknowledged me with a little wave and a smile. I smiled back and
realised, when Leigh’s eyelids lowered bashfully, that I was
staring.

Adam and
Sol—Noah’s brother and
brother-in-law—were like foster parents for students with
additional needs, things like learning disabilities, behavioural
problems and medical conditions. Leigh had only been living there a
couple of months, whereas Matty had moved in with them in first
year of uni. He said it was because he was a nutcase. I never saw
any evidence of it, but his parents had done a number on him, so he
probably had his nutty moments.

Leigh’s
situation was a bit different. Like Matty, Leigh had been in foster
care forever, I guessed because their mum couldn’t cope with their
medical condition. I was interested to know more, but Leigh didn’t
talk about it, and I didn’t push. We talked about a lot of stuff,
mostly music and movies, and we had a good laugh, but we didn’t
know each other anywhere near as well as I would have liked.
Yet.

I didn’t
think that was expecting
too much. All through school, people had told me I was a good
friend. By ‘people’, I mean ‘girls’, and by ‘good friend’, they
meant ‘not boyfriend material’. That was fine by me. The number of
my mates who hit on girls just because they could, it made me feel
a bit sleazy on their behalf. They liked the girl, sure, and I
don’t think—I hope they didn’t—force themselves on anyone, but
they’d go too far, too quickly, and without getting to know each
other.

I don’t
know, maybe spending my teens perpetually ‘in the friend zone’
coloured my perspective, but getting to know someone before you
jumped their bones seemed like the way to go to me. However long
that took, I’d wait. I had to get through this last tough year of
uni, anyway, so I really didn’t mind.

What I
did mind, sometimes, was feeling like a spare wheel, although since Leigh had moved in, it
had become easier. Noah and Matty could be pretty full-on, and I
was sure they forgot I was there at times—not that they ever got up
to anything private in my presence, but still. We’d always done a
lot of stuff as a threesome, and with Leigh around, I could almost
pretend we were double dating. Ah, hopes and dreams…

We
reached the English block, where we parted company with Matty and
Leigh, who continued to walk ahead for half a minute, oblivious to
the fact Noah and I had stopped walking. Matty came dashing back,
stretched up to kiss Noah, said, “Laters,” and dashed off again. It
all happened in my peripheral vision; my eyes were on Leigh’s back.
Dr. Martens boots, black pants with loops and buckles dangling from
them, braces, electric-blue sweater…

“Leigh’s dyed
their hair,” I observed.

“Dunno,” Noah
said, like I’d asked a question.

“Yeah,
they have.” It wasn’t as blue as their top, but it was definitely
blue. Matty caught up with them, and Leigh turned and glanced back.
They made eye contact with me and smiled again. My belly flipped,
my face tingled. God, how could a smile stop the world like that?
It had to be some kind of sorcery. Hit pause, mute all sound, zoom
in, in, in…so close I could see the tiny nose stud, the sparkle in
their eyes…and then it reversed, like an enormous spring uncoiling,
and Leigh zoomed away, back to reality. Matty reappeared at their
side; Noah chuckled at mine.

At the last
second, I remembered how to move my limbs and waved back. Leigh’s
smile turned into a grin as they and Matty rounded a corner and
were gone.

“Come
on, you big sook,” Noah said playfully and slung an arm around my
shoulders, steering me into the building.

“Am I?”
I asked. Noah’s smirk was all the answer I was getting, but I knew
it for myself. I couldn’t help it where Leigh was concerned. Every
time I saw them, everything around us ceased to exist, leaving only
Leigh and my hyper-awareness of Leigh. The sheen of their hair, the
pale, smooth creaminess of their skin, the cheeky way they rolled
their eyes, the hugeness of their pupils when they were scared or
excited, the velvety softness of their lips. OK, I may have added
my own details about their lips, but if I’d shut my eyes, I’d have
heard, felt…I don’t know…telepathically sensed their presence.
Leigh had some kind of power over me beyond anything I’d
experienced before. Seriously, if Pink turned up on my doorstep and
gave me the ultimatum, ‘It’s me or Leigh’, I wouldn’t even need to
think about it.

The
morning’s lecture passed in a blur, and it was the first of the
year. I really needed to pay attention, but my concentration
was shot, and by the
end, I’d written next to nothing and learnt even less. Noah stood
by, waiting for me to pack up my stuff and checking his phone. I
was trying to hurry because everyone else had left already,
aaaand…there was
my bag, upended on the floor. Yeah.

“Sorry,
sorry…” I muttered for
Noah’s benefit and crouched, unceremoniously shoving everything
back into my bag. Or not, because I was watching Noah and just kind
of shifting the heap of stuff from one spot on the floor to
another. “I wonder how Ryan’s getting on?”

Noah
turned his phone around and showed me Ryan’s status
onscreen: Franzen will be the death of me. Why did I choose this
module again?

“I knew
he’d hate it,” I said, because I’d told him, back in
May—when we completed
our module choice forms and he decided on Modern American Fiction
while Noah and I opted for Post-War British Poetry—that the reading
list included all of Franzen’s novels, and that was only the start
of it. Meanwhile, Noah and I had one single volume of poetry to get
through between now and next May. We’d learnt our lesson in second
year, when we’d had American Literature with the same lecturer who
ran the Modern American Fiction module. Even the most avid of
readers wouldn’t have made it through all those novels, and Ryan
was far from avid. I loved reading, but I had three other modules
to pass, and my head wasn’t exactly in the game.

I
finally
got my act together, hoisted my
bag onto one shoulder and hurried from the lecture theatre,
repeating my apology once we were out in the fresh air and I could
breathe again.

“No
worries,” Noah said, completely chill. “You’re a bit jittery
today.”

“I’m all
right.”

“Uh-huh?”

“What? I am
all right.”

“You want a
copy of my notes?”

“Yeah, if you
wouldn’t mind. Mine are…” Non-existent. “A mess.”

“I
noticed,” Noah said dryly. I knew he wouldn’t taunt me further. “Is
it too early for lunch?”

It was
only just past eleven o’clock, and we should’ve had a critical
theory lecture, but Brian—our lecturer—was away at a conference.
Plus, if we didn’t eat then, we’d hit the lunchtime rush. It was
that or leave it until after our seminar, by which point it would
be four o’clock. Tuesdays were going to be a killer this
year.

“Let’s
eat now,” I said. Where d’you wanna go?” The campus café was dead
ahead of us, and it didn’t look as mad in there as it had the
previous day. Noah gestured the suggestion we go in, and I shrugged
my consent.

We had a
fair few conversations like that—all nods, shrugs, waves of hands.
Four years of friendship had given us that. We’d met in sixth-form
college; Noah’s family had moved from London up to Norwich during
the summer, so he knew no one, and the only students I knew were
those who’d made my life a misery at school. Typical, seeing as I’d
intentionally gone to college to avoid them, rather than stay in
our school’s sixth form. Net result: my mates all stayed on and Big
Jesse was on his own.

Noah and
I were like two fish out
of water who’d just discovered we weren’t the only ones flapping
about on the shoreline, although we were the only ones who were
six-foot-plus and, seemingly,
interested in passing our A’ Levels. That first English Lit.
lesson, we clicked, and we’d never looked back.

I queued
behind Noah so I could take my lead from what he ordered. It was a
form of portion control for me, because we always had big meals at
home, although when I thought about it, they weren’t any bigger
than Noah’s brother-in-law served. The difference was Noah stopped
eating when he was full, and he went to the gym, whereas I ate
until I could hardly move and did very little in the way of exercise. I wasn’t lazy, not
really. I looked after my grandma’s enormous garden and
greenhouse—Mum was still trying to persuade her to move to
somewhere more manageable—and tried to walk to uni at least twice a
week.

The
trouble was, so many years of failing at sports and having the piss
taken out of me in games lessons meant exercise wasn’t part of my
routine like it was for Noah. He’d played rugby at high school, and
Adam and Sol were both fitness fanatics. Matty spent hours dancing
every day. Even Leigh was a runner.

All in
all, it made me feel like a lazy slob, and I only had myself to
blame. If I could eat just a little bit less and exercise a little
bit more, I’d find equilibrium. In my head, if I looked at it rationally, it was easy. In
reality, it was impossible. Until I lost some weight, I couldn’t
face exercising in front of other people, knowing what they’d be
thinking, and I couldn’t lose weight without exercising.

Noah
didn’t comment on my lunch selection—a tuna on granary sandwich, banana and a carton of
juice—which was exactly the same as he’d picked. I saw him eyeing
the chocolate bars but then he walked on by.

“Don’t
do without on my account,” I said. I didn’t eat chocolate, or not
at uni. I’d made it a rule when we started, because there was a
vending machine in our sixth-form college, and I’d scoffed about four bars a day—around a
thousand calories in chocolate alone. I was ashamed of
myself.

“Nah,
I’m all right,” Noah said.

He paid,
I paid, and we went outside, to the terrace, where the tables weren’t crammed so
closely together and we’d have more leg room, although it was
deserted, anyway.

“I’m
glad the first years haven’t discovered this place yet,” Noah
observed.

“Me,
too.” I looked at the empty tables surrounding us and opened my
sandwich, glad of the opportunity to eat without feeling
self-conscious, and this time, it wasn’t on me. People
did
stare when they saw me eating.
Not all of them, but some. Worse was having someone I barely knew
say something like ‘try replacing that with a piece of fruit’ when
it might have been the first cake I’d had in a week. They meant
well, I’m sure, but whatever made them think it was OK to do
that?

“You
fancy a study sesh tonight?” Noah asked, and I was grateful for him
dragging me out of my thoughts. It wasn’t even
happening, and I was
getting myself worked up.

“Yep. My
place?” I suggested.

“If you like.
There’s more room at ours, though.”

“True.” I knew
what he was doing. Noah was subtle and he wasn’t pushy, but I was
wise to his ploys. “But Matty’ll be there.”

“So will
Leigh.”

“Noah…”

“All I meant
was Leigh can keep Matty company while we get some work done. What
did you think I meant?”

I tried to
scowl, but it became a smile. “Lying git.”

Noah
shrugged, like he had no idea what I was talking about,
and took a bite of his
sandwich. He was leaving me to think it over, or pretending to.
Seeing as I’d already agreed to studying, he knew I wouldn’t go
back on it, although whether I’d get anything done with Leigh in
the vicinity was questionable.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Three

“Come in, Jess,” Adam called out of an open
upstairs window. In fact, all of the farmhouse windows were open.
It was crazy warm for
late September, and humid, too, as evidenced by shirt number three
of the day. I’d need to stick some washing on when I got home, and
I still hadn’t got
around to ordering holiday gear. I saw a sleepless night in my
not-so-distant future, though—our flat reached melting point on
days like this—so at least I’d have a means of whiling away the
hours.

I did as
Adam suggested, opening the door a couple of inches and waiting for
Suky—the Ashtons’ mad
German shepherd—to leap at it and slam it shut again. Instead, the
door handle was whipped from my hand, and Matty appeared in front
of me.

“Alright?” he
asked with a grin.

“Yeah.”
Frowning, I stepped inside and shut the door behind me. “Where’s
the dog?”

Matty
pointed into the kitchen, where poor Suky was flat out on the tiled
floor, legs pointing all four directions of the compass, tongue
hanging from her mouth.

“I hope it
stays like this for Cornwall,” Matty said.

“Hmm,” I
agreed ambiguously, watching his back as he retreated up the
stairs. I really hoped it didn’t. I couldn’t stand this heat for
more than a few hours, although it would be cooler on the coast,
with any luck.

I
followed Matty, the temperature rising the further up we went,
until we arrived in the oven that was Noah and Matty’s room in the
attic.

“Bloody
hell, it’s hot in here.” I blew air out of my mouth, lifting some
of my hair from where it was stuck with sweat to my
forehead.

“Yep,” Noah
agreed. He was lying on his back in the middle of the floor, arms
and legs stretched out, a fan blowing up his t-shirt and shorts. I
had to laugh, although…

“I can see
what you had for breakfast.”

Noah
lifted his shoulders from the floor in a shrug and jumped to his
feet. “We should study outside. What d’you reckon?”

“Yeah, fine.”
Anywhere other than where we were, really.

I
about-turned and retraced my steps downstairs, where Suky was in
the process of emptying her water bowl. I passed her by on my way
out to the yard, or what had been a yard when the Ashtons moved in, but was now sectioned
off into different areas, with a path leading past the chicken pen
and henhouse on the left, grapevines and a veggie patch on the
right, beyond that a patio furnished with table, chairs, loungers,
heaters, lights, barbecue, power supply… It was basically an
outside room with a foldaway gazebo that could be erected as and
when required.

It was
at that point I realised I wasn’t alone, as in, Noah hadn’t followed me out, but I could
hear someone in the henhouse…singing to the hens. The door fully
opened, and Leigh emerged, shielding their eyes against the patio
lights.

“Hey,
Jesse.”

“Hello.”
They were shrouded in shadow but it made no difference. At least my
heart wasn’t short of a good workout or ten.

“You OK?”

“Yep.”
Urgh. Where the hell were my words? This was starting to get really
annoying. I’d liked Leigh from the start—not the instant
attraction/choking incident…well, obviously, I liked them then, but
I was only counting from when we were properly introduced, and I’d
realised that Leigh was just as beautiful inside as out. At first,
my nervousness made me talk too much, but Leigh was chatty, too, so
we just kind of gabbled our way through conversations, and it had
all been a bit giddy and out of control, but we were talking. Now, I couldn’t think what to say at all,
and I was sure it was getting worse.

“What’s
up?” Leigh advanced and stopped a couple of feet away, frowning
inquisitively, mixed with a bit of concern. I pointed at my mouth.
“Sore throat?” Leigh guessed, but that wasn’t what I’d
meant.

“Lip,” I
uttered.

“Cold
sore?”

“No.
Yours.”

“Oh!”
Leigh laughed. It was enchanting, Leigh’s laughter, a breathy ‘hah’
and a gasped inhalation over which their smile lingered. Honestly,
sometimes I could’ve rolled my eyes at myself, because everything
about Leigh was just…perfect. They poked their tongue against the
inside of their lip, flinching slightly.

“New
piercing?” Woot! Actual words. Go, Jesse!

“Yeah.
Got it done this afternoon. Do you like it?”

It was a
perfect excuse to move closer, but my shoes seemed to have stuck
themselves to the ground. I settled for nodding instead. “How
many’s that now?”

Leigh
thought, at the same time reaching up a hand and feeling their way
along one ear then the other, counting under their breath.
“Eight? I think one’s
healed over. Has it?”

They stretched
up towards me, but their hair was covering their ear. I clamped my
lips between my teeth in an effort to make it less obvious that my
breath was juddering with nerves. I lifted my hand and brushed
Leigh’s hair back, trying to stay focused on their ear, overwhelmed
by their closeness, their soft hair tickling my fingers, the
relative coolness of their skin where our hands touched…

“Three,”
I pushed out.

“Is there a
hole at the top with nothing in it?”

That
part of Leigh’s ear was still in shadow. My fingers combed through
the strands of hair—shiny midnight blue in the twilight—as I moved
it behind Leigh’s ear. “I think so.”

“Eight,
then,” Leigh confirmed.

“OK.”

“It was meant to
be a snakebite—” They poked at the lip piercing again, same result
as last time “—but it hurt like hell.”

“A
snakebite? What’s that?”
I hadn’t moved my hand away. I wasn’t sure I could.

“One on either
side.”

“Cool.”
I liked piercings. They were fun, and if I’d been slimmer, or less
bothered about not being slimmer, I’d have probably got my eyebrow
pierced, although…maybe it would draw attention away from the rest
of me.

I
couldn’t recall if Leigh had piercings when I first met them. I was kind of
overwhelmed, and everything had gone a bit hazy and soft focus.
Whether Leigh had them or not, I’d still feel the same, but the
nose stud was definitely recent.

Would
the one on their lip
make kissing more difficult? Why was I even thinking about
that?

Leigh had kissed
me once. On the cheek. It was the day Matty was assaulted—by his
dad. Leigh needed a shot of hydrocortisone, which they
self-administered and everything was fine, but they still should’ve
gone to the hospital to get checked out. Of course, they refused
to—I didn’t blame them, to be honest, but I kept that to myself at
the time—and so, I accompanied Leigh home and hung around until the
adults got back. Yeah, I know; I was an adult, too, but
still.

It was
the quickest kiss, and it had only been to say thanks, or maybe it
had been more. I just didn’t know. We were both pretty shy
in that respect. What if we
were both also waiting for the other to be bold enough to ask us
out on a date, or make a move or something? We might never get any further than this
disjointed conversing that seemed to have replaced the ease with
which we used to chatter.

“I’d better go
in,” Leigh said.

“OK.” Please don’t.

They
turned and walked back towards the house, taking their
time—were they waiting
for me to stop them? As they reached the door, they paused and
called, “D’you need a drink or anything?”

Oh! “Yes,
please. Diet Coke?”

Leigh nodded
and smiled. “Be right back.”

“Thanks!” I shouted, but they’d already disappeared inside.
I swear I was gonna be Jesse the Puddle by the time they got
back—why did it have to be so damn hot? Why did they?

It was
then that I noticed, as I watched Leigh pass the kitchen window on
the way to the fridge, that Noah was in there, too. He said
something to Leigh and looked out at me, gesturing the number two
with his fingers. Two what? Drinks? Minutes? Chairs?

I went
with the last one and
put my bag on the table so I could pull the covers off two of the
patio chairs. I found the lighter under the barbecue and lit the
citronella stick in the middle of the table. Biting insects loved
me—my grandma said it was because I was hot-blooded, ha-ha, more
like there was plenty of me to go around—and there were a lot of
them out tonight because of the humidity.

Distant
giggling alerted me to
Leigh’s imminent return. Not wishing to look like I’d been standing
around waiting for them—which I hadn’t—I pulled my stuff from my
bag, shoved the pile of books so that they scattered across the
table, opened the closest one to a random page and quickly sat
down. I heard Leigh call to someone inside—Matty, at a guess, “All
right, I’ll be up in five minutes,” followed by the song they’d
been singing in the henhouse.

I’d
never noticed them
singing before. I wasn’t musical myself, but I could tell if
someone was singing in tune. Leigh’s voice was incredible. In tune,
yes, but there was something more, like they were channelling the
oppressive warmth of the evening and transforming it into this
husky, rich melody. It was so beautiful, I didn’t realise I’d
stopped breathing until Leigh was standing next to me, holding out
a can of Coke.

“You all
right, Jesse?”

“Um,
yeah.” I nodded vigorously enough to rattle my brain, if that were
possible. “What was that song?”

“Song?
Oh! It’s called ‘All The Same To Me’. I’ve been listening to it all
day, and it’s stuck in my head. D’you like it?”

“Yeah, I really
do. You have a really good voice.” Really, really…
Urgh. Come on, Jess,
get it together.

“Thanks.
My friend wrote it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I think
you’d like her other stuff.” Seeing as I still hadn’t taken my
drink, Leigh put both cans down and hopped up onto the table,
sitting with legs crossed, the toes of one socked foot wiggling
mere inches from my hand. The motion was hypnotising.

You know
what I would’ve loved? For us to have been at that point where I’d
just reach over and massage Leigh’s foot while they talked.
Which would mean first asking
Leigh out on a date, and Leigh accepting. Then we’d have to
establish some kind of relationship. How long would it take before
we were comfortable enough with each other—

“Those
boots gave me blisters,” Leigh said.

“Did
they?” I was pretty sure they’d said something else before that,
but wiggling toes, daydreams—I was starting to understand how Noah
almost failed first year. This was crazy.

I got
the feeling Leigh was
aware of my sporadic loss of concentration, but they continued
anyway. “They’ll be fine once I’ve worn them a few times. Same with
my last pair. So you’re not interested, then?”

“In?”

“I mean, it’s
OK. I’m going anyway. I guess I could ask Matty.”

Right,
so this was the bit I’d
missed.

“I’ll
leave you to it.” Leigh jumped down to the ground again, picked up their unopened
drink and walked back to the house, passing Noah on the way. He
nodded an acknowledgement and finally made it to the patio, dumped
his laptop and books on the table and shuffled the chair around so
he was sitting opposite me. Only then did he look my way. “What?”
he asked.

“What?” I
asked back.

“Is
something wrong?”

I
realised I was frowning at him. “No, mate. I was wondering what
took you so long, that’s all.”

“I didn’t want
to get in the way.”

“Of?”

“Well,
you were chatting, weren’t you? And standing pretty close
together…”

“Earlier? I was helping Leigh count their
piercings.”

Noah
chuckled. “That’s a new
one.”

I
sighed. “It’s the truth, unfortunately. I don’t know what’s up with
me, man. When Leigh talks to me, I can’t think of anything to say.
Worse, I think I just missed an invitation to go to a gig or
something.” At Noah’s shrug, I explained, “I zoned out. One minute
they were talking about their mate who writes songs, the next? I
dunno.”

“You
weren’t like this in the
summer.”

“Tell me
about it. I mean, what’s changed? Nothing.”

“Uni
stress?”

“Maybe,
but I’m not feeling it. Our first essay’s not due until the end of
next week, and we already did the reading for that.” I picked up
the can of Diet Coke, opened it, and bent the ring pull backwards
and forwards repeatedly until it snapped. I dropped it into the can
and sighed again.

“One of these
days, you’re gonna choke yourself.”

I huffed. Noah
said that every time I did it, as did my mum and anyone else who
was around.

“Don’t
sweat it, Jess. You’ll have plenty of time when we’re in
Cornwall. Only another
four weeks, eh? Can’t come soon enough.”

“Yeah,”
I agreed, but my belly was cramping, and I was starting to see the
pattern. It wasn’t Leigh striking me dumb; it was the combination
of Leigh and Cornwall. Specifically, the lack of privacy with the
four of us bunking down in Matty’s grandparents’ camper
van.

“Can’t
wait to get in that ocean,” Noah said, opening his
laptop, ready to start
work. “I haven’t been surfing since I was
about…thirteen?”

“Are you any
good?”

“I’m shit,
mate. My centre of gravity’s way off. I’d say it’s my height, but
my dad’s an amazing surfer, or he was.”

“Your
dad surfs?” I tried to picture Noah’s dad on a surfboard. He was a
big guy—a good three inches on me in all directions. I had to
wonder how he stayed afloat, which was a hideous thing to think. I
was quite appalled at myself, but that was the other part of going
to Cornwall I was dreading. It was the first time Noah had
mentioned it, but Matty and Leigh had been watching surfing videos
ever since Adam suggested the holiday. If there was a way I
could’ve got out of going without letting them down, I would’ve
done so.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Four

Of course, there was no way I would’ve let
them down, and I did eventually get to sleep, once the storm had
blown itself out and the temperature dropped to something more
seasonal. And I’d successfully purchased two pairs of board shorts, two pairs of
Converse, four XXXXL t-shirts plus two vests of the same size. I’d
pack my jeans and a couple of shirts, in case we went out anywhere
in the evenings, but I was as good to go as I was
getting.

Two days
later, when my delivery arrived, I took the bag through to my room,
a bubble of anxiety bobbing in my throat. If these didn’t fit, I
had time to send them back and get the next size up, but I really
hoped it wouldn’t come
to that. I tore the plastic bags open and unfolded every item,
laying them one on top of the other on my bed, and stripped off my
shirt.

“Want a cup of
tea, love?” my mum called.

“Please.” I folded my arms over my chest, waiting for her to
knock and come in, but she walked away again. Exhaling in relief, I
picked up the top item on my pile: a mid-blue t-shirt, with an
abstract square print of flowers on the front. Good sturdy feel to
it, too. This was the moment of truth. Opening the bottom, I fed my
arms up into the sleeves, lifted it over my head, and…it slid right
down, no trouble at all.

“It’s a
whopper,” I said, chancing a glance at my reflection in my
TV screen. That was as close as
I got to a mirror, other than to sort out my hair or shave, which
was one of the reasons I stayed with stubble, because I could use
clippers on it without watching what I was doing, although I
thought my face looked OK, on the whole.

“What did you
say, love?” Mum called.

“Just
trying on this stuff. The t-shirts are epic.” I opened my bedroom
door and went to show her. She eyed me up and down with a
smile.

“That colour
is lovely on you.”

“Thanks. I
really like it. I’ll show you the others.”

“Ooh, a
fashion show.” The kettle switched off, and my mum made the
tea.

I
returned to my room to change into one of the other t-shirts and
felt myself smiling. The enormous weight hanging over me—my
own—suddenly felt so much lighter. Maybe this holiday wouldn’t be
so bad after all.

The next
t-shirt was stonewashed red, according to the bag, but I was colour
blind, and I couldn’t tell the difference between red and green, or
any colours that were made up of red and green. They all looked
kind of yellowish brown to me, which was why I usually stuck with
blue, black or grey clothes, but I thought I’d mix it up for
once.

“What d’you
reckon?” I asked my mum, who was still in the kitchen, going
through her post. Judging by her frown, it was all bills, but the
frown was gone when she looked up at me.

“Oh, now
that really suits you.” She circled her finger to get me to give
her a twirl. “Very nice. I like seeing you in different
colours.”

“Is it
red?”

“Mmm…more or less. It’s what I’d call a dark
rose.”

“Pink, you
mean?”

“Pinkish
red.”

“OK.” I
picked up my tea and sipped carefully so it didn’t drip down my
front.

“Is that a
problem?”

“Nope. I
just wanted to know.” All I knew about the colour pink was what I’d
been told. Strawberry milkshake and ice cream, sometimes the sky,
the Pink Panther—obviously—‘pink for girls, blue for boys’. Well,
if that one had made any sense before, the idea of different
colours for different genders had been completely shot out of the
water when Leigh came into my life.

Came into my life. Leigh wasn’t in my life, not really, but I desperately
wanted them to be. Leigh was open about their gender and sexuality.
They had to be to some extent, because of their medical condition.
Leigh had CAH—congenital adrenal hyperplasia—and, like with Ryan,
who had a severe allergy to latex, we needed to be aware of the
signs of a potential medical emergency. For Leigh, it was in
situations where any of us would be under physical stress—even
something like a common cold—because Leigh’s body produced
androgens instead of adrenaline, and it could go into something
called an adrenal crisis.

The rest
of Leigh’s CAH was a bit more complicated to explain. Some of it I knew, like that the
doctors referred to Leigh as ‘intersex’ due to the effect of the
CAH on their body. Leigh’s birth certificate stated they were a
boy, but they had XX chromosomes. Did they look like a girl? Maybe.
Likewise, sometimes they looked like a boy, but what did that
actually mean? It was nothing more than a sophisticated form of the
‘pink for girls, blue for boys’ game that involved make-up or
certain ways of dressing.

When I
thought back to the first time I saw Leigh and felt the tug of
attraction—OK, full-on crush—and Matty told me Leigh wasn’t a girl,
I’d had to consider what
that meant, but not because I’d thought Leigh was a girl. All I knew then was what I knew now; I was
head over heels, and Leigh being queer—the word they said fitted
them best—was irrelevant to that feeling, other than pushing me to
reconsider who I was myself.

Well, I
was the same Jesse Thomas I’d always been. I was male. I’d never doubted it, and my
gender had never been called to question the way it was for Leigh,
and sometimes for Matty, who wore make-up, had longish hair and
moved very gracefully. He was feminine—or femme, he said—but he was
definitely male, and if anyone told him he looked ‘so gay’, Noah
stepped in and said, ‘Do I look gay, too?’

Stereotypes, man. But at times, I was as bad as the next
person, I’d admit that. Like my assumption that Noah’s dad wouldn’t
be any good at surfing, just because he was a big guy, when I knew
firsthand the cruelty of those judgements. I didn’t choose to be
this way.

I don’t
know; maybe it was like being gay or queer, because nothing I did
made any difference in
the long term. Maybe dieting was conversion therapy for fatties and
we needed to take a stand. Like Noah’s dad. He didn’t care what
other people thought. He didn’t hide his love of food and beer. He
didn’t feel guilty, and he stood up to anyone who dared to judge
him. Fat pride, that’s what he had. If only I could’ve been more
like him, except he was hard as nails and enjoyed a good brawl. I
just wanted a quiet life and to be able to surf, sing at karaoke,
see Pink in concert, ask Leigh out on a date…but how?

That
was not a path I
wanted my thoughts to take right now, when I was feeling unusually
good about myself. “You want to see my other t-shirts,
Mum?”

“Only if you
want to show me.”

“OK.” I
put my tea down and went back to my room, switching the pinkish
t-shirt for the other ambiguously coloured one—green marl,
anyone?—swapped my sweatpants for a pair of boardies and padded
back to the kitchen in my socks.

“Oh, Jesse!”
My mum dramatically clasped her hand to her chest.

“Do you
need your inhaler?”

She
laughed. “No, silly.
That colour is perfect on you.”

“God,
Mum!” She wasn’t the only one playing up the drama. “Talk about
give me a fright! It’s just a t-shirt.” I picked up my cup and
peered into it, mumbling even though I was delighted by her
reaction. OK, so mums are biased, but mine was honest enough to
tell me if I’d made a mistake.

“When
did your legs get so hairy?”

“I
dunno.” I kept them covered, so she hadn’t seen them in a while,
but I hadn’t realised it had been that long.

“Well,
anyway, you look wonderful, love.” She came over to me, and we hugged.

“Thanks,
Mum. I can’t be bothered to try on the other stuff, but the shorts
and t-shirt are like these but blue.” I’d got a pair of denim-blue
Converse, too, and a black pair. At least I didn’t need to try
those on to know they’d fit.

“Now, do you
need anything else? Toiletries? I doubt you’ll need sun cream.”

“No, I
think I should be all right.” Not that I ever showed much skin, but
the bit that did see sunlight didn’t burn, and I envisaged Cornwall
in October wouldn’t be that sunny.

“Make a list of
anything you need and I’ll pick it up when I go shopping,
OK?”

“OK. Thank
you.”

My mum was the
serious best.

***

It was
Friday evening, the end of the first week of uni for us
old hands, second week for the
newbies, and we had the Pride Freshers’ social. Pride was what used
to be the LGBT+ Society, and it was open to LGBT+ students and
their friends. Matty had been a member since we started uni, which
was the only reason Noah had joined, and I’d joined with
him.

The same rule
applied to the Freshers’ social event: all LGBT+ first years and
their friends were welcome.

“We’ve
sold all 120 tickets,” Jazz said. She was the current publicity
officer. “First time ever.”

“Wow!” I was
genuinely surprised. “That’s a lot more than our
cohort.”

“Yeah,”
Matty agreed as he scooted past with a handful of leaflets for the
peer mentoring service. “There were only fifty-odd at our
social. About eighty for
the year below us, wasn’t it?” He continued on his way, leaving a
few leaflets on each of the tables.

“I think
so.” I’d helped out behind the bar last year, and all I knew was I
didn’t stop from first to last orders. I was glad I wasn’t doing it
again tonight. I was on the door. Security. Sad but
true.

“I
wonder how many are allies?” Sarah
asked with a pointed look in my direction. She was the current
president and made no secret of her opinion that Pride should be
for LGBT+ only. Her argument was that it should be an exclusive
safe space, because not all students were out, and I agreed with
her, on the safe space part, at least. However, it seemed to me
that there was also safety in knowing that being caught attending a
Pride event didn’t necessarily mean you were LGBT+, therefore you
wouldn’t accidentally out yourself.

I
wasn’t going to argue the case
with Sarah, though, when as far as she was concerned I had no right
to be there, and I certainly wasn’t going to tell her just to steal
her thunder, that I’d crossed from ally to LGBT+. She probably
wouldn’t believe me anyway.

What I
loved about Pride was, apart from Sarah, everyone was welcoming and
friendly. It was only at Pride socials that I didn’t feel
self-conscious about my size. True, there were a few of the guys
seriously into the body beautiful, who worked out obsessively and strutted and
posed, but that was true of the campus as a whole, not just the gay
guys.

Most of
the members identified as gay or lesbian; there were a couple of trans students—Jazz being
the only one I knew well, because we’d been at Weight Watchers
together the previous year. I’d lost six kilos, and I was pretty
sure I’d put them all back on again in a matter of weeks. Jazz had
lost around twenty kilos and kept the weight off, and she looked
amazing. Well, she’d looked amazing before, but now, she was more
confident and less self-conscious, and she got to wear clothes that
accentuated her curves. Tonight, she was wearing a floor-length
dress—red or purple, I thought—with a low back and a fair bit of
cleavage on display. With her heels, she wasn’t far off my
height.

“She’s
beautiful.” Leigh suddenly appeared at my side.

“Y-yeah,
she is,” I agreed, but now I’d seen Leigh, and oh my god.
Oh my god!
I’d never seen Leigh in a dress
before. I didn’t think they wore dresses. OK, so I was wrong about
that.

It was
black and short and sparkly, and the sleeves appeared as if they
had slipped down, baring Leigh’s shoulders. No high heels, though. The Doc Martens,
with silver laces to match the sparkles in their dress, and as I
finally made it back to Leigh’s face, I saw silver eye make-up
completed the look.

I was
staring, and almost drooling, and I really needed to tell Leigh how
beautiful they were. Like, now, before they
walked away thinking I had the hots for Jazz.

Leigh stepped
away from me and put a hand on their hip. “What are you looking
at?”

I swallowed.
No spit.

“Well?”

“You.” I
cleared my throat. “You’re beautiful.”

For a
few seconds, Leigh remained with head tilted and an expression
between a sulky scowl and a puzzled frown. But then the scowl disappeared, and in its place
was a beaming smile. “Aww, thanks! You like it?” They spun on the
spot, the skirt swirling around them in a circle of sparkles that
caught in the light. They easily moved as gracefully as Matty, and
in big clunky boots as well.

“I love
it,” I confirmed—the outfit, the wearer…

Leigh
stopped spinning and faked a dizzy stagger, coming close enough to
grab my arm. My stomach clearly thought we were on a roller
coaster, because it did some kind of rush up into my throat,
flipped and plummeted with a thadum. Or that was what it felt like.

“So,
you’re here for Noah,
I’m guessing?” Leigh asked.

“Um, kind
of?”

“And Matty, of
course.”

“Yeah.
And also…” I wasn’t sure I could say it, for no reason other than
I’d never said it before, and to Leigh. After all, it was them who
made me realise I wasn’t ‘just an ally’.

“For Jazz?”
Leigh guessed.

“For
me.”

“Oh, OK. My
bad.” Before I could tell Leigh it wasn’t a mistake on their part,
they continued, “So, you know what I was telling you the other
night?”

I tried to
think.

“About
my friend, the singer? Gig tomorrow?”

“Oh,
right, yeah.” I’d figured it was something along those
lines.

Leigh sighed.
“You weren’t listening.”

“No, sorry. I
was watching your toes.” I hadn’t intended to tell them that.

“That’s…surprising.” Leigh fought to contain their smile
while I did my best beetroot impression. “From the top. My mate who
wrote that song I was singing?” Leigh paused and waited for a nod
to confirm I was following. I gave it. Leigh rolled their eyes and
the grip on my arm became their arm hooked around mine. “She’s got
a gig in King’s Lynn tomorrow night. Would you like to
come?”

“Yes,
please.” I said it as fast as I could, which merged the two words
into one, but I was going to speak while I could.

“Cool.”
A few people were arriving, and Leigh waved at them, releasing
their hold on my arm.
“If we don’t see each other before, the gig’s at eight p.m., and
Sol’s already said he’ll give me a lift. So, if you come over to us
by seven?”

“OK,” I agreed,
nodding a lot, and still nodding as I watched Leigh go over to
greet their friends.

“Drink, Jess?”
I heard Noah ask.

“Please.”

Oh, my word.
Were we going on a date?

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Five

Maybe aiming to get to the Ashtons’ by six o’clock had
been a
bit over-precautious,
but the last thing I needed was for the bus to be cancelled and for
Leigh to think I’d stood them up.

“Hey,
Jesse. I’m almost ready, but you’re a bit early. You’d better wait
in there.” Leigh pointed into the living room and then dashed back
up the stairs.

“O…” Kay. They were
gone, leaving a waft of fresh, citrusy shower smell and half an
impression in my mind of stripes. I stayed put, trying to figure
out the locations of the other residents. Quiet music downstairs;
louder music upstairs; neither sight nor sound of Noah and Matty.
Or the dog.

“Evening, Jesse.” Sol peered around the living room door.
“It’s not seven already, is it?”

“No. I’m
early.”

“Fair
enough. I’m ready when you two are. Come and sit down if you
like.”

“Thanks, I
will.” I followed Sol into the otherwise empty room. “Where is
everyone?”

“Pub,”
he answered without looking my way. He was fiddling with a pen or
pencil or something. “There’s a beer festival on.”

“And you
can’t go.” I felt a bit
guilty about that. Sol was a Yorkshireman, and I wasn’t
stereotyping. He was seriously into his real ale.

“Don’t
worry about it. There’ll still be plenty left tomorrow.” He gave me
a quick grin and wandered over to his drawing board in the far
corner of the room. I sat on the sofa nearest the door to wait for
Leigh, although, given I was an hour early, I was probably going to
be there a while yet.

“How’s uni
going?” Sol asked.

“All
right, so far. The work’s starting to pile on, though.”

“Yeah.
It’s tough, the last year.”

I nodded
and waited for Sol to say more, but he continued with whatever he
was doing. He wasn’t a talkative person, which was a bonus, sharing
a house with chatterboxes like Matty and Leigh. Adam was also quite
talkative. Noah was not, but he had a very expressive
face.

For five
minutes, I sat in silence, staring at the blank TV screen, before I
gave up on politeness and took out my phone. I’d barely typed in
the passcode when I heard footsteps on the stairs, followed by a
pause and a bang as Leigh did their usual trick of jumping the last few. They came into
the living room, shoving stuff into the pockets of
their…blue? pants.
Whatever colour they were, Leigh’s shirt appeared to be the same
shade, over which was a striped waistcoat. Probably not blue and
yellow. Baseball boots had replaced the Doc Martens of the past few
days.

“Blisters from
hell, mate,” Leigh explained.

“Yeah?”

Leigh
nodded and opened their mouth to say more, but got cut
off by Sol’s exclamation
of, “Good God. I’ll go find my sunglasses, shall I?”

Leigh rolled
their eyes but then looked doubtful. “It’s not too bright, is
it?”

“Not for me,”
I said, although I was also curious enough to come clean. “I’m
colour blind.”

“Are you?”

“Not
completely. I mean, I can tell your pants are blue.”

“Purple,”
Leigh and Sol said together.

“OK.” I
laughed. “And your shirt’s purple, too?”

“Yep.
Have a guess at the waistcoat.” Leigh was clearly enjoying
this.

“Well…” I
squinted, like that would make any difference. “It looks blue and
yellow to me, so I’m gonna go with purple and…green?”

“Almost.”
Leigh pointed to the stripes in turn. “Red, green, red, purple,
green, pink, green, red, purple.”

“Wow,
that’s a lot of colours.”

“I can change
if it’s too much.”

“No!
It’s not. You look great.” Blue and yellow or all those other
colours they’d said, they really did.

“So, you can’t
tell what colour my hair is?” Leigh speculated.

“Um…purple, by any chance?”

They grinned.
“Got it in one.”

“I’m a quick
study,” I said, returning the grin and feeling pretty pleased with
myself. This was much more like the banter we’d had in the
summer.

“I’m not
trying to get rid of you,” Sol said and followed up with a
half-wink, “but if you want to go early, that’s fine
by me.”

I left the
decision to Leigh, who shrugged and said, “Sure.”

We went
out to the car, and Leigh got in the back, which left me in
something of a dilemma. Normally, I travelled in the front
of cars because there wasn’t
enough leg room in the back, but Sol and Adam had a four-by-four,
seeing as big and tall was the Ashton norm. I wanted to sit in the
back with Leigh, but I was worried about being obvious, so I opted
for the front seat, chancing a glance behind me as I fastened my
seat belt. Leigh had somehow belted up and got their feet up on the
seat, where they were doing something fancy with their boot
laces.

“Right,
that’s the satnav programmed.” Sol squinted at it and shook his
head. “If it ever picks up a signal.” He reversed the car, swinging
it towards the house before pulling out onto the lane. The satnav
beeped and displayed our route, and we were off on the one-hour
drive to King’s Lynn.

We
didn’t talk much during that hour. Sol had the radio on low, and I didn’t want to
disturb him, so I spent the time trying to figure out if there was
a way we could get back without him having to come and get us, but
there wasn’t. Even if we could have got a bus from King’s Lynn back
to Norwich, we had no way of getting from there to the farmhouse,
short of spending a fortune on a taxi. I’d definitely have to do
something about driving lessons and taking my test if we were going
to do more stuff like this.

Was that
overly optimistic of me? I didn’t think so. After all, we could go
out as friends anytime, like we’d done during the summer, but if I
could drive, we could go further afield rather than further
through
fields. We’d done a lot
of that, right from the day after Leigh moved in.

That had
to be the best day of my life so far. We’d just walked and talked,
and I remember thinking then…why had I been so worried that first
night I’d met Leigh in the pizza restaurant? Admittedly, my worries
lasted only as long as it took me to get home and think it through.
So Leigh wasn’t a girl. So what? Did that mean I couldn’t find them
attractive?

An
afternoon of walking and a trip to the cinema was all it took for me to go from ‘what a
great new friend’ to ‘how would I introduce them to my
family if my dream came
true and we ended up as more than that?’

This is Leigh, my girl/boyfriend? Special friend? Ugh, big fat no.

Whichever term was right, it had always sounded a bit too much like claiming
ownership to me. Not that I wouldn’t be delighted to hear Leigh
introduce me as their boyfriend, but I’d have felt more comfortable
saying, ‘this is Leigh; we’re in a relationship’. The chance to try
it out for real was something I wanted so desperately it made all
my muscles ache, and a few other places besides.

“This is
it, isn’t it?” Sol stopped in a taxi rank on what I took to be the
high street and looked to the back seat, as did I, for confirmation
from Leigh.

“Yep,
this is it.” They released their seat belt, shuffled to the door on
the other side and jumped out. “Thanks for the lift!”

“No problem.
Call me when you’re thinking of leaving, OK?”

“Will
do!” Leigh closed the door.

“Thank
you,” I said. I’d taken my belt off and gripped the door handle,
aware that Sol was eager to move the car, but I needed a few
seconds.

“Just
enjoy yourself,” he advised.

“I’ll do
my best.” I got out and shut the door, using the car as a shield while I tugged my pants up
and my shirt down. Leigh had already crossed the road to the bar
and was peering through the front window. From where I was
standing, it was too dark to see inside. With a toot of the horn,
Sol drove away. I took a couple of good, deep breaths, checked I
had my phone and my money, and crossed over to join
them.

Leigh turned to
greet me with a smile, setting my jelly legs wobbling again. “It’s
dead,” they said.

“D’you want to
go in and have a drink, or go somewhere else, or…?”

The act
of thinking about it created a little crinkle across Leigh’s nose,
and their mouth tipped up to one side. It was a really cute
expression. They shrugged. “I vote we go in and grab a good
spot near the
stage.”

“OK.” I
gestured for them to go
first and then, at the last second, dodged around them to open the
door. With an amused grin, Leigh stepped inside. I followed,
mentally commanding the butterflies to chill out.

The bar
was actually as dark inside as it had looked from across the
street, which I quite liked, as it offered a bit of
camouflage, seeing as I
was wearing all black. The shirt fabric was a bit on the flimsy
side, which I’d probably be grateful for later when the place was
packed, assuming it got busier, because there were all of five
people in there, including the bartender, Leigh and me.

“They’ve
only just opened,” Leigh informed me as we made our way to the bar.
“It’ll be mad in here by nine.”

“Hello,
Leigh,” the bartender greeted, which answered what would’ve been my
next question: did Leigh come here often? Evidently, they
did.

“Hey,
Jack. How are you?”

“All right.
You?”

“I’m
good.” Leigh turned to me. “What do you want?”

“I’ll get
them.”

“You can get
the next one.”

“OK,
then. I’ll have…” I looked along the bar at the different beers,
all lagers, and then at the soft drinks tap. “Diet Coke for me,
please.”

Leigh
ordered that and an ordinary Coke. “What colour are traffic lights
for you?” they asked.

“Um…” I
frowned, thrown by what
seemed a completely random question.

“I was
thinking on the way here. If you can’t see the red and green in my
waistcoat, how do you know when the lights change?”

“Good point.
They all look more or less the same colour—”

“Yellow?”

“Yeah, but
they’re always in the same order, aren’t they?”

“Oh, yeah.
Hadn’t thought of that. It must be weird, though.”

“It’s
normal to me. But it made for some interesting paintings in primary
school.”

Leigh
laughed. The sound sent awesome little tingles like warm rain racing over my
skin.

The
bartender put two glasses on the bar. “That’s the Diet.” They—I
tried not to assume these days—pointed to the glass closest to
me.

“Cheers,” I said. I waited for Leigh to pay and pick up
their drink. “Where shall we sit?”

“Over
there.” Leigh set off for the tables to the right of the small
stage against the back wall. There were bench seats on one side of
the tables, but I guessed the stools had been moved out of the way,
because there was nothing on the other side, which meant…we had to
sit next to each other. Granted, it wasn’t by Leigh’s design, but
if they’d been bothered, they’d have chosen one of the tables
nearer the bar, which had stools around them.

“You’d
better go in first,” Leigh suggested.

It meant
sliding along the full length of the table to get to the end of the
seat that wasn’t accessible, but I didn’t argue. I knew Leigh
needed to use the loo quite a lot. I’d asked Leigh about it once, because the stuff
I’d read suggested it was a symptom of their hormone levels not
being right, and after the incident with Matty’s dad, I wanted to
make sure I knew if Leigh needed medical attention. Leigh assured
me everything was fine, and that was enough for me. They might be
shy in other ways, but they weren’t when it came to asking for help
if they needed it.

Once I
was settled in the corner, Leigh slid—more scooted—along the seat,
and I got a waft of that citrusy scent again. I switched to breathing through my
nose, getting high on the mix of that smell, the dizziness of
slightly hyperventilating and Leigh being just a few inches away.
They giggled, and I shrugged to ask why.

“I can’t reach
the floor.”

I peered under
the table as Leigh kicked their legs like a kid on a dining chair.
I hadn’t noticed, but the bench was high enough that my knees
weren’t bent up the way they usually were.

“Piss
poor ergonomics,” Leigh said. “Must’ve been someone your height
designed these.”

Now
they’d mentioned it, there were a few inches between the tops of my
thighs and the bottom of the table, which made a very
nice change. I could actually
move without getting jammed on anything. Or anything other than
Leigh, who, in the process of assessing the bench and table, had
definitely edged a little closer to me. I wasn’t
complaining.

“Don’t you
drink?”

It took a few
seconds for me to escape the distraction of Leigh’s proximity and
process what they’d asked. “You mean alcohol? Yeah, I do, but
beer’s mostly sugar, isn’t it?”

“It’s mostly
water,” Leigh argued.

“Yeah,
all right. But it’s got a lot of sugar in it. A pint is about five
hundred calories.”

“D’you
like wine? My Aunty Sheri says it’s low calorie, or lower than
other drinks, at least.”

“Hmm…I’m
not keen. I don’t mind a glass of wine with a meal, but I wouldn’t
choose to drink it on a night out. Vodka and Diet Coke isn’t too
bad.”

“Calories or
taste?” Leigh asked.

“Both. I
like it, but I’d rather drink beer.”

“Then you
should.”

I wished
it were that easy for me, and I was about to say as much, but I was
suddenly caught in the tractor beam of Leigh’s gaze. The words
fizzled like sherbet on my tongue and melted away to nothing. We
both seemed to be caught in it, and it was dazzling. What was going
on? What were we doing? Was I reading this correctly? Noah had said
from the beginning that he thought Leigh liked me, but I’d
concluded he was just being a good mate and boosting my
self-esteem. But this…this was something, wasn’t it?

Our
prolonged eye contact reached the point where it got awkward,
because I didn’t want to look away, and Leigh didn’t seem to want
to either, then it became funny. I’m not sure which of us smiled
first, but we were both smiling, and then laughing, and still
looking at each other. Eventually, I closed my eyes in a long blink
and took a deep breath I hadn’t realised I needed. When I opened my
eyes again, Leigh was staring across the pub. I looked, but there
was nothing over there.

“You OK?” I
asked.

Leigh
nodded and turned back to me, their eyes meeting mine, briefly this
time, before settling on their drink. “Why are you so worried about
your weight, Jesse?”

I was
stunned by the candidness of the question, and I didn’t know how to
answer, other than with the truth: because I was fat.

Leigh
continued, “I remember
you saying a couple of times in the summer that you were trying to
lose weight and get more exercise and stuff, but it’s more than
that, isn’t it? You think about it a lot.”

I
nodded. “All the time.” The only release I got was when I was reading a really good
book or trying to get my head around something difficult at uni.
And those days in the summer with Leigh.

“But
why? You’re…” Leigh tilted their chin and peered up at the ceiling.
They looked my way again, eyes and nose crinkled, cheeks
flushed.

Oh… Even with my
limited—well, zero—experience of being chatted up, I was pretty
sure I wasn’t misreading this.

“I’m…?” I
fished, bolstered by Leigh’s bashful attention.


“Good-looking.”

Wow. OK.
I’d expected ‘intelligent’, or ‘such a nice guy’ or the dreaded
‘have such a lovely personality’, although any of those coming from
Leigh would’ve made my
day. But good-looking?

“D’you think
so?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Thanks.” Was that an acceptable response? I thought I
should probably return the compliment, but Leigh went on before I
could come up with anything shorter than a sonnet.

“I was
gonna introduce you to Nora tonight, because, um…she split up with
her boyfriend a few months back, and…” Leigh’s words trailed into a
smile. “What’re you shaking your head at?”

“Who’s
Nora?”

“My
friend, the singer.”

“Gotcha.”

“You’ll really
like her.”

“I’m sure I
will.”

“You don’t
want to meet her?”

“Yeah,
of course.” But not that kind of ‘meet her’. “As your
friend.” I homed
in on the stud beneath Leigh’s lip. It was moving around, seemingly
independently. They must’ve had it caught between their teeth.
“Doesn’t that hurt?”

Leigh
nodded and released it with a laugh. They picked up their drink, as
did I.

“In case
you haven’t noticed, I feel the same about you,” I said, and then,
realising we’d moved on a bit, clarified, “that you’re
attractive.”

I heard
Leigh inhale sharply.
Maybe they hadn’t noticed after all, even though I felt like all I
did was stare and drool and make a fool of myself in their
presence.

Things were a
bit tense, like…the closest I could come up with was A’ Level
results day. I thought I’d done well, and I was eager to find out,
until they started giving out the results, at which point Noah had
to physically push me to the desk. I got straight ‘A’s—we both
did—which was what we’d expected based on our mock exam
results.

I
could’ve done with Noah
here to push me now, but I was on my own this time.

Leigh
and I sat quietly, drinking our drinks and watching the pub slowly
fill. Someone arrived with speakers on stands and set them up
either side of the stage. Another bartender started work. The noise level steadily
grew, charging the atmosphere until it was buzzing. By eight
o’clock, there were no free tables and very little standing
room.

Leigh’s
friend arrived, and they introduced us. Nora was from Lithuania—coincidentally, Pink’s
ancestors on her mother’s side were Lithuanian, but I didn’t
mention it—and she had a lovely accent. Even her talking voice was
melodic. She and Leigh immediately fell into rapid conversation
with much laughter as they caught up on what they’d been up to
since they last saw each other.

While
they talked, I replayed
the last hour: what Leigh had said about me obsessing over my
weight, and being good-looking; the way they’d sat close, and their
admission to matchmaking Nora and me. It had sounded like Leigh was
trying to gauge if I was interested, and their smile at my head
shake seemed to be more than amusement.

I
could’ve been reading too much into everything, but then
I thought back to last night,
at the Pride social: Leigh’s assumption I was there as an ally, and
their reaction when I told them I wasn’t. Suddenly, it clicked. Or
I hoped it had.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Six

It turned out it was an open mic night, so
it wasn’t just Nora who was performing, and we sat through five
other people before she
took her guitar out of its case and prepared to go on stage. All of
the acts were really good, most of them singing their own acoustic
interpretations of well-known songs. The duet who were on directly
before Nora had a kick-ass backing track, and they got lots of
whistles and applause. It made me a little worried for her, going
up there with just her voice and guitar after those guys had rocked
so hard.

As
Nora adjusted the mic
stand, Leigh shuffled sideways so they were facing the stage, their
back against my arm. I lifted it out of the way and rested it along
the back of the seat; Leigh glanced over their shoulder at me.
“OK?”

I nodded. OK
and then some.

“Good evening,
everyone,” Nora said into the microphone. The response came in
whoops from the people standing in front of the stage. “Hi.” She
smiled down at them, and someone shouted, “Buy me time!”

Leigh
leaned back and talked close to my ear. “That’s one of Nora’s
songs.”

“Cool.” I kept my
eyes on Nora, who was strumming gently and offering nods and smiles
to individual members of her audience in between fiddling with the
pegs on the end of her guitar. She had great stage presence, and so
much confidence, although my attentiveness was largely to
counteract the effect of the physical contact with
Leigh.

“It’s
good to be here. I’m Nora. I’m from Lithuania, a little country to the north of
Poland. I’ve been living in England for three years now, training
to become a nurse, but I also like to write my own songs and
sing—”

“Buy Me
Time!” someone shouted again.

Nora
laughed. “Should I sing now?”

“Yes!” came
the resounding reply.

“OK.
This first song, is called…‘Buy Me Time’.”

The
group in front of the stage cheered loudly. Nora increased the volume of her strumming and
started to sing.

And wow, could
she sing. The melody was quite repetitive, hypnotic, the kind of
tune that got stuck in your head and made you want to hum along,
but the words were more like poetry than lyrics. Nora was really
clever with her rhyming couplets, even more so when I considered
that English wasn’t her first language.

The song
was about how people sold the best years of their lives, under the
illusion it would buy them more time. It resonated, because it was what my grandma
always said about my grandad. He’d died the year he was due to
retire, and he’d worked long days, taking all the overtime he could
get, saving up for his retirement. I was fifteen when he died, yet
I couldn’t say I knew him well; I hardly ever saw him.

“Like
it?” Leigh mouthed at me, which was when I realised the song had
ended. I nodded, because I had been paying attention. Leigh was
right. I loved Nora’s music, and Leigh was by my side. Right then,
life couldn’t have been more perfect.

“Thank
you.” Nora bowed her head graciously at the applause. She put some
kind of clip on her guitar and strummed the strings a couple of
times, fiddling with the clip as she said, “This next song is
dedicated to my good friend who’s come all the way from
Norwich to be here
tonight.” She looked our way. “Say hi, Leigh.”

“Hi!”
Leigh waved while everyone was looking at us and then covered their
face with their hands. I laughed and then almost choked when Leigh shifted so they were
pressed up against me.

“This is
called ‘All The Same To Me’. Thank you.”

“My
favourite,” Leigh whispered excitedly.

Nora
played and sang, and
Leigh sang along while I tried my best to focus on the song, but
all I got was the warmth of Leigh’s body, and that citrus scent. My
arm was sliding off the back of the seat, not consciously, but it
was happening, and I could probably have stopped it, except I
thought…what the hell? I let it, and it came to a rest on Leigh’s
shoulders. They wriggled until their head was in the crook of my
chest and shoulder.

I bent
closer and asked, “Is this OK?”

Without
looking away from Nora, Leigh nodded and reached up, pulling my arm
down and around them.

Oh,
God. Ohhh, God. There
was magic happening. We were actually doing this.

The rest
of Nora’s set whooshed by in a major blur, my thoughts
circling—I’ve
got my arm around Leigh…they’re holding my hand…my arm’s around
Leigh… Truthfully, I’d
been expecting tonight to be like the days in summer—minus Noah and
Matty—just a couple of mates listening to music and having a drink
or two.

I had my
arm around Leigh! And
they were holding my hand, which felt incredible. While I was a bit
nervous about doing so, I brushed my thumb over their knuckles.
Leigh locked their fingers with mine. Never mind Nora’s lovely
songs, my soul was singing one all of its own.

It was only
when Leigh released my hand to applaud that I realised Nora had
finished, and guilt poked a finger at me.

“Just
popping to the loo,” Leigh said, shuffling away, along the seat.
The relatively cool air chilled the warm imprint on my skin; I
shivered, smiling and unable to stop.

While
Leigh was gone, I finished my Coke, wondering if I should go and
get us another drink, but then, Leigh might not want to stay now
they’d seen Nora. They might even be calling Sol already to arrange
our lift home. I wasn’t ready for our evening to end yet, but Sol
wouldn’t get to us for another hour, so it wasn’t so bad. But the
physical contact…

I’d
imagined, or fantasised, really, having Leigh in my arms, but my
mind had skipped ahead, to some distant, surreal future where we were together, an
established couple, and holding hands or sharing a kiss were
ordinary, commonplace activities. In a way, I wasn’t surprised; my
romantic frame of reference was the people around me, most of whom
were in long-term relationships. Or, at least, they were the ones I
aspired to emulate.

I
could’ve spent forever
with Leigh in my arms, our fingers entwined. But what if Leigh had
just got carried away with the music? The first-touch spell had
been broken, and it had taken so long for us to get there. What if
we both were too nervous to pick up where we’d left off?

“What
did you think of my songs? Did you like them?” Nora propped against
our table and put her guitar back in its case.

“I loved
them,” I answered, and it was honest insofar as I loved the ones
I’d heard. “You’re really good.”

Nora’s
smile showed how pleased she was to hear that, which said a lot
about the kind of person she was. All those people who had been
standing in front of the stage knew her stuff—they were fans—and
yet she humbly accepted my compliment like what I thought was
important.

“You and
Leigh are close, yes?”

“Oh!
Um…” How to answer?

“It’s
new?”

I
nodded, my attention diverting to Leigh’s reappearance across the room. Nora looked
over, too, and waved. Leigh waved back and weaved through the crowd
towards us.

“Hi!” they
called as they neared and gave Nora a hug. “You were brilliant as
ever.”

“Thank
you, meile. You are
too kind.” The hug continued, and they talked into each other’s
ears, a quiet, private conversation. Not wishing to intrude, I did
my best to subtly edge along the table and around them and went to
the bar.

“Coke and Diet
Coke, right?” the bartender said as soon as they saw me.

“Please.
Do you know what Nora drinks?”

“Bottled
beer.” The bartender—Jack—began filling a glass with Coke and
tilted their head towards the beer fridge. “You want one of those
as well?”

“Yes,
please.” I turned so I could see Leigh and Nora in my peripheral
vision, discovering they were both looking my way.
I met Leigh’s gaze, and they
smiled, nodding and speaking to Nora at the same time. Leigh’s eyes
left my face, moving downwards, and I realised I wasn’t paying
attention to my posture. I quickly tightened my stomach muscles and
turned back to find the three drinks lined up on the bar. I dug out
some money and handed it over.

“You
might as well stay here, mate,” Jack said, ringing my round into
the till. “You won’t get a word in edgeways with those two.” They
handed my change over, which I put in the tip jar.

“Cheers,” I
said, picking up the three drinks. “I might be back yet.”

Jack
laughed and moved on to the next customer while I returned to our
table and set down the drinks before sliding back into my seat,
surprised when Leigh slid in beside me, and then gobsmacked when
they took hold of my hand again. Nora noticed with the smiled
equivalent of saying ‘that’s cute’, and I didn’t care.

“So, how d’you
know each other?” I asked.

“We met
in the hospital,” Leigh said.

“That’s right.
You said you’re a nurse.”

“Yes, I am,”
Nora confirmed, “but we were patients at the time. We shared a side
room, didn’t we?”

Leigh grinned.
“Yeah, we did.”

“I bet
that was fun for the staff,” I teased, and both of them
laughed.

“Leigh is a
terrible influence,” Nora said, trying to look innocent.

“Ha-ha.”
Leigh leaned closer and said at normal volume, “She chatted up the
night staff so they’d let us go out.”

“I promised
I’d look after you, that’s all.”

“And who was
looking after you?”

“I’m a
nurse! I can look after myself.” For my benefit, Nora explained,
“I’m a children’s nurse. I’ll have to go after this drink. I’ve got
an early shift tomorrow.”

“That
sucks,” I said. I hoped she hadn’t stayed just because I’d bought
her a drink. I should’ve asked first.

Nora gave a
carefree shrug. “I don’t mind. I love my job.” She swigged her beer
and watched the singer currently on stage. He was OK, but I felt
sorry for him because hardly anyone was paying
attention.

“I
should call Sol soon,” Leigh said. “It’s quarter to ten already.”

I was
tempted to get out my phone to check, not because I doubted Leigh, but the time had
flown by. Had we really been there for nearly three hours? I left
my phone where it was and sat back, listening to music overlaid
with first Leigh calling Sol and then Leigh and Nora’s
conversation, which was a catch-up on gossip about mutual friends.
It continued until the guy finished his last song to half-hearted
applause and the next band got up on stage. Drum kit, amps,
electric guitars…

“I’m
going now,” Nora shouted over the sudden eruption of noise that was
their first number. Leigh slid out of the seat to hug their friend,
and then Nora edged in and gave me a quick hug, too.

“Nice to meet
you,” I said.

“And you.”

I
watched her squeeze through the crowd, bashing a few of them with
her guitar on her way, and I didn’t think it was by accident. I
liked her a lot. She was so confident and fun. She made it to the
door and waved once more. I looked up at Leigh, who was still on
their feet, with a finger in the ear closest to the stage. They
mouthed ‘Outside?’ and moved off without waiting for my response.
Gulping down the last of my Coke, I took the glasses back to the
bar and followed.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Seven

Even though Sol wouldn’t get to us for at
least another three-quarters of an hour, I didn’t mind waiting outside.
It gave us a chance to talk away from the music and other people.
Leigh walked ahead of me, rubbing their ear and frowning. They gave
a final rapid head shake and blew air. “That’s just
noise.”

I
laughed at their reaction. “I kind of like it,” I said, because I
was into the rockier stuff, although I agreed; the band were too
loud, and it actually sounded better with a wall between us and
them. I could almost make out the lyrics from out here.

“You
still into Pink?” Leigh asked.

“Yep.”

Leigh
stepped closer to the kerb and peered along the street. “She’s all
right, I suppose. Is it her music or the way she looks that does it
for you?”

“I dunno.
Both?”

“If she was
ugly, would you still listen to her songs?”

“If she
was ugly?” It was a weird question, and I was playing for time,
trying to figure out why Leigh had asked it, although they did that
quite a lot, I’d noticed.

“Yeah.”
They swiftly glanced at me and then away again. “Like, if she was
caught on camera without her make-up and stuff, and she was covered
in unsightly scars and spots…”

“She has been caught
on camera without her make-up. She’s not unsightly, though.” I got
the feeling this wasn’t a test of the depth of my love for Pink, so
I answered carefully, “The main reason I like her is for her music.
It doesn’t make any difference what she looks like.”

Leigh
folded their arms and turned to face me but stayed on the edge of
the pavement. “What’s the thing you like most about
her?”

“Her
voice.” I didn’t have to think about that one. Yeah, OK, I
thought she was very
attractive—that bad girl vibe, the sassy blonde hair, smouldering
eyes—and I appreciated her lack of shame when it came to showing
her body, but it was her voice I really loved.

“What if
you found out she’d been lip-syncing all this time?

“I’d be
gutted.”

Leigh’s
frown finally faded, and they smiled, slowly coming over to where I
was standing with my back against the pub wall. “You’ll have to
play me your favourite songs sometime.”

“OK,” I
agreed, recalling a
conversation we’d had in the summer, when I’d first told Leigh I
was a huge fan, and Leigh had reeled off a long list of artists
they liked before changing the subject. I tried to remember what
to, in case it was important, but I was drawn back to the present
by the motion of Leigh rubbing their arms. “Are you cold?” I asked.
I was still too warm, but I had plenty of extra insulation. Leigh
didn’t.

“A bit.”

“If I
had a jacket…” I peered along the wall to the pub door, but any
suggestion I might’ve made for us to go inside was lost when Leigh
stepped into the space in front of me—as in, right in front of
me—and turned so their back was against my belly. I immediately
breathed in and did my best to tighten my abdominal muscles. I
wouldn’t be able to keep it up for long.

“Is this OK?”
Leigh asked.

I
nodded, which was silly when Leigh couldn’t see me. “Yeah,” I said.
Between holding everything in and the effect of Leigh’s closeness,
it was an effort to speak. “Are you any warmer?”

“Getting
there.” Leigh reached up with both hands and hooked my arms,
pulling them down and around their shoulders.

So,
the snuggle-up when Nora
was performing hadn’t just been a ‘magic of the moment’ moment,
because cold or not, Leigh’s actions spoke loud and clear, and it
made me a bit braver. I leaned forward, bringing my shoulders in
and circling Leigh, enveloping them with my body. Leigh inhaled
deeply and released it as a sigh, at the same time gripping my
forearms and properly leaning against me, into me, like we’d melded together. Leigh sighed again
and silence fell—not just because the rock band had reached the end
of a song.

“Warmer
now?”

“Uh-huh.” Leigh traced the crease in my shirt sleeve with
their finger. “You feel safe.”

“Hmm?” I
wasn’t sure I’d heard correctly, and if I had, whether it was
another of those ‘you’re a strapping lad’ remarks I was supposed to
take as a compliment.

“I
mean…you make me feel safe.”

“Do I?”
I was blushing, I was pretty sure, because my ears felt hot enough
to melt right off my head. Leigh peered sideways and up at me and
smiled. I couldn’t have stopped myself smiling back if my life had
depended on it. “How?” I asked, ventriloquist-like through the
grin.

“You’re
so firm and steady.”

“The
size of a bus—ow!”
Leigh’s right elbow dug sharply into my side and caught my
hipbone.

“Sorry,
but that’s not what I meant, and you know it.” They sounded
cross.

“I
honestly don’t.”

“Safety
has nothing to do with size! It’s who you are. Like when Matty’s
dad went for him, you stayed super calm and
level-headed.”

“Someone
had to be.” Not that I had to try to be that person. When anything
kicked off, I just kind of went into ‘the zone’. Getting in a panic
helped no one.

“That’s
a special skill, Jesse. Same with that student in the café—you were
amazing. And you looked after me—I don’t even remember if I said
thank you. I was a bit… I didn’t know you, so… Well, thanks,
anyway. Especially for not forcing me to go to
hospital.”

“You
seemed to be doing all right. If that had changed…”

“That’s
what I’m talking about. There’s not many people I trust to look
after me. They believe they’re doing the right thing, but they just
take over, and I hate going to hospital. I’ve had bad experiences,
but if you’d told me I needed to go, I’d have done it. I’d have
fought you all the way, but I’d have gone.”

Leigh
turned on the spot, staying within the circle of my arms, but
so they were side on to
me. The lip stud bobbed as they tugged on it with their teeth,
which I was starting to recognise as a sign that they were thinking
about what they wanted to say. A couple of long, deep breaths
happened before they got to speaking. “How much do you know about
my medical condition?”

“Only what
you’ve told me.”

“But you
looked it up online?”

“I
looked up CAH, yeah, but that’s not you specifically, is
it?”

“Do you
know what it does?”

“To your
hormone levels?”

Leigh
nodded. “And other stuff, too.”

“Yeah, I
do.” I thought I knew
what they were getting at. There was a lot of info online about the
physical effects, and I’d have been lying if I’d claimed I hadn’t
read it, but it was general information, and there were different
types of CAH. Beyond knowing that Leigh’s type could cause adrenal
crises, I knew very little.

“Matty hasn’t
told you anything about it?” Leigh asked.

“Nope,
other than…” Agh. Could I say that? Could I tell Leigh about the
crazy assumptions I’d made when I realised I fancied them? Or what
I’d realised since?

“Other than…?”
they prompted.

My
stomach muscles were already aching from holding them in, and now I
was getting cramp as well. “OK. The thing is, I’d only ever fancied
girls, so when I…” I huffed a breath, so embarrassed and
uncomfortable, but it was probably nothing to how my admission was
making Leigh feel. “I really liked you. As in, from the moment I
saw you. And when I admitted it to Noah and Matty—not that I had a
choice, because I was being really obvious—Matty told me you
weren’t a girl.”

“You thought I
was?”

I
nodded. “It isn’t that you look like a girl. Sometimes you do, like
last night…”

“Yeah,
it was a bit…not me.”

“You looked
beautiful.”

“Because of
the dress.”

“No.
That’s what I’m trying to say. Whatever you’d worn last night,
you’d have still been the most beautiful person there.”

Leigh’s
smile was pleased and
sad all at once.

“I’m
sorry,” I said. I wasn’t sure why I was apologising for a compliment, but it felt like
the more I said the worse it sounded. I’d be so much better at this
in written form. Probably. I’d never done it in any form at all.
Trying to be honest with someone I really liked was hugely
different from half-drunk attempts at flirting. This was a definite
first for me, and I was failing spectacularly.

I could
feel how tense Leigh had become, and if my arms hadn’t been
stopping them, they may well have walked off, because what I’d said
sounded like ‘I can’t like you because I only like girls’ rather
than ‘liking you made me realise I don’t only like
girls’.

“Wonder
how long Sol’s gonna be?” they mumbled and took out their phone to check the time.
They put it away again without a word.

“How long?” I
asked.

“Half an
hour.”

“D’you want to
go back inside?”

Leigh
shrugged. “Up to you.”

I
didn’t. I wanted to stay exactly how we were, but without the
awkwardness. Half an hour. That was time enough to figure this out,
or at least make sure Leigh knew I was still very much interested
in us doing more stuff together, getting to know each other,
kissing…I really wanted to
kiss them. Like, now. But it wasn’t the right time. I took a
different approach.

“I was on the
Stonewall website the other day.”

Leigh
peered up at me with a hint of mischief. “You really like your
internet, don’t you?”

I grinned. “I
do. In cyberspace, no one knows you’re a fatty.”

Leigh’s
eyes narrowed in warning, and I shifted sideways in case another
elbow jab was coming my way.

“I don’t actually
spend my whole life on the internet,” I argued, even though I kind
of did.

“I was
winding you up.”

“I know.”

“What were you
saying about Stonewall?”

“They’ve
got definitions of gay, bi, trans, and so on, but they’re different
to the ones in our Pride leaflets.”

“I haven’t
seen them.”

“Which? The
leaflets?”

“Either.”

“I was
thinking…I might suggest we change them for the next batch, because
Stonewall’s definitions are way better. At the moment, our leaflet
says something like gay is being attracted to your own gender—” I’d
mentioned that to make my point a little more subtly “—while
bisexual is being attracted to both genders.”

“Sounds
reasonable.”

“Both
genders?”

“That’s what
people expect.”

“True, but it
excludes people…”

“Like
me,” Leigh finished. I nodded. “What’s Stonewall’s
definition?”

“Bisexual is orientation to more than one
gender.”

“Oh, yeah.
That’s better.”

“I thought
so.”

Leigh’s
fingers drummed on the back of my hand. It was a bit like
when a nurse tries to
raise a vein to take a blood sample. After a moment, they said,
“What you said last night about being there for you…”

“Hmm?”

“Do you
mean you’re bisexual?”

I’d
reached a point of being so…not embarrassed, open…for so long it didn’t really matter
anymore, because it was getting easier to explain. “I guess. All I
know is that you not being a girl doesn’t change how I
feel.”

I heard
Leigh’s breath catch, and then they said, “Wow.” They sounded a bit puffed out. “Huh. I,
um…” Their eyes flitted to me, away, and back again, accompanied by
a tug on that lip stud.

“You
OK?” I asked.

“Uh-huh.” A nod and a smile. “Now can I tell you a thing?”
They said it lightly, but I got the feeling it was something
big.

“Sure.”

“I wore
a dress last night,
because…” Leigh screwed their eyes tight shut. “I thought you’d
like it.”

“I
did, very
much.”

“And…you’d
like me.”

Oh.
“Because you were wearing a dress?”

Leigh gave a
pained nod.

“I’d
like you just as much if you weren’t wearing a dress.” Only after
the words were out did I realise how they sounded, and all my prior
blushing was nothing compared to the inferno blazing up my face
now. “What I mean is, you should wear what you want to.”

“Yeah, I
know.” Leigh was laughing. “And maybe I would’ve worn a dress anyway, but… It’s just…”
Their laughter faded to a bashful smile. “I’ve liked you from the
beginning, too. When I saw you in the pizza restaurant—it was
actually you I noticed first.”

“Oh,
god.” That was my worst fear confirmed, right there.

“Then I
noticed Matty was sitting with you, and I…kind of…used the excuse
of saying hi to him to come over. That’s bad, isn’t it?”

“Not
really.”

“Then
what’s the matter? You’re acting a bit…off. Have I said something
wrong?”

I knew
that dough ball would come back to bite me on the arse. “I was
stuffing my face at the
time, and you caught me by surprise.” As in made me gasp and nearly
choke, but I decided not to share that part. “I was supposed to be
fasting.”

“Because
of your religion?”

If only.
“No, I’m not really religious. I try not to eat some days…to,
well…lose weight.”

Leigh’s
eyes narrowed again, but they didn’t take it any further. “I didn’t
notice you were eating, but I did notice your shiny lips. I thought
you were wearing gloss.”

“That would’ve
been garlic butter.”

“Mmm.”
Leigh licked their lips and gave me a playful smile. I got a bit
flustered, and they laughed, but we were edging closer to it.
Again, I cursed myself for not having the courage to act and
wishing Leigh would make a move, but they’d done that twice already
tonight. Why was it so difficult?

“So, anyway,”
Leigh continued, stealing the almost-chance from right under my
nose, “after our walk to The Broads, I asked Matty all about you.
He said you were straight.”

“I thought I
was.”

“Right.
Which is why I’ve been trying really hard to be more like a girl.”
Leigh looked away so I couldn’t see their face, or so they couldn’t
see mine. I wasn’t sure. At the same time, a car horn pipped.
Sol.

For no other
reason than it was too new to be under scrutiny, I moved my arms
away, freeing Leigh, but not without first leaning in close to say,
“I like you just the way you are.”

The car
stopped at the kerb, and we moved towards it. I held the back door
open for Leigh, who smiled the awesomest smile and said, “Same here.”

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Eight

Before Sol dropped me at home, Leigh and
I agreed we’d be online
on Sunday morning, except we hadn’t specified a time, and I was
still torn between making my interest clear and not coming across
as sadly over-eager. It meant that, in spite of hardly sleeping at
all, I was up and showered by seven o’clock but using every form of
distraction to avoid going on Facebook.

“What are you
doing?”

Mum’s
question came from behind me and startled me to the extent that
water jumped out of the iron, and my hand disappeared in a cloud of
scalding steam. I put the iron down before I burnt myself or my
still very crinkled shirt.

My mum
shook her head and walked past to switch the kettle on.
“How long’ve you been
up?”

“Not
long,” I lied, seeing as it was already gone eight. I could feel
her eyes on me. She’d been watching a movie when I’d come in last
night, so I’d just said goodnight and gone to bed. Or not to
bed—I’d talked to Noah for a while and read through the poetry I’d
selected for my coursework anthology. I had too much Larkin in
there, but in our seminars, we’d been exploring ‘irony and
understatement’, which was surely just being ‘British’—something
Philip Larkin did particularly well. I preferred Roger McGough’s
dry sarcasm, largely because when I read his poems, I heard them in
the voice of the narrator of Thomas and Friends, which was fun in an ‘I’m a sad English student’
way.

 


At the
platform, he awaits

Percy in his green-grey regalia…re-grey-leer

Neither Henry
nor Thomas nor any other

Loco, oh no—it must be Percy

The Fat Controller decreed.

 


Who
actually thought it was a good idea to name a character in a kids’
programme ‘The Fat Controller’? Well, anyway, sad English student that I was, I still
didn’t read post-war British poetry for fun, and I’d thought it
would help me sleep, as in bore me to unconsciousness. Needless to
say, it didn’t work, because every time I thought about
Leigh—therefore, every couple of minutes or so—my belly did a roll
and my pulse shot off at some dangerously high speed. I was too
hot, threw the duvet off, too cold, pulled it back on, too thirsty,
needed a drink, drank too much, needed the loo, and so on and so
forthed my way through to giving-up-on-sleep time.

“Jesse! Look
what you’re doing!”

Instinctively,
I lifted the iron from the board. Oops. “Sorry.”

Mum
sighed and unplugged it even though I wasn’t done, but it was for
the best. “At least it wasn’t your shirt,” she muttered while I
stared guiltily at the iron-shaped scorch on the ironing-board
cover. I stuck the half-smooth, half-wrinkly shirt back in the
basket and put the ironing board away. By the time I returned, Mum
had made two cups of tea and was sitting at the table. I joined
her.

“Thanks,” I said, picking up my cup and nursing it until my hands tingled
from the heat. “That place we went to last night was a bit of a
dive.”

“Where was
it?”

“Somewhere in the town centre. Might’ve been the high
street. The music was good, though. Nora—that’s Leigh’s mate—is
seriously talented. I think she’s a bit older than Leigh.” I
pictured the two of them chattering away and laughing. It was so
vivid I could almost count the stripes on Leigh’s waistcoat.
“Leigh’s dyed their hair purple,” I said.

“How
could you tell?” Mum asked dryly. I was quite conservative as
students went, and I wondered how she’d react if I dyed my hair a
crazy colour—not that I was planning to—or maybe got that eyebrow
piercing?

“Did I
tell you about Leigh’s lip piercing? I think we counted eight
piercings in total, and they said they were getting the other side
of their lip done. It’s called a snakebite.”

My mum
shuddered.

“You’ve
got your ears pierced,” I pointed out.

“True,
but ears are fleshy, aren’t they?” Mum reached up and twiddled one
of her earrings.

I’d
bought them for her thirtieth birthday, fifteen years ago. God, I was getting old. Well, I
wasn’t that old, and my grandma took me to buy them and subsidised
my purchase. My mum had worn them ever since—little turquoise
hearts that hung on silver hoops just below her
earlobes.

“And
what about when you eat?” she asked. I frowned. I’d lost the
thread. “Doesn’t it get into the hole?”

“Oh! You
mean…” I poked the inside of my lip in the place corresponding to
Leigh’s piercing. Mum pulled a face, and I laughed.

“Don’t
be getting ideas,” she
warned.

I just
laughed more, hoping to hide my thoughts about both piercings and
how much I wanted to get close enough that I could tug Leigh’s lip
stud myself. The thought did things to me that nobody needs to
happen in the company of their mother. Luckily, the table was there
to protect my modesty.

“What
are your plans for today, then?” Mum asked. “Seeing Leigh, I suppose?”

“I hope
so. We didn’t arrange anything, but I might suggest we go for a
walk or something. What’s the weather forecast?” I had my phone in
my pocket, so I could’ve checked for myself, but my mum would know
without looking.

“More of
the same. They say it’ll break tomorrow.”

“Good,”
I said, and not for the delight of basking in another ‘Indian
summer’ day. I hated it being so hot and sticky, especially at
night. Especially when my head was already full of stuff that kept
me awake.

Mum got
up, taking her cup with
her. “I’m going for a shower.”

“OK.”
That was fair warning not to use the taps until she was done. I
watched her leave and then took out my phone, planning in my head
what I was going to say to Leigh. Hey, what are you up to today?
No, that sounded like ‘if
you’ve got nothing better to do’. Hey, I’d love to meet up today, maybe go
for a walk?’ Hmm…better…maybe go for a romantic walk. But Leigh had beaten me to it.

Hi Jesse! Thanks for coming with me last night. I really
enjoyed it, and being with you! Wanna come over? Or have you got
loads to do today? It’s OK if you can’t. x

With
shaking hands—and, for
the first time ever, gratitude for autocorrect—I typed back:
Hey Leigh. Thanks
for inviting me. It was awesome. I’d love to come over – was
thinking we could go for a walk together? Maybe? What time is good
for you? I stopped short
of saying ‘I could leave now’ and finished with ‘x’.

I waited
for the three dots to indicate a reply was coming, but they didn’t
appear. I refreshed, locked and unlocked my phone, refreshed again.
Still nothing. I reread
what I’d sent to make sure it made sense and wasn’t too pushy,
which I didn’t think it was.

My mum
finished in the shower and went into her room to get dressed. I
refilled the kettle, contemplating just catching the bus. It took
almost an hour, and if Leigh had changed their mind, I could visit
Noah and Matty instead, although knowing them, they were having a
lie-in. Agh, this was difficult. I was normally quite a patient person, but I really
wanted to see Leigh!

The
kettle boiled, and I called through to my mum, “Tea or coffee?” at the same time as she
turned on the hairdryer. I took a chance on coffee, checked my
messages one more time, to no avail, and went to get my laptop. I
figured I might as well put the time to good use, if I could
concentrate, that is.

My
laptop was ancient, and I really needed a new one, but this close
to the end of my degree,
I didn’t much fancy wasting time on setting it up and getting used
to a new operating system. I wasn’t yet behind with coursework, but
equally, two evenings out socialising, and hopefully today, too,
meant I wasn’t ahead of myself, either.

My mum
was back in the kitchen and halfway through making us omelettes
before my laptop finally got its act together, which was also when my phone
buzzed.

Sorry – went for a run. Just popping in the shower, so anytime you
like! I’ll be here. :) x

I looked
over at the omelette my mum was lifting onto the plate and checked the time; there was
a bus in twenty minutes, another in just under an hour. I could eat
now and get the later bus, but…

“Sorry, Mum. I
haven’t got time for breakfast.” I closed my laptop and got up.

“What am I
supposed to do with this?” She gestured to the omelette.

“You eat it. I
can always make the other one later.”

She
sighed loudly, her
disgruntlement clear. “OK. Will you be back for dinner?”

“I don’t
know. Do you want me to be?” I really hoped not, but if she did,
I’d be there. We always
had Sunday dinner at my grandma’s, and she and Mum mostly got on
OK, but they were only ever one step away from having a bust-up
over my grandma’s refusal to move house. I was like some kind of
unwitting peacekeeper, because they wouldn’t argue in front of
me.

“No, you go
and enjoy yourself,” my mum said reluctantly, but then followed up
with a nod and a smile.

I took
my laptop to my room and came back to the kitchen for
the insect repellent wipes,
which were the only thing that seemed to work on me, although I was
in two minds whether to use them today. Whilst they didn’t smell of
anything, whenever I’d licked my lips after wiping one over my
face, I got a salty-bitter taste, and…well, I lived in
hope.

“I’ll
phone later and let you know what time I’m coming home.”
I gave Mum a hug and looked
longingly at the omelette. It smelled soooo good, but I couldn’t eat it on the move, and I really
needed to catch that bus. With a sad sigh, I checked I had money
and my phone, grabbed my keys, and headed out for the bus
stop.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Nine

“Where shall we go?” Leigh asked. We were already stop-and-start
walking along the lane from the farmhouse, the stuttered pace
because Leigh was adjusting the belt on the bum bag containing
their emergency kit: a vial of hydrocortisone, syringe and
needle—Leigh had shown us all what to do in the event they
couldn’t—and a letter to be given to the attending physician to
ensure Leigh got priority treatment and didn’t end up dying in an
A&E waiting room. “That’s better,” they said, puffing air and
shaking their head. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s
OK.”

“Any
thoughts?”

“We
could walk to the tea rooms,” I suggested, thinking with my belly,
clearly, because we’d have to cross the river and double back on
ourselves to do that, the outcome being a three-mile trek along an
open footpath…and then back again.

“Sounds
good to me,” Leigh said. “I ran past there this morning. They sell
homemade ice cream, according to the whirly sign
outside.”

“Oh,
right.” I wasn’t wild about ice cream, but I imagined I’d be up for
eating a scabby donkey by the time we reached our
destination.

We
turned out of the lane onto the main road and crossed over. There
wasn’t much traffic about, but there was a blind corner, and it was
the main road into Norwich, so the cars came around it at quite
a speed. It was better
to be safe and walk against the oncoming traffic. After all, the
Highway Code existed for a reason.

“What
did you think of Nora?” Leigh asked.

“She’s
great.” I nodded enthusiastically to make it clear I wasn’t just
saying it.

“Yeah,
she is, isn’t she?” Leigh smiled fondly.

“How
long have you known each other?”

“Hmm…about two
and a half years?” They pondered a moment and nodded. “Yeah, it
must be, because it was the year after I left school. I went into
adrenal crisis—my own fault. I messed up my meds, but that was the
last time.”

“Must be
hard to remember to take them,” I said.

“Nah,
not really. I was trying
to be smart, and it kind of worked. The specialist changed my
dosage when I reached puberty, and the side effects were horrific.
My skin’s wrecked.”

“I
hadn’t noticed.” I
almost wanted to clap a hand over my mouth, even though it was true
and I’d meant it as a compliment. To me, Leigh’s skin glowed
flawlessly, but I was acutely aware of how often I’d gushed at them
over the past few days. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Still,
I wasn’t usually that forward, and I didn’t want Leigh to feel
self-conscious or embarrassed.

“My face
isn’t too bad now, but my skin used to rip like paper, and I’ve got
loads of stretchmarks, plus Kelly—my social worker—interrogated me
to see if I was being bullied because I was always covered in
bruises.”

“Did you
tell your doctor about the side effects, or was there nothing they
could do?”

“I did
tell them, but…well, that’s why Nora became a nurse. The doctors
don’t listen, and even if they do, they take ages to act. They also
tell you scare stories. Like with Nora, they told her parents if
she didn’t have surgery, she’d end up with cancer, so her parents
agreed to the surgery, which caused a whole new set of problems.
She’s got to take hormones for the rest of her life
now.”

“She
said she doesn’t need looking after.”

“No, she
doesn’t. Her medical condition…it’s kind of the opposite of mine.
She’s got AIS—androgen insensitivity syndrome—which basically means
her chromosomes are XY, but her body doesn’t recognise male
hormones, so she has a typically female body, with boobs and
whatnot. She didn’t know she had AIS until she was nine and she
started puberty but didn’t start her periods, and they discovered
her testes in her abdomen.”

“Oh,
wow.” Urgh, no, that
was not an
appropriate response. If I could’ve done it without Leigh seeing,
I’d have slapped myself hard around the head for showing my
surprise. I was at least wise enough to keep the rest of my mostly
tactless questions to myself. Apart from one. “Nora identifies as
female, though?”

“Yeah, which
matches her birth certificate, because it’s based on outward
appearance, isn’t it? Unless there’s anything wrong, they don’t do
any other tests.”

“OK,
but…” That wasn’t what I
was getting at. “Why doesn’t she identify as queer?”

“Because
being queer and being intersex aren’t the same thing. A lot of
intersex people see themselves as male or female. Some of us don’t,
and that’s the same for non-intersex people. Your biological sex
and gender are two different things. You’re male,
right?”

“Right,” I
confirmed.

“And you
identify as a man?”

“Um…boy,
man…whatever.”

Leigh laughed.
“Are you sure?”

“Yeah,
it’s just when we were shopping the other week, this little kid
wanted some cereal from the top shelf. I got it down for them, and
their mum said, ‘say thank you to the man’. It’s the first time
anyone’s ever called me a man, and it sounded so weird. I wonder if
there’s a point in adulthood when the grown-up words suddenly fit,
or if you just get used to it?”

“I know
what you mean. Well, I don’t. I get ‘say thank you to that…that…person’, which is actually OK, seeing as I am ‘a
person’, but they get embarrassed about not being able to fit me
into a box. Strangers are honest, and people who know me can be a
lot worse. Even if they’ve known me for ages, I still get ‘but
you’re wearing a skirt so you must be a girl!’ Um, nope.

“Anyway,
all I meant was your sex and gender match up as expected—you’re a
male and you see yourself as a man, or boy, or whatever.” Leigh
grinned on the ‘whatever’. “Same with Nora. She’s got a female
body—because, let’s face it, when you’re born they just look for a
willy—and she sees herself as a girl, or woman—”

“Or
whatever,” I added. Leigh shoved against me, and I staggered for
effect, but we were both laughing.

“But
then, there’s um…what’s her name? The girl at uni you
fancy?”

“Who?” I
asked.

“The one
with waist-length blonde hair and super-long legs. She was at the
Pride social on Friday. The publicity officer?”

“Jazz? I don’t
fancy her.”

“Yeah,
right.” Leigh continued without letting me further argue my case.
“All I’m saying is the doctor would’ve done the willy test and
decided she was a boy when she’s not. Then there’s me, and I kind
of do match, because I’ve got XX chromosomes but male hormones. My
brain and body is exactly that mix—intersex—and that’s me. That’s
what I feel like. Except doctors don’t like it when you’re both or
neither. Gotta be one or the other.”

We
reached the bridge over the river, which seemed fitting, somehow. It was quite a steep
climb, but even if I hadn’t been out of breath, I was out of things
to say. So much to think about. I thought back to studying queer
theory last year; one of the definitions was something along the
lines of ‘the critical deconstruction of sex, gender and desire’,
which had gone straight over my head at the time, but it was
starting to make a lot more sense. I understood now why Leigh
identified as ‘queer’ rather than ‘intersex’.

At the
top of the bridge, we stopped and leaned on the railing
to watch a boat pass
underneath. I tilted my head back to make the most of the cooler
breeze coming along the river. It was still humid—sweat trickled
unpleasantly down my back—but for the time being, the sun was
hidden behind clouds. Dark, heavy-looking clouds. I hoped my mum
was right about the weather breaking tomorrow rather than today,
even if it did mean another sleepless night in my sauna of a
bedroom. I’d have to crack on with coursework this week, so I
wanted to spend as much time as possible with Leigh while I could.
I was enjoying the honest conversation, although I was aware it had
all been one way so far. “Do you want to ask me
anything?”

“Like?”

“I
dunno. I just feel like I’ve been interrogating you.” I looked
Leigh’s way and smiled sheepishly.

“I don’t mind
you asking questions.”

“You’ll
tell me if I’m out of order?”

“Course!”

“Thank
you.”

“OK.” Leigh
smirked.

“What?” I
asked.

“I don’t
know. I was just thinking…this is fun.”

“You
need to get out more,” I joked, seeing as this was the third day in
a row we’d both been out, the last two of those together.

“You
bored with me yet?” Leigh asked.

“Nowhere
near.”

“Me,
neither.”

“OK,” I
said, laughing. This was a lot of fun.

Leigh
held out their hand to me. Without hesitation—but with a fair
amount of fluttering inside—I took it. We walked down the other
side of the bridge, breaking contact to pass through the stile and
re-establishing it once we were on the footpath.

“Matty
reckons we’ll get a storm this afternoon,” Leigh mused.

“He
might be right about that.” I looked up at the increasingly gloomy sky, pointlessly
willing it to hold off for a few more hours.

We
strolled on in silence but for the gentle lapping of the water against the bank. Towards
the centre of the river, it was quite choppy; a boat slow-chugged
past us, fighting against the flow of the outgoing tide.

“Have you ever
been on a boat?” Leigh asked.

“A couple of
times, yeah. Have you?”

“No. I’d
like to, though. I wouldn’t have a clue what to do.”

“They
give you training when you rent the boat.”

“Oh,
that’s cool. We could see how much it costs and maybe do that next
year, then.”

Next year. Oh,
this was so… “Yes,” I managed to utter. Even if what I thought was
happening between us didn’t work out in the long term—God, I hoped
it worked out in the long term—we could still go away as
friends.

“I’m
looking forward to Cornwall.” Leigh’s tone was a bit flat, and I
caught the pensive frown before they quickly replaced it with a
smile. “I’ve never been away without a support worker
before.”

“I’ve
never been away without my mum and grandma.”

“So it’s
a new adventure for both of us.”

“Yeah.”
I sounded about as
excited as Leigh did, which was not at all.

They
squeezed my hand. “At
least we’ll have each other for company.”

I met
Leigh’s smile with one of my own. It was reassuring to know we both had
reservations, but if nothing else, Noah and Matty would enjoy
themselves, which was the whole point of the holiday. I wasn’t sure
why they’d invited us—safety in numbers, maybe? After their
spectacular road-trip fail, I could see why they might be worried
about going away on their own again. But I liked the idea of
us—Leigh and me—picking the holiday next time, assuming it would be
the four of us again. Much as I was starting to romanticise alone
time with Leigh, away from parents, friends, support workers and so
on, it would definitely be safer to go with Noah and Matty if we
planned to hire a boat and cruise The Broads.

We’d
gone back to just walking and not talking, but it wasn’t awkward
silence. It was…intimate? Comfortable? Just really, really nice. We slowed
to watch a pair of swans fly low over the water and splash down,
their feathers brightest white against the dark river. All the
while, I was aware of Leigh’s hand in mine, our palms alternately
sticking and sliding with the humidity. Every so often, my belly
rumbled, and Leigh laughed and said, “Nearly there.” It was amazing
how much less I cared about the prospect of eating in front of
them, but then, I’d have burned off about a thousand calories by
the time we got back to the farmhouse.

As the tea rooms
came into view up ahead, the sun came out, and it was right in our
faces, so we quickened our pace, glad to reach the shade of the
trees and buildings. It was crazy having weather like this in
autumn.

“I think
I might join you in an ice cream after all,” I said.

“Good
idea,” Leigh agreed, but
we ordered a sandwich and a drink first, and flopped down in relief
at a table. It was a lot cooler inside, and the few other people in
there looked like they were suffering as much as we
were.

“I can’t
believe how hot it is,” Leigh said, fanning their face with a
menu.

“You
watch, next week, it’ll be snowing.” It probably wouldn’t, but I
wasn’t thinking about what I was saying, mesmerised by the glimpse
of Leigh’s neck I got each time their hair lifted with a waft of
air. Today, they were wearing a plain t-shirt, cargo pants and
tatty old Nikes—sporty Sunday scruffs—still beautiful. They stopped
and tilted their head inquisitively. I blushed and looked away,
laughing bashfully. “Sorry,” I said.

“OK.”
Leigh picked up their sandwich and took a huge bite. “Mmm. Good.”
They nodded to encourage me to do the same.

I’d
forgotten the sandwich was there but duly did as instructed, taking a more modest
bite even though I could’ve eaten it almost in one.

“Have
you—” Leigh chewed and swallowed “—got shorts and stuff for
Cornwall?”

I
nodded, rather than risk
spraying them with food.

“Excellent. I get to see your sexy legs in the flesh.”

By some
miracle, I didn’t choke. I rapidly swallowed the food in my mouth.
“I beg your pardon?”

“Noah
showed me a photo of you and him at your college fun
day?”

“Oh,
God.” I felt the blood drain from my face. Now that had been a hot day. Sixth form, post-exams, so
late June; we had a barbecue and party to celebrate. There were
also lots of games involving water—a slide with a hose running down
it, water-bomb volleyball, and other general silliness with the
sole aim of soaking each other. My engagement was limited to the
water-pistol fight, but I’d been wearing cutoffs and had to ditch
my shoes at some point because they were squelching. However, I had
no idea there was photographic evidence. “I’m gonna kill him,” I
muttered. OK, I might not go that far, but Noah was in for a
serious ear-bashing.

“It’s a great
pic, Jesse.”

“Cheers,” I said doubtfully. “Sexy legs, though…”

“I think
so.”

“Ha!”

Leigh’s
eyebrow rose. “You don’t think you’re sexy?”

“I know I’m
not.”

Leigh shook
their head and took another bite of sandwich. I opened my mouth to
argue my case, and closed it again. Why was I trying to convince
Leigh they were wrong when I was absolutely buzzing off their
words?

“Oh, so
you do believe me,” Leigh said, looking deliciously
amused.

God, I
could’ve leaned right over and kissed that cheeky smirk, but I
didn’t. I just shrugged, and braved a little flirtation. “What is
it they say about the eye of the beholder?”

“Too
right!” Leigh’s smirk became a full grin.

Leaning
back in my chair, I ate
the rest of my sandwich, relishing each guilt-free mouthful. If
nothing came of us, if Leigh and I never got any further than being
friends, I would still be forever thankful to them for the gift of
this moment.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Ten

We bought ice creams on our way out of the tea rooms—a double
scoop each. I had cherry and vanilla; Leigh had strawberry and mint
choc chip.

“What
colour?” they asked, taking a lick and then tilting the cone my
way.

I
pretended to think about it. “Yellow and…yellow.”

“Hmm.”
Leigh licked the slightly lighter one with dark flecks in it—the
mint choc chip, at a guess. “You wanna try?”

There was no
time to refuse before the ice cream made contact with my lips. I
poked it with the very tip of my tongue and nodded before the taste
even registered. “Yeah, minty.”

Leigh took
another good lick, this time of the strawberry. “What’s yours
like?”

“Nice,”
I said, noting the way
they were eyeing it up. I chuckled. “Wanna try?”

“The cherry
one, yeah.”

I
extended my arm, trying to hold it steady, but I was shaking, with
excitement rather than nerves. This was proper couple’s
stuff.

Leigh
gripped my wrist and kept hold while they licked the cherry ice
cream, and it was no polite little poke of the tongue, either. They
swiped a significant stripe through it and grinned. “Had to get a
cherry, didn’t I?” They brought the fruit forward in their mouth,
holding it between their teeth for me to see, before they sucked it
back in and chewed. “Mmm.”

I
laughed at Leigh’s obvious enjoyment, and we set off down towards
the riverbank, in no real rush to get back. Or not at first, but
that sky…

The first roll
of thunder was distant, and we didn’t see the accompanying
lightning. Then there was silence. The trees became still, and
Leigh and I looked at each other. We were close enough to the tea
rooms to go back inside, and there was the first spot of rain, on
my arm, another spot on Leigh’s shoulder, and another, and
another…

“Come
on!” Leigh said and hurried away, in the opposite direction to the
tea rooms.

“Where are
you… You’re not supposed to shelter under a tree in a storm.”
Nonetheless, I joined them, under the tree.

“It’s
not here yet, and anyway, that only applies in an open space. The
tea rooms are more likely to get hit than this little tree.” Leigh
peered up into the leafy canopy, continuing undaunted with
demolishing their ice cream.

I wasn’t
sure this was the safest move, but I couldn’t deny I was loving
every second. There was something very romantic about sheltering under a tree as the
rain started to fall around us. By ‘started to fall’, I mean
absolutely pelt down. We both edged closer to the tree’s thick
trunk.

“Is this an
oak?” Leigh asked.

I shook
my head. “Sycamore.” And contrary to Leigh’s claim, it was far from
little, but the leaves were proving to be very effective
umbrellas.

“Lightning! One,
two, three…” Leigh continued to count with eyes unfocused, reaching
twenty before the thunder sounded. Maybe the storm would roll
straight past us, although the rain said otherwise. The leaves
towards the end of the branches began to flap as the wind picked
up.

“Brrrr….” Leigh lifted their arm to examine the goosebumps.
Another roll of thunder sounded. We’d missed the lightning
again. Leigh shivered. I
put my arm around them and pulled them close. No thinking, no
worrying. It felt natural, even if their closeness sparked the kind
of physical reaction I’d have normally worked harder to hide. My
ice cream was becoming a bit of a burden, and Leigh had all but
finished theirs.

“Do you
want this?” I asked. They nodded and shoved the pointed end of
their cone in their
mouth to take my ice cream. “That’s your thing, is it?”

“Yeah,”
Leigh admitted with a greedy breathlessness, which made me a little
breathless, too.

With
both hands free, I looped my other arm around them, putting us
pretty much in the same position as we’d been last night outside
the pub, except I was leaning against a tree rather than a wall.
The same scent filled my nose. “Do you use a citrusy
shampoo?”

“Nope,
it’s a body spritz. Green tea and lemon.”

I
ducked my head to get a bit
closer and inhaled. “It smells fantastic.”

“Thanks.” I
got the impression Leigh was going to say more but got cut off by
the bright flash of lightning followed a second later by thunder.
“D’you think it’s as dangerous as they say? Standing under a
tree?”

“Not
sure. Like you said, though, the building’s more likely to be
struck because it’s taller.” I was having something of an internal
war; on the one hand, I was a bit worried about how close the storm
was; on the other, we were cuddling under a tree in a
thunderstorm.

Whatever
the potential danger, it lost all significance when Leigh reached
the end of my ice cream and turned around, bringing our faces within an inch of each
other. A half-smile played on their lips, their eyes wide open,
looking up into mine, and then down to my mouth. We were going to
kiss…I thought…and then…we were kissing. Cold, sweet ice cream lips
lightly touched mine, and I forgot everything—the storm, the rain,
my fat belly I’d worried would get in the way, being too tall,
Leigh being too short, how to breathe…

That
first kiss ignited my senses, and I needed Leigh all at once, to
taste their lips, with or without ice cream, to smell their body,
lemon spritz or not, to touch and feel their skin, maybe even against mine. Using the
tree trunk for balance, I bent my knees and slid my feet outwards
along the ground, bringing me closer to Leigh’s level, with them
between my legs, and brushed my hand up their back to their
hair—“Still purple?”—stroking and pulling them closer—“Uh-huh…”
Another kiss, not so light this time, Leigh’s tongue tickled my
lips, and I parted them uncertainly. I’d never done this before—had
they?

The
tickly contact created a
mini sensory overload in my mouth that seemed to short-circuit my
novice brain, and my tongue just did its own thing, pushing back
until I was in Leigh’s mouth, and…agh, I couldn’t pull away,
nowhere to go. Leigh’s thighs were sandwiched between mine,
maintaining a few inches of space between our lower bodies, a
safety zone that I welcomed and despised equally.

I lost
count of the kisses, and Leigh lost count of the
lightning–thunder seconds, until we emerged, panting, flushed…and no, the
piercing hadn’t got in the way. I caught it between my lips, didn’t
tug, just held it there. Leigh’s sigh washed warm breath over my
nose.

I let my
hands rest, clasped against the small of their back, and whispered
shakily, “Feel like I’m dreaming.”

“Me,
too.” A little line formed between Leigh’s eyebrows, and their gaze
briefly became distant.

“What’s
wrong?”

With
another tug of their lip stud, Leigh wriggled to loosen my grip
slightly and reached behind, seeking out one of my hands. They
lifted it to their face. “Can you feel that?”

I
nodded dumbly, and
possibly with my mouth hanging open, as Leigh brushed my hand over
their cheek and chin.

“Skin,” I
managed to utter.

Leigh laughed.
“Is that all?”

I
shrugged, aware only of Leigh’s eyes locked on mine and the
smoothness of their chin against my big clumsy hand. I could’ve
kissed them again, but this was intimate in a different
way.

“Use your
fingertips,” they suggested and manoeuvred my hand into position.
My fingers bounced a couple of times before I increased the
pressure to steady the shaking.

“Can you feel
it now?” Leigh asked.

“Yeah.”
Soft hair along Leigh’s jawline, extending up in front of their ear
to meet their hair. It was light in colour and not noticeable at a
distance, but up close it was copious, and my fingers seemed to
have developed minds of their own. I forced my errant hand down,
clasping it with the other, and leaned forward to kiss their chin,
surprised by the really strong urge I had to suck it, nibble at it…

“Hormones,” they said with a somewhat bemused
smile.

We were
too close for me to hide my blush, so I didn’t try. “Hormones?” I
repeated.

“Uh-huh.
I’m like, really hairy. I had to wax to wear that dress on
Friday.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. I
try not to do it unless I have to, because you never get used to
it.”

“That’s
what Matty says. He waxed his armpits for the show they did last
summer.”

“But
he’s so blonde you can’t even see the hair on his body!”

“He was
being lifted by someone, and he didn’t want them getting a handful
of sweaty hair.”

“Ew.”
Leigh’s nose wrinkled. My throat made a weird croaking sound as I
swallowed what I was certain would’ve been a sexual moan. I coughed
to cover it; Leigh’s grin told me I’d failed. I didn’t
care.

“I don’t
mind handfuls of sweaty hair,” I said and then screwed my eyes
shut. That sounded…I don’t know what it sounded like, but it was
not what I wanted to say. “All I mean is, hairy is OK by me.” Fuckety-fuck. Shut up, Jesse, you
balloon.

“OK,”
Leigh spluttered. They’d have been doubled up with laughter if I
wasn’t in the way, of that I was quite sure.

“I’m
glad I’m not a dancer,”
I said, because I so needed a change of subject right now, and that
was all I’d got.

“Can you
dance?” Leigh asked, still giggling a little. Well, a
lot.

“Nah.”
I’d never tried. I’d never considered trying, because…fat bloke on
a dance floor? Hell, no.

“I bet I
could get you up dancing,” Leigh said confidently, though still amused.

“I bet
you could.” I was almost certain Leigh could get me to do
anything—apart from talk sense—and not because of my infatuation,
which, actually, was more than infatuation by this point. “I’ve got
the grace of a baby elephant taking its first steps.”

“Yeah,
well, we’ll see about that.”

“Next Pride
social,” I suggested bravely. “I’ll dance with you.”

“Promise?”

I nodded.
“Promise.”

“Cool.”
Leigh kissed me again, just once, and leaned their cheek against
mine. “So you don’t fancy Jazz, then?”

“Nope.
She’s a good mate, though.”

“OK.”
Leigh’s eyelashes fluttered and then flickered in a harsh blink as
we both startled at the simultaneous thunder and lightning. “Whoa!”
They pointed past me and the tree. “Did you see that?”

“No?” I
leaned to the side to look around the trunk.

“It touched
down, over there.”

That was
a bit too close for comfort. “I think we should wait inside,” I
said.

Leigh
stepped back so I could stand up straight. My shirt was bunched up,
and my jeans were not as baggy as I’d have liked them to be just at
that moment. I wasn’t sure if Leigh noticed the state I was in
before I had a chance to hide it, but they didn’t say anything
other than, “Ready?” as they grabbed my hand.

We dashed out
from under our leafy umbrella, both gasping and shivering and
cursing at the cold, hard rain thrashing our shoulders and backs.
The tea rooms seemed so far away, and by the time we reached them,
we were like drowned rats.

“Oh my
god!” Leigh stuttered
through chattering teeth as we virtually threw ourselves through
the door. They swiped water from their cheeks. “Is my face
purple—oh. No point asking you, is there?”

I
used my sleeve to dry my eyes
and took a closer look. “I think it might be, you know.”

“Damn. It’s
wash-out dye.”

I grimaced on
Leigh’s behalf.

They
shrugged. “Oh, well. It
means I can change it again soon. You can help me decide what
colour.”

I
chuckled. “OK.” I wasn’t sure how that would work out. I noticed
the woman behind the counter eyeing us suspiciously. “Shall we get a hot drink while
we’re here?” I suggested.

“Yeah. Hot
chocolate?”

“Perfect.” And
pure madness, when not half an hour ago we’d been relishing the
coldness of our ice creams.

We
went to order our
drinks; apparently, the tree had cast some kind of spell that meant
we were now joined together, and we’d moved past hand-holding to
snuggling. I was pretty sure I would never, ever grow tired of this
feeling, even if that wet purple dye was right now transferring to
my beard. Could be an interesting look for me.

The
woman behind the counter
was far less taciturn as she handed our drinks over. In fact, she
almost smiled. We both thanked her and headed for the throw-covered
sofas rather than the table where we’d been sitting earlier. I
ended up in the corner again, but it worked well; my size worried
me less and less each time we did this
just-kind-of-fitting-together thing, and it was a really comfy
sofa. I could see this becoming a regular haunt for us.

Outside,
the rain was starting to
ease off, and it would probably pass soon, which made me sad,
because once it did, we’d have to walk back to the
farmhouse.

“What’re you
thinking about?” Leigh asked. They were tracing circles on my palm,
and it had sent me into a dopey trance.

“How
much I’m going to miss you over the next three weeks,” I replied
honestly.

Leigh met my
gaze. “Uni work?”

“Yeah.”
I had so much coursework to get through between now and Cornwall,
it was going to be a killer, and I guessed Leigh’s workload was
much the same.

They smiled and
laced our fingers together. “It’s only three weeks.” They finished
off with a mock-horrified face, which made me laugh.

It
wasn’t so long, really. Not in the grander scheme of things. Our magical
day—weekend—together might’ve almost been at an end, but it was
only the beginning of us.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter Eleven

Eight o’clock Monday morning, my phone alarm pinged at me
repeatedly, while I tried to divest myself of the duvet, grunting
in annoyance. Unless I had a meeting with my diss supervisor, I
wasn’t even in uni on a Monday this year, and I was sure I’d
remembered to turn the thing off.

Ah, but
that wasn’t my alarm. It was a calendar reminder. I squinted at the
screen and threw my phone down in dismay.

“Crap.”
Weight management clinic. Sod’s law that was today, after a
brilliant Saturday night and the utter bliss of Sunday kisses in
the rain. I’d planned to sleep in and have a bath, which I never
did because…OK, I was fairly sure the floor wasn’t going to fall
through, but there was always that niggling doubt. But it had
dwindled to bearable in the afterglow of spending the weekend with
Leigh. So, a bath, then I’d planned to vacuum for Mum—or not for
Mum, as it was my mess, too, but she usually did it before I
thought to, being a mother and all. Then I was going to chill out
on my bed—music, studying, chat to Leigh and Noah online… awesome
day, happy Jesse.

But that was
not to be.

It was
nearly two years ago that I’d gone to my GP in a state of desperation, although
I need to backtrack a little further. Three years ago, I’d slipped
on wet leaves and badly twisted my knee. The X-ray showed nothing,
and the doctor at the hospital concluded it was soft tissue damage.
Rest, take ibuprofen, and ‘losing some weight will help’. I bloody
know, thanks. Don’t they think it’s ever occurred to me?
Oh, hey, you fell
and twisted your knee. You know if you weren’t morbidly obese, you
probably wouldn’t have slipped. I’d lost count of how many times people had said stuff like
that to me in the past.

I’ve got a
really bad toothache.

– Serves you right for eating all that chocolate.

My hay fever’s bad this year.

– That doesn’t mean you can’t exercise.

I burnt my
hand on the oven.

– In a hurry to get the pizza out, were you?

Back to the
knee…

By January,
there had been no change, so I went to my GP, who basically ran an
action replay of what the hospital had said. My weight was putting
extra strain on the weakened joint, and if I wanted it to get
better…on and on it went. Or it would’ve done if my mum hadn’t
exploded with rage in the waiting room. I was embarrassed and proud
all at once, but then, my mum knew my battle, because it was hers,
too.

Next
stop: a new GP, and she
was a million times better from the get-go. No wisecracks about my
weight, or interrogation of what I’d done to address it; she gave
me a full check-up and sent an urgent referral for physiotherapy
for my knee, and the appointment came through really quickly, which
was great. Not so great was the advice I got with my knee
exercises. If
you lost a bit of weight, maybe cut back on…

The
exercises did help a bit, but it was still swollen and painful, and it seized if I
walked for more than ten minutes. I went back to my GP, and this
time, I thought…that’s it. I can’t do this on my own. I asked for
help, fully expecting the usual ‘here’s a high-fibre, low-calorie,
impossible-to-stick-to diet sheet and exercise regime’. I was so
done with those.

“I could
refer you to the weight management clinic,” she
suggested.

“What’s
that?”

“They
monitor your weight, give you realistic advice about healthy eating
and exercise, talk through the available treatments.”

It sounded
doable.

“There’s a
waiting list, though.”

“How
long?”

“Six
months.”

“I’ll
have a think about it.” It was too long, not because I was
impatient, but…I don’t know. It felt like cheating, and maybe I
could have another try? After all, what was a few more months when I’d been Big
Jesse for nineteen years already? OK, that wasn’t strictly true.
I’d been a normal-sized baby, but for all of my life that I could
remember, I’d been chubby, carrying puppy fat, big for my age,
overweight, obese, a little on the tubby side, or
simply…fat.

“Matty,
will you write me up a
diet and exercise programme?” He hadn’t looked happy when I’d asked
him, but he knew this stuff. He studied it as part of his
degree.

“Sure.
What exercise do you enjoy?”

Stumped.
None of it? Eventually, I offered, “Swimming, but…” Nope. I wasn’t
baring my flab for anyone.

“OK, so
you’re not an exercise person. That’s all right. You just need to
control your calorie intake.”

Wasn’t that what
I’d already been doing?

He
continued, “Like…three
hundred calories less a day. That’ll give you slow, steady weight
loss. Just drop two slices of bread.”

“That
all?” I doubted it were that simple.

Matty
had loaded an app on his phone, keyed in my height and a guess at
my weight, which was close enough for rock and roll, and I wasn’t
telling. “Yeah, look.” He’d shown me the info onscreen. “2,400 to
maintain your current weight, 2,096 to lose weight.”

“How
many?!” If I’d eaten that many calories a day, I’d have been the
size of a house. I told Matty as much. His expression called me a
liar, and he refused to play any part in my ‘starvation diets’ from
that point on.

I tried.
I had to record everything I ate, and discovered it’s surprisingly
easy to tot up 2,000 calories over the course of a day. But I hated
having to think about it. It was just so exhausting and boring. Why
couldn’t I be like normal people and eat when I was hungry, stop
when I’d had enough?

And my
knee was still busted.
So…I grabbed the bull by the horns: I went back to my
GP.

“Sign me up,”
I said.

My
appointment came through
a couple of months later, for a couple of months after that.
Finally, there was my chance to get specialist help….except going
to the clinic was more stressful than it was helpful.

Today
was my fourth appointment, and in the year I’d been going,
I’d lost a grand total
of…zero kilos! Actually, that was a lie; I’d lost six and put them
back on, but the weight management clinic was not taking any of the
credit for that.

I didn’t
feel like I’d achieved anything, but still. I was feeling upbeat. It was a Fat Pride
day, and I was tempted to call and cancel the appointment whilst at
the same time realising that tomorrow I might not feel so good
about myself.

I
fished out the appointment
letter, noted the warning that if I didn’t turn up, the clinic
would cancel my referral and I’d have to go back to my GP and start
over. I was going, whether I liked it or not. My appointment wasn’t
until ten-thirty, but for whatever reason—I guessed there wasn’t a
clinic closer—it was thirty miles and an hour away on the bus, so I
needed to get a move on.

Between my
alarm, the rushed shower and the stress of finding out bus times,
my good mood was well gone by the time I reached the kitchen, where
my mum had made me a cup of tea and held the bread up to ask if I
wanted toast. I shook my head.

“No, thanks,
Mum. Not hungry.”

She
raised an eyebrow but didn’t challenge me on it. “You’re not at
college today, are you?”

I
refrained from correcting her, because she was almost right. “No,
I’m not.”

“A study
day or a day off?”

“Weight
management clinic.” I sighed into my tea and watched the ripples
dissipate.

“Oh.”
She rubbed my back. “Do you want me to come with you?”

That
made me smile. She offered every time, still not used to me being
an adult who could talk to doctors, dentists and opticians on my
own, although maybe a dose of my mum’s fury would put a rocket up
the arses of the dieticians at the clinic and they might actually
do more than ask me if I’d been eating healthily. Seriously, they
must be one of the most-lied-to professionals in the
NHS.

“Are you sure
you don’t want some toast?”

“Positive.” I
tried to glug my tea, but it was still too hot, and even though the
bus wasn’t for another forty minutes, I needed to get out of there.
With one last mouthful, I tipped the rest of my tea down the edge
of the sink so it didn’t make a splash, and gave my mum a quick
hug. “See you later. Have a good day.”

“You,
too, love. Good luck.”

I was gonna
need it.

***

So…the bus was
late. Great start. I reached the clinic at twenty to eleven, out of
breath, sweating and without my letter, which I thought was
probably still on my bed, along with my phone.

“I’ll
see if they can fit you in,” the receptionist said, once she’d
found my details on the computer. “Take a seat, please.”

“Thanks,” I puffed out and walked over to the chairs. The
super-narrow chairs in the super-crowded waiting room. It was
definitely a punitive system. Surely, given the kind of clinic it
was, they’d know most of their patients weren’t going to fit into
chairs that were both too small and too close together? Then there
was the eternal waiting, which was bad enough on a normal day, when
I wasn’t receiving extra punishment for turning up late and I had
something to fill the wait with.

There
were only two free chairs, in the middles of rows, so I picked up a
magazine from the end of the counter and went to stand against the
wall. Oh, yeah, and didn’t I pick the perfect thing to while away
the however long I’d be there? Celebrity gossip, stick-thin
celebrities, beach bodies, muscles and tan. Thanks so much,
National Health Service, for constantly shoving it down my throat.

I put
the magazine back, glancing over the rest of the offerings—healthy
living, sport and fitness, more celebrity gossip—and gave up.
Thirsty from sacrificing my morning cuppa and then rushing to get
here, I wandered over to the vending machine—no bottles of
water—and miserably returned to my previous standing space. This
was gonna be one loooong morning.

People
came; people went. Even
people who arrived after me, although some of them had kids with
them, and this was bad enough without, so I didn’t mind too much. I
watched the waiting room pour scorn on a particularly big guy who
hobbled in on crutches, coughing his guts up. See, it wasn’t just
our average-sized healthcare professionals casting judgements; we
were as bad ourselves. The guy booked in at the desk, looked around
for a seat, as I’d done, and came over to where I was
standing.

“Alright?” he
wheezed.

“Yeah,
you?”

“So-so.” He
stood next to me and leaned a crutch against the wall, coughing
again and then smiling apologetically. “It’s a hell of a way from
the car park,” he explained.

“Is it?”

“Yeah.
They don’t care about that, though, do they? It’s all exercise,
eh?”

I’d have
laughed at his sarcasm, but this whole situation was just too damn
awful to be funny.

It
wasn’t long after that my name was called, and I headed for the
next step of my quarterly torture: onto the weighing chair, which was enormous, then the contraption for measuring
height, with the mandatory, “You’re a tall one, aren’t you?” while
they stretched up and lowered the measuring stick onto my head,
followed by blood pressure and then, “All done.”

They
never, ever volunteered the information, and today I was glad, because I didn’t want to
know. Or I didn’t want to know enough to go to the effort of
bracing myself for the bad news and asking the question.

“If you can
wait outside, the dieticians will call you shortly, Jesse.”

“OK,
thanks.” Back out I went, to the chairs along the corridor,
opposite the dieticians’ room. At least there was a bit more
space.

I didn’t
bother looking at the magazines. Instead, I tried to plan my Discourse Analysis
essay in my head, hoping I’d recalled the question correctly.
Actually, I couldn’t recall the question at all, but the gist was
discussing whether contemporary language innovation subverted or
maintained hegemonic discourse. I was planning to compare the
language standardisation of the industrial revolution to the impact
of information technology, but I needed more focus, and…my thoughts
had bored me into a stupor already. I seriously couldn’t do this in
a hospital corridor.

“Jesse
Thomas?”

Without
looking, because I knew the drill, I got up and trudged after yet
another dietician I’d never met before. It didn’t matter, as they
all did the same thing: read my notes, asked me questions, and told
me things I already knew, like…

“It’s a
one-year wait for gastric surgery. Now, the most common treatment
is the gastric band…”

To
which, I always said, and today was no exception, “I don’t want
surgery.”

“It still
requires a change in lifestyle. Surgery on its own doesn’t—”

“I don’t want
it.”

“OK.”

For
Christ’s sake, why? I mean, I got why. They’d told me already; most
people signed up to weight management with the hope of a miracle
cure for their obesity, believing surgery was the answer. I was a
third-year undergraduate student; I knew how to research for
myself, so even if I’d believed that at the start, I knew that
almost half the people who had gastric surgery ended up as fat, if
not fatter than they were before.

You
could cheat gastric bands—melt chocolate, eat ice cream, or
liquidise burgers and pizzas, probably—and a sleeve didn’t stop your stomach from
stretching to compensate for its decreased size. Gastric bypass
meant taking supplements for the rest of your life. I knew all
this. Twenty-one years old, and I was a professional dieter. Hell,
I could’ve taught people what they needed to do to lose weight, but
knowing and doing it were two very different things.

“What help do
you feel you need from us, Jesse?”

Head-desk, head-desk, head-desk. “I…don’t know.” To lose weight? To keep the weight
off? To find a way to stop feeling like a loser in every way but
the one way I want to be?

“Well, your
weight’s stable, which is positive.”

“Good.”
Stable, but still too heavy.

“And
your blood pressure is fine—a little on the high side.”

Yep,
because this is the most stressful place on Earth!

“You
know, if you cut out one snack a day, that would probably be all
you need to do to see some steady weight loss.”

“Yes.” I
nodded and smiled and refused to say anything else. I didn’t snack.
I either stuffed my face or starved myself, so snacking would
undoubtedly be a move in the right direction, not that the dieticians would see it
that way. Unless I snacked on tiny raisins or something.

“If you
get peckish between meals, try switching to healthy snacks. A
handful of cereal with a few raisins…”

There we
go.

“…unsalted nuts, seeds. Rice cakes with low-fat cream cheese,
maybe.”

Like sawdust
and PVA glue.

“Are you
eating plenty of fibre?”

“Yes.”

“And
you’re drinking plenty of water?”

“Yes.”

“What about
sugar in hot drinks? Have you cut it out?”

“Yes.”
I clamped my teeth
together to stop the scream escaping. I’d done it all, and more,
and told them every single time I’d come here.

“I understand
your frustration, Jesse.”

Do you
really?

“If
you’re doing all these things, you should be losing weight. Did you
get an information pack last time you came?”

“Yes.”
And the time before, and the time before that…

“Would
you like to take one, just in case?”

“No,
it’s OK. I’ve got one, thank you.” Three, in fact.

“All
right, then. Is there anything else?”

“No,
thanks.”

She
handed over my appointment sheet—“If you take this back to the reception
desk, they’ll book your next appointment”—and I was outta
there.

I didn’t
bother with the reception desk. Two hours in that hellhole had
obliterated every good feeling I’d stored up over the weekend. I
caught the bus, holding off, holding off, until I got home,
grateful Mum was at work. I grabbed a bottle of water from the
fridge, went to my room. And cried.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twelve

I felt so bloody miserable after the clinic I got no work
done at all, or not uni work. I tried to burn it off, vacuuming and
doing the dishes, but it gave me way too much thinking time. What
was the point in going there again? What was the point in anything?
Even Leigh…they deserved so much better than this. Better than me.
Sexy legs? These hefty trunks? Don’t think so. And even if they did
think my legs looked all right, they’d soon change their mind if
they saw the rest of me. Pale blubber, moobs, floppy arse cheeks,
drooping belly…

Our
first games lesson in high school, they made us strip and shower
afterwards, and some kid in our
class—I still remembered the bastard’s name, but I refused to use
it—said, ‘Ooh, look, Thomas has got a dick…d’you think he knows?
Oy, Jess…’ I’d turned away and put my head under the water so I
couldn’t hear their mocking laughter. After that, I refused to do
games. I faked illness and injuries, asked teachers if they needed
jobs doing. I arrived late or even bunked off, which screwed my
100% attendance, but so what?

Yes, I can see my penis, thank you very much, you little
shit. It pissed me off I
had to be lying flat on my back to do so, but I could see it, damn it. All these people—kids at
school, dieticians, doctors, well-meaning overstepping
strangers—acted like I was fat by choice. Why would I
choose
this? Why?

Agh, this was
not me. This was not me.

Mum arrived home
from work with bags and bags of groceries, which she dumped on the
kitchen worktop and then rotated on the spot, inspecting the flat.
“Thanks for tidying up, love.”

“It’s
OK,” I said breezily, unloading the closest bag and keeping my face
averted. The way my eyes were burning, it would be obvious I’d
spent most of the afternoon sobbing like the big fat baby I was,
and if Mum asked even one question, I’d fall apart. But I’d moved
on from ‘What’s the point?’ to ‘What’s the point in letting them do
this to me?’

The bag
contained cauliflower, carrots, spinach, aubergines and tinned
tomatoes. My mum. She was so awesome, the way she just knew and did
this for me. It was a huge risk, but I stopped unpacking to hug
her.

“Thanks, Mum.
I love you.”

She
reached up and ruffled my hair, no words.

Tears
fizzed as I swallowed them down. “They make me feel like shit.”

“I know,
sweetheart.”

I stayed
awhile, letting the gentle tickle of her fingers on my back soothe
me, eventually lured away by the promise of my mum’s wonderful
veggie curry—exactly what I craved after those day trips to hell. I
prepared the vegetables; Mum did all the clever stuff with spices
and cooking. It smelled fantastic, and when it was ready, I ate
loads, confident that it wouldn’t make any difference because it
was completely fat free and just full of good stuff—I could’ve
eaten the entire pan full and not reached a thousand calories, but
like Matty said, that was part of the problem. I needed to eat the
same amount every day, instead of starving myself for days on end,
which inevitably led to a blowout.

After
we’d eaten, I washed up so my mum could go catch up on her soaps,
and then I got my
laptop, kicking myself for not thinking to start it up before I did
the dishes. Half an hour later, I was still looking at a blue
screen. I sighed and closed the lid.

“Isn’t it
working?” Mum asked.

“I
dunno.” I didn’t have the energy to try again and see.

“You’re
going to have to bite the bullet, I think.”

“Yeah.”
But not tonight. I got up and went back to my room. This evening
definitely called for a bit of Pink, and the rocky stuff, to get
the anger out, because that was what the tears were really. Anger
and frustration that I let my weight rule my life. I was doing
great at uni, I had a wonderful family, brilliant mates, and I was
going out with Leigh.

Yeah.

Settling
back on my bed, I cranked up the volume on my stereo as loudly as I could without
disturbing Mum’s TV viewing, and opened Facebook on my
phone.

“Oh,
bloody hell.” I laughed,
suddenly feeling all warm inside. Sometimes I forgot the entire
world wasn’t against me. There were people who liked me just the
way I was.

Loads of
messages, from Noah, Matty, Ryan…and Leigh. I opened the one from
Ryan first, because he only sent me a message when he wanted
something.

Still got your
essays from American Lit by any chance?

Yep, on my
laptop.

Can you email the post-colonialism one?

Laptop’s
shagged, sorry.

Bollocks.
Never mind.

As if I was
sending Ryan one of my essays. Not that I thought he was going to
plagiarise…well, yeah, actually, that’s exactly what I thought.
Next message:

Hey Jess. You OK? Noah said he’s been calling you all morning.
x

I
checked my call log: two
missed calls—hardly all morning.

Yeah, I’m OK,
Matty. I’m talking to him now.

I switched
conversations.

Where are you, bro? Noah had
sent that at ten a.m. He must’ve gone into uni, expecting me to be
there.

Why? Did you miss me?

Always. What’s
up?

Three words, I
replied. Weight management clinic.

Oh, mate. You
alright?

I’d get
over it.

Yeah. I am
now. My laptop’s fried, though.

I
switched again—saving
the best till last…

Hey Jesse. Hope your day’s going OK and you’re getting
loads done. x

If I’d
had my phone with me earlier, I’d have got the message while I was in the
waiting room.

Then,
11:30:

That was a mad lecture. Advanced maths? Call that advanced? Haha.
x

Only I
could fall for a number buff. I was OK at maths. Advanced maths? I didn’t even know
what that was.

Next message,
13:00:

Eating
lunch…wish you were here. x

Could a
heart explode from swelling with love? Yeah, I was pretty sure by now it was
love.

Final message,
16:10:

Are you ever
coming online today? Pleeeeeaaaase? x

My face was
stuck in a grin as I typed:

Hey Leigh.
What you up to? x

. . .

Hold on. I’m
calling you. x

Calling…
Oh, shit. I dropped my
phone in horror. Was I in a fit state to receive a call? Unlikely,
but not much I could do about that now. I hit ‘accept’.

“Hi!” Leigh
grinned at me.

“Hi.”
Urgh. My hair was stuck up all over the place. I attempted to
smooth it with my hand.

“Were you
sleeping?”

“Y…no,
actually. Why?” Silly question.

Leigh’s
left—right? I was never sure with the camera flip—eyebrow went up.
“You suit the spiky look.” Left eyebrow: same side as their lip
piercing.

I
laughed, embarrassed but not. “D’you think?”

“Yeah!
It’s very punk. Whatcha listening to?”

“Pink. The Truth About—” ha, that was apt “—Love.”
I found the remote and turned it down a little. “How’s your day
been? Busy?”

“Just a
bit. Two lectures and a seminar, and we’ve got this group project
due in before reading week, plus an exam the week
after.”

“That’s
heavy. What’s the project about?”

“Well,
it’s ongoing, and this is just the first bit. We’ve got to decide
on an engineering firm to study and then write a report on what
they do. I’m quite excited about it, or I will be, if we can agree
on a company. I said we should go with the eco car company Sol’s
done some work for, but everyone else wants to do Rolls-Royce, just
because it’s Rolls-Royce.”

“Oh,
right.”

“Sorry. That’s
really boring.”

“Not at all.
Carry on.” I could’ve listened to Leigh all night.

“Nah. How was
your day?”

I nearly
did it. I managed the fake smile and nod and almost said ‘fine’,
but… “Awful.”

Leigh’s
nose crinkled and their
eyebrows drooped in a sympathetic frown. “Oh, Jesse. Why? What
happened?”

“I went
to the weight management clinic. It’s kind of…soul-destroying?
They’re supposed to help me adopt a healthy lifestyle, but it just
makes me…” I sighed. I
hadn’t intended to offload, but maybe that’s what I needed, because
it made my decision for me. “I’m not going back again.”

“Good.”
Leigh’s expression was resolute on my behalf. “You don’t need
to.”

“But I
want…” to surf and swim and go on fairground rides and so many
other things. For people to stop staring at me, or at least stare
for the right reasons.

“What do you
want?” Leigh asked.

I shook my
head.

“Come on, tell
me,” they encouraged gently.

“I
want…to not be fat.” I looked away from the screen, at the ceiling,
at my Pink poster, the door—anywhere but at Leigh’s beautiful, kind
face. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be
sorry.”

I
finally braved meeting their gaze, which was no less intense for
the tiny screen. There was so much understanding behind the sad
smile it tore at me like brambles. I laughed glibly. “I’m a
miserable bastard. I bet you wish you hadn’t called
now.”

“No you’re
not. You’re just miserable today. I’ve never seen you sad before,
so I’m glad I called. Thank you for telling me.”

“Thank
you for listening.” I sat up and gave Leigh a solid nod. “Right.
I’m done moaning now.”

“OK.” Leigh
looked playfully doubtful. “Are you in uni tomorrow?”

“Yep.
You?”

“Yep.
What time are your lectures?”

“Hold
on.” I flipped to the calendar app. “Nine till one. Directed independent study in the
afternoon.” Our lecturer had taken pity on us and ditched the
afternoon seminar.

“Meet
for lunch at one?” Leigh
suggested.

“Definitely.”

“Cool.
And then on Wednesday, you can return the favour. I’ve got a
check-up at the clinic.”

“Oh. Not
good?”

The
right corner of Leigh’s
mouth twitched upward in a kind of facial shrug. “It can’t go any
worse than yours.”

I
laughed. “OK. Wednesday night, we usually go to the SU bar, or we
did last year. Do you want to do that? Or…?”

“Yeah.
We can commiserate together.”

“Awesome. I’ll let you go.”

“OK. I’m gonna
go through this maths again. How about you?”

I was feeling
better, but not up to working. “I’m gonna shower and go to bed. See
you tomorrow.”

“You will.
Night, Jesse, sleep well.”

“Thanks. You,
too.”

Leigh
blew a kiss at me, and…I blew one back. I don’t know which of us
was more surprised, but I caught their delighted smile as the call
ended and closed my eyes so I could hold onto it a little bit
longer.

***

Tuesday morning,
Noah and I had a poetry lecture, followed by a critical theory
lecture, which finished twenty minutes early, so we were already in
the café when Leigh arrived with a few of their fellow engineering
students. I say ‘with’—the five of them were paying no attention to
each other and could’ve been total strangers. Two of them veered
off and claimed a table, two more went to queue at the counter.
Leigh spotted us and headed over, smiling all the way.

“Hey.”
They set their bag down on the chair next to mine. “Have you been
here long?”

“About
half an hour,” I said, unable to elaborate due to the sheer
exhilaration of seeing them again.

“I
reckon Brian’s on speed or something,” Noah said.

I
laughed. “Our lecture finished early,” I explained for Leigh’s
benefit.

“Is
Brian your lecturer?” they asked.

“For
Critical Theory, yep. This is the third year we’ve had him, and he still doesn’t
know our names.”

“That’s a bit
rude.”

“Understandable, though,” I reasoned. “He’s in his
fifties—”

“Sixties, I’d say,” Noah interjected.

“Either
way, he must’ve taught a lot of students in his time.”

“Yeah,
but there’s only four of us in the class,” Noah pointed
out.

“Four?” Leigh
repeated.

“It’s…cosy,” I
said dolefully. It was great getting more individual attention, but
Brian also liked to put us on the spot. Some of those critical
theories took weeks, or even months, for us to get our heads
around. Well, for me, at least. For all of that, and in spite of
the fact he called me John, he was my favourite lecturer. I was
hoping I’d get to work with him next year on my MA. I hadn’t been
sure what to focus on, but the more I thought about it, the more I
wanted to do something with queer theory.

“Are you
getting lunch?” Leigh asked, rubbing their belly. “I’m
starving.”

“We were
waiting for you and Matty.”

Leigh glanced
around the café. “Where is he?” They returned their gaze to Noah,
who shrugged.

“Gabbing
to Lauren, probably. Speak of the devils…” He nodded towards the
door, where, sure enough, Matty and Lauren were on their way in,
both talking at a hundred miles a minute, although it looked more
like an argument than a friendly conversation.

“Uh-oh,”
Leigh said. Noah and I exchanged knowing glances. Matty and Lauren
were always arguing.

They
parted company en route
to our table, and Lauren stormed off to the toilets. Matty reached
us and huffed dramatically.

“What’s
up?” Noah asked, straightening in his chair and leaning sideways to
give/receive a kiss.

“Nothing much.
This stupid show next Thursday.”

“Right?”

“It’s
the night of the Pride hustings, isn’t it?”

“Ah,
yeah.”

“I can’t
be in two places at once, so I asked if Lauren and I could dance
first, and she got the hump about it, because it means we’re
opening the show.”

“What’s wrong
with that?” I asked.

“The best acts
go in the second half, to make people stay, or else we end up with
a half-empty auditorium. She says everyone will think we’re crap
because we’re going first.”

That
made no sense to me whatsoever, and I’d have said as much, but
Matty had moved on already.

“What’s the
special today?”

“Carbonara,” I
said, and I was having some, kind of like a last supper, because I
had a plan.

“What are we
waiting for?” Matty asked.

“You!” the
three of us said in unison.

Matty rolled
his eyes. “Come on, then.”

“I’ll
stay with our bags,” Noah said, already settling back with his
phone.

“Lazy
bastard,” I joked.

He
raised an eyebrow but didn’t look up as Matty, Leigh and I went to
the counter to order. Now lectures had started proper, the first
years were thin on the ground, so we successfully secured five
servings of carbonara and garlic bread, and Leigh and Matty went
halves on a selection box of doughnuts, their ‘selection’ being six
banana creams.

Back at
the table, Lauren had placed herself in the chair
on my left and flashed Matty
the quickest, least sincere smile ever as he put her food down in
front of her.

“Thanks,” she
muttered.

“Welcome,” he muttered back.

Leigh
whistled low and sat on my other side. I guessed this was the first
time they’d seen Matty flounce. He and Lauren were as bad as each other, but it was
usually short-lived. Even so, Matty sat next to Noah and opposite
Leigh, so about as far from Lauren as he could get without sitting
at another table. The atmosphere was tense, and I could see both
Matty and Lauren jiggling in their seats, but then Leigh did what
Leigh did best.

“It’s
really good to meet you, Lauren. Matty’s told me what a brilliant dancer you
are.”

“Has he?”

“Yep. We’ve
been watching videos of your shows on YouTube. That dance you do
together is incredible. You’re so talented.”

“Aw,
cheers.”

I subtly
looked at Noah, who tilted his head broadly in Lauren’s direction,
and gave a slight nod to confirm Leigh’s words were working their
magic, but I could see and feel that for myself. Both Lauren’s and
Matty’s shoulders dropped as they relaxed.

Finally,
Matty said, “Sorry. I should’ve talked to you about it.”

“It’s
all right,” Lauren accepted. “I’m sorry I overreacted.”

“We can leave
it as it is.”

“No, I don’t
mind, honestly.”

“But—”

“It’s fine,
Matty. OK?”

“If
you’re sure?”

Noah
sighed and peered up at the ceiling.

“OK,” Matty
said.

I
suppressed my laughter, although I couldn’t quite hold back my
smile, because I’d just made a discovery, something I hadn’t
noticed over the weekend: Leigh was left-handed. How did I know?
They were using their fork with their left hand, and their right
hand was resting on my thigh.

Be still, my
insanely beating heart.

***

An
afternoon in the library saw most of the draft poetry anthology boxed off, and with one
less thing to worry about, my thoughts centred on the other matter
I needed to address today. I walked to the bus stop with Noah and
waited so I could say goodbye to Leigh before I headed for home on
foot, focusing on the calories I was burning even though each step
brought me closer to what I didn’t want to do but knew I had to,
for myself.

That
evening, I went to
Weight Watchers, on my own. I hadn’t told anyone I was going. If it
worked, I might later decide to tell everyone how I did it. And if
I failed, well, only I would know I’d wasted a substantial amount
of my student finance on crappy food I hated and the weekly
privilege of fat-shaming myself in front of a room full of other
desperate people.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Thirteen

By eight p.m. Wednesday, I was standing at
the bar with Noah, waiting to be served and pretending I wasn’t
devastated Leigh hadn’t made it after their appointment, although
I should’ve expected it.
The clinic was at a London hospital—a specialist centre, they
said—which was at least a two-hour journey each way.

“You sure you
won’t have a beer?” Noah asked.

“I’m
sure,” I said, even though right at that moment, I wanted a beer so
much I could’ve put my mouth directly under the tap.
I got the feeling Noah had
cottoned on to the fact I was dieting again, but he ordered my Diet
Coke and handed it over without a word. That was one of his
greatest strengths as a mate; he’d listen if I talked about my
weight, but he never passed comment. There again, he didn’t need
to, seeing as Matty had enough to say for the both of them,
although he was at a rehearsal, so it was just us two.

“Shall
we sit?” I suggested. Noah shrugged indifferently, and pushed away from the bar, edging
through the crowd. It never failed to amaze me how people moved out
of his way. Sure, he was tall and a bit mean-looking, but he was
the gentlest person I knew. Back in first year, Ryan had said the
pair of us looked terrifying, which made me laugh. We couldn’t win
a thumb war.

“That’s a
point. Where is Ryan?” I asked.

“Where did
that come from?” Noah gestured to a free table in the corner and we
headed over.

“It just
occurred to me, we haven’t seen him at all this week.”

“He was in the
library earlier.”

“Was he?”

“Yeah.”
Noah frowned. “He said hello.”

“Did he?”

“Where’s
your head at, mate?”

I
didn’t like that knowing
look I was getting. I hadn’t deliberately stayed quiet, but with
the clinic on Monday and spending all of Tuesday catching up, not
to mention being a prize wuss, I hadn’t told Noah that Leigh and I
were…going out together? Had kissed? Were in a relationship?
Whatever we were, I’d kind of assumed—hoped—Leigh would’ve told
Matty, and Matty would’ve told Noah. Based on Noah’s expression, I
strongly suspected he was up to speed already, but I owed it to him
to tell him myself. So…

“D’you
know Leigh and I went for a walk on Sunday?” He did know; he’d seen us arrive back at
the farmhouse, soaked to the skin.

“Yep. In
the storm,” Noah confirmed with the whisper of a smirk.

“It
wasn’t thundering when we left,” I justified.

“Where
did you go?”

“The tea
rooms along the
river.”

“That’s a fair
old trek.”

“Yeah, which
is how we got stuck in a thunderstorm. We, um…ate ice cream under a
tree, and…” God, my face was hot.

Noah’s
smirk grew into a grin. An actual grin. “I think I get the
picture.”

I picked
up my glass and gulped down half the contents in one go. Noah’s
eyes would’ve been burning holes in me if I wasn’t already on
fire.

He
laughed and reached over, patting my shoulder. “Good on you,
Jess.”

“Thanks.” I grinned back, until my view was suddenly blocked
by cold hands pressed against my eyes. My heart leapt out of my
mouth and galloped away across the bar.

“Guess
who.”

I caught
one of Leigh’s hands, turning to smile up at them. Seemed the old
ticker was still hammer-hammer-hammering away in my chest after
all. “I didn’t think you were coming.”

“I
wouldn’t have done, but Aunty Sheri needed to collect some stuff
from her office.” Leigh sat down next to me and addressed Noah.
“She said she’ll give us a lift home if we’re OK with waiting till
ten.”

“Great,”
Noah said, and I had to agree. Their last bus left the city centre
in thirty minutes; Sheri’s lift had granted us an extra
hour.

“Do you want a
drink?” I asked Leigh.

“Yeah. I’ll
get it, though.”

“It’s all
right.” I got up. “What are you having?”

“A beer. I’ll
come with you.”

“You want
another while I’m at it, Noah?”

“No,
cheers, I’ll wait till Matty gets here.”

Leigh
and I walked over to the
bar and joined the line of people waiting to be served.

“How did it
go?” I asked.

“Same as
always.” Leigh’s gaze briefly met mine and then fell away. I
instinctively moved to put my arm around them, but decided against
it. I wasn’t sure why, but something about it didn’t feel
right.

“I’m
sorry about that,” I said.

“It’s
OK. It’s…well, it’s boring. Don’t mind me.”

“Hey.
It’s not boring to me.”

Leigh smiled a
little. “I haven’t told you anything yet.”

“If you
don’t want to, I understand, but I’ll always listen. I owe you,
anyway.”

Leigh
nudged me. “You don’t
owe me anything.” They looked away again, this time meeting my gaze
in the mirror behind the bar. “It doesn’t make any sense, really,
but I always feel violated when I’ve been there. They don’t even
have to touch me.”

Maybe
that was what I’d picked up on. Funny, I’d never considered myself
particularly sensitive to people’s emotional state, yet I sensed it in
Leigh.

“It’s my
height, you know,” they said, trying so hard to perk up. “They
always treat me like I’m five years old. It drives me nuts.” Leigh
turned and looked at me, rather than my reflection, and attempted a
carefree smile. “At least they only give me hassle about my meds
now.”

“That’s
good.”

“Yeah.” Leigh
sighed. “Can we talk about something else?”

“Sure.
Like what?”

The
people next to us got served and moved away; we were served next.

“What’ve you
been up to today?”

“Nothing
exciting. Drafted the outline for my diss, did a bit more reading
for an essay, tried to convince Noah to do our group
presentation…”

“Did you
win?”

“Still working
on it.”

Leigh laughed.
“Good luck. He’s super stubborn.”

“You got
that right.”

Leigh
picked up their drink and we walked back to our table, or almost; Leigh stopped
before we got there. “Have I upset you?” they asked.

“Of course you
haven’t. Why d’you think that?”

“Just…never mind.” Leigh was about to step off, but I
couldn’t leave it. I took a chance and touched their
arm.

“I do mind.
What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. It’s just…I sort of expected us to be like we were on Sunday. That’s
all. But it’s OK if you want to keep it quiet.”

“I don’t want
to keep it quiet.” I wanted to shout it from the bloody
rooftop.

“Are you
worried about Noah?”

“Why
would I be worried about Noah?”

“I…don’t
know?”

“I
didn’t want to encroach on your space. That’s the only reason I
haven’t touched you.” Oh, the words were all wrong. I grimaced at
my verbal ineptitude and clarified, “In an entirely innocent and
appropriate in public way.”

Leigh laughed,
a snort sounding with that customary gasp. “Did you want to touch
me?” they asked.

I nodded
slowly, smiling way too much. “Uh-huh.”

Leigh’s
cheeks darkened. “Go on,
then,” they invited.

I
stepped closer and put my arms around them, leaning down as they
stretched up into a kiss—not a full-on snog or anything, but more
than a peck. Over Leigh’s shoulder, I saw Noah’s overplayed weary
sigh and eye roll, and it made me laugh. Leigh turned to see why
and caught Noah’s follow-up head shake. For someone who, most of
the time, was about as physical as a lump of rock, he could really
ham it up when it suited him.

“Ha,
like he’d be any different if Matty were here,” Leigh said.

“Exactly.” I took
their hand, and we finally made it to the table.

We were
still holding hands when Matty arrived fifteen minutes later and stopped a few feet away,
his mouth and eyes wide open in a ‘Matty shock-horror’ face. He
pointed at our joined hands. “Wh-whe-when did this
happen?”

I turned to
Leigh. “I thought you’d told him.”

“Nope. I
was waiting for you.”

“Really?”

“I
wouldn’t do that, Leigh,” Noah said. “You’ll be waiting
forever.”

I
laughed incredulously. “You have gotta be kidding me.”

“Carpe
diem, mate.”

Now I
knew he was joking. I leaned in as if to whisper to Leigh, even
cupping my hand around my mouth, and said, “D’you know how long he
kept Matty waiting?”

“How
long?”

“A whole
bloody year,” Matty complained.

“A
year?” Leigh repeated. “What on earth were you waiting for, Noah?”

“For me
to sit still.” Matty grinned. He hadn’t actually sat down
yet.

“True, that,”
Noah said. “Are you getting a drink?”

“We’ll miss
the bus.”

“Leigh’s
aunty’s giving us a lift home.”

“Oh!” Matty
looked surprised, then thoughtful, then nodded. “OK. Yeah. Anyone
else want anything?”

Leigh
and I both answered no,
thanks.

“I do,”
Noah confirmed. “You want me to go?”

Matty
shook his head, said, “Be right back,” and bounced over to the bar.

“He
won’t,” Leigh said, as Matty was intercepted by another dancer, I
assumed, from the all-black Lycra.

It was
another five minutes before Matty made it to the bar, and five more
before he got back to
us, beaming as he stared at our joined hands again. “Cornwall’s
gonna be amazing.”

I
groaned inwardly and sat
back, listening to Matty spew forth his entire plan of surfing,
kite surfing…waterskiing? That was a new addition to the itinerary.
Noah listened intently, eventually getting caught up in Matty’s
enthusiasm.

“You up for
that, Leigh?” Matty asked.

“Oh…yeah.” Leigh nodded and smiled, at the same time
squeezing my hand really hard. It
was so good to know we were in this together.

***

We had
so much work to do, Noah
and I seriously discussed the possibility of putting up a tent on
the stretch of grass alongside the study centre. Why did our
lecturers think it was acceptable or necessary to set extra
assignments on top of the ones listed in our module handbooks?
‘Just a little presentation—nothing flash—to consolidate what
you’ve learnt so far.’ How was cacking ourselves in front of our
classmates consolidating anything? God, I missed Ryan sometimes. He
was a lazy bastard who was barely scraping a third and he took the
piss, but he’d always been up for doing the presenting if Noah and
I did the research. I could see him being like that for the rest of
his life—coasting on other people’s hard work—but it had been the
perfect arrangement for us.

The day
of the presentation came. I’d put forward all my best arguments for why Noah should
do the talking, but he was having none of it.

“Who’s
up first?” our Discourse Analysis lecturer asked. A hand shot up
somewhere in front of us, and the lecturer beckoned the brave
volunteers to the front of the theatre. It was an OK presentation.
Even if it hadn’t been, I was all admiration for the way they’d
just got up there and done it, and I joined in heartily with the
applause at the end.

“Who’s
next?”

More
students volunteered, and on it went. There were some serious
show-offs in our class who used videos and jokes, but listening to
them, I realised it was to cover how little they knew, and as our
time neared, I started to think…maybe…maybe I could do
this.

The applause
rumbled to an end after the penultimate presentation, and the
lecturer scanned the theatre, gaze homing in on Noah and me.
“Saving the best till last?”

Ah, man.
No pressure, then?

Noah started
to rise from his seat and held out his hand.

“What?” I
asked.

“Give me
your pen drive.”

I shook
my head—“We’ll do it together”—and followed him, edging sideways
along the row of seats.

“Fickle,” Noah muttered over his shoulder on our way down to
the front. I was too nervous to think of a witty
comeback.

While we
loaded our presentation onto the computer, we agreed to take a
slide each. Then I read
the title slide. Post-Modern Discourse and Context. What the hell did that mean? Did we really put
this together? What was I even doing here? I knew
nothing!

After
that, I wasn’t really aware of what we were saying, like someone
had taken control of my
brain and mouth. The words poured out while I tried to conceal my
fear that my head was going to explode—there was way too much blood
up there—until, finally, I experienced a weak rush of relief that
we were at the last slide and our ordeal was nearly over. Or would
have been if Noah hadn’t uttered two words that made me want to
pummel him into the carpet.

“Any
questions?”

Bollocks.

But
then, that was in our feedback: one of the reasons we got good
marks on all our previous presentations was that Ryan always asked
if there were any questions. Luckily for him, no one ever took him up on it, because he
wouldn’t have had a clue.

But they
did take us up on
it.

“Hi,
sorry…”

I sobbed
inwardly and searched the theatre for the apologiser, spotting a
hand half-raised in the midst. I nodded and smiled. “Hi.”

“Can you
explain what you mean by—” they looked down at their notes and read
“—‘a self-constituting discourse becomes legitimate as soon as it
comes into being’?”

“Um,
sure.” I could totally explain it, so I did, but that was beside
the point. That question was like a light switch flicking on, and
suddenly, I could see the big picture. My answer came from
everything I’d learnt—in critical theory, in discourse analysis,
from my reading—I actually did know my shit after all.

“Is that
OK?” I asked.

“Brilliant,
thanks.”

“No problem.
Any other questions?”

There
were a couple more, and Noah and I took one each before the
lecturer wound up the session five minutes late. I took my pen
drive back from Noah and we logged out. The rest of the class left
as we made our way up the raked seating to get our bags, hurrying
because our lecturer was waiting by the door. We gave her a quick
smile on our way out.

“That was
excellent,” she said.

We both said
thanks and kept walking.

“Are you
staying on to postgrad level?”

We
slowed and waited for her to catch up.

“Yeah, we
are,” Noah confirmed.

“Good.
Have either of you considered teaching?”

I shook
my head. I might’ve enjoyed giving the presentation towards the
end, but no way was I going through the stress of standing up in
front of students all day every day.

“I have,” Noah
said.

It was
news to me, but I kept
quiet and left them to their discussion on the way
downstairs.

“I
didn’t know that,” I
admitted when we finally made it out of the building and headed for
the café to grab a drink before we went back to the study centre;
our second home.

“Yeah. I was
talking to Adam about it in the summer.”

“Makes
sense.” Noah’s brother was a performing arts tutor in the city FE
college. “What would you teach? A’ level English?”

“Primary
ed.”

“Oh!” I
resisted the temptation to rub my ear and ask him to repeat
himself.

“I’m not
winding you up,” he
said.

“I
didn’t think you were. Primary, though? Like, the little
kids?”

“Maybe.
I reckon I’d be better with older ones.”

I blew air out
my mouth. I’d got nothing.

“You
don’t think I could do it?” It was a genuine question.

“Of
course I think you could do it. I’m just kind of gobsmacked you’d
want to.”

“Kids
are great.” Noah’s eyes developed an uncharacteristically wistful glaze.

“You want
kids?”

“Yeah,
at some point. Don’t you?”

“Hell,
no.”

Noah laughed.
“Sure you don’t want to think about that, Jess?”

“I don’t need
to.” I’d never been more certain of anything in my life.

“I like
kids,” Noah said. “Where we lived before we moved up here, our
house backed onto the park, and there was this gang of lads, I
dunno how old they were. Nine, ten…something like that. They used
to come to the park to play footy and shout insults at my dad. He
gave it back, sort of, told them they should learn to play proper
football.”

“They
were brave,” I said.

“Yep.
They probably thought they could outrun him. They called him
Grawp.”

“Does
your dad even know who that is?”

“Doubt
it. I can see where they were coming from, though, eh?”

“I
guess.” I couldn’t, other than the size of him.

Noah
continued. “They turned
up with a rugby ball one day, and shouted, ‘Come on, Grawp. Show us
how it’s done.’ And he bloody went charging out there in his All
Blacks shirt, grabbed the ball, and bombed it down the pitch. The
lads went tearing after him, but they didn’t catch him until he’d
kicked the ball over the goal.”

“Nice
one, Warren,” I said fondly. Noah’s dad was a good bloke, but I had to admire
those lads, taking him on. He wasn’t someone you wanted as your
enemy.

“They
wouldn’t leave him alone after that. He ended up teaching them how
to play, and if he was at work, they asked me if I’d referee. They
were so eager, I couldn’t say no.”

“Blimey,
Noah. I thought I knew you, but you’ve got all these hidden
layers.” I was tormenting him, because that was the one thing I did
know about him. People assumed he was a gormless meathead, but in
his case, looks were very deceptive. He was deep and clever, which
was part of his problem—always thinking and worrying too
much.

“What about
you?” Noah asked. “Got any career in mind?”

“No,” I
said, trying to sound nonchalant.

“Keeping your
options open.” Noah nodded. “Plenty of time yet.”

“Yeah,”
I agreed, because it was easier than explaining that the career I
wanted—the one I’d always wanted—was out of reach.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Fourteen

I was missing Leigh something
chronic. We talked
online and saw each other in passing at uni, but it wasn’t until
the following Tuesday—the only day our lunch breaks coincided—that
we were both in the same place at the same time. The first thing
they did was say, “I missed you,” and kiss me, and that made up for
everything.

Matty
was also up to his eyes with rehearsals for the dance show, so, for
a change, Noah got to play gooseberry to us, which he took in his stride, as with
everything, really, or that was how it seemed to the rest of the
world, but I knew my mate. He was starting to stress out again, and
the feedback on our draft poetry anthologies hadn’t helped. No
matter that the entire class got lower grades than
expected—indicating it was down to the lecturer, not us—Noah still
took it to heart.

So,
whilst Leigh and I ate
lunch and made tentative plans to go to the cinema on Saturday,
Noah frowned a lot and tapped away furiously at his laptop. Then he
shut it and got up, muttering, “Going back to the library,” as he
walked off.

“See you in a
bit,” I called after him.

Leigh watched
until he was out of sight. “Is he OK?”

“Not
really, but he’ll get over it. He’s stressed about his
grades.”

“Is he
failing?”

“Far from it.”
I nodded in the direction Noah had taken. “That’s why he kept Matty
waiting a year, by the way.”

“Poor
Noah.” Leigh shuffled
closer to me, massaging my hand with their thumbs. “D’you think we
should invite him and Matty to the cinema?”

“We can
do. Do you want to?”

“I don’t
mind.” Leigh’s expression said otherwise.

“We don’t have
to.”

“Is it mean if
we go on our own?”

“Well,
Matty’s crap at sitting through a movie.” Unless it was animation
or packed with so much action the rest of us staggered away
exhausted at the end, Matty’s attention lasted about fifteen
minutes, at which point he usually wandered off to look around the
shops and then rejoined us for the last fifteen minutes. “Noah
loves movies, though.”

I’d actually
stopped going to the cinema before we became friends. Being as tall
as he was, Noah had even less chance of sitting comfortably through
a movie than I did. But he was into his movies, so when the new
cinema opened and it had a VIP area, we booked online and went to
see Lord of
the Rings.

It was a
life-changer. The VIP seats had loads of leg room and were about
one and a half times the width of the ordinary seats. I didn’t have
to worry about my thighs touching the person’s next to me, or my
arms getting in the way of someone’s drinks and popcorn. It was
incredible, and for a while, in the dark where no one could see me,
I forgot about it. I forgot I was a freak.

Except…I
didn’t feel like a freak anymore. Or not as much.

“Then we
should invite them,” Leigh said. “I mean, I’d love for it to be
just you and me, but we can do that another time, can’t
we?”

“Yes,” I
agreed. It was the right thing to do, even though I’d have loved
that, too. “Well, I guess I’d better get back to work,” I said but
didn’t move to do so. I had zero motivation to get on with the rest
of the day when it would consist of talking Noah down from wherever
his stress levels were by now, followed by Weight Watchers. “Will
you be online later?”

“Yep.”

“OK.”
Reluctantly, I got up and hoisted my bag onto my shoulder, not
letting go of Leigh’s hand all the while. I leaned down to kiss
them. “I’ll speak to you this evening.”

“Don’t work
too hard.”

I smiled
and kissed them again. The little kid in me was stamping his feet.
He didn’t want to go
anywhere, but I needed to work on my anthology as much as Noah did
his. I just wasn’t stressing about it. I moved away, our hands
joined until we could no longer reach, and set off for the door,
glancing back at Leigh as I stepped outside, and again as I passed
the window. They beamed a grin at me, and I grinned back and waved.
It would sustain me for the time being.

***

“Wow,
Jesse! Three kilos in a
week. Well done!”

“Thanks.” I smiled and blushed self-consciously, aware of a
muttering of someone behind me. Last year, when Jazz and I had been
at Weight Watchers together, there was a much stronger sense of
camaraderie than this
time around. Most of my fellow fatties celebrated any achievement
among us, but there were one or two who took other people’s success
as a jibe at their own failure.

They
were very competitive, and I honestly couldn’t see the point. It
wasn’t as if me putting on or losing weight would have some kind of inverse effect on
them. Much as I’d rather Janet—our fierce group leader—didn’t
praise me quite so enthusiastically in front of the weighing-in
queue—it was supposed to be confidential—it was done now. On to the
next level. Support group. Yay.

Last
week, there had been one other guy at the meeting; this week, there
were three of us, and
the new guy was there with his wife. Then there were the other
twenty or so women, or that was my surface impression. Even with
what I knew, it was hard not to judge by appearance and drop people
into one of two categories. Janet was up to the bit where she
encouraged us to share our achievements—definitely not my thing—so
I spent the time watching and listening for clues beyond clothes
and voices, and basically didn’t hear a word anyone
said.

I missed
doing this with Jazz. It was nice to have a buddy to share the
journey, but I was happy she’d reached her goal and sustained it.
Her doctor had warned her that the hormones might affect her weight, and she worked so
hard at the gym and dieting, it was awesome it was paying off. She
had so much self-discipline I was truly in awe, and yet…

I didn’t
want to go down that road. I didn’t want to tot up points, get excited about free
days, keep coming back here, week after week, to get weighed,
compare notes, offer congratulations that made a hypocrite of me,
because this wasn’t the way to freedom. It was a form of
imprisonment.

What I
needed—what I really needed, if I was honest with myself—was to either accept the way
I was, love handles and all, or to commit fully to a lifelong
regime of exercise and diet vigilance.

“That
is not
a large potato!”

The shout came
from across the circle—the new guy—in response to the medium-sized
spud Janet held aloft.

The
woman sitting to the guy’s right seemed to shrink, but her
discomfort went unseen as a general mutinous murmur sped around the
circle, accompanied by nods in agreement. I looked back to the
potato in Janet’s hand. The way people were reacting, anyone would
think she’d told them it was an armed grenade.

“Now,
Simon,” Janet said, addressing Big Mouth, “I don’t mind you sitting
in with Karen if that’s what she wants, but as you’re not a Weight
Watcher—”

“I’m
following the programme.”

“Yes,
but—”

“To
support Karen. We’ve been doing this for two months together.” He
grabbed his poor wife’s? hand. She nodded forlornly. “And it’s
bloody hard work.”

But he
wasn’t fat. In fact, he looked like a gym rat to me, and from the
whispers of others, I wasn’t the only one who thought that. The
woman sitting next to me leaned close and said, “I wish Janet would
kick him out. He does this every week, you know.”

“Oh,” I
said.

“He
hasn’t got the first clue. Poor Karen.”

Yeah, poor
Karen and everyone else. I glanced up at the clock, relieved to see
we only had another fifteen minutes to endure.

Janet didn’t
re-engage Simon and waited for the noise of chatter to die down
before she spoke again. “The supermarkets all stock enormous
potatoes, but when you’re working with your menus, this is
what we mean by a
large potato. All right. Let’s move on. Tonight, we’re looking at
planning for success…”

Oh,
God, please get me
out of here.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Fifteen

“Jazz!” I called as she
turned the corner,
heading for the SU meeting hall. I quickened my pace to catch up,
at the same time as she reappeared.

“Hey, Jesse.
How’s things?”

“All right,
cheers. You?”

“Knackered. I
almost didn’t come tonight—been at work all day.”

“I don’t
know how you do it,” I said, and I honestly didn’t. As well as uni, she worked full-time in
a coffee shop, which was the reality for a lot of students. I was
lucky my mum earned enough for me to be able to concentrate solely
on my studies, and I lived close enough to stay at home rather than
rent accommodation. “Guess where I went on Tuesday.”

“Where?”

“Weight
Watchers. Week two.”

“How’d it
go?”

“Lost three
kilos.”

“Well
done, you!”

“Thanks. Not
sure how. I haven’t been paying much attention to my diet.”

Jazz
cleared her throat like she was trying not to laugh.

“What?” I
asked.

“I think
someone might be a teeny bit in love.”

I
sighed—dreamily, I imagine. “I think you might be
right.”

We reached the
doorway into the hall, and Jazz paused to hug me. “Leigh’s
lovely.”

“Yeah, they
are,” I agreed.

Jazz
laughed and shoved me playfully on her way inside. “I’m gonna hit
the vending machine. Do you want…” She stopped and shook her head.
“Forget it.”

I was
surprised to realise I’d
have probably said no, but it was instantly wiped out by what
happened next.

“Bisexual, my
ass.”

At
first, I thought I was hearing things, because I’d literally just
walked into the hall, and I couldn’t see anyone, never mind that
only Pride officers should’ve been there this early before the
hustings—I shouldn’t have
been there—and it didn’t sound like the sort of thing any of them
should be saying. I peered sideways at Jazz and shrugged, but she
was staring hard at the stage. I looked, too, and saw the tabs
flutter stage-left.

“So he says.”
That was Sarah’s voice, definitely. “It’s bullshit because I called
him out.”

“The
whole bi thing is bullshit. Haven’t you noticed how they’re always
fat or ugly?” That was the same male voice, and I was struggling to
figure out who it was. “Or both?”

Carlos, the
current secretary and two-faced shitbag. No wonder I didn’t
recognise him saying something like that. We’d always got on OK as
well. Not anymore.

The pair of them
cackled, like it was the funniest thing in the world to be
crucifying someone, and came out onto the stage, still talking.
They saw Jazz and me and waved. We didn’t wave back.

Carlos turned to
face the other way and said, “I wonder if his ears are
burning.”

That was
when I realised. The mics were on, but they didn’t know. They
didn’t know I could hear them talking about me. What the hell? I’d
never done anything to either of them. Nor had I said anything
about being bisexual—apart from to Leigh, and they wouldn’t have
told anyone. So Sarah was telling me what I was and then dismissing
it as bullshit?

This was
all so wrong. What if
new Pride members came in and heard them?

“Can you
blame him for wanting to double his chances?” Carlos glanced back
at me with the shittiest smile. What a bastard.

“I bet
you anything he’s gonna stand for office,” Sarah said.

“He’s
not on the list of candidates. If he is standing, we’ll have to
reinforce the stage.”

With
every word that spewed from his mouth, my sadness and self-pity
grew and mutated until it was pure, paralysing anger. My eyes were
burning with fury and tears. I couldn’t see and barely caught the
blur of someone moving away from me.

The next
second, Jazz was leaping
up into the middle of their cosy little tête-à-tête and jabbing at
Carlos’s chest while she screamed a string of f-words and c-words
in his and Sarah’s faces. Sarah’s head jerked my way. She looked
horrified, for what it was worth.

I
couldn’t stand it anymore. I needed to get out of there, get away
from these people and never come back. Not to Pride, not to uni,
not to this constant living fucking hell of being the fat kid. No.
Make that the ugly bisexual fat kid. I was done.

I passed the
Pride banner on my way out, so tempted to punch straight through
the fake smiling faces. Pride? They had not one fucking single
thing to be proud of. Not one.

It had
started raining. I
noticed that much. It stung my burning cheeks as I walked and
walked, taking a detour whenever I saw people approaching. I heard
someone call my name. Noah, probably, but I couldn’t face him. I
couldn’t face anyone. Once upon a time, I’d believed grown-ups who
told me ‘kids are cruel’, and the insults, the bullying—I’d tried
to ignore it, to not let people see how much they hurt me, always
looking forward to that distant day in the future when I became an
adult and it would stop.

But it
hadn’t stopped. It was
never, ever going to stop. I wanted to scream, I was so bloody
angry. This wasn’t fair, on me, on Leigh, on Jazz, who was back
there, fighting my battle for me…

I halted
and bashed my fist against my forehead. Crap. I had to go back. I
didn’t want to, but I had to stop Jazz. Not to rescue her—she could
look after herself. But this wasn’t the right way to deal with
it.

Yes,
Carlos and Sarah were horrible to me, but if they were doing it to
me, anyone could come under attack, and it needed addressing. If I
made this formal, they’d be disciplined and kicked out of Pride.
They could be kicked out of uni, and I was ready to take Carlos on,
but Sarah…

Granted,
she hadn’t defended me against Carlos, but now I thought back, she hadn’t actually
said anything bad, other than telling him I was bi, which was out
of order, but not at the magnitude of hate crime.

Maybe she had
good reason to be defensive—OK, that was a bit of an
understatement. She was downright spiteful, but throwing anger back
at her could only make things worse. It wouldn’t challenge hers or
Carlos’s discrimination, and whilst we only had to put up with each
other for the next few months, where would it leave Pride in the
future if we didn’t sort it out now?

I gave
myself another minute or two to calm down, waiting until I was no
longer conscious of my heart thumping and I was sure I wasn’t going
to burst into tears at the first look of disgust that came my way.
Then I took a long, deep breath and traced my steps back to the
meeting hall.

Wow, I’d
walked a long way!

I could
hear Jazz from outside, still shouting but with tears, and when I
got in there, I saw Sarah was in much the same state. Carlos had
retreated to a safe distance and gave me what I interpreted as a
remorseful nod. Too little, too late. I noticed Leigh and Noah over
the other side of the room with a few others, all of them
whispering, no doubt trying to figure out what was going
on.

Noah
moved towards me, on an
intercept course, and reached me about halfway to the stage.
“Everything all right, Jess?”

“Yeah,
can you give me a minute?” I asked, keeping my eyes on Jazz and
Sarah.

“Sure.”
He returned to Leigh, and I approached, unseen by Jazz until I was
almost right behind her, at which point she spun around to see why
Sarah had stopped yelling.

“Hey,” I
said. “You OK?”

Jazz snorted
breaths out of her nose and nodded.

“Thanks for
having my back, but I need to deal with this.”

For a
moment, she stayed stubbornly where she was, but then gave an angry shrug and
backed off.

“I’d
like to talk to you, please,” I said to Sarah. I wasn’t going to talk to Carlos. I was
still figuring out whether I was going to report him to the SU and
Student Support.

“I don’t
want to talk to you,” Sarah snapped.

“I
appreciate that, but what you said about me, you had no right, and
it hurt me.” The tears were on their way. I swallowed and kept
going, not really caring if I did end up crying. It wouldn’t do any
harm for her to see the effect of their conversation. “Can we go
into the office or something?” I suggested.

“Say what you
need to, Jesse.”

“It would be
better in private.”

“Just say it.”
She folded her arms and glared at me.

“I don’t
understand why you’re so down on me.”

“Because you
don’t belong here.”

“Why not?”

“You
know why not. You think it’s so easy—hold up a flag, attend a
parade, wear a rainbow t-shirt. It’s not a lifestyle you can pick
up when it suits you and then fuck off later when you realise
you’re seen as a nobody or a freak. You don’t live this. It’s not a bloody fashion
statement.”

“So this is
about allies?”

“What
else? Yeah, yeah, I know you’re seeing someone queer. But that came
a bit out of the blue, didn’t it? We discuss limiting membership to
LGBT+ only, and all of a sudden you’re bisexual.”

Sarah
was in such a state, she was wheezing and struggling to catch her
breath. I was a bit taken aback, both by how worked up she was and
her accusation. It was so ridiculous I wanted to laugh.

“You
think I’m going out with Leigh as some kind of Pride entry
ticket?”

She
completely ignored that. “Look, Jesse, I’ve got no problem with
anyone who wants to support their mates, kids, siblings, whoever.
It’s awesome if they do, but this is not their space. It’s ours, and we had to fight for it, so butt
the fuck out. If you want to belong somewhere, start your own
group. Don’t gatecrash ours.”

I stood
my ground, but…I wasn’t sure what to do. I’d intended to counter
her argument, but I could see where she was coming from, because,
ironically, she and Carlos had just given me my first taste of
biphobia. Plus, this was exactly how we’d felt about that idiot at
Weight Watchers who claimed he understood how hard it was trying to
lose weight. There was a difference between being an ally and
tagging along for the parties. However, none of that was why I was
caught in a quandary.

“Sarah, are
you OK?”

Again,
she ignored my question and glared pure hatred at Jazz. “I
thought you would
understand.”

Jazz
gave a loud, false laugh. “Oh, I understand, all right. You’re not interested in
supporting our students. You want your own little clique. Hey,
here’s an idea. Why don’t you leave and start a lesbian-only group?”

“Jazz,
just leave it, yeah?” I said peaceably, I hoped. I didn’t want to
further antagonise either of them.

“Fine!”
Jazz slapped her hands loudly against her sides and stormed off,
slamming the door on her way. Well, at least the rain might cool
her temper.

I turned
my attention back to Sarah, who was still wheezing and gasping and
not backing down. “Do you use an inhaler?” I asked.

“Don’t fucking
patronise me!”

“I’m
not, I swear. I’ve heard everything you said, and I agree with a
lot of it, but right now, I’m worried about you.”

“You…”
She turned frantically on the spot. “Can’t breathe…”

I looked
past her to the stage and asked, “Has Sarah got a bag or coat there
somewhere?”

Carlos looked
around him and then marched off into the wing. “Yep!” He reappeared
with a bag, jumped down to ground level and jogged across to give
it to Sarah.

“Do you
need an ambulance?” I asked. She shook her head and delved inside
her bag, searching, shaking. This was not looking good. Her lips
were turning blue, which did have me panicking a little. “Noah, can
you get a chair, please?”

A chair
appeared behind Sarah; she sat without prompting and held up her
bag to me.

“Is
there anything private in here you don’t want people to
see?”

“No.”

I
crouched and emptied it onto the floor, searching through ring
binders and pencil cases for an inhaler. I found two. “Which
one?”

“Blue.”

I gave
it a shake and took the guard off. “Can you manage?”

In spite of
her struggle to breathe, she still slow-blinked to show me what she
thought of that question.

I
remained crouched and held the back of the chair for support. If it
had been anyone else, I’d have reassured them, told them to take it
easy, done all that other stuff we were told to do to keep the
patient calm. But this was Sarah, and the way she felt about me,
anything I said would only exacerbate her agitation. But she was,
gradually, starting to breathe more easily.

“Thanks,” she
muttered begrudgingly.

“You’re
welcome,” I replied and got out of her space. We still needed to
have this out, but it could wait.

Her
point about banning allies from Pride…I really wasn’t sure that
was her problem right
now. For as much as she could be abrupt and outspoken, I’d never
seen her so upset before, and I had a horrible feeling it was
personal.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Sixteen

By the time I’d finished explaining to Noah and Leigh what had
happened—not the details, just that I’d heard some unsavoury
comments—I was angry again, but it was no longer the hopeless anger
that had sent me tearing out of there earlier. If anything, it had
fired me up. I was sick of listening to that shit and I wanted to
do something about it. I made a decision, right then and
there.

“I’m
going to stand for office.”

Noah and
Leigh looked at me as if they thought they’d misheard, which wasn’t
surprising, considering how often I’d bumbled at Leigh, not to
mention that only a few days ago, I’d done everything in my power
to convince Noah to do the talking for our group presentation. They
both knew how shy I was, how much I tried to blend in and stay
invisible.

But this
was different, because it wasn’t about me, or not just about me.
Sarah might’ve been the most outspoken, but she was hardly the only
person with those sentiments, and whether I agreed with her or not, if the consensus
among the members was that allies should form their own separate
group, I felt strongly that we needed to make that
change.

I noticed Noah
watching me through narrowed eyes. “What?” I asked.

“I know that
face. You’re scheming.”

“Not scheming.
Writing a campaign speech in my head.”

“You’re
serious about this?”

“Yes, I am.” I
turned to Leigh. “What do you think? Bad idea? Good
idea?”

They
nodded and smiled assuredly. “Good idea.”

I huffed
out a breath I was sure
I’d been holding in since helping Sarah. She was going to go nuts.
“OK. I’m off to get a nomination form—oh, and I need two people to
nominate me.”

“That’s handy,”
Leigh said.

Noah
shrugged his agreement. “Almost like you planned it…”

I laughed. “I
really didn’t.”

“You
want me to come with you?” Leigh asked.

“Please.”

We set
off, hand in hand, for the front of the hall. I was getting really
psyched about this, although it meant talking to Carlos, and as we
neared the stage, I felt my hair prickle.

“Do you
want me to ask him?” Leigh offered.

“No, I need to
do it.” I squeezed Leigh’s hand. “Thank you, though.” I was glad
they were here with me.

Carlos was
organising papers on the table stage-left. Rather than interrupt
him, I waited for him to notice me. He didn’t, but Jazz did and
tapped him on the arm to get his attention then gestured with a
nod. Carlos turned around, peering down at me from the stage. He
seemed to be making the most of having the height advantage for
once.

“Can I have a
nomination form, please?”

Without
a word, he turned back
to the table and picked up some papers, flicking through them as he
snipped out, “What role?”

“Inclusion officer.”

The
paper shuffling stopped, and I suppressed a smile.
He didn’t like that one bit. I
hadn’t noticed before, but he had an epic unibrow, and he was
frowning so hard it could almost have been a moustache. Bit of an
exaggeration, but still. I was enjoying the fact he was pissed
off.

He came
to the edge of the stage and jumped down next to me. “You need two
nominations.”

“Yep.”

“And a
brief summary of your campaign.”

“OK.”

The
unibrow lifted a little. He’d expected to get a rise out of me, but
that was the easy part, getting it down on paper. Standing up at
the front of the rapidly filling meeting hall—it was going to be a
challenge, but I knew what I wanted to say.

“Bring
it back to me as soon as you’re done. You’ve got ten
minutes.”

“No
problem.” I took the papers and moved to walk away. I wasn’t
filling them in with him looking over my shoulder the whole time. I
managed one step before he spoke again.

“Look…Jesse. I’m sorry about before.”

Keeping
my back to him, I said, “Thanks for apologising.”

“But
you don’t
accept?”

I
considered for a moment and turned to face him, holding out a bit
longer while I weighed up the implications of what I was about to
say. “Yes, I accept your apology, but that’s not the end of the
matter. You’ve not only broken Pride’s rules, you’ve broken the
Student Union’s, the university’s and—I’m pretty sure—the
law.”

“Right.”
Carlos nodded, his expression either remorseful or fearful. I
thought probably the latter. “You’re going to report
me.”

“Actually, I’m not, because you’ll get kicked out of uni,
and no doubt spend the rest of your life telling people how some
fat bloke fucked up your degree for you. So, no, I’m not giving you
the satisfaction. I’m going to talk to Student Support about
restorative justice.”

Carlos’s eyes
shifted from side to side; he was trying to figure out the catch,
but there wasn’t one. This way, he’d still have to face up to what
he’d done, but if he screwed up, it would be on his head, not
mine.

Eventually, he
looked up and kind of made eye contact. “Thank you,” he said.

I gave him a
nod and walked away.

“Oh,
God,” Leigh whispered. “Matty’s gonna wipe the floor with
him.”

“He sure
is.” Assuming Matty was up for taking the case. He’d recently
finished his restorative justice training, and I’d seen him
practising his technique—with Noah and his brother, which was best
defined as a work in progress. They hadn’t killed each other, and
that was a good start, although from what Noah had told me, they’d
managed to resolve most of their differences before Matty made them
his crash test dummies.

In
fact, Matty had arrived
whilst I’d been talking to Carlos, but I was going to leave
explaining what had happened until later. I needed him for
something far more urgent.

“Alright,
Matty? How was the dance show?”

“Never mind
that. Are you really standing for office?”

“Yep.
Inclusion officer, and I need to pick your brains.”

“Ha!
Gonna have to find them first.” Matty grinned. I didn’t like that
he was so self-deprecating—hello, pot, meet kettle!—but that was his battle to win. “What d’you need
to know?”

“The Equality
Act, short version.”

He
tapped his thumb with his index finger—first point:
“Protects people from direct
or—” index finger to index finger “—indirect discrimination in
the—” middle finger “—workplace—” ring finger “—and wider society,
and allows for positive action.” That one landed on his pinky, even
though, to me, it only sounded like the second point, but it was an
interesting insight into how Matty remembered stuff.

“What’s
positive action?” I
asked.

“A kind
of discrimination, but it works in favour of the people more likely
to be discriminated against. Like…the uni admitting students with
disabilities even though they don’t have enough UCAS
points.”

“Gotcha. How
does it affect Pride?”

“Erm…”
Matty looked around the room, thinking. “Right, yeah. If we offered
discounted membership to trans students to encourage more of them
to join, because there are actually more than two trans students on
campus.”

“OK. Got
it. Would banning allies be illegal?”

“Yep,
but not if we changed Pride’s mission statement to say it’s an
organisation for LGBT+ only. We wouldn’t be able to kick out
existing ally members, though.”

I
heard Carlos call for
the candidates to go up on stage. “I need to get this form filled
in.” I automatically looked around for my bag, but I didn’t have it
with me. “Anyone got a—” Leigh thrust a pen at me. “Lifesaver,” I
said.

They
grinned. “You’re gonna
be awesome.”

I smiled
in thanks and got on with the form. It didn’t ask for much
information: name, SU membership, assurance I was intending to
continue studying at Norwich for twelve months from January—when
the new officers took up position—and finally, a brief campaign
statement. I scribbled a few bullet points down that didn’t make
much sense and passed the form to Leigh. “You need to sign the
bottom.”

Leigh did so
and passed the form to Noah so he could do the same.

“This is
it, then.” My hands were sweating and shaking as I took the form
from Noah and returned Leigh’s pen. Or tried to, but Leigh hooked
their arms around my neck and pulled me down for a kiss.

“Be
amazing.”

“I’ll try,” I
promised.

Leigh eased
off a little, said, “I know you will be,” and released me.

With a
pat on the back from Noah and a weirdly businesslike handshake from
Matty, I returned to the
front of the hall and handed my form to Carlos, who briefly checked
it over and beckoned me to follow him up on stage.

It was
much darker up there than I’d expected, lit only by fluorescent
tubes rather than the
usual array of dazzling spotlights. I really hoped it stayed that
way.

“There’re two
other candidates for inclusion officer,” Carlos said, indicating
the only vacant chair—smack-bang in the middle of the back row.
“We’ll do the nominations for president, secretary and treasurer,
then you three are next.”

“OK,
thanks.” Now to edge between the front row of chairs and the knees
of those already sitting on the back row. Actually, that was silly;
there was space to walk behind, so I did, and pulled the chair out.
“Alright?” I greeted the people on either side who both gave me
inquisitive looks. I smiled back at them and shuffled my chair into
line.

“Jesse, isn’t
it?” the person on my right said.

“Yeah,
that’s right.” I recognised her from meetings and events. She was a
second-year student—I guessed most of the candidates were. “I’m
sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“Krystle.”

I held out my
hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

She accepted my
greeting. “And you. What position are you up for?”

“Inclusion officer. You?”

“Social
secretary.”

“Cool. Fingers
crossed, eh?”

“Yeah.”
She seemed—I held that thought and asked, “Which pronouns do you
use?”

“Oh! She, her.
Thank you for asking. You?”

“He, him.”

“OK.”

I was
going to work that into new introductions from now on. It was no
different than asking
someone’s name. I’d been thinking she seemed even more nervous than
I was, but I wasn’t sure it was nerves I was feeling, although the
adrenaline was definitely pumping. I glanced down at the Pride
members, who were starting to settle and watch us expectantly, but
Carlos and Jazz were still fussing with papers. There were quiet
conversations going on between some of the other candidates, with
that forced politeness of people pitted against each other. We all
just needed to get on with it now.

“I saw you
helping Sarah before,” Krystle said.

“Oh,
right.” I didn’t wish to be impolite, but it wasn’t a topic for
small talk.

“And you
gave CPR to that girl in the café.”

I nodded
and tried to ignore the rush of heat up my neck.

“That
was really brave, what you did.”

“Thanks, although
I wouldn’t say it was brave. I know first aid, that’s
all.”

“But it
takes a special sort of person to help a stranger.”

“Maybe.”
I didn’t agree. Just because I’d done the training didn’t mean I
had to use it. There again, how bad would I have felt if I’d stood
by without intervening when I knew I could help? That wasn’t an
option for me.

There
was definitive movement as Carlos and Jazz took up position behind the table. Carlos
cleared his throat and got ready to speak. I felt Jazz’s eyes on me
and met her gaze, mouthing ‘OK?’ She gave a slight nod and mouthed
back ‘You?’ followed by a head shake and hand shrug then ‘What the
fuck?’

Good
question. What
was
I doing up here in front of
three hundred students? It was like screaming ‘look at me, look at
me!’ when that was the absolute last thing I wanted, ever! But I
was here now, and I was bloody well doing it.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Seventeen

“Good evening, everyone. Welcome to our
annual Pride hustings. Unfortunately, Sarah Willis—our current
president—can’t be here, so you’ll have to put up with me and Jazz
instead. I’m Carlos Machado, current secretary, and this is Jazz
Stephens, current publicity officer. Also around here, somewhere,
is Jo McManus…”

“Hi!” Jo
called from the back of the hall.

“Jo’s the
current treasurer. And did I see Phil before?”

“Here,”
Phil said and poked her head out from the side of the stage. “I’m
the current social secretary.”

“Lastly,
there’s Andy Reilly, our
inclusion officer, who’s been over in America since June, so…not as
hard an act to follow as the rest of us.” Carlos flashed a sardonic
smile our way. God, I was glad I wouldn’t be sitting on a committee
with him. Assuming I’d be sitting on a committee at all.

“I’m
going to hand over to the candidates now. You’ll hear from each in
turn, starting with the candidates for the role of president.
Briefly, the president is responsible for overseeing all of our
activities as a committee and an organisation, providing support
and guidance to other committee members…”

It fully hit me
then, what I was doing, and I’d swear my stomach turned itself
inside out. My mind drifted, catching only brief snatches of
Carlos’s explanation, followed by the short campaign speeches from
each of the candidates for the top position. They all sounded
enthusiastic and like they knew what they were talking about. I
honestly couldn’t say I preferred one over the other, which was
different to last year’s hustings, where Sarah was the clear winner
from the second she opened her mouth, because she was one of those
natural leaders, charismatic and—usually—diplomatic.

Setting
aside our personal differences—I was optimistic we could resolve those, now we’d had a
bust-up—she’d been a great president. If I hadn’t been around to
help Noah—who was around to help Matty, who had unofficially been
doing Andy’s job for the past couple of months—I wouldn’t have
known Sarah was so strongly opposed to the inclusion of allies. I
really hoped she was all right and wondered who I could ask without
adding to her distress.

“Next, we have
the candidates for the position of secretary,” Carlos announced,
followed by a very smug, “I hope you know what you’re letting
yourselves in for.” Honest to God, he really did need a kick up the
arse.

Carlos’s posturing didn’t put off his wannabe successors. All three
of them gave convincing speeches that were certainly impassioned
considering they were vying for a very time-consuming admin
position. Still, it was kudos, and good for the CV.

The
usual maths geeks put their case forward for the job of treasurer.
They weren’t so rousing, but again, both sounded well up to the task. Alas, being
mathematicians, they were straight to the point, and far sooner
than I’d have liked, Carlos uttered, “Next, the candidates for
inclusion officer.”

Well,
this was us. Alphabetically, I was last, so I tried to stay calm and
listen to the other two candidates.

“My name
is Danny Goodman. I’m
reading philosophy, politics and economics. I come from a
politically active and highly successful family. My mother has, for
the past eight years, been the Member of Parliament
for…”

zzzzzz… And that
proved what, exactly? My mum managed a nationwide team of market
researchers. It didn’t mean I was blessed with expert questioning
skills.

“…To me,
the position of inclusion officer is the most crucial in any
organisation. It isn’t enough to make brash statements such as
‘Every Student Matters’. We have to walk the talk, and I am ready
for that challenge. I take a zero-tolerance, frontline approach to
tackling discrimination. I will put inclusion front and centre of
every meeting of every faculty in this university and—”

“What
about our gender-neutral
toilets?” someone shouted, thank God. It was like listening to
someone read out one of those buzzword memes.

“Thanks
for asking,” Danny said with a smile that fitted his
answer-for-everything attitude. “The Vice Chancellor has published
an official document, stating that gender-neutral bathrooms are
being considered as part of the campus redevelopment.”

“But
that isn’t due to commence for another five years,” the questioner
argued.

“Only
‘being considered’?” someone else accused.

“Where
are we supposed to go now?” That was Leigh.

Danny
raised his hand to silence the questions, a gesture I envisaged
would get him lynched on the way out, if he survived that
long. “As inclusion
officer, I will bring the matter to the Vice Chancellor’s immediate
attention, you have my word.”

If they went
for me like this, I’d be screwed.

“Ally or
queer?” someone demanded.

Danny loaded
another smile. I think he was aiming for charming, which, of
course, came off as smarmy. “Does it matter?” he asked, which was a
bit naïve, and the floor erupted. It was a grossly unfair question,
but his rhetorical comeback was never going to win votes. As I’d
suspected, this was a huge issue for Pride members. Maybe I’d be
OK, so long as I kept my head together and didn’t accidentally say
something stupid.

“Order!”
Carlos yelled, and then
again, because they ignored him the first time. I glanced over at
Leigh; they were talking into Matty’s ear, and he was nodding
rapidly. Neither of them noticed I was looking their way, but Noah
did and gave me a nod to confirm all was well.

“Danny,
do you have anything further to add?” Carlos asked, though his tone said ‘quit while
you’re ahead’.

“No,” Danny
confirmed and shrank back into his seat.

“OK.
Neema?”

The
person on my left, whom I’d basically ignored—entirely by accident—nervously rose to her
feet.

“Hello,
I’m Neema Panda. I’m a
psychology student, and I’m gay, but my parents don’t know. It’s
not really about staying in the closet, or being afraid of how they
will react, because I think they’ll be OK when I do tell them. And
I will, one day, when I meet someone I want to settle down with and
start a family. That’s what matters to them—to see their only
daughter married and starting a family of her own. But we don’t
speak about sex and sexuality in any form.

“I’m a
British Muslim, and I was born here, but my parents weren’t. They,
like half of British Muslims—and that includes a lot of people of
my age—believe homosexuality should be illegal. It’s not that we’re
culturally backwards, but while white British people have been
fighting for gender and sexual equality, we’ve been fighting
against racism. It took many years of hard political campaigning
for the UK to decriminalise homosexuality, then equalise the age of
consent, then introduce
civil partnerships and, eventually, legalise gay marriage. So, we
have a lot of catching up to do, but I believe we’ll get
there.

“I
believe this because of groups like Pride. Each one of us here
tonight is a stronger person for our allegiance and for the support
we provide each other. Before I came to Norwich to study, I’d decided I would
never tell my parents. I was going to marry the guy I’ve been
friends with since we were eight years old. He’s a great guy, and I
love him—as a friend.

“Then I
discovered I wasn’t alone. A couple of classmates talked me into
coming along to last year’s Pride Freshers’ social, and it was the
best night of my life, because for the first time, I could be
myself. It was amazing, truly amazing. I was made to feel
welcome—as a lesbian, as a woman, as a Muslim. For the first time,
I felt…included.

“That’s
fundamental to the role of the inclusion officer—to ensure every
single person in this university, LGBT+ and anyone who fights in
our corner, regardless of ethnicity, religion or ability, feels
included and safe. It empowers us to move forward, to find our
allies in the outside world and continue making progress towards
equality of all people. If I am elected, I promise to do exactly
that. Thank you for listening.”

As Neema
returned to her seat, the noise was tremendous, like the crowd at a
concert screaming for an encore.

Wow.
Well, I knew who my vote
was with. How the hell was I going to follow that?

“Thank
you, Neema,” Carlos said with a smile that gave away he felt much
as I did. “Your third and final candidate for inclusion officer is Jesse.”

Was
there any point? I seriously doubted it, but I had nothing to lose,
and whoever got the position, I was going to ask to meet up and
give them my ideas. It wouldn’t guarantee they’d do anything with
them, of course.

“You
were brilliant,” I whispered to Neema as I got to my feet, trying
to ignore the all too familiar sense of being disproportionately
huge—too tall, too wide, just this big blob of an idiot who didn’t
belong. However, I’d put myself in this situation and I refused to
have a meltdown in front of all these people.

“Go,
Jesse!” Krystle encouraged behind me, and in my head I heard again
what she’d said about me being brave. This was about the bravest
thing I’d ever done, but maybe she was right. I just needed to get
into the zone, find the calm, level-headed Jesse who Leigh talked about, and whom I knew I
could be when needed.

The hall
was filled with the quiet static of anticipation, like that moment
before the storm when the trees fell still. All I had to do was
start talking and hopefully, the chatterbox me would step in and
take over.

Start
talking…that’s all. Come on, Jess…

“Hey,
everyone. I’m Jesse Thomas, third-year English lit. student. Two
years ago, I joined Pride as an ally. My best mate’s boyfriend
joined and dragged us along. I was reluctant, I’ll admit. I’m
pretty shy as it goes, and this, now…” I laughed and confessed,
“I’ve never done anything like this before. It’s a bit daunting, to
be honest.

“So,
yeah. I joined as an ally, but then, a few months back, I met the most beautiful
person, and the way I felt about them…it made me question an
assumption I’d made about myself way back when I was knee-high to
the Jolly Green Giant.”

That got
a few laughs, which felt good, although I was caught between the
auto-talking I’d done in our presentation and actually feeling OK
about this. What Neema
had said was exactly it. Even as an ally, I’d always felt included
when I was with my Pride buddies.

“So…it turns
out I’m bi, which is cool, because I’m going out with that
beautiful person and I couldn’t have done that if I was
straight.”

Someone
whistled; I suspected it was Matty, and it made me smile. Blush,
too, of course. I could win medals in the blushing championships if
those were a real thing.

“Having
kind of been both ally and LGBT+, it’s made me see things a bit
differently.

“Earlier
today, I overheard a conversation I wasn’t meant to hear. It was insulting and hurtful, and
it shouldn’t have been happening. Not here—not anywhere. But it
does. Being bigger than your average bear, I’ve heard a lot I wish
I hadn’t. Like a lot of you here, I’m guessing, I’ve been bullied,
but until tonight, it hadn’t happened here.

“And it
made me realise something about Pride—this incredible community
we’ve created that tries to be open and welcoming. Mostly, we get
it right. It’s important we remember that.

“Think
about what we achieve. We’re here tonight as a united
group, yet there are people in
this hall who have nothing in common. The challenge Pride has to
constantly meet is ensuring we represent and support all lesbian,
gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex, asexual and questioning
students, and that’s a hugely diverse bunch.

“The
conversation I overheard
earlier was, fundamentally, about whether allies should be allowed
to join Pride, and it got me thinking about what it means to be an
ally. And I came up with a couple of things. Number one: allies
have a choice. Now, I know some of you would say you don’t have a
choice, but you do. If being an ally meant losing your friends,
family, job…you could stop, walk away.

“I’m not
demonising allies here.
Far from it. Because if we want Pride to be truly inclusive, we all
must become allies. Our gay members can’t understand how it feels
to be lesbian, nor can our cisgender members appreciate what it’s
like to be trans or non-binary. Our female members still fight
patriarchal privilege, and the male members amongst us will never
have to deal with that.

“Thanks
for bearing with me so far. I know this has been a bit of a
rambling old speech. It was only tonight I decided to come up here
and do this, so I don’t have a polished manifesto or anything like
that. I’m pretty organised with academic stuff, but it’s more
important to act when it’s needed.

“Like,
for instance, I noticed some of our documents exclude non-binary
students, so that’s one of the first things I’m going to address
whether you elect me or not. I also think we need a vote on whether
we want to be open to our straight cisgender allies, or if we
should look to creating a separate but affiliated society. Apart
from that, we’re a democratic organisation, right?”

Mostly that
got nods and yeses, and a few people called back, “Right!”

“Then I
will be led by you. Cheers.”

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Eighteen

I tuned back in about halfway through
Krystle’s speech—I
recalled she’d squeezed my arm as I’d sat down after I’d finished,
but otherwise I was still in a daze. This public speaking malarkey
was tough, and I definitely wasn’t a natural, but I could do it.
I’d just proved that. It might mean buying deodorant wholesale if I
was elected—I swear I could’ve wrung my shirt out—but I
could
do it. Now my pulse had stopped
playing death metal drums in my ears, I settled down to listen to
the rest of what Krystle had to say.

She was
really good, with loads of ideas for activities, many of which
weren’t my thing—sports events and Pride-specific training classes
in the uni gym, for instance—but the members were enthusiastic,
with quite a few calling out ‘hear, hear’. She also talked about
inclusion and safety of members when off campus; much of what she
was talking about we already did, like getting involved in pride
parades and protest rallies, but her suggestions for providing
personal alarms and self-defence training were something we hadn’t
considered before.

The
other two candidates for social secretary came up with much the
same spiel. The social side was what Pride had always done best, so
really, all any of them
could do was add snazzy reflector discs to an already invented
wheel, but I’d be voting for Krystle. She’d made the effort to talk
to me, and she cheered on her competition. Her friendly, welcoming
attitude was there for all to see, and that, really, was what being
social secretary was about.

Last
came the publicity
officer candidates, who were all art and design students—there were
four of them—which was only part of the job. The first guy was the
postgraduate graphic designer who had designed our logo and
banners, and he had lots of ideas for hoodies, t-shirts and so on.
Added bonus—from my perspective—he was a big guy, although it
didn’t necessarily follow that he’d make sure any Pride clothing
range was big enough for him and me.

I also
recognised one of the other three candidates, but I couldn’t think where I knew him
from. It was outside of uni, I knew that much. All the while he was
talking, I kept getting little sparks of recognition—I guessed he
could just strongly remind me of someone else, or maybe I was
recalling him from social events and meetings, and it was simply
that we’d never directly spoken to each other. I was sure it would
come to me eventually. Either that or I’d forget all about him. I
didn’t wish to be unkind, but the bloke was dull as anything, and
people were getting restless. In his defence, we’d been at it for
over an hour and the bar was open.

The last two to
speak were clearly thinking on that wavelength, because they both
talked so fast I had to really concentrate to understand what they
were saying. Admittedly, one of them was Glaswegian, which was a
difficult enough accent for sheltered southerners like me to
decipher, but there was definitely a pint of beer waiting with
their name on it.

At the
end, Carlos banged on
the table to draw attention, which, OK, was reasonable, given he
had to conclude the proceedings, but didn’t he have a big enough
mouth already? He could’ve just said something offensive—that
would’ve got him attention quickly enough.

Agh, I
really needed to not think about it. Him. At least, not until I’d spoken to Matty about
whether restorative justice was an option. I pushed aside my
feelings for the time being and listened to what he had to
say.

“This
evening, you’ve heard from our candidates. You’ll see a lot of them over the coming weeks
as they campaign for your vote.”

Damn.
I’d overlooked that
bit.

“The
elections take place on the first Thursday after reading week. It’s
a secret ballot, and you get one vote for each of the six committee
roles. To recap, those are: president, secretary, treasurer,
inclusion officer, social secretary and publicity officer. The full
list of candidates will go up on our noticeboard in the Student
Union office tomorrow. If you have any questions, please contact
either Sarah Willis or myself, via Facebook or university email.
Thank you to all our candidates and members for a very civil
hustings. Good night.”

Carlos
gathered together all the papers and left the stage. The people around me either
got up and moved away or talked to each other, now the pressure was
off. I turned to talk to Neema—my ‘opponent’, though I didn’t see
it that way—but Jazz caught my eye. She beckoned me over; I held up
a finger and mouthed ‘one minute’.

Neema
was talking to the
person sitting in front of her but had seen me waiting to speak.
She finished her current conversation and turned to me with a
smile. “Hi. You did great.”

“Thanks.
So did you. I think the position’s probably yours.”

“Hmm…I don’t
know about that. Asian Muslim woman or white man—we know how that
works.”

Sadly,
she was right, but maybe I put too much faith in our Pride members,
because I was sure they’d vote for the best person for the job, and
that was Neema. “What I wanted to say was, when you’re
elected—”

“If I’m elected,”
Neema argued.

“OK. If you’re
elected, I’d like to meet up and have a chat, if that would be all
right?”

“Yep, sure.
The same goes for me.”

“Totally.”

“Great. I’ll
see you around, Jesse.”

I waited
for her to clear the row
of seats before I went over to talk to Jazz. Carlos had already
done a bunk. I can’t say I was sorry.

Jazz
folded her arms and eyed me in suspicion. “I thought it must be April the first when I saw
your form on top of the pile. This isn’t some sort of whacky plan
to reap your revenge, is it?”

I hammed
up a shrug. “You got
me.”

“I honestly
don’t know what to say. I mean…you completely blew me away.”

“That’s a good
thing, right?”

“Are you
kidding? You and Neema were both really strong. I think it’s gonna
be a close call.”

“Well,
thank you for your vote of confidence, but from where I’m standing,
it should be Neema. If there’s any justice in this
world.”

“Not
much.”

“No,
but…” This was going to sound like I was trying to fix the
election, because, to my mind, Danny’s spectacularly poor speech
had left this a two-horse race. “Couldn’t we bring in a bit of
positive action?”

“You’re
not having second thoughts already?

“Not at
all, but I’ve got an unfair advantage. I know she’ll make a better
inclusion officer than I would. I just think we need to level the
playing field.”

Jazz stared at
me intently for a few seconds and shook her head, already getting
to her feet. “I know what you’re doing, Jesse.”

“Oh?
What’s that, then?”

She pulled her
coat from the back of her chair. “We’re going to the
bar.”

“Are we?”

“Yep.”

“Hold
on. I need to check with Leigh first.”

“No problem.
They’ll be on my side, anyway.”

“About?”

“Your
election campaign.”

Oh, God.

“Obviously, I can’t run it,” Jazz said.

“Obviously,” I
muttered.

“But
Leigh, Matty and Noah can.”

“Jazz.
Do not
take over.”

“Sorry,
chicken—” she patted my cheek “—but if you’re going to undermine
your success in advance, someone’s got to.”

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Nineteen

 “Twitter.”

I picked
up the glass Leigh put in front of me, sipped and pretended I hadn’t heard Matty. I
put the glass down again. “That’s vodka and Coke.”

Leigh
grimaced.

“So?”
Jazz asked and shuffled a stool across from another table so she
could squeeze in next to me. With Leigh on my other side and Matty
and Noah opposite, I was surrounded with no means of
escape.

“So…” I
glared at her, and she gave me a smug grin. She knew exactly why
I’d been avoiding alcohol. But she also knew I was a secret dieter
and wouldn’t kick up a stink in front of Leigh, Noah and Matty.
Well, I could probably have told Leigh, and they’d have accepted
what I was doing, even if that acceptance came with a
lecture.

I moved
on, or back, in fact. “What about Twitter?” I asked Matty.

“You don’t use
it.”

“I’ve got an
account.”

“But you don’t
use it.”

“Because I’ve
got nothing interesting to say.”

“Correction. You had nothing interesting to say.”

“Cheers,
Matt.”

“I think
you’re interesting,” Noah butted in.

“I second
that,” Jazz said.

“I
didn’t mean he wasn’t interesting,” Matty argued, and then to me,
“I didn’t.”

“I
didn’t think you did.”

“But
now you can tweet about
your campaign.”

“OK.” That
sounded easy enough, except Jazz was side-eyeing me.
“What?”

“More than
once,” she said.

“How many
times?”

Jazz and
Matty looked at each other and hummed thoughtfully. “What d’you
reckon, Matt? Five?”

“Yeah.”

“OK. Still
doable,” I said.

“That’s five
times a day,” Jazz explained.

“Five times a
day?”

They both
nodded.

“Every
day?”

More nods.

“I haven’t got
time to do that.”

“It’s only 140
characters, Jess,” Matty reasoned.

Noah
snorted in disbelief. “Have you seen how long it takes him to get
his essays under the word limit?”

“OK,”
Jazz said. “What about Instagram? You’re on Instagram,
yes?”

I shook my
head.

“Have
you been living under a rock?”

“No.
I’ve been doing GCSEs, then A’ Levels, then my degree.”

“And
what? We’re all in the same boat. All right, plan of
action…”

I
covered my face with my hands. I appreciated they were doing this
for me, but it all felt a bit out of my control. Was it too late—or early—to sabotage my
own election campaign?

“Hey,” Leigh
whispered in my ear.

“Hey,” I
said.

“You OK in
there?”

I let my hands
drop into my lap. “Yeah.”

Leigh
smiled and looped their arm through mine, leaning their head
against my shoulder. “Sorry about the vodka.”

“Meh.
One drink isn’t going to do me any harm, and I know it wasn’t
you.”

The tug
on the lip stud confirmed I was right, but Leigh wasn’t about to
tell tales on Jazz. They tilted their head towards the other three,
who were still discussing my plan
of action. “Do you need me to step in?”

“W…” I
paused, a bit choked up by Leigh’s offer. I could
usually hold my own with my
friends, but I was feeling ganged up on, and I loved Leigh for
noticing. Just loved them, full stop. I changed what I’d intended
to say—would
you do that for me?—to
“No, it’s OK. Thank you, though.”

Leigh
sat up straight again; I
got it all clear in my mind before I took charge.

“Matty.”

“Yep?”

“I’ll send you my
login details for Twitter.”

“OK.”

“You’ll
need to coordinate with Jazz, who’s going to start an Instagram
account on my behalf.” I turned so I could see her.

She nodded.
“Sure thing.”

“Noah…”
I studied his face for a moment. “I’m not giving you a
job.”

“Why not?”

“We’ve got too
much work.”

“Fair
enough.”

He
didn’t look happy about it, but I wasn’t going to say ‘you’re
already well on your way to a breakdown’ in company. I said, “If
you can manage to crack a smile when people come over to talk to
me…”

Noah
gave me the fakest, toothiest grin ever. I shook my head in dismay,
as did Leigh, which made us both giggle.

“Seriously, though,” I said, because Noah was still put out,
“there’ll be loads of little things that’ll come up. It’d be really
good to have your help with those.” Having his support was enough
for me.

“Whatever you
need, mate.”

“Cheers.” I stopped to have a drink, aware of Noah watching
me carefully, whilst Matty and Jazz were already in deep cahoots
over their social media strategy. Noah’s thoughts drifted and his
eyes lost focus. I looked sideways at Leigh. “Can you think of
anything else?”

“Um…leaflets…posters…logo—I can do those if you like?”

“Oh,
wow, really? That’d be brilliant.”

“Course!” Leigh beamed. “And—you’re gonna hate this,
but…”

“A photo?” I
guessed.

“Uh-huh.”

Anxiety
burbled in my stomach. I
ignored it and focused on my breathing and Leigh’s presence. “I’ll
figure it,” I said.

“I believe in
you, Jesse.”

I exhaled
slowly…

“And I
want a copy of that pic.” I turned so I could properly see Leigh’s
face. Their smile faded, their eyes…heavy lids, dilated pupils…and
their lips… No one had ever looked at me like that before. My God,
it was intense.

Wow.

Wow.

Leigh
sighed shakily and
closed their eyes as they leaned against me again. “This logo…” The
words came out as a husky whisper.

“Hmm?” I
really wasn’t thinking about logos, and I needed to make some
spatial adjustments.

“It
might be a silly question, but have you got any thoughts on the
colours you want?”

“Ha. Not
really.” This was a good distraction. I wriggled in my seat under
the guise of getting into a more relaxed position. “Blue’s a bit
Tory, isn’t it?”

“Depends
on the shade. If we went with a lighter blue with
yellow…”

“Yeah, I like
that.”

“Cool.
I’ll get some rough ideas together before Saturday and send them to
you. We can talk about it after the movie.”

“Awesome.” I
squeezed Leigh’s arm against my side. “Thank you for being here
tonight.”

Leigh
kissed my cheek. “It’s where I want to be.”

***

I
was dating a creative
genius, no exaggeration, and it wasn’t just that Leigh’s designs
were professional and stylish. They were…me. It was hard to
explain, but it was like Leigh had captured my personality and
converted it into colours and shapes. I couldn’t stop looking at
them.

The
email was waiting in my
inbox, nine o’clock Saturday morning; by midday, I reckoned I’d
spent about ten minutes working and the remaining two hours and
fifty minutes flicking through the nine images Leigh had put
together: three logo ideas, a banner, two leaflets, two posters and
a sketch of a couple cuddling under a tree. It was kind of abstract
and intentionally smudgy, drawn with pastels or coloured pencils.
It was the most beautiful picture I’d ever seen. Probably not blue
and yellow.

“How’s
that introduction coming along?” Mum asked when, at one-thirty, my
empty belly drove me to the kitchen. “Oh, Good Lord. Are you still looking at those
pictures?”

“Nope,” I lied
with a grin and put my phone away.

Mum
tutted and started gathering stuff for lunch: chicken risotto. I
was so sick of chicken and brown rice. But at least I could have popcorn and Diet Coke at
the cinema later and not worry about it. That was the only
‘cheating’ I’d be doing before we went to Cornwall. One week to go…
Yes, I was finally excited, and not for the surfing.

“So, do
I get to meet Leigh at
some point?” Mum asked me over lunch.

“Yeah,
totally. Have we got to do an official introduction?”

“Well, I
was thinking, if it suits you both, you could invite Leigh to join
us at your grandma’s tomorrow.”

I’d been
joking about the official introduction, but apparently, that was how we were going to
play it. There again, it might be better than meeting my mum on her
own. I still recalled the inquisition she’d subjected Noah to the
first time he came over, and he was only a mate—I think it was a
side effect of her job rather than any malice on Mum’s part. My
grandma was much more easy-going. She’d give anyone a fair chance
if they ‘had a kind heart’.

Once
lunch was eaten and the dishes were done, I went back to my room
and got down to some serious work. I was using my mum’s laptop;
she’d only had it for a
few months and it was for work mostly, although when I started the
web browser, I discovered it was logged in to Facebook. Rather than
log her out, I used it to deter me from wasting time online, which
ultimately meant I was on Facebook on my phone instead. Out of
curiosity, I went on Twitter and nearly dropped my phone in
surprise. All those tweets! All those followers!

I’d
spent most of the previous day drafting a full manifesto, which I’d sent to Leigh, but I’d
forgotten to send it to Jazz and Matty. However, he’d obviously got
hold of a copy of my nomination form and had typed out each bullet
point, word for word. He was responding to people, too, which was
above and beyond what I’d expected. He’d have made a brilliant
official inclusion officer. He knew his stuff and had a great way
with people. I sent him a direct message to say thanks for his hard
work. If I’d had to deal with all that twittering, I wouldn’t have
been able to focus on anything else. Ha, like I’d got much work
done with Leigh’s artwork there to distract me. I was kind of
marking time until our cinema trip, anyway.

We’d
booked VIP tickets for a
six o’clock showing—I couldn’t remember what we were going to see.
Our criteria had been family or comedy movie that finished before
the last bus back to the farmhouse. When it was Noah and me, he’d
usually stayed at mine after a night out. After Matty moved into
the farmhouse, it would’ve meant getting a taxi, which was too
expensive, so we worked around bus times instead.

If it
had just been the two of
us this evening—Leigh and me—I might’ve asked my mum if Leigh could
stay—they could have had my bed and I’d have slept on the sofa. I
wouldn’t have been sneaking into my room in the middle of the
night, either, despite how often I was getting caught up in
fantasising about what it would be like to do more than kiss—pity I
couldn’t muster the same enthusiasm for my dissertation. But we
needed to talk about it first, figure out how we both felt, if it
was what we wanted…and if Leigh would mind doing it in the dark.
Maybe I could get drunk first. No, that wasn’t a good
idea.

And I still
hadn’t finished that introduction!

I
gave up on the pretence of work
and went for a shower, trying to figure out what to wear while I
was in there…and wondering what Leigh would be wearing…and then
trying really hard not to wonder
what Leigh would be wearing, because there was no lock, and my mum
was in the room next door, and I wasn’t a teenager anymore, and
should I really be thinking these things about Leigh right now?
Alas, resisting temptation had never been my strong point, and the
pictures in my head got the better of me.

I
stepped out of the shower slightly giddy and lightheaded, and had
to use the bathroom mirror so I could see what I was doing with the
clippers, or I’d have taken my ear off.

Ugh. Damn chipmunk cheeks. I blew them out and then slapped them to expel the air. It
escaped my lips with a loud farting noise. This was
exactly
why I avoided mirrors,
although…

“What
the hell?” I smoothed my right eyebrow, released.
Ping!
A stray hair stuck out like a
cat’s whisker. I licked my finger and tried again. My brain
provided a cartoon sound effect—doy-oy-oy-oing—and the hair sprang free of the spit glue.
Whether we were going to be sitting in the dark for two hours or
not, that really wouldn’t do.

“Mum?
Can I borrow your tweezers, please?”

“Yes,”
she agreed warily, because I wasn’t good at returning things to
their rightful homes. “Dressing-table drawer.”

I went
to fetch them, briefly catching my reflection again in the large
dressing-table mirror before I shut my eyes. I refused to torture
myself today and returned to the much smaller mirror in the
bathroom, where I plucked out the errant hair, stifling the
accompanying yelp, and blindly darted into my mum’s room to put the
tweezers back.

“Did you
have a splinter?” she called.

“No. Weird
eyebrow hair.”

“Goodness!” She
was outside the door as I emerged from her room. “It must be
serious.” She looked very amused.

I didn’t
respond, or not beyond blushing, and dodged around her to reach my own room, mulling
over what she’d said while I got dressed. It wasn’t as if I’d never
engaged in personal grooming before, just…not to the same
extent.

I’d also thought
a lot about the whole diet and weight thing since Leigh told me
they liked me as I was. They probably wouldn’t have cared about my
eyebrow tentacle, either, but I did. I wanted to look the best I
could so Leigh wouldn’t feel ashamed of being seen out with me. OK,
I knew, conceptually, they wouldn’t feel that way, but did that
mean I shouldn’t make an effort in all the ways that were
possible?

“I’m off, Mum.
See you later.”

“All right,
love. Don’t forget to ask Leigh about tomorrow.”

“I won’t.”

“You
look very handsome.”

I
paused in the doorway.
“Thanks, Mum.” I wasn’t feeling it this evening, but I thought,
overall, I was maybe winning the fight.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty

Waiting outside the cinema, I got caught up in kid-like wonder
every time the doors swished open, letting out the warm draughts of
popcorn-scented air, the noise and bustle—it could be completely
packed out, yet we were all faceless, anonymous, single-minded
creatures here, celluloid zombies intent only on finding our way to
the tickets, the snacks and the screen where our movie was
showing.

It turned me a
bit poetic, going to the cinema, but it was pretty much my perfect
place to be, kind of invisible but not alone. Definitely not alone
today. I saw Leigh in the distance, striding with purpose. They’d
seen me, too, and smiled and waved. My stomach lurched in
excitement, happiness and a fair bit of amazement that this was
really happening—I got it every time I saw them—and my blood went
rushing in all directions, like it was trying to run away from my
brain. It would certainly explain my inarticulate rambling once
they were within hearing distance.

“Hey, I
wasn’t sure you’d find me. See me.” I sighed, Leigh arrived and we
exchanged a kiss; I tried again. “I thought I’d better wait
outside, seeing as we hadn’t agreed where we’d meet.”

“I saw
you from all the way
over there.” They pointed back the way they’d come. “I’ve got a
built in Jesse sensor.”

“OK.” I
laughed and shook my head and almost said ‘too big to miss’ but
stopped myself. “Where’re Noah and Matty?”

“They decided
not to come.”

“Oh?
Noah’s doing, I’m guessing?”

“Yeah. He said
to tell you he’s been up all night hurling.”

“Has he?”

“Not that I
heard.”

“Ah,
man.” If I’d known he was thinking of crying off, I’d have talked
him out of it. According to Matty, I was the only person who could
get Noah to change his mind. Guiltily, I was glad I hadn’t known
before now, seeing as it was too late to do anything about it.
“I’ll have a talk to him later, see if I can do anything to help.
Are you ready to go in?”

“Yep.”

We were
early, so we took our time, holding hands as we strolled through the foyer to the
escalators up to the VIP area, past the kids with enormous boxes of
popcorn and bags of sweets, bypassing the queues for the ticket
desk. All those wonderful smells and sounds, and being here to
share it with Leigh…there was so much rightness about
everything.

“What are you
thinking about?” Leigh asked.

“Just
taking it all in. Coming to the cinema always makes me think of my
dad. We used to do it on our Saturdays together—movie, then pizza.”
The movie could’ve been crappy as anything, but it never mattered.
I’d lived for those Saturdays.

“You
miss him.”

“Yeah,
sometimes.”

We
stepped onto the escalator, and Leigh jumped up a step, giggling as they
kissed me without having to stretch on tiptoes.

“I
should stand on a box,”
they said.

I’d have
answered if they hadn’t captured me with their gaze, almost level with mine. They
were wearing eye make-up that made their eyes seem wide open yet
sleepy all at once. That really didn’t make any sense, but that was
how it looked to me. Kind of sultry and…oh…my word. They widened
further as Leigh gradually got shorter, or not. We’d reached the
top of the escalator, and they tugged on my hand, making me
stagger, and then stopped so I stumbled into them.

“You’re so
crazy,” I said.

Leigh
grinned. “I always wondered what it would be like to do
this.”

I wasn’t
sure which part of ‘this’ they were talking about. “The VIP tickets?”

“Being
on a proper date.”

“Oh.
Yeah, me, too.” I just came right out and admitted it. “I’ve never
had a…um, been out with anyone before.”

I saw
Leigh’s frown as we got
onto the next escalator. They jumped one step up again, but this
time, their eyes remained lowered, no blinking, lost in thought. If
it was about my admission, I needed to…I wasn’t sure what. Lie so I
didn’t come across as such a noob?

We arrived at
the top floor and went to stock up on popcorn and fizzy drinks
before finding somewhere to sit. All the while, Leigh remained
quiet—much quieter than usual—and I was too worried to let it pass.
“Are you all right?”

“Yeah.”
They smiled, but it faded quickly. “Did you mean you’ve never had a
girlfriend?”

I shook
my head, then nodded,
unsure if the correct answer was yes or no. “Yes, that’s what I
meant.”

“Why? Are you
super fussy?”

“Um…not
really.” I laughed. Leigh’s questions—they shouldn’t still have
surprised me, and whilst this one made me a little uncomfortable,
it was only fair they got to ask after I’d more or less
interrogated them last time. We hadn’t had a chance to talk
properly since our trip to the tea rooms and the magical
thunderstorm. “I’d never go out with someone just for the sake of
it, but…I’ve never been asked.”

Leigh
made a sad face, which had the opposite effect on me.
I laughed and put my arm around
them.

“I did
ask someone out once,” I said lightly, because it wasn’t awful.
True, my thirteen-year-old heart was broken, but it had healed
quickly enough. “She accepted, then made up an excuse for why she
stood me up.”

“That’s
mean.”

“Yeah,
well. Rejection’s part of being a teenager. It’s
character-building.”

“Hmm.
I’m not so sure about that. There must’ve been other girls who
liked you.”

“If
there were, I didn’t
know about them. Have you ever had a…” I couldn’t say ‘date’
because that was where our conversation had started.

“Boyfriend? Yes.”

“Oh.” I
nodded and tried to act like I wasn’t bothered. I had no right to be.

“Yeah,” Leigh
said. “We didn’t go on dates or kiss or anything. We might’ve held
hands once or twice.”

“Right.”
I drank some of my drink so I could get over myself. Holding hands
once or twice was nothing for me to be jealous of, or so said my
common sense.

“We were
six,” Leigh added.

I shifted my
eyes sideways. That smirk…

“So…when
we kissed under the tree…”

Leigh nodded.
“First time.”

I
stopped fooling around with my drink and put it on the table.
People were going in to our screen, but it would only be the ads
showing. “That picture you drew is so awesome.”

“You really like
it?”

“Yeah. Didn’t
I tell you?”

“Once or
ten times.”

I
laughed, unashamed of my gushiness. I couldn’t tell them enough.

“I’m not very
artistic, but I do OK with design.”

“The
designs are all brilliant, I’ve no idea which one to pick. You’re so
talented.”

“Thank you,”
Leigh accepted bashfully.

“Just one
question, though.”

“Yeah?” Leigh
screwed one eye shut, like they were expecting a criticism.

I took
my phone out and held it
in my left hand—still with my left arm around Leigh—so I could
operate it with my right, and brought the sketch up onscreen. “Will
you describe the colours to me?”

“Oh!”
Leigh laughed. “OK,
well…the tree trunk is kind of royal blue and black, and the leaves
are yellow with dark-yellow outlines, and the river is a sort of
mid—”

“Blue?” I
suggested.

“Uh-huh.”

“So it
is, actually, blue and yellow.”

“Uh-huh.” Leigh looked up at me. “What would be the point of
green leaves and a brown tree trunk and purple hair when
you…can’t…why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because
I…” Whoa! Two weeks
was way too
soon for that nonsense,
and now I was stuck, and Leigh was waiting, and…I needed to
say something.
“Because I’m…” stoked you did that for me. It wasn’t a lie. I quit trying to cover up. “I
really hope this doesn’t freak you out, but…I’m falling for you big
time. As in…probably, I think I might, um…love you.” I closed my
eyes and braced for whatever was coming my way. Nothing did for a
few seconds, but then…

“Jesse?”

“Hmm?”

“Jesse?”

“Yeah?”

“Are you
hiding?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Scared.”

I heard
Leigh’s breath catch. “Don’t be scared.”

“I’m sorry. I
knew it was too soon to say it, but it’s true, and I’ve messed
up…”

“Shhh…”

I felt
Leigh move away from me,
and I swallowed against the tightness in my throat. I heard paper
rustling and then a clanging like a key on a ring.

“Hold
out your hand,” Leigh instructed. I did so; Leigh’s fingers
unfurled mine, and something cool was placed on my palm. “Open your
eyes.”

Slowly,
I opened them, searching Leigh’s face for clues. All I saw was the shine of tears and their
beautiful smile.

“You
want to be the anchor or the wheel?” they asked.

I
finally braved a look at what was in my hand: two dog tags on
silver chains. One was engraved with a ship’s anchor, the other a
ship’s wheel. Leigh laughed at my confusion and instructed, “Turn
them over.”

I
flipped them, one at a time,
and read the word—the same on the back of both tags:
shipmate.

“Someone
posted it online,” Leigh explained. “It’s like boyfriend or
girlfriend but gender-neutral. I know you wear wristbands, but some
people are funny about having stuff around their necks,
so…”

“Shipmates…” I
scooped the liquid chains in my other hand and held up the tags,
hypnotised, even though they were too heavy to swing without
assistance and I was too astonished to offer them any.

“If you
don’t want to, that’s
OK,” Leigh assured me doubtfully. “We could leave it for a bit,
until we’re—”

“I do.”
I looked up and held Leigh’s gaze—until they broke it with an eye
roll.

“I
wasn’t proposing!” they said. What could I do but kiss that cheeky
grin?

“I think
you should have the wheel,” I murmured, refusing to move away. “This’ll sound so
corny…”

“Yeah, I’m the
one who bought us dog tags, remember?”

“Fair
point.”

Leigh’s
mouth fell open and they breathed a ‘ha!’ onto my lips. “Come on,
then, Shakespeare, why should I have the wheel?”

“Shakespeare?”

“Fine. Don’t
tell me.” Leigh sat back and folded their arms.

“All I
was going to say was, since that first time we went walking to The
Broads, you’ve helped me make good decisions—steered me in positive
directions. I don’t worry as much anymore about crashing into the
rocks, or running adrift…” I started to laugh, because Leigh was
already laughing. “Yeah, OK. I won’t complain ever again about you
calling me Shakespeare, but I still say you should have the
wheel.”

“I
agree.” Leigh got up and took the tag with the anchor from me. The
chain was long enough for them to just slip it over my head. Leigh kept their
eyes on the tag as they straightened it against my chest. “I
would’ve chosen the anchor for you, because of what I told you
already. I feel safe with you. Whatever happens, I know I can trust
you to look after me.” Leigh looked up and smiled. “My
shipmate.”

I
smiled back and tried
very hard not to cry as I lifted the other chain and carefully
lowered it over Leigh’s head until the tag came to a rest on their
top. I sniffed and wiped my nose.

“Oh, hey.
Don’t be sad.”

I laugh-cried.
“I’m not. It’s just…” So overwhelming, in the best way ever.

“We’d best go
watch our film,” Leigh advised.

I hadn’t
noticed, but the VIP lounge was empty. We picked up our drinks and
popcorn and headed for the auditorium.

“You
know what this means, don’t you?” Leigh said as we stepped through
the doorway into the dark beyond.

“What?”
I asked.

“We’re gonna
have to learn to speak Pirate.”

Arrr!

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty-One

We saw, at most, fifteen minutes of the
movie, and not because we were getting up to what people famously
got up to in the back seat of the movies. Given half a chance, we might have managed
a snog, but judging by the opening scenes, the fire alarm was, on
the whole, a blessing.

Out in the car
park, we huddled together against the wind and watched the cinema
staff who, in turn, were watching the building. Apart from people
complaining and asking ridiculously if they could go back inside,
there didn’t seem to be a lot happening.

“How are you
getting home?” I asked Leigh.

“Adam said
he’d pick me up.”

“That’s
good.” It hadn’t occurred to me before that Leigh would’ve had to
take the bus home alone. I was never happy about getting the last
bus home myself.

“Just as well,
really,” Leigh said. “If they do let us back in, the film will
overrun.”

“Yeah, that’s a
point.”

Leigh chewed
on their lip stud.

“What are you
thinking?”

“D’you reckon
they’ll give us our money back?”

“If we can’t
go back in, you mean?”

“I mean if we
tell them I’ll miss my bus if we stay?”

I
shrugged. “We can ask.” Even if it was a bit cheeky, the cinema was
already up on the deal, seeing as Noah and Matty weren’t here and
we’d paid in advance, and it seemed we were both in agreement that
the movie was rubbish. We couldn’t do anything until we knew if
we’d be allowed back inside, so I broached the subject of Sunday
dinner at my grandma’s. Leigh’s sigh immediately answered my
question.

“I’m at my
aunty’s tomorrow, I’m sorry.”

“It’s
OK.” I smiled, although I was gutted. I was excited about my mum
and grandma meeting Leigh, and yes, I wanted to show Leigh off.
They were the best thing that had ever happened to me.

“God,
it’s so unfair.” Leigh huffed and scowled and then laughed. “Listen
to me, acting like a big kid. I’d much rather spend tomorrow with
you than with my cousins.”

“You
haven’t met my mum yet.”

“No, but Noah
and Matty told me she’s awesome.”

I couldn’t
argue with that.

“Plus, she
brought you into this world.”

Or that.
I made a spur-of-the-moment decision. “Would you like to meet her
tonight?” I’d have to check with my mum first, of course, but I was
pretty sure she’d say yes.

Leigh
nodded enthusiastically. “I’d love to.”

“I’ll
give her a call. Oh…”
There was movement up ahead. The cinema staff were walking along
the lines of people, who were all moving back towards the
building.

“You
call your mum,” Leigh
suggested, “I’ll go see if I can get our ticket money
back.”

“OK.
I’ll wait here.” I took my phone out and called home, watching
Leigh dodge through the dawdling crowd. Leigh disappeared through
the doors as my mum picked up.

“Hello.
Susan Thomas speaking.”

“Hello, Susan,
it’s Jesse here…”

“Oh,
hush, you.” She laughed at herself. She was always answering the
phone like she was at work. “I thought you were going to the
cinema.”

“We are.
I mean, we did. The fire alarm went off.”

“I was going
to say, that must have been a short film.”

“Dunno
about a short film, but it was an awful one. So, um…Leigh can’t
come tomorrow. They’re at their aunty’s.”

“That’s a
shame.”

“Yeah.
Also, we’re at a loose end now, so I was wondering…if, maybe we
could come back to the flat?”

“Of course you
can. You don’t have to ask. You live here, don’t you?”

“Well, yeah,
but so do you. I didn’t want to disrupt your evening.”

“I’m only
watching TV, although I am in my dressing gown, so I’d better put
some clothes on. How long are you going to be?”

“Not sure.
Twenty minutes? Leigh’s gone to see if we can get our money
back.”

“All right,
love. I’ll see you in a bit, then.”

“Bye,
Mum.” I hung up as Leigh emerged from the cinema, waving a sheet of
paper. I frowned, fully expecting the cinema to make us jump
through hoops if we wanted our money back. “What’s
that?”

“A
voucher. They said they can’t issue a refund, but this is for all
four tickets. How good is that?”

“Excellent.”

“Did you get
hold of your mum?”

“Yep.
She’s fine.”

“Cool.” Leigh put
the voucher in their bag and took my hand as we set off towards the
road. “D’you think she’ll like me?”

“I’m positive
she will.”

“OK.” Leigh
stared ahead. “How much does she know about me?”

“Not
much, but…so you know in advance, she’s a market researcher, and it
kind of spills into her private life. She’ll probably ask you loads
of questions.”

“Oh.”
Leigh chuckled. They really were nervous. I figured it would be
better to tell them everything now, get it over and done with so
none of it came as a surprise later.

“She’s
also a bit…old-fashioned.”

“What
d’you mean? She doesn’t
agree with sex before marriage and stuff?”

“To be
honest, I’m not sure she agrees with it after marriage.”

Leigh
laughed, and I joined in. I imagined everyone got a bit on edge
introducing their mum to their shipmate—I still hadn’t got over that, which was a big part of why
I felt so jittery. But my mum wasn’t prone to mood swings or hiding
her dislike behind false smiles; pretty much what you saw was what
you got.

“OK, so
no smooching, no keeping you out after midnight…” Leigh joked.

“She’s
not a tyrant, I don’t think. It’s just… Well, she’s brought me up
on her own, so I guess she worries about me. Even now, she asks
what time I’ll be in and texts to see where I am if I’m more than
ten minutes late. I’m not sure she’d cope if I stayed out past
midnight.”

“You did
when we went to that nightclub with Matty and
Noah,” Leigh pointed
out.

“I
stayed over at the farmhouse, which makes it OK. I don’t know,
maybe she passes responsibility to the other parents for the
night?”

“Has she
met Adam and Sol?” Leigh
asked, not seriously.

“Ha, no,
she hasn’t. But like you said, she’s met Noah and Matty, and she
thinks they’re very polite young men.

“Yeah, they
are.”

“Anyway,
she knows you’re queer and that you use they/them pronouns.
Hopefully, she’ll get it right, but it’s my fault if she
doesn’t.”

“You always
do.”

“But I
told her about you the first time I saw you in the pizza restaurant
and I thought you were a girl. I did explain.”

“I don’t
mind if she gets it wrong. It’s when people assume or ignore what
I’ve told them. They do it at the clinic.”

“That’s
well out of order. It’s like…” I stopped talking. This wasn’t about
me.

“Like what?”
Leigh prompted.

“I was going
to make a comparison to the way doctors assume I have a choice
about being fat, but it’s not the same. I could lose weight if I
tried hard enough.”

“Could
you?”

“Yeah. I just
need to think like a thin person.”

“And all
I’ve got to do is think like a girl,” Leigh said.

“But you
can’t, because you’re not.”

“Neither are
you.”

I turned my
head and met Leigh’s victorious grin. “Do they really think it’s
that easy?”

“Oh,
yeah. They’re getting better, though. Sort of. When I was younger,
and they were still trying to get consent for my surgery, they
asked me if I was a boy or a girl. I said I was neither, so they
asked which would I choose to be. I said a boy. That’s what stopped
them putting the pressure on, but then they changed the pronouns in
my notes to he/him. Better than she/her, I suppose.”

“Hmm.
Marginally.” It annoyed
me tremendously that Leigh had to put up with being treated like
that, and whilst I could see some similarities to doctors’
attitudes about my weight, my situation was nowhere near as bad.
For a start, they hadn’t tried to force me to have surgery. I had a
feeling I knew the kind of surgery Leigh meant—I’d read about it
online—but it was the first time they’d mentioned it to
me.

I’d also
noticed something happened whenever Leigh talked about their
doctors, but I couldn’t pin it down. They still sounded mostly the
same, and looked no less cheerful, but something felt
different, like…well, it
was like their colours changed—their aura? Yeah, it was crazy,
because what did I know about colour? Whatever, I was happy to wait
until Leigh was ready to share with me.

We arrived
outside my building, and I let go of Leigh’s hand to dig out my
key. “Our flat’s on the first floor,” I explained, leading the way
through the side door and up the stairs.

“This is
nice.”

“Yeah,
it’s not bad.” I paused at the top of the stairs and looked around.
We’d lived there for fifteen years, so I took very little notice of
what it was like. The
communal areas were all painted white, with grey carpet tiles in
the hallways, grey vinyl tiles on the stairs. There were pictures
here and there on the walls, and floor-to-ceiling windows at the
top of each staircase. It was quite clinical and impersonal, but it
was clean and tidy.

We
continued along the corridor, and I explained, “We used to have a house not far from
where Noah’s mum and dad live, but it had four bedrooms. My mum
wanted more kids, but she and Dad got divorced before they had any,
and she’s been single since. The flat’s big enough for the two of
us, though.” I stopped outside our front door and lifted my key to
the lock. My hand was shaking big time.

“It’ll
be OK, Jesse,” Leigh said.

I blew
air out of my mouth and, with a bit of jiggling, got the key into the lock. “Are you
ready?”

Leigh
nodded and tilted their head towards the door in encouragement, but
the door whooshed away from me before I had a chance to open
it.

“Hello, oh!”
My mum blinked at us and looked to see what I was staring at—my
keys still dangling from the lock. She tutted and pulled them free.
“So it is working, then?”

“What’s
working?” I asked.

“The
lock.”

“Eh?”

Mum shook her
head and smiled at Leigh, who was giggling at my side. “You must be
Leigh. I’m Susan, or Sue—Jesse’s mum.”

“Hi,
Sue.” Leigh took my mum’s lead and stepped around me into the
hallway. They kissed
cheeks. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

“And you.
Jesse’s told me so much about you.”

“Same.” Leigh
glanced back at me and grinned, which seemed to unstick my feet
from the floor.

I
followed them in and
closed the door, sniffing and inhaling the scent of vanilla candles
and…was that the smell of cookies baking? Bless my mum. She was at
least as nervous as we were. Well, more than Leigh and not quite as
much as me, I envisaged. Mum had already led Leigh into the living
room, where—oh…fudge. My kid
photos on the mantelpiece. I stopped and leaned on the doorjamb,
pinching the bridge of my nose like that would stop me turning
red.

Leigh beamed
at me. “You were cute.”

“Still
am,” I chanced. Mum almost laughed her head off. “What are you
trying to do to me, Mother?”

She gave Leigh a
conspiratorial wink. “A good host always offers refreshments to his
guests.”

I sighed for
effect. “What would you like to drink, Leigh?”

“I don’t
mind.”

“OK. Tea,
Mum?”

“Yes, please,
love.”

“That OK?” I
asked Leigh.

“Sure.”

I could
see them dithering over whether to stay or come and give me a hand,
but my mum wasn’t done with them yet, so I said, “Be right back,”
and left them to it.

The
timer on the oven shrilled as I entered the
kitchen, and it made me
jump. I switched the baked cookies for the raw ones on the counter,
reset the timer and got on with making the tea, half listening to
the conversation in the other room.

For all
that I’d made out my
mum’s greetings to be some kind of awkward, mind-probing
inquisition, she was quite tactful with her questions. As she’d
done with Noah, she asked where Leigh was from, what they were
studying and then lots of follow-up questions based on those fairly
neutral topics. She’d also asked Noah about his family, but she
knew Leigh lived at the farmhouse, so steered clear of those
questions and instead complimented Leigh on the designs they’d made
for my campaign, which turned out to be very helpful, as I
discovered they both liked the first logo the most. That made my
decision for me.

Tomorrow, I was going to set up a campaign page on Facebook
and try to figure out YouTube. I’d also see if Jazz would be up for
taking my photo. I’d have rather stuck pins in my eyes, but as
Leigh said, I needed one. All of the other candidates would have
one—

“Oh. I
think I know who he is.”

“What
did you say,
love?”

What the… How
the hell did she hear me when I’d muttered under my breath? “I’ll
explain in a minute,” I said and quickly finished making the
tea.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty-Two

I took the mugs through to the living room and put them on the
coffee table, then went back out to the cupboard in the
hall.

“What
are you doing in there?” Mum called.

“School
photos.”

I heard
her say to Leigh, “I thought he was embarrassed.”

I found
the box of photos, took out The Dreaded Album, and returned to the living room. “Not for me,” I
said and asked Leigh, “D’you remember that guy at the hustings? The
quiet one who was up for publicity officer?”

“Hmm…kind of?
Why?”

“I
recognised him, but I couldn’t figure out where from.” I flicked
through the photos my mum had ‘lovingly’ purchased over the years,
to my year eleven class photo and showed it to Leigh, pointing to
the person in question. “What d’you think?”

“Oh, yeah. Is he
trans?”

“I
guess. That is him, isn’t it?”

“I’d say
so. Were you
friends?”

“Nope.
He was horrible to me.” In no way did that make him
exceptional.

“Who are you
talking about?” Mum asked.

“Becky
Fellowes? Or Ben Fellowes.”

“I don’t
recall the name.”

I
studied the photo. He looked very different now—happier, for sure.
His eyes were the same, though, which was what had triggered my
recognition. He’d identified himself as ‘a gay guy’ at the
hustings—I think we all felt a bit under duress to be open about it
after Danny’s dressing down, although I’d have told them anyway,
seeing as it was integral to my campaign. I wondered if Ben had
recognised me…would he have been surprised to see me
there?

“I’m
going to talk to him
next time I see him, reassure him there’re no hard feelings.” I was
lying; I still struggled to deal with what some of my classmates
had put me through, but he might be worried I was going to out him.
I’d never do that—well, apart from to Leigh and my mum, but I
trusted them both immensely.

Wow. I
trusted Leigh as much as
I trusted my mum. I guess I’d already realised that when I’d told
them about the weight management clinic, but I hadn’t consciously
acknowledged it before.

I closed
the album and moved to
go and put it away, but Leigh very obviously coughed into their
hand. I didn’t even bother asking why; I just passed over the
album. Leigh grinned. The blood vessels in my cheeks had clearly
gone on strike—no blush!

The oven
timer went off; Mum bustled from the room to deal with it, and I took a deep
breath, preparing to ask the question even though I thought I
probably already knew the answer.

I tilted
my head towards the door and whispered, “What d’you think?”

“I love her,”
Leigh whispered back. “I’m really enjoying being here.”

I
nodded. “Me, too.” I could tell how much my mum liked Leigh from
the way the pair of them were already pretending to gang up on
me.

Leigh
flipped the pages, and I
made it through my primary school photos with nary a grimace, but
high school… Urgh. I screwed my eyes shut so I didn’t have to see
twelve-year-old me, complete with moon face and that bloody awful
haircut. I wouldn’t mind, but I’d chosen to have it like that,
because I thought it was ‘Zac Efron cool’ when, in actuality, it
looked like a comb-over.

“You were so
cute,” Leigh said again.

I opened
one eye and squinted. Year nine. Moon face, now with added craters. “Oh, God.
Turn over, quick!”

Leigh
flipped to the next page, giggling at my reaction.

“Have
you got school photos?” I asked.

“Hmm… Aunty
Sheri’s got a couple of my primary school photos. I didn’t get them
taken in high school, apart from for my leavers’ prom. I’ll show
you sometime.”

“Cool. I
think my prom photo’s in there.”

All of a
sudden, Leigh was in a hurry to get through the album, until there
I was in my hired tux, hair gelled back, goatee beard.

“Oh,
boy, were you cute.” The
smile I got this time was positively sultry. I had to admit, it was
a half-decent photo, probably the only one of me that I didn’t
hate.

Leigh
closed the album but kept hold of it, smoothing the cover with
their palm. “After Cornwall…can we…” They bit their lip, turning it
white. “I’d like to introduce you to my mum. Please say yes.” The
last three words came out in a rush that made them blur into
one.

“Yes, of
course.” I’d been preparing for an informal introduction to Doctor
Powell—Leigh’s Aunty Sheri—but not their mum. I’d assumed they
didn’t have any contact.

“It
won’t be like this.”

“OK.”

Leigh
looked up and tried for a carefree smile. It reached deep inside me and tore something
open, and I didn’t know what to say, but there was no doubt in my
mind what I needed to do. I hugged them. Shipmates was right; the
pain I saw, and felt, was vast and deep as the ocean, and I wanted
Leigh to know I understood how important this was to them, and how
difficult, even if I didn’t understand why. I heard my mum coming
back and said quickly, “We’ll talk about this, OK? If you want
to?”

Leigh
nodded as we moved away
from each other. It took tangible effort for them to switch back to
their usual happy self, and I got the feeling my mum saw it, too,
because she faltered slightly before suggesting I show Leigh around
while the cookies cooled down.

“Can
do.” I held out my hand for the album. “I’ll stick that back in the
cupboard.”

My mum raised
an eyebrow. I just knew what was coming next.

“You’re a good
influence on him.”

I pulled
a face, which got a half laugh out of Leigh, and my mum pulled one
back.

“You’re
so alike,” Leigh observed as we left the room.

“I’ll
take that as a compliment.” I lowered my voice, not by much. “Only because I’m
scared of her.”

“I heard that,
cheeky.”

I
grinned at Leigh. “I’ll show you where the bathroom is
first.” We took another
three or four steps, and there we were—our flat was quite small.
There was no need for me to point out what was what. Bathrooms were
bathrooms.

“Got it,”
Leigh said.

“And the
kitchen is just over here.” I walked ahead and waited for Leigh to
join me.

“Mmm.
Those cookies look amazing.”

“Yeah. My mum
is an epic cook.” I patted my belly. Leigh’s eyes narrowed. “All
I’m saying is it doesn’t help.”

“And all
I’m saying is it doesn’t matter to me.”

I raised
my hands in surrender. “Point taken.” I gestured and we went back
out into the tiny square space that connected all five rooms.
“That’s Mum’s room—” I indicated the door as we passed it “—and
this is my room.” I held my breath as I opened the door, praying I
hadn’t left my dirty underwear on the floor earlier. If I had, my
mum had picked them up for me, because my room was
spotless.

“Whoa, that’s
a lot of pink.”

“I
thought it was…oh!” Not
little ‘p’ pink. Like my cheeks.

Leigh
smirked and moved closer to my giant poster. I stepped up behind and wrapped my arms
around them. “She is very attractive,” they said.

“Yeah. She’s got
nothing on you.”

Leigh
made the quietest sound—something between a laugh and a gasp—but we were so
close I heard it loud and clear.

“I can take it
down if you like.”

“No,
don’t be silly.” Leigh turned and put their arms around my neck,
looking up at me. “I was a bit…‘how do I compete with a pop star?’
at first, but that was when I was only wishing for this to happen.
Now, I don’t care.” There was that cheeky grin I loved so
much.

Knowing
the danger of being where we were made no difference. We kissed, and I felt all of
my body respond to the sensation of our lips meeting, the touch of
our tongues, the breaths we shared. My fingers tangled in Leigh’s
hair, their fingers slid under the waistband of my jeans. God, I
wanted this so much I could’ve kicked my door shut and pulled Leigh
down onto the bed with me. But I did the sensible thing—we both
did—and withdrew breathlessly.

Leigh’s
head came to a rest
against my chest; fast pants of air escaped their mouth and heated
my shirt as they said, “We have to talk about…it…soon.”

“Yeah, we
do.”

“I want
to.”

“So do I.”

“But…you
know I’m different, right?”

“You’re
you. That’s all I care about.”

“You
can’t say that, Jesse. Not until you understand what it means.”

I opened
my mouth, closed it again and released the breath I’d taken.
My instinct was to argue back,
tell Leigh they were wrong. It didn’t matter that this was the
first real relationship for both of us; I was absolutely certain we
were meant to be together. Sure, it was early days; there were lots
of things we had yet to discover about each other, and some of
those might be hard to deal with, but if we were meant to be, we’d
work it out as we went along. But telling Leigh all of that was
pointless; they needed to believe it for themself.

“There’s no
rush,” I said.

“I know. I
keep thinking…it’s only been two weeks. Is that too soon?”

“God
knows.” The way people talked, everyone did it on a first date. I
couldn’t even imagine how that was possible, unless it was just
about the sex, but that had never appealed to me. The kissing,
hugging, skin-to-skin contact, that was what I craved. “I guess we
should go with the flow, you know…wait for it to happen naturally.”
I sighed, because that was where we were at. “When there isn’t a
parent with superhuman hearing just across the hallway.”

“Yeah.
You’re right.” Leigh patted my arm and turned to study my Pink poster again. It was time
for it to come down. “Badly Drawn Boy.”

“You’re
into him?”

“Yeah,
kind of? I like acoustic
stuff, but a doctor once told my Aunty Sheri I looked like a badly
drawn boy. It’s a bit tricky to get past that and enjoy his
music.”

“A
doctor said that?” The utter bastard.
Who did these doctors think they were, that they could violate and
insult people to force them to comply? I hope they got sacked,
struck off, or whatever it was they did to doctors. I know what I
wanted to do to them.

“You’re
squishing me,” Leigh squeaked.

“Sorry.”
I eased off but didn’t let go. “It makes me mad.”

“I
noticed.” They smiled at me over their shoulder. “Do you get what I
mean, though?”

I was
still fuming. “Yes, and
what I said stands. It doesn’t help, does it? Me getting mad on
your behalf.”

“Hmm…it
does a bit. I’m never taking you
to meet my doctor.”

I
managed to laugh, even though a part of me wanted to demand Leigh
did exactly that, but me yelling at them wasn’t going to change
anything—like I’d do that anyway. Reasoning with people, getting
them to think about their attitudes—it could take a long time, but
surely they had to listen eventually? That was what Pride didn’t do
so well: because it started out as the LGBT+ Society, we were still
quite insular, which was why Sarah and others were unhappy about
accepting allies. We needed to get out there and talk to other
groups, challenge attitudes, answer questions…aaaand I needed to update my manifesto.

I also
made a secret promise to stop getting so caught up in my own bodily insecurities.
They weren’t going to go away, but we could work through them
together, because Leigh had them, too. I’d been blind to that
before now; all I saw was a beautiful, perfect person.

“We’d
better go back to Mum before she feels compelled to come and find
us.” Reluctantly, I moved away and straightened my clothes; Leigh
smoothed their hair. I’d tousled it good style, and I wasn’t
sorry.

They
noticed me watching and asked, “Should I dye it pink?” No hiding the teasing
there.

“If you
like.”

“Or
rainbow colours.”

“You
should!”

“Really?”

“Sure!
Why not?”

Leigh’s mouth
tilted upwards on one side, forming a dimple in their cheek. “I
might as well dye it yellow.”

I
laughed. “Yep. Or
blue.”

“I’ve done
blue already.”

They
took my hand and we left the room. I think they were as relieved as
I was that we’d got caught up enough in our kiss to talk a little about what we wanted but
not so much that we’d done something we’d regret later.

“Would
she really just walk in?” Leigh asked.

“Nah. If
the door’s closed, she’ll shout first…and then come in.”

“Oh my
god. I’d die of shame.”

“Yep.
I’ve done that a few times. Well, not
actually…died…obviously.” I’d given myself the giggles, in part because I was
pretty sure my mum would know what we’d been up to. OK, we hadn’t
really done anything, but it was more than I could honestly answer
‘Nothing!’ to if she asked ‘What have you been up to?’

That
was only my paranoia,
though, because she didn’t say a word, or not beyond, “Those
cookies should be cool by now.” I dutifully went to get them, and
the three of us sat watching TV, eating cookies and drinking tea
until Adam arrived to pick Leigh up.

“Thank you for
having me, Sue,” Leigh said and gave my mum a hug. Mum’s smile was
huge.

“Anytime,
Leigh,” she said, and then, “See you soon.”

I walked
Leigh downstairs, the pair of us pausing inside the door to say
goodbye. The way we clung to each other, anyone would think Leigh
was going away for months, but we’d be meeting up for lunch on
Tuesday, as usual, if we didn’t see each other before then. That
depended, in part, on how ‘sick’ Noah was.

“Is it weird how
much I miss you?” I asked.

“Definitely not, because I was thinking the
same.”

“Or we’re both
weird?”

“I’m all
for being weird together.” Leigh slowly backed away from me. “Enjoy
your Sunday.”

“Yeah. You,
too.”

I
watched them all the way
to the car, where they paused and called back, “Rainbow,
yeah?”

I laughed.
“Yeah.”

“OK.
Night.”

“Night.”
I waved and waited until the car disappeared from view before I
returned to the flat, where Mum had already changed back into her
dressing gown. I said, “You know Leigh would’ve been fine with you
wearing that, don’t you?”

She
pursed her lips and gave
me a look that told me exactly what she thought of that
idea.

“I’ll go
wash up and get some
work done, I think.” I picked up the empty mugs and the plate of
cookies—all two that remained—and took them through to the
kitchen.

“Have you
eaten tonight?” Mum called.

“Yeah.”

“I mean apart
from popcorn and cookies.”

“No, but
I’m not hungry.”

“You should
eat something before you go to bed.”

I
clenched my teeth and concentrated on not arguing back. There were
so many diets out there, all offering competing advice—listen to
your body, only eat if you’re hungry, don’t let your body go into
starvation mode, stick to a set number of calories a day, avoid
this food, eat plenty of that—I had no way of knowing if I was
doing it right. But I was going to make the most of not feeling
hungry. Who knew when that food ogre in my belly would start making
its demands again?

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty-Three

 “Delete it.”

Jazz put her
camera down and started counting to ten.

“Seriously,
it’s terrible. I look like a sumo wrestler.”

“Jesse,
this is about the fiftieth I’ve taken…”

“The next one,
I promise. That’ll be it.”

Jazz
snatched up her camera again and marched towards the door. “Come
on.”

I sighed
and wearily followed her. “Where are we going?”

To the
back garden, apparently. Jazz shared a house with three other
students, none of whom were up yet, and it was past midday. She
hated living there, and I could understand why. The kitchen…well,
someone must’ve had an accident with a pan of spaghetti at some
point—it was stuck to the ceiling—and every single dish, plate,
glass, mug and piece of cutlery was piled high on the draining
board and in the sink, empty drawers left half-open, wrappers
discarded on the floor.

It was
awful, and Jazz had asked me at least a dozen times if I fancied
renting a flat with her. If I’d lived away from home, I’d have
agreed in a heartbeat, but there was no point in me moving out when
I lived so close to uni.

On the plus
side, her messy housemates evidently hadn’t discovered the garden,
which was overgrown and in desperate need of some TLC, but at least
there was no junk.

“What are we
doing out here?”

“Photo
shoot.”

“Are you—”

“I swear
to God, if you don’t just get over there and smile, I’ll shove this
camera so far up—”

“OK,
OK!” I clambered through the knee-high grass and dandelions to the
spot Jazz had indicated, under a very large weeping willow.
“There’s not much light here,” I said.

“And
your point is?” She aimed the camera at me but didn’t hold it up to
her face. That felt a little less intimidating. “Tell me about the
plants.”

“Plants?” I
laughed. “They’re all weeds.”

“They
can’t all be
weeds.”

I looked
around, stretching on tiptoes to see over the nettles, down to the
far end of the garden. “That’s honeysuckle.” And in need of a damn
good prune, too. “That’s a, um…” I clicked my fingers, trying to
remember what it was called. “A wisteria.”

“Hysteria?”
Jazz repeated.

I turned
back and noted her smirk. “Funny,” I retorted sarcastically. I did
smile, though.

“Got
it!” Jazz beckoned me over. She looked very pleased with herself.
“What d’you think?” She turned the view screen towards me and
scrolled through the photos she’d snapped whilst I’d been doing my
best Alan Titchmarsh impression, followed by the one where I’d
smiled. If I was honest, I still wasn’t enthralled with any of
them, but they were all right, and Jazz was almost snorting in
anticipation of my rejection.

“They’ll do,”
I said.

“Hmph.”
She stalked back to the house, lifting her feet high off the
ground, which looked hilarious, but I stifled my laughter. It was
too dangerous not to. “I’ll upload these, tweak the contrast and
whatnot,” she said, once we were back inside and on our way up to
her room.

“Can’t
you Photoshop me?”

“Yep, but I’m
not going to.”

“Not
even a little bit?”

“Not
even. Jesse, you look fine. Finer than fine.”

I made
mutterings under my breath—not real words—and then stayed quiet
whilst Jazz did some clever stuff that made the photos a million
times easier for me to see.

“Happy?” she
asked, then, “Don’t answer that.”

I did
anyway. “Yes. Thank
you.”

“You’re so welcome.”

***

I called
Noah as soon as I got
back from Jazz’s—voicemail—and then again after I’d been to my
grandma’s. I’d PM’d him the previous night, before I’d gone to bed,
then first thing this morning, and he’d seen my messages but not
responded, leading me to wonder if he was actually sick.

“Hello,
you’re through to Matty Reed—Noah Ashton’s personal assistant!” Somewhere behind Matty, I heard Noah
swear.

I
laughed. “Like that, is
it? Put me on speaker.”

“OK… And
you’re live on air.”

“Noah, mate.
What’s going on?”

“Nothing much.
Just getting some work done.”

“Why didn’t
you reply to my messages?”

“Ummm…” There
were a few dull thuds and crackles, and then Noah’s voice got
clearer but no louder. “I’m struggling, mate.”

“Right? That
all?”

“What d’you
mean, is that all?”

“Leigh said
you were throwing up.”

“Ah,
yeah, no. I got the impression you and Leigh wanted to go it
alone.”

I sighed in
exasperation. “We invited you, remember? If we didn’t want you
there, we wouldn’t have asked you.”

“I guess
not.”

“That
doesn’t explain why you’ve been ignoring me today.”

“No.”

I waited, and
waited, and then prompted, “So…?”

“So…I think I
might’ve fucked up your campaign?”

“Fucked it up,
how?”

“I,
er…”

“He was
sticking up for you,” Matty said in the background.

My skin
prickled as all the hairs on my body stood on end. “What happened?”
I asked, not entirely sure I wanted to know.

“That
idiot who’s standing against you’s hired a pro. He’s been slamming
you and Neema.”

“Where’s
this?”

“On Twitter.
Don’t look, mate.”

I was going to
look, but I said, “OK.”

“There’s
some really nasty stuff going down. It’s all bullshit, you know how
it goes. Anyway, it got personal, so I stepped in, got into a
slanging match with one of Danny’s supporters…mate, I’m so sorry,
but…”

“Noah, just
bloody tell me.”

“He
accused you of being a yes-man, so I suggested the three of you
should go head-to-head in a debate.”

“You did
what?!”

“Yeah, I
know. Some friend, eh?”

I move
my phone away and banged it on my forehead. I was not going to
swear. I was not going to call Noah names. I put my phone to my ear
again. “What’ve Neema and Danny said?”

“Neema’s
kept out of it.” At least someone had some sense. “Danny replied
‘bring it on’.”

“No
surprise there.”

“Now
everyone’s calling for a live streamed debate.”

“Awesome.” Agh. I was so screwed. “Did you get any work
done?” My rapid change of subject threw Noah, or maybe it was the
way I was grinding my teeth.

“Not
much,” he replied quietly.

“OK. I’m
coming to yours tomorrow.”

“Jess…I’m sorry.”

“No
worries. I’ll see you in the morning.” I hung up and flopped back
onto my bed. Seeing as I was in a stinking mood already, I loaded
Twitter. I was tagged in all the tweets, and some of them were
hideous, but honestly, there was nothing I hadn’t heard before. It
made me really sad. Politics was a dirty game, I knew that. Still,
I’d expected better of Pride members.

***

Monday
morning, I took the bus over to the farmhouse. Leigh and Matty were
both in uni, Adam was at
work, and Sol was at his drawing board, which meant Noah and I
could work in peace upstairs. True, we could’ve worked in peace in
the study centre, but I wasn’t up to dealing with ‘my public’, plus
Noah had this really annoying time-wasting strategy whereby he’d
bring a stack of books over, huffing as he flicked through them one
by one, declare there was nothing useful in any of them, get
another stack of books, and repeat. He wasn’t intentionally wasting
time. He just couldn’t see for looking when he was
stressed.

In fact,
the first thing he said when I reached the attic was, “We haven’t
got the books we need,” to which I unzipped my bag and tipped said
books onto the desk. “But—”

“Pack it
in.”

He got
up and started pacing the room.

I said, “I
read the tweets.”

Still
pacing.

“Thank
you for sticking up for me.” Now I’d calmed down, I appreciated how
he’d ended up saying what he had. He’d made a bloody heroic effort
to keep his cool. “Anyway, I’ve always done OK with debates in
class.” In truth, they made me cack myself, but that wasn’t going
to placate Noah.

“Way
better than OK.”

“There
you go, then. Nothing to worry about.” I watched him pass by and up to the other end of the
room. “Noah…”

“I hate
this.”

I didn’t
need to ask what. “I
know, but realistically, you’ve already got a 2:2 on the poetry
anthology. Even if you don’t improve that, your module score will
drop to a 2:1 at the very worst, and you’ll easily get firsts on
your diss and the other modules.”

“I want
a first in poetry, too,”
he said sulkily.

“You and
me both, mate, but we’re being taught by a moron.”

“He’s got a
PhD.”

“Yeah, I
bet he got it from one of those fake online
universities.”

Noah
grunted and stopped pacing.

“Or in a
Christmas cracker,” I added, but it wasn’t necessary. Noah returned
to his seat and loaded up his anthology on his computer. I was
still working on my mum’s laptop, and we both cracked on, using
different books and then swapping, comparing notes, arguing points
and generally jollying each other along. By the time Leigh and
Matty got home, we’d finished the first part of our anthologies and
even managed a couple of hours’ work on our
dissertations.

We heard
fast, light footsteps on the attic stairs, and Matty appeared in
the doorway. “Yay!
You’ve turned him human again!” He grinned and came straight over
to kiss Noah’s scowl.

“What did we
miss?” I asked.

“Not a
lot. I saw Carlos at lunchtime. He’s very keen to get this
restorative justice underway.”

“Yeah,
well, he’ll have to wait. I can’t fit in anything else this
week.”

“I was
going to suggest leaving it a while, anyway, but I can’t do
it.”

“That’s a
pity.”

“Well, Sheri
said it was up to me, but seeing as I still want to high-kick him
in the face…”

I
chuckled. “I can see why that might be a bit of a
problem.”

“Are you going
through RJ with Sarah as well?”

I grimaced. “I
think I’ll play it by ear.”

“Your
call, mate.” He obviously thought I should, but he let it be. “Yep.
So, I think Sheri’s probably going to do it for you and
Carlos.”

“OK.”
I’d only ever had one conversation with Sheri Powell, if it could be called that. She
was director of Student Support—hence Matty’s boss as well as
Leigh’s aunty—and she’d come over to our table in the café, to ask
if we’d seen him. “After reading week, then?”

“And the
elections,” Matty suggested. That suited me. I quite liked that
Carlos was being left to stew a bit longer.

“Is Jesse up
there?” Leigh called from below.

“Yep,” both
Matty and I answered at the same time.

“Shall I come
up or are you coming down?”

I raised
an eyebrow at Noah. “Are we done?” He shrugged
noncommittally.

“He’s coming
down,” Matty answered on my behalf.

I shut
my…my mum’s…the laptop and
got up. “Fine. I know where I’m not wanted…”

“I didn’t
mean—”

“Matty,
I’m winding you up.” I clapped Noah on the back. “I’ll say bye
now.”

“OK, mate. See
you in the morning, and thanks for everything.”

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty-Four

I stopped outside Leigh’s bedroom door and felt my stomach
flutter at the sight. They hadn’t seen me, busy loosening off the
laces in their Doc Martens.

“Hey,” I
said.

Leigh
paused and acknowledged me with a smile. “Hey.” Kicking off their
boots, they beckoned for me to come in.

“How are you
today?”

“Great!
I got eighty on my first
assignment.”

“Oh,
wow. Well done, you!” That called for a celebratory kiss. And a
hug. And another kiss. Heh, like we needed an excuse.

“Thanks.
I know it’s not a competition, but I got one of the highest marks
in the class.”

“Engineering
is very competitive,” I reasoned.

“That’s
what Sol said. I think he’s as happy about it as I am.”

“Probably,” I agreed absently. I couldn’t take my eyes off
Leigh’s, and they were
doing the same—staring back, transmitting, receiving… “What?” I
asked, even though I could see what for myself.

“Are you
rushing off?”

“Not right
away.”

“Good.”

I wasn’t
in the least surprised—if they hadn’t moved first, I would
have—when Leigh cupped the back of my neck and pulled me down into
a long, deep kiss that rapidly reached fever heat. The soft
stretchy fabric of their top bunched beneath my palms as I smoothed
their back, my fingertips making occasional, tantalising contact
with their skin.

Beyond
the swirling of emotions and sensations, I was vaguely aware of the
door closing and withdrew enough for Leigh to murmur, “Matty,”
before they pushed me gently backwards. I felt the bed against the
backs of my legs, and
for the briefest moment resisted, but then bent to sit on the edge,
rolling my head to the side as Leigh kissed and blew hot breath on
my neck, pushing on my chest until I was lying with one arm trapped
under them.

This
felt good. No pressure,
just exploring each other through our clothes, and kissing, and
kissing, stopping only to draw breath, sometimes leaving it until
we were sharing the spent air between our sealed mouths and gasped
like divers finally reaching the surface. Leigh’s left leg slid up
mine far enough to confirm we were equally aroused. I flexed away
from the contact.

“Sorry,” Leigh
whispered.

“It’s
OK.” I just didn’t want to have to go home with a mess in my
shorts, or have a conversation with Noah about borrowing some of
his. I shifted into what I hoped was a moderately safer position,
lying on my side, leaning on one elbow; Leigh mirrored me. We
resumed kissing, with a little less fervour, which was no less of a
turn-on, but, equally, no more of one.

“D’you
think we’ll get away with doing this next week?” Leigh asked.

“All of next
week?” God, I hoped so. It hands down beat faking an interest in
surfing.

“Hmm…maybe we could stop to drink and eat from time to
time.” Leigh’s nose
crinkled; I kissed it.

“Good
idea.”

“And
sleep,” they added with a yawn and rolled onto their back, hands
beneath their head.

“Are you
tired?”

“A bit.
Stayed up late last night, talking to Matty.”

“I’ll
get going soon, then, so you can rest.” Leigh hooked their legs over mine, effectively
pinning me to the bed. I laughed. “Or not.”

“If you
want to go, I won’t stop you.” Leigh’s grip on me tightened until I grimaced.
Giggling, they eased off, but kept their legs where they were.
“Matty’s really good to talk to.”

“Yeah, he
is.”

I wasn’t
sure if Leigh heard my agreement; they were staring up at the ceiling, seemingly deep in
thought. I waited out the moment, listening to the silence. The
farmhouse was a lot more soundproof than our flat, where sometimes
we could hear what the people above and below were watching on TV,
and the couple next door arguing when they came in from the pub.
Even so, it was quieter than usual tonight.

“I was
telling him about my dad,” Leigh said eventually. “Sheri is his sister, but she
has nothing to do with him because of what happened. He emailed her
last week, totally out of the blue, to ask how I was getting on at
uni. His daughter… He
hasn’t even seen me since I went into care—I only know what he
looks like because I’ve seen photos. Sheri deleted his email
without replying to it, and I’m pleased about that. I don’t want
anything to do with him, either, but I couldn’t get why he’d done
it. So, I told Matty, and he said it reminded him of the way his
mum and dad tried to rebuild a relationship with him, like they’d
expected him to not be gay anymore because he was officially an
adult.”

“That’s…” What
was with these people? “Why would anyone think that?”

“Matty
said his dad accused him of doing it to get his own back. My dad…he
honestly believes the doctors could fix me if they were allowed to.
And you know the scariest thing? Before I turned eighteen, my dad
could’ve got custody of me, because it looked like he was the only
one fighting for what was best for me, when it was the complete
opposite. He was just going along with what the doctors
said.”

“Medicine’s
got a lot of power.”

“Don’t I
know it. If Sheri hadn’t got involved…” Little lines formed between
Leigh’s eyebrows, and they closed their eyes, at the same time
shuffling up the bed until they were sitting with their back
against the headboard and legs crossed. They were so lost in their
thoughts, if I could’ve dived in there and rescued them…

“My feet
probably stink. Sorry.”

I leaned
down and sniffed the one closest to me. “They don’t,” I assured
them, as what I’d dreamed of—was it only three weeks ago?—became
reality without me really thinking about what I was
doing.

“That
feels nice.” Leigh
sighed and smiled, looking a bit dopey. “You realise if you keep
doing that, I’ll fall asleep?”

“I know my way
out.”

I
continued massaging, not applying any real pressure, enjoying the
contact and the effect it was having on Leigh. Their breathing
slowed and deepened, and I thought they had actually gone to sleep until they spoke
again.

“Is it a
good time to tell you about my mum and everything?” They sounded
stoned.

“Any
time is good with me.”

Leigh
was relaxed and
completely still…apart from their lip stud, which was bobbing like
the float on a fishing line when a fish takes the bait. It was such
a tiny ball, it all but disappeared when Leigh pulled it in, then
popped out again.

“My
mum’s not very well, or she wasn’t in summer, but Sheri says she’s
a lot better now. She gets really bad depression—I don’t know if
she’s always had it, or just since I came along. She had me at
home—where were you born, by the way?”

“Oh!
Um…Norwich Hospital. Nowhere exciting. My mum said she wanted a
water birth, but changed her mind when she was in
labour.”

“My
cousins were both born in a birthing pool. My mum and Aunty Sheri
were proper militant feminists when they were younger. Still are.
They were best mates at uni—it’s how my mum and dad met—and they’re
totally against hospital births and such. They say men control
women’s bodies and fertility, and I’ve gotta say, from where I’m
sitting, that goes for kids’ bodies, too.”

Or anyone who doesn’t conform, I thought, but I didn’t want to interrupt.

“That’s
why my mum called me Leigh, so I got to choose how I grew up. She
said she knew as soon as she held me it was the right name for
me.”

I nodded—sort
of. It’s hard to nod when you’re lying on your side with your head
on your hand and you’ve got pins and needles, but it’s a really
important conversation, so…I put up with it.

“Everything was OK at first, but then, when I was a week
old, I got really sick, and I was rushed to hospital. The doctors
thought it was a virus that had shut my immune system down, and I
was put in the neonatal high dependency unit. That was when they
found out about the CAH.

“They
told my mum they could treat it with drugs and surgery, but they
didn’t explain properly. They were pressuring her and my dad,
saying I’d die without the treatment, which was true. If they
hadn’t given me cortisol against her wishes, I would’ve died. But
it wasn’t her fault. They wouldn’t answer her questions, so she
refused to let them treat me.

“My dad
obviously didn’t agree, but they weren’t married, and he couldn’t consent to my treatment
without a court order, so he tried to get one. I don’t know all the
rest of it, other than my mum having postnatal depression and my
dad convincing the doctors she wasn’t capable of making the right
decision, which was when Sheri stepped in. Is it weird for you that
she’s my aunty?”

“No,” I
said and winced. It was no good. I couldn’t take the pins and
needles anymore. I sat up, leaning against the wall, with my legs
stuck out over the bed, shaking my left hand whilst trying to keep
massaging with my right,
but the angle was all wrong. Leigh uncrossed their legs and solved
that little problem. “It might be a bit strange when I meet her
outside of uni, though.”

“Yeah.
She’s totally different at home. My cousins…they’re not much
younger than me, but they’re a nightmare. I haven’t got a clue
about parenting, but I’d lock them in their rooms if they were my
kids. They fight all the time. I’m kind of glad I wasn’t allowed to
live with her.”

“She’s a
psychologist.” I hadn’t intended to say that out loud because it
sounded judgemental, and…yes, OK, I was being judgemental. “I’d
have thought that would make her a perfect parent.”

Leigh
laughed. “Yeah. It
really doesn’t, although I think they’d have let her look after me
if she’d asked.”

“Why didn’t
she?”

“Apart
from the trouble it caused with her parents—they haven’t spoken to
her since—and my dad threatening to report her to the
psychologists’ union, or whatever it’s called, if she kept
interfering, she
said it would’ve taken too long, and the doctors would’ve gone to
court to override my mum’s wishes. So…Sheri reported it to social
services instead and made sure
they had all the up-to-date research on CAH. I was made a ward of
court, meaning the doctors still had to get the court’s permission
to treat me, but only with drugs, not surgery. They used to just do
it, to make you look like a girl or a boy on the outside, without
considering how it would affect you later in life.”

“It’s
your decision now, though, isn’t it?” I asked. I couldn’t see any
reason why it wouldn’t be. Leigh was nineteen and knew their own
mind.

“Oh,
yeah. And they can stick their scalpels up their…noses.” Leigh
grinned. “If they’d got their way, we might not be having all this
almost-sex at
all!”

“Almost-sex…” I chuckled. I’d never in a million years have
imagined having this kind of honest conversation with someone. “Are
you still not allowed to live with your aunty?”

“No, I
am. We decided it was better for both of us if I didn’t. I could
even live with my mum, but I went to stay with her in the summer
and ended up asking Sheri to come and get me. We don’t really know
each other, and we’re going to fix that, but it’ll take time.
Anyway, it’s OK here…especially now.”

I could feel
Leigh’s gaze on me, and it made me smile.

“So,
that’s it. The story of my life. Boring, huh?”

“You’re
joking, right?”

“Right,”
Leigh said, nodding slowly. “When’s your bus due?”

I checked the
clock radio. “Another half an hour.”

“Cool.
That means you’ve got time to do the other one.”

I gave
an intentionally loud sigh. “Come on, then.”

“Yay!”
Leigh bunny-hopped my legs, pausing midway to kiss me, before
landing on my other side, wiggling their toes in
anticipation.

Oh,
dear. What had I started? And wasn’t it great?

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty-Five

For as much as I wasn’t a stress-head like Noah, I woke up
on Tuesday morning agitated and short-tempered. I’d slept OK, but
the combination of uni work, ‘looking forward to’ an evening at
Weight Watchers and the damned election was like carrying a heavy
suitcase with no place to put it down. After I’d got home the
previous evening, I’d tried to put together a short video, but I
couldn’t get past the ‘Jesse Thomas, Inclusively Yours’ slogan
because it was…well, I hated it, but I couldn’t tell Matty and Jazz
that. I’d delegated, so I was going to have to suck it
up.

A little
light relief came from getting one over our poetry lecturer who hadn’t checked his
email before the lecture and demanded to know where Noah’s and my
assignments were. We were unapologetic swots, so his accusation
didn’t just get our backs up; he pissed off the entire class, and
we still didn’t get
an apology when he’d confirmed for himself we were telling the
truth.

Between
poetry and critical theory, we stopped to buy drinks and were leaving the café when I
heard someone call my name. I didn’t really have the time or
patience to talk to anyone, but I put on my best smile, which made
Noah spit coffee, and turned to greet a potential voter.

“Sarah.”
Well, that was a
surprise. “Hey.”

“Hey,
Jesse. I just wanted to say thanks for helping me out the other
night.”

“No
problem.”

“I was
in a bit of a state with organising the hustings, and…” Sarah held
out her hands and shrugged, like I should know the rest without her
saying it.

“Is that an
apology?”

Another
shrug. “I was out of order.” And a sigh. “I’m sorry, I’m not good
at apologies.”

“Yet you can
say sorry for not saying sorry?”

Sarah
rubbed her head. “Yeah,
I know…” She seemed very conflicted, although it could’ve been an
act—like my bisexuality.

Normally, I’d
have muttered ‘forget it’ and walked away, but I wasn’t letting it
go this time, and not because I was still hurt by what she’d said.
With every second that passed without her doing the decent thing,
my respect for her dwindled. It was already at the point where I
didn’t care if she apologised or not.

“I’m gonna
go,” Noah said. “I’ll let Brian know you’re on your way.”

“OK, mate.” I
watched Noah over my shoulder and then turned back to Sarah. “I’ve
got a lecture.”

“I
gathered.”

“So…are we
done?”

“No.” She
shook her head. “No, we’re not done. I have a real problem dealing
with you, Jesse—”

“You
don’t say.”

“—and
I’m sorry. I’ve got my reasons, none of them your fault. I
should’ve challenged Carlos about what he said, but I find
situations like that really hard to handle.”

“I don’t
want to call you a liar, Sarah, but that wasn’t how it sounded to
me. You laughed when he insulted me.”

“I know. And I
shouldn’t have shared my thoughts with him about whether or not
you’re bi. He’s my friend, and I thought I was confiding in him. I
didn’t know you were there.”

“That doesn’t
excuse what you said.”

“You’re
right. All I can do is say sorry and promise you it won’t happen
again. I also want to
say thank you for putting the issue of allies in your
manifesto.”

Did she
think I’d done it for
her?

“Anyway,” she said, walking backwards away from me, “I’ve
held you up long enough. If there’s anything I can do to help you,
to make amends…”

Now,
there was an offer I couldn’t refuse.

***

“So, it
turns out there’s no provision for political debates in our
Student Charter.”

“Yeah,
right,” Noah scoffed. He
collected up the rubbish from everyone’s lunch and went to put it
in the bin.

I wasn’t
making it up; Sarah had looked through the university’s documents
and emailed me during our lecture to say whilst debates weren’t
banned, there would need to be special provision to accommodate
them. I thought the uni was probably thinking a bit bigger than an
SU society election, but that was by the by.

Noah
came back and picked up where he’d left off. “What about the
politics students? Don’t they debate in class?”

“It’s
role-play.”

“Is it
bollocks. I mean, good on you for getting yourself out of a tight
spot…”

“The
one you so expertly
wedged me into,” I reminded him. That shut him up. I held up my
water bottle to Matty in a toast. “How’s that for restorative
justice?”

He
tilted his head from side to side. “It’ll do as a down-payment.”

“You
drive a hard bargain.”

“It’s
not up to me, is it? If you feel she’s repaired the damage she
caused, then justice has been restored.”

I’d need to
think about that, but in a way, telling Leigh about the trans guy I
went to school with was no different from Sarah telling Carlos
about me. Admittedly, the SU meeting hall was a public space, and
Sarah’s attitude was appalling, but I kept thinking back to the
legal stuff we’d covered in first year, when we’d studied
journalism: protection of privacy versus the public interest. It
had built on the fear reading Nineteen Eighty-Four had instilled in me—the idea of having no privacy
at all was horrifying. I was very much against the monitoring of
what people said in private, or what they believed to be in
private.

Maybe I was
cutting Sarah more slack than she deserved, but what she’d said
about finding it hard to stand up to Carlos…I empathised. The night
of the hustings was the first time I’d ever stood up to my bullies,
and I’d only been able to do so because it wasn’t just about me. It
was the part of me that believed I’d be a good inclusion officer: I
might not be great at defending myself, but I fiercely defended my
friends.

Leigh
had stayed quiet
throughout our conversation, sketching and scribbling notes, or
sitting with pencil poised over the page, but I knew they were
listening.

“What are you
working on?” I asked, leaning closer to take a look.

“Oh,
some design ideas. Fun stuff, not work.” They flipped their
notebook shut, put down their pencil and offered me a smile I
didn’t buy, but I waited until Matty had left and Noah had popped
to the loo before I asked what was wrong.

“Nothing, really. I was just thinking… You’re a very kind,
forgiving person.”

“Is that
a bad thing?” It sounded like it was.

“Of
course not. It’s one of your greatest strengths. Not everyone
would’ve accepted Sarah’s apology.”

“Would
you?”

“Honestly? No. Not without her proving she’s changed her
attitude.”

“I can’t
make her like me.”

“Oh, you
could.”

“How?”

“Become what
she thinks a bi person is.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“OK,
well…I came out as queer when I was fourteen, so…about five years
ago.”

“Right?”

“Right,
and for four years, I came out over and over and over again. The
first time I met someone new, no problem. They just went with
‘it’s
a girl’ or ‘it’s a boy’ depending on what I was wearing. But if I
was wearing something totally different the next time, I’d get,
‘Oh! I thought you were a boy!’ Just because I’d been wearing a
shirt and tie the last time, and now I was wearing a
skirt.

“Or
they’d ask outright—‘I’m sorry, but are you a boy or a girl?’ So
then I’d have to tell them, nope, I’m queer. Yeah, it’s kind of
rude, and sometimes I lose it and end up swearing at someone, but
mostly it’s tedious, and why do they care anyway? It’s nothing to
do with them. But then, all of a sudden, they stopped asking. D’you
want to know why?”

“Why?” I
asked. I genuinely had no idea.

“This—” Leigh
tugged their hair “—and these—” and prodded at their nose and lip
studs. “I love piercings, and I love dying my hair wild colours. It
was the first thing I did when I left school—dyed my hair bright
red and got my ears pierced again—but now, I almost want to stop.
Now, I ‘look’ queer, everybody thinks they know who I am just by
looking at me. That’s why I don’t mind you, or anyone else, asking
questions instead of making assumptions.”

“I’m
sorry,” I
said.

“Why are you
sorry?”

“I did
it, too.” It was horrible to see myself in the description Leigh
had given.

“No,
Jesse, you didn’t.”

“I
thought you were a girl.”

“Because
of how you felt about me. And yeah, OK, the underlying assumption
is still the same, but you made it about yourself, not
me.”

Noah
came back, got a book
out of his bag and started reading. I couldn’t decide if he’d done
it to avoid getting involved or to give Leigh and me time to
talk.

“What do you
think, Noah? Did I let Sarah off too lightly?”

“You’ve
got to do what’s right for you, mate.”

“So, yes,
then.”

“It’s
not for me to say.”

“But I’m
asking.”

Noah
closed the book and set it on the table. “All right, I’ll tell you.
Her attitude stinks, not just towards allies—towards you, me, Jazz,
and anyone else she decides doesn’t belong. So she’s sorry—for
what? That you caught her out? That doesn’t change anything, other
than next time she’ll make sure the mics are off before she lays
into someone.”

“That’s
what I meant before,” Leigh said. “You’re not what she thinks queer looks like.”

“That’s
ridiculous.” I meant Sarah’s attitude, not what Leigh and Noah were
saying, because now they’d spelled it out for me, I could see for
myself. “I’m too introverted for this,” I joked. Kind of joked. I
didn’t want to spend the rest of my life sharing personal
information with strangers who didn’t need to know.

“Yep.”
Leigh turned in their seat, hooking their legs over one of mine, and studied me
intently for a minute or so, then said, “If you don’t want to do
this, I’ll understand.”

“Don’t
want to do…what? The election?”

“No. I
mean, if you want to keep us low-key so you get less
hassle.”

“Leigh…” I was
literally stunned to silence, within which my anger grew and grew,
until it was too big to contain. I slid away from Leigh and heard
their feet thud against the floor as I got up. “No,” I said. Nobody
was shoving us away out of sight.

“Where are you
going?” Noah called after me.

“To withdraw
from the election.”

***

I’d gone
straight from the café to the SU and told them I was
withdrawing. They said I
needed to confirm it in writing. Carlos was in the office, and he
wanted to know why. I told him I’d put it in my official withdrawal
letter, and I would, once I’d calmed down, because two hours on,
the page was still blank. I felt like such an idiot, like I’d
played into Sarah’s hands, except I couldn’t figure out whether
that was through standing or withdrawing. Either way, I refused to
be her puppet. This wasn’t about the allies issue; it was about
excluding anyone who didn’t fit, and that was the absolute opposite
of what an inclusion officer was supposed to do.

I was
also torn between relief that it was over and guilt for all the
hard work my friends had done on my behalf. Leigh had sent me a text to say they supported
me, whatever I decided. Matty had sent one promising to talk to me
later. Jazz was livid, and Noah seemed to be ignoring me, or maybe
not, because he was sitting across the desk from me with his head
in a book, as usual. I checked the time on my phone.

“Are you
getting the four o’clock bus?”

“Yep.”

“OK.
I’ll stay here and get this letter done.” When Noah didn’t make a
move, I said, “You know it’s quarter to, don’t you?”

“Yep. I’m
waiting for Matty.”

“Oh, OK.” They
usually met at the bus stop.

Noah nodded
past me. “He’s here now.”

I turned
to see. “Oh, for fu…” I covered my face with my hands and muttered
into my palms, “You…bastards.”

“Alright,
Jesse?” Neema asked.

I moved
my hands away and sighed. “I’ve been better.” I looked at the four
of them—Neema, Matty, Jazz and Carlos—standing in a line. “What are
you? The Horsepeople of the Apocalypse?”

“You can’t
withdraw,” Neema said.

“Why not?”

“Because
you’re in the lead.”

“Then
they’ll have to vote for you instead.”

“Danny’s in
second place.”

Carlos
pulled out the chair next to mine and sat on it, backwards.
“If Pride goes down in
history as the launch platform for Danny Goodman’s political
career, I will hold you personally accountable.”

“And
there was me thinking you wanted me for my body.” I hadn’t intended
to say that. Well, I’d intentionally swapped out ‘political
prowess’ before I reached the end of the sentence, which made everyone laugh, even
Noah.

“Look,
Jesse,” Carlos continued, “if this is about what I
said…”

“It’s
not. It’s about Danny’s minion calling me a yes-man, and it’s about
allies, and Sarah, and the fact I keep changing my priorities. I’ve
rewritten my manifesto four times already.”

I
noticed Matty’s eyes shift to Noah. I knew what they’d both be
thinking. I was an obsessive essay redrafter; why should my
manifesto be any different?

Jazz’s
eyes were burning into me, and I didn’t dare meet her gaze as I asked, “What’s your
winning argument?”

“I haven’t got
one.”

“Neither have
I,” Matty said. “We’re here for our instructions.”

“For
what?”

“What you want
us to post to tell your followers you’re dropping out.”

“Just
post…”
Unfortunately, Jesse
Thomas had to withdraw due to personal circumstances.
That sounded crap.
…had to withdraw due
to…being a big wuss. I
gave up. “I hate you all. Really bloody hate you.”

Neema’s
turn again: “If you truly want to withdraw, we won’t stand in your
way.”

Easy for her
to say. She didn’t have Matty and Jazz on her campaign team.

“You
think I should keep going?”

“Yes, I do.
You need to get out there and talk to Pride members. Your online
campaign is fantastic…”

And not my
doing.

“…but
they want to see you in person, ask you questions.”

“They’ll
see sense soon enough if they do.”

“They’re
rooting for you, Jesse.”

Crazy
people.

“The meeting
hall is free tomorrow afternoon if you want it,” Carlos said.

“We’re
not holding the debate.”

“I was
thinking more along the lines of a…question panel.”

Same
difference. Clearly,
they weren’t going to let it rest. If nothing else, it would show
the members what they were really voting for, and help me make up
my mind about withdrawing. I was still very reluctant, but I had
nothing to lose. “That OK with you, Neema?”

“Let’s do
it.”

“Great.” Decision
made. Now to fit two days’ work into one evening. Guess Weight
Watchers would have to manage without me this week.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty-Six

“Oh my god, it’s like a circus in there!”
At Matty’s gleeful declaration, I did an about turn and legged it back the way
I’d come, or at least, strode away very, very quickly.

“Jesse, wait!”
Leigh caught up with me and jogged at my side.

“I can’t.”

“OK.”

I racked
my brain, trying to think of a get-out—diarrhoea? I was nervous
enough to turn that into a reality. God, why did I agree to this?
What the hell was I thinking? I couldn’t talk sense to one person
at a time when we were on our own, never mind having a discussion
in front of a roomful.

“What am I
going to do?”

“Stop still a
minute and we’ll talk about it.”

I kept
going. Leigh gripped my arm and tugged. It took a few seconds for
the message to reach my feet. I stopped. A growl of fear and
frustration rumbled in my throat, and I fought it, focusing on the
pain of staring at the low sun, albeit hidden behind clouds. The
growl broke free. Leigh took a step back from me and mouthed
‘whoa’.

“Sorry. I’m
not mad at you.”

They
laughed and tutted. “I know that.”

“It’s my own
fault. I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

“You
could still withdraw.”

I
couldn’t. No way was I
letting Danny Goodman win, even if there was a part of me that
thought Pride members who fell for dirty tricks deserved everything
they got. “I should’ve gone to the bar at lunchtime. Couple of
double vodkas? Sorted.”

“Too late
now,” Leigh said, but I wouldn’t have done it. I needed my wits
about me, such good as they’d do me.

“OK. I’m done
now.”

“OK.” Leigh held
out their hand to me. I took it, and we walked back together.
“Where’s Noah?” they asked.

“Emergency
dissertation meeting.”


“Emergency?”

“In
Noah’s world. Probably can’t decide which font to use.” I was
kidding, of course, although it had been a serious consideration of
his in our first year. I nodded at the queue of people waiting to
go in. “How is it ‘a circus’? The debate doesn’t start for another
half an hour.”

“Goodman’s crew’s already in there, Matty said.”

“Crew? As
in…media?”

“Not
sure.”

We got
our answer soon enough. As we walked in, several people passed us
on the way out—camera, boom mic, some sort of stand…

I
frowned after them. “D’you think they know they’re going the wrong
way?”

“Jesse!”
That was Carlos…somewhere. It was bright outside and dark in the hall, but from what I
could make out, before I stumbled into the back row of chairs, the
stage was already set.

“Excuse me!”
The shout came from somewhere to my left as Carlos materialised in
front of me.

“Sorry, won’t
be a sec…” he said to me and then intercepted the guy with his hand
in the air who was walking towards us.

“Why did
you send my media crew
away?”

That had to be
Danny’s PR guy.

Carlos
shrugged—he was a condescending git, but I’d let him off on this
occasion. “I didn’t send
your media crew away.”

“Well, someone told
them to leave.”

“That
was me,” Matty called from across the hall.

“For what
reason?” Danny’s guy demanded.

“No public
broadcasts without students’ consent.”

“We’ll
tell them what we’re doing. If they don’t like it, they can leave.”
The guy was still addressing Carlos, but Carlos deferred to
Matty.

“We have
a duty to safeguard vulnerable students who are unable to give consent.”

“Unbelievable!”

Whether
Matty had made it up or not—I was pretty sure he hadn’t, God, I had
a lot to learn—I, for one, was grateful we weren’t being
filmed.

“We will
be streaming the discussion to our members,” Carlos
said.

Crap.

The guy
took out his phone.
“Deets?”

“It’s a
private stream, sorry.”
Carlos’s smarmy grin lingered as he turned away, clapping his hands
in a down-to-business motion. “Right. Jesse, Neem—”

“A private stream?”

Carlos
muttered, “Fucking hell,” and turned back. “Look. This event is not
a marketing exercise for your client.”

“I’m simply
doing what I’ve been paid to.”

“Is there a
problem?” Sarah edged past Leigh and me without acknowledging
either of us.

“I think we’re
all sorted now, thanks, Sarah,” Carlos said.

“And you are?”
Danny’s PR guy asked.

Sarah’s
nostrils flared, but she conjured a smile and held out her hand.
“Sarah Willis, Pride
President. I’m sorry, but I don’t know why you’re here?”

Leigh tapped
my arm and thumbed the suggestion we get out of the way. We went
over to join Matty while the disagreement continued.

“You OK,
Jess?”

“So-so.”
Better than when I’d arrived but expecting fallout with Sarah
anytime now.

“We
asked them to tweet questions and picked the ones that got the most
likes. Check your email—I sent them to you.”

“OK,
cheers.”

“And to Neema.
Sadly, I don’t have Danny’s email address, but I’m sure his people
are right on it.”

I started
laughing but was silenced by a yell from the back of the hall.

“So butt out or I’ll call campus security!”

“Uh-oh!”
Leigh said. “Think someone’s upset Sarah.”

“Hmm.” And not
just Danny’s PR guy. I didn’t know how much effort she’d put into
getting me out of the debate, and OK, she owed me, but I’d wasted
her time. However, there were people coming in, and she wouldn’t
challenge me with an audience again—I hoped.

I
unlocked my phone and found Matty’s email—no trick questions, which was good: the
allies issue, addressing discrimination in campus sports teams and
societies, gender-neutral toilets, and inclusion of students with
disabilities and/or from ethnic minorities.

“I’m
going to take the last
question,” Matty said. “It’s already in the uni’s equality policy,
but that would be where you could say something about positive
action.”

“OK.” My
mind was starting to spin up ideas. Carlos and Sarah were on the
move; it looked like they’d dispatched Danny’s PR guy. “Is Danny
here?” I asked Matty.

“Yeah,” Matty
confirmed with a weary eye roll. “Backstage—preening.”

“Jesse,
Neema…” Carlos called and hopped up on the stage.

“This is it,
then. Wish me luck.”

Matty hugged
me. “Break a leg.”

“Cheers,
Matt.”

I took in a
good, deep breath and met Leigh’s gaze. “I’ll be all right,
yeah?”

“No.
You’ll be amazing.” They smiled into the kiss I gave them and
murmured, “I’m proud of you.” I eased back and Leigh nodded.
They meant it, and if I was
honest, I was proud of me, too. Or I would be in a couple of hours’
time, when this craziness was over.

***

“…onto
the next question: How do you plan to address the lack of
gender-neutral toilets on campus?” Carlos’s gaze zeroed in on… “Danny.”

We were
three questions in, and all was well so far. I’d reiterated what I’d said at the
hustings about voting on whether to include allies, but I’d also
shared my thoughts. Specifically, I pointed out that some people
might join as allies because they didn’t feel able to be open
or might not
know yet and left it at
that rather than risk losing my cool over how wrong it was to judge
a book by its cover. For exactly that reason, Neema disagreed on
holding a referendum, so I guessed that would be the decider for a
lot of members. Meanwhile, Danny…

Well, it
was clear Danny Goodman
couldn’t bullshit his way out of a wet paper bag. There was no
substance to his manifesto, and he’d quickly run out of soundbites.
Whether his mum was an MP or not, he was absolutely not cut out for
a life in politics, not that that had ever stopped
anybody.

“I’ll
leave this one to you,”
he offered pompously. I couldn’t say I blamed him, seeing as he’d
made such a hash of it at the hustings.

“It
seems pretty straightforward to me,” I said. “There are more female
toilet blocks than male, so as an interim measure, I’d
propose to the campus
building management that we designate some of those
unisex.”

“That
will mean there are
fewer girls’ toilets on site,” Danny argued.

“No, it
won’t. It means anyone can use
them. But it’s temporary. We need a commitment from the university
to make all of the toilets unisex in the redevelopment.”

“Can I
say something, please, Jesse?” Neema asked. I nodded. “I agree with
your proposal in principle, but I wondered if you’d considered the
requirements of students with different religious backgrounds? For
example, Muslim students who need somewhere private to wash before
prayer.”

That
threw me a bit. I
remembered the washrooms I’d seen when we went to Turkey on
holiday. Was that what she meant? I admitted, “I’m sorry, I don’t
know very much about Islam, Neema, so I’d consult with you or
someone before putting any proposals together. Could we build in
something like…a cubicle with a sink and whatever else was
needed?”

“That
could work,” Neema said, although I sensed it would need a lot more
discussion before we figured out how to make gender-neutral
bathrooms universally inclusive and politically palatable. We didn’t currently have the kind of
facilities Neema was talking about, so any change would surely be a
positive one.

“Neema,
do you have anything further to add?”

“No,
thanks, Carlos. Jesse
and I have already discussed future consultations, if either of us
are elected.”

“OK. Thank
you. Danny?”

Danny
gave a short, rapid shake of his head. The look on his face…he
thought this was rigged. The irony was, if his PR guy hadn’t played
dirty, we wouldn’t be doing this now, and based on his online
campaign—which was no more his than mine was mine—Danny would’ve
walked the election.

“Our
final question this evening is: How will you ensure people with disabilities and from
different ethnic and religious backgrounds are included in Pride
and treated equally? Before I put this to our panel, I’d like to
invite Matty Reed up on stage. Matty is a learning mentor and works
with Student Support as well as our acting inclusion
officer.”

“Thanks,
Carlos. Good evening, everyone. I thought it would be a good idea
to outline the university’s policy on equality and diversity, which
is basically…”

Matty
gave a nervous cough and stared at the sheets of paper in his hand.
“The university is…” He glanced over at me. “I should’ve put it on
my phone. Jesse, would you mind reading this out for me,
please?”

“Not at
all.”

Matty
dodged in front of Danny
to hand me the papers, and I caught Danny’s judgemental
leer.

I read
out the equal opps
statement on the first page, which I was pretty sure Matty knew by
heart. I flicked over to the next page, and the next—all
blank.

My high
school English teacher once told us we should always have a few
sheets of paper in our hands when presenting to the class, even if
our notes only took one sheet or we knew what we needed to say.
That way, people were pleasantly surprised when it was over more
quickly than they’d anticipated, with the added bonus that our
nerves wouldn’t be as obvious. Then she’d demonstrated with a sheet
of paper, shaking her hands so much it ripped in half. She was an
awesome teacher—my reason for falling in love with English lit. So
maybe that was all Matty was doing—hiding his nerves. That or it
was some clever ploy to make it look like I knew what I was talking
about.

“Thanks,
Jesse.” Matty took back his blank papers. “In short, Pride is
obligated to not only be inclusive, but to actively promote
inclusion, and the inclusion officer is responsible for making sure
it fulfils its obligations.”

“Thank
you, Matty,” Carlos said whilst giving a thumbs up to the poor cleaner who had come
in twice already. There again, it was gone seven p.m. and we
should’ve been out of there half an hour ago. “I’m going to open
this to the three of you. Keep it short.”

Danny
jumped straight in with, “We already include everyone, don’t we?”
and then looked pointedly at Neema. Someone booed, and I hid my
gasp of delight with my hand. It was Leigh, and other students had
joined in.

“Order,
please!” Carlos said.

As the
booing continued, I glanced at Neema to see if she wanted to say
anything. They were getting rowdy.

“Are you
going to talk about positive action?” she asked. I nodded. “Then speak for both of
us.”

The
cleaner was actively loitering in the doorway—I could see Carlos
coming to an untimely end with a mop this evening.
But then Sarah jumped up on
stage and whistled into one of the mics, which sent feedback
through the PA system. That got their attention.

“Over to you,
Jesse,” she said.

“Um…yeah, just really quickly. Neema and I are both in
agreement on this point. If either of us is elected, we’d change
Pride election policy so we could select candidates from
under-represented groups. We’d also offer discounted membership to
those students and basically get out there and talk directly to
them.” And I was waffling. I zipped it and gave Carlos a
nod.

“Unfortunately, we’re out of time this evening, but thank
you to our three panellists: Neema Panda, Jesse Thomas and Danny
Goodman.”

No
applause. People were already up out of their seats and leaving.
Carlos came over to talk to us. “220 here, 314 on the live stream.”

“Wow!”

“Yeah.
Nice work, guys.” Carlos jumped down to ground level and
disappeared into the
departing crowd.

Only
then did I realise Danny had gone. I’d been expecting fisticuffs, but it seemed he’d
given up the fight. Nonetheless, I wasn’t counting my chickens. It
was still two weeks until the election, and with Matty, Leigh and
me off-campus, there was no telling what damage he and his PR guy
could do.

I turned to
Neema. “Are you coming to the bar?”

“Yeah. I
just need to see where my girlfriend is first.” She already had her
phone in her hand, so I left her to it. Using the steps to leave
the stage—unlike everyone else—I set off across the hall towards
Leigh, Noah and Matty.

“Jesse.
Can I have a quick word?”

Damn it.

***

“What
did she say?” Matty asked when I finally made it to the bar
half an hour after
everyone else.

“I’ll
tell you later.” My priorities were to kiss Leigh, find beer…the
beer could wait.

“Told
you you’d be amazing,”
Leigh said.

“Did I do
OK?”

“Hell,
yes!” Leigh tilted their head back slightly to indicate behind
them. “I’ve been talking to Ryan.”

“Ry…” I peered at
him over Leigh’s shoulder. “Hello, stranger!”

“Alright,
mate?”

“I thought
you’d been abducted by aliens.”

“Just been,
er, busy.”

“Oh?”
Noah made a neck-slicing motion, so I let it be. “What’s everyone
drinking?” I asked instead.

“It’s my
round,” Leigh said quickly.

“I’ll
give you a hand,” Matty offered and pretty much vaulted the table
to go with them.

“O…K…then.” I sat down in the space next to where Leigh had
been sitting. “What’s up?”

Ryan
gestured for Noah to explain.

“He got
dumped,” Noah
said.

“Dumped?”

“’Fraid
so,” Ryan confirmed.

“I didn’t know
you were seeing anyone.”

“Likewise,” he
retorted.

“Ah,
yeah. Sorry. I’ve been busy?” I grinned.

“Lucky
bastard.”

“So you’ve met
Leigh?”

“Yep.”
Ryan picked up his empty glass and frowned into it. “I thought you
were straight.”

My
stomach lurched, for no real reason. Noah, Ryan and I had known
each other since the start of uni, and he didn’t care about Noah
being gay, so why would he care about me? It was still new, though,
or maybe this was how it would always feel. I guessed time would
tell on that one.

“I’m
not,” I confirmed, not
that it was necessary. “I’m bi.”

“God, I
wish I was,” Ryan muttered. Noah looked at me with eyebrows
raised. I laughed, not
sure quite what to say or if I should challenge him. “It’s not
funny,” Ryan complained. “I’m in a minority here.”

“Yeah.
How does it feel to be the only knobhead?”

“Fuck off,” he
spat, but we were both laughing.

Leigh
and Matty returned with the drinks, and it was like always, for the most part, but
talking to Ryan for the first time since I’d met Leigh, I realised
how much I’d changed, because he hadn’t.

Matty
didn’t ask again what Sarah had wanted. She’d accused me of being
flaky; I thanked her for
her feedback and walked away. Leigh was right. I could’ve made
Sarah like me—if I’d still cared what she thought. She said she had
her reasons, but she wasn’t exactly eager to share them. Well, it
was her problem, not mine. She’d never respected me, and now she’d
lost my respect, too.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty-Seven

“Whose idea was this again?” I
muttered as I handed my bag to
the crew member who was loading the hold at the back of the
bus.

“Pretty sure
it was yours, mate,” Noah said.

“I
wasn’t expecting an answer.” But it had been my idea. Seriously, it
was easier to plan an around-the-world trip than get from Norwich
to Newquay on public transport. Norwich to anywhere, actually. So,
in a moment of atypical bravery, I asked Adam if there was any
chance of him giving us a lift to London. He’d said yes—along with
something that didn’t sound very complimentary about Sol—and was
taking the opportunity to visit friends, whilst we were about to
embark on a six-hour coach ride. Better still, we got NUS discount
on our tickets.

With our
bags loaded, we climbed
on board and searched for our seats. We were on the lower deck, in
double seats facing each other but without a table in between. With
Noah opposite Leigh, and Matty opposite me, we could maximise leg
room.

Leigh
extracted their tablet and passed their rucksack to me to put in the overhead
locker.

“Excuse me,
young man…”

I turned
to find an older man standing behind me. “Hello,” I
said.

“Would you mind
helping me with my bag, please?”

“Not at
all.”

“Thanks so
much.” With a fair bit of grimacing, he heaved the small bag in
front of him. “Arthritis of the spine.”

“Oh, dear.
That must be very painful.”

“It can be,
yes.”

“Which
is your seat, sir?”

“Just here.”
He tapped the seat that backed onto mine.

“I’ll
put this up here, then.” I gestured to the locker above his seat
and received a nod of confirmation. “There you go. Give me a shout
when you need to get it down again.”

“Thank
you. That’s very kind.” I put my own bag up there, keeping an eye on the man whilst
he settled in his seat before I settled into mine.

“Aww, that was
nice of you,” Matty said.

I
glanced at Leigh, anticipating an eye roll at Matty’s gush and
instead got a kiss. “You’re a pretty cool dude, Jesse
Thomas.”

“Why, thank
you,” I accepted bashfully. “You’re pretty cool yourself.”

Leigh
grinned. “I’m so excited about this holiday. A week of no uni work.
Terrible, isn’t it? I’ve only been there five weeks.” Their eyes
shifted in Noah’s direction. “He’s reading.”

“Is he?”
I leaned across so I
could peer over the top of Noah’s Kindle. He tilted it away from
me.

“What’s up?”
he asked.

“What’re you
reading?”

“Dan
Brown.”

“Yeah,
right.”

“Seriously, the author’s name is Dan Brown. Look.” Noah
showed me the book info.

“Post-human theory.” I snatched his Kindle out of his hand, returned it
to the homepage—more theory books and papers—and scrolled in search
of some ‘light’ reading. Nada. “I’m officially barring you from
working on your dissertation for the next seven days.”

“Jess,
mate…”

“We’re on
holiday, Noah.”

“But—”
He reached for his Kindle, I hoisted it above my head.
“Compromise?” he pleaded.

“I’m
listening.”

“I’ll
read while we’re on the coach and you can confiscate it when we get
there.”

I
clicked my teeth, pretending to think about it. “OK. I won’t
confiscate it…unless I have to.” Putting on my sternest expression, I handed back Noah’s
Kindle. Matty leaned over and squinted at the screen.

“What’s
post-human theory?” Leigh asked.

“Zombies,” I said.

Noah
grunted. “Not
zombies.”

“Zombies, cyborgs, post-apocalyptic worlds…”

“Sci-fi,
then?” Leigh said.

“Pretty
much.”

“I bet that’s
a really interesting dissertation.”

I tried very
hard not to laugh. And failed. Noah glowered under his
eyebrows.

“Not
interesting?” Leigh asked. I shrugged. I thought it was
interesting, but Matty was fake snoring.

Noah
switched off his Kindle and explained, “I’m critiquing Cartesian dualism and resistance
to cybernetic disembodiment.”

“What’s
that in English?”

I was laughing
far too much to explain.

“Cartesian
dualism is the theory that—” Noah began, but Matty interrupted.

“Basically, some old Greek bloke said the mind and the body
were two separate things. Other old Greek blokes thought he was
talking tosh. But he wasn’t. Imagine we reach a point where when
people die, we can upload their brain to the Cloud. Body dead, mind
lives on in cyberspace.” Matty dug a bag of Starburst from his
pocket and tugged them open. “That Greek dude was well ahead of his
time. Anyone want a sweet?” He held out the bag.

“Yes,
please,” Leigh answered, and only Leigh, because Noah was staring
at Matty, while I was
watching Noah and by this point crying with laughter. He looked
like he’d accidentally ingested a love potion.

We both
clicked out of it as the driver’s voice came through the speakers
to tell us the coach was about to depart. The guy was
hilarious—probably more so for my giggles—and gave us a completely
made-up route that included ‘stopping at Calais, Amsterdam…’ and a
few other locations in Central Europe, ‘arriving at Newquay
sometime in the middle of next week’, followed by ‘only joking’ and
our real route.

Noah frowned.
“I thought you said it was six hours.”

I nodded
but waited until the driver had done all the safety stuff before I
answered. “Yeah. Sorry. Twenty-four-hour clock, man.” My brain had
done its usual trick of translating 1900 into five p.m. instead of
seven p.m., but no one had questioned it or double-checked our
itinerary. I wasn’t even sure how I’d ended up booking the tickets.
We were here now, anyway. For the next eight hours.

“I wonder if
Adam would’ve taken us all the way to Newquay?” I accidentally
thought aloud.

“He
would’ve,” Noah confirmed.

“Damn.
Wish I’d
known.”

“It’d
have caused World War Three, mind you. Ad wanted to hire a
seven-seater, find a hotel for the week, sneak in a bit of a
holiday. Sol was all for it at first, but changed his tune—said he
had too much work on.”

“Ah. So,
that’s why he called Sol a bloody…something.”

“Piker?” Noah
guessed.

“I think
so.”

“That’d be
right.”

What a
bummer. At least I knew for next time, and the coach wasn’t so bad.
There were quite a few
empty seats, and a movie to watch once we were on the motorway. I
sent a text to my mum to let her know we’d safely made it on board.
She replied with traffic updates, then the weather forecast,
followed by ‘you forgot your toothbrush’, and then a list of
pharmacies and convenience stores in Newquay. I said thank you and
pasted the info onto the end of the list I’d already
compiled—nearest A&E, walk-in centre, emergency dentist,
coastguard… No prizes for guessing which parent I took
after.

The
coach stopped at Heathrow, and all those free seats filled up with
grumpy-looking tanned people overplaying how cold they were. I peered past Leigh and out
the window. It was far from Mediterranean, but it wasn’t
that
bad, and it was warm on the
coach.

A couple
stopped in the aisle next to us, one of whom had a walking frame.
The other helped them into the seat and collapsed the frame then
attempted to lift it up to the luggage compartment. They were struggling.

“Would you
like a hand?” I asked.

“If you
wouldn’t mind.”

I’d
already unfastened my seat belt in preparation.

Gotta
say, that frame was a lot heavier than it looked, and the wheels
kept rolling to the side as I tried to wedge the thing in front of
the bags already up there. I managed, eventually, with a fair bit
of sweating and silent swearing, and sat down again.

“Thank
you.”

“You’re
welcome.” I busied myself with my seat belt while our aisle mates held a
too-loud-to-not-be-heard conversation about me—all good things. The
person whose frame it was leaned forward in their seat and smiled.
I smiled back, as did Matty and—I presumed, but I couldn’t see
them—Noah and Leigh.

“What
lovely young men,” one
of them said.

I
clenched my teeth and kept on
smiling. Leigh tapped my shoulder.

“Hmm?” I
swivelled to face them.

“Let it
go.”

“Couldn’t they just have said ‘people’?”

“Jesse…”

I snuffed,
annoyed, but nodded. “OK. Letting it go.”

“You’re not.
You’re super tense.”

I forced
myself to not be ‘super tense’. I was working hard to avoid
assuming gender, including that of our aisle mates. It was tough to
undo twenty-one years of socialisation, and OK, they had many more
years to undo than I did, and maybe they didn’t realise they were
doing it, but…I let it go before Leigh started calling me
‘Padawan’.

The
coach set off again.
Next stop: Bristol, in two hours. Noah was deep into his book;
Leigh put in their earbuds; Matty was playing on his phone. I dug
the ratty old paperback of The Importance of Being Earnest from where it was propped, between my and
Leigh’s thighs, and picked up from where I’d left off last
time.

Last
time… I was still in sixth form, yet as soon as I opened the book
at my bookmark, the time
shrank away, and all the sounds, smells, the flicker of that one
light in the study centre that drove us crazy…it was so vivid it
could’ve been just yesterday. The same, however, could not be said
for my recollection of the story. I flipped the book shut and
closed my eyes.

“Have you got
that word game on your phone, Jess?” Matty asked.

“Which
one?”

“The anagram
one.”

I opened
my eyes again, and he showed me his phone screen. “No. Why? Did you
want a match?”

“If you’re up
for it.”

“Sure.” I took
my phone out and started downloading the game.

“He’ll kick
your arse,” Noah remarked without looking up from his Kindle.

“No
doubt,” I agreed. Matty might’ve struggled with anything that
involved reading and writing words in order, but he wiped the floor
with us when it came to crosswords and word searches.

The game
finished downloading and started up. “OK. I’m in.” I hit
‘accept Matty’s
challenge’ and…that was us until the coach stopped in
Bristol.

Matty blinked in
wide-eyed astonishment.
“No way. We’ve been playing for two hours?”

“Apparently so.” Only another five hours to go. Please, no more word
games…

“Lunchtime?”
Leigh suggested.

“I
reckon,” Noah said. In the nick of time, he set aside his Kindle
before Matty dumped his bag in Noah’s lap and started doling out
sandwiches. “They’d better not be ham and jam,” Noah
said.

I bawked.
Leigh snorted with laughter, although they still peeked cautiously
between the slices of bread once they had their sandwich in their
hands.

“What is it?” I
hardly dared to ask.

“Chicken
mayo?” Leigh guessed.

“Yep,”
Matty confirmed and took a huge bite of his own sandwich.
“Ham and jam’s
amazing.”

“It’s so
wrong,” Noah said.

“You eat
jam with turkey at Christmas,” Matty argued.

“Not jam.
Cranberry jelly.”

“That’s
just jam with no bits in. What do you think, Jesse?”

“No
comment.”

“Spoken like a
true politician.”

“No
election speak on this trip, thank you.”

Matty
huffed and puffed, but didn’t fight me on it.

Soon
after that, we were back on the road again. We played travel Uno
for a bit, then Hangman, then I Spy, by which point, Noah’s
sociableness was running on empty. He went back to reading; Matty
went online, and Leigh passed me an earbud.

“What
are we listening to?” I asked, the question answered
the second I plugged in. Nora’s
studio album. I hooked my fingers with Leigh’s, leaned my head back
and shut my eyes, lulled into drowsiness by the gentle guitar and
sweet, poetic lyrics against the backdrop buzz of quiet
conversations and road noise.

I awoke
as we pulled into Plymouth—three and a half hours later! Well, that was disorientating.

“What have I
missed?”

Noah lifted
eyes only from his Kindle and said nothing. I looked to Matty, who
put his finger on his lips.


“Seriously?”

“No election
speak on this trip.”

“Oh, God. What
now?” I was expecting more Twitter wars.

“It’s good.
You’ll like it.”

“Will
I?” I asked dubiously.

“I think
so.” Matty’s certainty
fizzled out in front of me.

“Go on.”

“Sarah’s
stepped down.”

“On what?”

“As
president.”

“Oh!” My
sleep-addled brain had processed ‘stepped down’ as ‘backed down’.
“She’s only got another three months to go.”

“Yep. We all
told her that, but she says her GP’s advised her to take a month
off uni.”

“Asthma?” I
guessed.

Matty
shrugged.

That worried
me. Irrespective on my feelings towards Sarah, she was—had been—a
brilliant president. “Who’s standing in?”

“Jazz
and Carlos have split the responsibilities between
them.”

“OK.” It
was a lot of extra work for them, particularly as they were both
third-year students. I didn’t understand the processes involved
well enough to know if it was allowed, but I wondered if the new
officers could deputise between the election and when they
officially took up position.

I was
about to ask Matty when
Leigh nudged me and said, “No election speak on this
trip.”

“Yeah,
OK,” I conceded and said
no more, though I couldn’t shake the feeling that back home, Pride
was falling to pieces.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty-Eight

We could’ve been anywhere in the world and
I’d have known the woman
who came dashing over as we disembarked was Matty’s grandma—same
big blue eyes, white-blonde hair, slender dancer’s physique,
mannerisms…

“Good
evening! How was your
journey? Not too arduous, I hope?”

…but
different accents. Hers was pure, rolling West Country, and that
really shouldn’t have surprised me, considering where we were.
However, Matty was from Norwich, which was about as far east in
England as you could get.

“Hey,
Nan.” he said. “It was good, cheers. How are you?”

“All the
better for seeing your
face.” The hug they shared was openly emotional, with whispers of
‘I missed you’ and ‘I’m so happy to see you’. They hadn’t seen each
other since Matty’s mum died, which was their first time since
Matty’s parents cut contact when he was little. It was making me
tearful just thinking about it, and I averted my eyes to the
ground, chancing a peek in Leigh’s direction when their finger
brushed the back of my hand.

When Matty and
his nan finally released each other, she moved on to Noah. “It’s
lovely to see you again.”

“You, too,
Nan.”

She
didn’t linger so long
with Noah, and he seemed strangely disappointed.

“Now,
who’ve we got here, then? Jesse?” she asked Leigh, who grinned and shook their
head. “Leigh?” They got in one nod of their head before they were
wrapped in another big hug. “I do like your hair!”

“Thanks!” Leigh beamed. They hadn’t got around to the
rainbow colours, I didn’t think. It looked a bit blue to me, so I
guessed it might still be purple.

“That
must mean you’re Jesse,” Matty’s nan said to me.

“I am,”
I confirmed and soon thereafter discovered why my three companions
were all doe-eyed. It was like being wrapped in a warm, fluffy
blanket of love.

“We’ll
get our bags, Nan,” Matty said.

“All
right, me ’ansum.” She released me, and I sagged. I loved hugs. “Do
you need a hand with anything?”

“We should be
OK, thanks.”

“I’ll go
and open up the car.” As she moved off, she pointed at an old VW
Beetle. Noah and I looked at it, and then each other.

“Is it
walkable? Do you know?” I asked.

“No idea.”

There
was no way enough space
for the four of us and our luggage.

Leigh
appeared in front of me and held out my bag. I took it from them.
“What’s up?” they asked.

“How are
we all going to fit in that little car?”

“Snugly?”

“And our
bags?”

“Trailer.”

Trailer?

“Come
on.” Leigh grabbed my hand—I noticed Matty had done the same with
Noah—and we walked/were towed to Matty’s nan’s car.

“Load
’em in, folks. Now, it’ll be a bit of a squeeze, but we’ve not so
far to go.” She waited until our bags were in the trailer and
pulled the cover over, securing it with bungee cords. “Right, my
lover,” she addressed Noah, “front seat for you. Jesse, sit behind
me. There’ll be plenty of room for these littluns alongside.” She
winked at Leigh and Matty.

We took
her word for it and pieced ourselves into the car as instructed. It was bigger than it
appeared from the outside. Once we were underway, Leigh asked the
question that was also in my mind to ask.

“What do we
call you?”

Matty’s nan
peered in the rear-view mirror. “Nan, if you like. Or Hazel. And
Matty’s grandad is Stuart.”

We left
the streetlights behind and headed along a dark and winding country
lane, round to the left, and right, and up, and down. The little
old car chugged as Hazel pulled it out of steep dips. Contrary to
what people claimed, Norfolk wasn’t flat, but this was like driving
through the Himalayas in the dead of night, and Hazel’s ‘beach is
down there’ and ‘pub’s just behind those trees’ was something we’d
have to trust her on until we could explore in daylight.

Soon
after, she said, “Here we are,” and turned sharp right onto a farm track with a well-lit
house up ahead.

“Were
they sheep?” Matty asked. Both he and Leigh were gazing past me out
the right side window.

“Dozen
sheep in there,” Hazel confirmed. “A couple of goats out back, and
the hens, of course.”

“Aw,
never mind, Noo,” Matty said, then explained, “He was looking
forward to a week without Dandy waking us up at stupid
o’clock.”

“That your
cockerel, is it?” Hazel asked.

“Yep. I named
him,” Matty said proudly.

“It’s a
marvellous name.” Hazel stopped the car in front of the house and
turned off the engine. “Well, Noah, you’ll be pleased to hear we
don’t have a cockerel, so you might just get to have a lie-in while
you’re here. I left Stu setting up your beds and whatnot. Let’s go
look, see how he’s getting on.”

We
unpacked ourselves from the car but left our bags for the time
being and followed Hazel through a gate at the side
of the house.

“Make
sure that’s closed, please, Jesse. Don’t want the dogs
escaping.”

I shut
the gate behind me, giving it a tug to be sure, turned, and
literally stopped in my tracks—lucky I was taking up the rear.
“Wow!”

I had to
admit, with the ancient VW and the farm animals, I’d expected a bit
of a field with a hippie camper van. I couldn’t have been more wrong. For one thing,
the camper van was a massive mobile home; for another, the garden
was like…well, the kind of garden I dreamed of having one day.
Pools of water overflowed into one another, down to a large pond
with koi; there were plants everywhere, in pots and growing in the
ground, pebbled footpaths and stone ornaments—toadstools with
pixies atop, posed in thought or sleeping or dancing, or sheltering
beneath—all of it delicately illuminated. It was
bewitching.

“Jesse? Are
you OK?” Leigh asked.

“Yeah. I…” I
was speechless.

“Didn’t you
know Jesse’s an avid gardener?” Noah asked.

“I had no
idea.”

“Not
avid,” I protested pointlessly.

Hazel
emerged from the camper van with whom I assumed was Matty’s
grandad. The fact I hadn’t noticed her enter the camper van to
start with wasn’t something I’d be sharing.

“Alright?” Matty’s grandad called on his way over. We
responded variously with waves and hellos. “The beds are made and
I’ve put the heater on. It’s a bit nippy at night now. Why don’t
you get yourselves sorted, get your stuff in? I’ll get some drinks
on the go. Dinner should be ready soon, I’d think?”

“Whenever you
are,” Hazel confirmed. “I made pasties.”

“Cornish
pasties?” Matty asked.

“You’re
in Cornwall, me ’ansum. Don’t get more Cornish than that. Right,
you go on now, and when you’re ready, just come in through that
door, there—” Hazel indicated the door in question “—and ignore the
dogs. They’re fond of their own voices, but they don’t bite. See
you dreckly.”

And off she
went, followed by her husband.

“Dreckly?” Leigh and I repeated at the same time.

Noah
shrugged. Matty was on it already—his phone, that is.
He scrolled, clicked, scrolled,
read, and nodded.

“Whenever we’re ready,” he said.

***

The
camper van was oldish
but clean, and cleverly designed. It was a six berth, with two
single beds and two doubles, a kitchen, bathroom and living room
with the seats currently converted to form one of the beds; the
other was above the cab. There was a brief, awkward moment when the
four of us simultaneously realised Stuart had made up the two
double beds, but then Leigh and I shrugged and got over it. So we
were sharing a bed? It could mean as much or as little as we wanted
it to, although I was excited about the prospect of cuddling up
together, waking up next to Leigh. It was all so perfect, I almost
wanted to pinch myself to see if it was real—did that even work?—or
if I was still asleep on the coach.

Now to
decide who was taking which bed. The one over the cab… Just the thought of sleeping up
there made me queasy. I wasn’t scared of heights or anything, but
that fear I had of the bath crashing through the floor? The same
applied here. I watched Matty scoot up the ladder, followed by
Leigh. They both sat up there, grinning down at me.

“You
want that one, mate?” Noah asked, gesturing to the
other bed.

“If
that’s OK with you,” I said. The conversation was a façade. He’d
sussed me already.

“No
worries.”

Leigh
scooted back down the
ladder and went straight over to the other bed. It filled one end
of the van and was partly obscured by the bathroom, which meant
crawling over it in order to get into it. Leigh did exactly that
and sat, cross-legged, in the middle.

“It’s
really comfy,” they said and patted the space next to them—my cue to test it for
myself. Seeing as Noah had accepted Matty’s invitation to do the
same, I went over and sat on the edge of the mattress.

“Yeah,
it does feel comf-eeee!” I toppled backwards and peered up at
Leigh’s upside-down,
mischievous smile. “Hi.”

“Hi. Did you
see there’s a door?”

“Is
there?” I lifted my head. “So there is.” It was only a flimsy
sliding door, and it wouldn’t be much of a sound barrier, but it
was quite possibly the best door that had ever existed. Now I had
somewhere to dress and undress in privacy, my last remaining worry
about this holiday was snuffed out in an instant.

Leigh’s
fingertips pitter-pattered on my cheeks then across my lips. “We
should go get our bags.”

“Yeah.”
I sighed out the word and felt my shoulder muscles loosen. My right
shoulder clicked; my belly got in on the act and rumbled
loudly.

“Are you
hungry?”

“A bit.”
The last thing we’d eaten was our chicken mayo sandwiches, almost
six hours ago.

“Only a
bit?” Leigh asked in blatant disbelief. “I’m starving!”

Reluctantly, I dragged myself up off the bed and moved
aside to give Leigh space. “We’re going for the bags,” I told Noah
and Matty, both lounging on their bed. “Want us to bring
yours?”

“Nah,
we’re coming now,” Noah said. I waited long enough to see him and
Matty start moving before I opened the door…and got
ambushed.

I can’t
lie. Two unknown dogs charging in my direction and barking like
crazy things nearly had me crapping myself. Fear kicked in first,
the memory of Hazel’s reassurance second, by which point Noah was
behind me. He bodily shifted me aside and strode off along the
garden path, leaving me to fend for myself. Or not really, seeing
as the dogs had followed him. God, they were noisy.

At the gate,
Noah commanded them to ‘stay’ and looked back at me. “You
coming?”

“Um…yeah.”

“Ignore them,”
he said and disappeared from view.

Ignore them. Heh. The wonders of living with a mental German shepherd.
OK, these were border collies, but they could still have taken a
chunk out of me if they felt like it.

Leigh and Matty
bounced past me, and I quickly followed them out to the trailer,
then back again with our bags, which we dumped, unpacked, in favour
of dinner. The aroma wafting from the house was too delicious not
to.

I reach
the back door first, for no other reason than I was trying to
outrun the dogs, who I was pretty sure were deliberately singling
me out. “I feel a bit
weird just walking in,” I said but did so nonetheless, holding the
door open until everyone, human and canine, was inside.

“Through
here,” Stuart called, poking his head out of a doorway
along the hall and to the left.
It turned out to be the dining room, which was quite small. I
guessed, with only the two of them, they didn’t need anything
bigger, and judging by the mismatched chairs, they rarely had
visitors.

“Sit
yourselves down. Do you like beer?” Stuart was already setting
bottles on the table, so we said yes and thank you, even though I
could see from Noah’s squinty eyes and Matty’s and Leigh’s fight
against the yawns that I wasn’t alone in being absolutely
exhausted. As always with travelling, the day felt like it had way
too many hours.

Stuart
left the room through a different door to the one we’d entered, as
did one of the dogs,
only to reappear on the other side of the room. They had both exits
covered.

“Making
sure we stay in our pen, eh?” Noah said.

The
dog advanced, head low,
body wiggling with the wag of its tail, and sniffed Noah’s hand. He
tickled it behind the ears. The other one came over, too, eager not
to miss out.

Now
they’d stopped yapping
and racing around, I saw how beautiful they were—long, sleek, black
and white coats, feathery tails swishing low, and the way they
moved was almost like dancing—but they never stopped watching and
listening.

“We had
a collie before Suke,” Noah said—I got the impression he was telling the dogs rather than
us. “Banjo.” He must’ve sensed my raised eyebrows, because he
glanced my way and added, “He was highly strung.”

“I’d never
have guessed.”

Hazel
arrived carrying a salad bowl and a stack of plates.
“I hope they’re not pestering.”
She put the bowl down and distributed the plates around the table,
saying to Noah, “You can tell them to bugger off if you
like.”

“Nah.
They’re awesome.”

“They’re
not bad dogs,” Hazel agreed and left again. I half watched, in a
daze, and caught the tail end of Leigh’s yawn. Now I was infected,
too.

Someone’s belly rumbled, but we didn’t get as far as
establishing whose; the
wait was finally over, and Hazel and Stuart joined us at the table,
not that we were paying any attention to them. The pyramid of
pasties had stolen the show. They looked delicious and the
smell…mmmm.

“Help
yourselves,” Hazel invited. She didn’t have to tell us
twice.

I
usually avoided pastry because it was high in calories, but God, those pasties were good,
and they were crammed with veggies, so healthy in a way—same with
anything eaten in moderation.

However,
there wasn’t much in the way of moderation happening here, and the
four of us scoffed three pasties each. Three! The usual
post-splurge guilt threatened an appearance, and I quickly quashed
it. I’d eaten the same as everyone else—the normal people—but I
bowed out on dessert: Cornish vanilla ice cream. It wasn’t that
hard to resist.

“I’ve
got some little cakes,” Hazel offered.

“No,
thank you,” I said with what I hoped was a gracious smile. I could
get my fill of joy from watching Leigh eat their ice cream,
although I’d needed a pee when we were on the coach, and it was
getting a bit desperate. “Could I use your bathroom,
please?”

“Course you
can. Just along the hall there. We’ll show you where everything is
before you retire for the night. You don’t want to be using that
chemical toilet when you can come in here and use a proper
one.”

“OK.
Thanks.” I set off in the direction Hazel had indicated and found
the bathroom on the second attempt—the first being the sitting
room. It had to be about the same floor area as our flat, and there
was a piano in there, along with a couple of sofas and a huge TV.
There was also a large print on the wall that only half-registered
on my way to the bathroom, but the mental image stayed with me, and
I slowed on the way back to confirm I was right: it was a portrait
of baby Matty and, I assumed, his mum.

I
returned to the dining
room to find everyone helping clear the table. Hazel and Stuart led
us through to the kitchen—also huge—and told us to help ourselves
to whatever we wanted for the duration of our stay. While Leigh,
Matty and Noah took turns with the bathroom, Stuart gave me the
wi-fi password and then invited us to sit with them and watch TV,
but we were bushed, so we said our goodnights and thanked them for
the amazing food, and for having us, and plodded back across the
enchanted garden to the camper van.

Noah and
Matty had no shame at all. Both stripped to their boxers in plain
sight while Leigh and I loitered awkwardly, waiting for them to get
out of the way. It
didn’t take them very long, though it felt like forever, and
Leigh’s sigh, when Matty finally pulled down the shutter that
concealed their bed, was easily as loud as mine.

“I’ll get
changed in there,” Leigh suggested, nodding at the bathroom
door.

“Is
there enough space?”

“I’m
only little.” They grinned and dug out their PJs and wash bag. “Be
back soon.”

“OK,” I
said, already frantically digging through my bag for my PJs and
then almost falling flat on my face in my hurry to get them on. In
the absence of a toothbrush, I swilled with mouthwash at the sink
in the kitchen area and
then Marine-crawled up the bed, diving under the duvet with seconds
to spare.

“That
was quick,” Leigh observed.

“I’m
warming it up for you,” I said.

They put
their wash bag away and
climbed onto the bed. “Would now be a good time to tell you I have
really cold feet?”

“Literally or
figuratively?”

“Oh,
only literally.” Leigh slid the door shut and joined me under the
duvet. I squealed.

“You weren’t
kidding, were you?”

“Nope.”
Leigh giggled and
shuffled closer. No exaggeration, it was like having blocks of ice
on my shins.

“I don’t
mind being your hot water bottle,” I said bravely, and I didn’t.
Far from it.

After a
bit of arms-under-and-over nonsense, we settled into a good
sleeping position, and kissed goodnight. Slowly, gently,
arousingly…but there was no urgency. The only thought in my head as
I drifted off to sleep was how much I wanted this, every night, for
the rest of my life.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Twenty-Nine

The mornings when you drift gently into wakefulness are the
absolute best. I’d been listening for a while to the unfamiliar
noises—the outer door opening and closing, the squeak of rubber
soles on ladder rungs, Matty trying to persuade Noah to get out of
bed, Leigh’s quiet snores…

In our
sleep, we’d ended up spooning, which was fantastic on the one hand, on the
other…well, I couldn’t feel the other. So far, I’d ignored the
minor distress of having no feeling whatsoever in my left arm,
which was under Leigh’s neck, and I didn’t dare move it for fear
I’d wake them. But it was becoming unbearable.

“Leigh?
Are you awake?” I whispered, knowing they weren’t. The snores
stopped. Some seconds
later, they stretched and rolled onto their back.

“I need to
move my arm, I’m sorry.”

They lifted
their head, and I tried to lift my arm, but it was completely dead.
I grabbed myself by the wrist and hefted the stupid limb out of the
way in the nick of time.

“Morning,”
Leigh greeted.

“Morning.”

“What time is
it?”

“Um…” I sought
out my phone. “Quarter to eight.”

“That
is a
lot of sleep.” Leigh
rolled to face me. “Did you sleep OK?”

“Yep.” I
recalled waking at one point, but it hadn’t been for long.
“You?”

“Yep. I always
do.”

Someone
tapped lightly on our
‘bedroom’ door. Matty. “Are you two awake?”

“Just
about.”

“Decent?”

We both
tugged the covers up under our chins, even though we were still in
our PJs. “Just about.”

Matty pushed
the door open a few inches, looking up rather than at us. “Oh, it’s
on a runner.”

“You’re
wearing your glasses,” Leigh observed.

“Lost a lens.
I’ve got some more…somewhere. Anyway, my nan said to tell you to
use the shower in the house instead of this one.”

“Excellent. You want to go first or second?” I asked
Leigh.

“First, if
that’s OK? I need to take my pills.”

“Fine by
me.”

“I’ll
get out of your way,” Matty said. The door started to close, and
Leigh pushed the duvet back. Matty’s nose poked through the
diminishing gap. “Oh, and we’re to help ourselves to
breakfast.”

“OK,” I
said.

The door
closed properly this time, and Leigh raised their eyes. Typical
Matty.

So began
our holiday: woke up next to Leigh, had the best shower ever in
Hazel and Stuart’s house, put on my shorts…discovered I’d lost so
much weight they wouldn’t stay up. It was kind of awesome,
except…Cornwall, no belt—no loops for a belt, for that
matter.

The
jeans I basically lived
in were baggy and—confession time—elasticated, so I hadn’t noticed,
and I’d missed Weight Watchers, on top of which, I was preoccupied
with Leigh and the election. Again, it was kind of awesome, because
I’d have been fastidiously trying on my old jeans every night to
see if I could fasten them yet. However, we were going down to the
beach, which left me with two options: roll up my jeans and hope I
didn’t get them wet, or wear low-slung shorts. I wiggled to see how
far down they slid; my t-shirt was long enough to keep me covered.
Low-slung shorts it was.

Next mission:
breakfast and then to procure a toothbrush.

“I’ll
ask my nan,” Matty said, and before I could say ‘just’—never mind
‘ask her where’s the nearest shop that sells them’—he’d bolted from
the kitchen, shouting, “Nan? Don’t suppose you’ve got a spare
toothbrush?”

“I
believe I have. I’ll check for you once Noah’s out of the
shower.”

A short
while later, Matty returned and put a still-in-its-packet
toothbrush next to my cereal bowl.

“Cheers,
Matt.”

“No
problem.” He didn’t bother sitting again but picked up his bowl and
tipped it like a cup to
his mouth, crunching cornflakes and trying to catch the milk
dribbling down his chin. The dogs followed the trail of drips he
left all the way to the kitchen sink.

My
attention was jolted
from Matty’s antics to Noah’s sudden appearance in vest, boardies
and flip-flops. “G’day.”

He’d gone Kiwi
on us.

“Are you
going to eat that?” Leigh asked, staring at the spoon I’d loaded, ready to eat,
before Matty arrived with the toothbrush.

“Um,
yeah,” I said. Noah was distracting me big time. He was far too
cheerful, and I don’t just mean too cheerful for him—which would
have required little more than an amused grimace—I mean he could’ve
put Mr. Happy to shame. He loaded a bowl with cereal and milk and
came to perch on the stool opposite me.

“What
you got there, mate?” He
nodded at my breakfast.

I
glanced down to remind
myself. “Shredded Wheat.” Hard to believe, looking at the soggy
gloop.

“Likewise.” He hacked the end off one of the three
biscuits in his bowl and
crammed it into his mouth. “Mmm. Haven’t had these in
years.”

Maybe I
was still asleep on the
coach after all.

Hazel
arrived with dog leads, prompting a reprise of the barking frenzy, which lasted
until she extracted a couple of tennis balls from a drawer, at
which point both dogs sat, and stayed sitting while she attached
their leads. “Have fun!” she called on her way out.

“Thanks,
Nan,” Matty called after her. “Gonna go put on sunblock.” He kissed Noah and left the
kitchen.

“Eat up,
mate,” Noah encouraged.
He’d already finished—How? When?—and got up to wash his bowl. “See
you in ten.”

“OK,”
Leigh answered for both
of us, seeing as I was now speed-eating the last of my breakfast.
It wasn’t a wise move—hiccups and teeth-brushing. Not a combination
I’d recommend.

I
hiccupped all the way to the
beach, where Noah and Matty went to the surf hire shop located
under the shore-front café and got suited and boarded up. It was a
bright morning, although the sun wasn’t yet high enough to reach
our side of the peninsula, so a bit chilly. Leigh and I
strolled—briskly—along the shore, staying close to the cliffs,
pausing to investigate the clumps of crustaceans and seaweed
hanging from the rock face.

“Is it salty?”
Leigh asked. “Seaweed, I mean.”

“To
eat? Yep. Very.” I
scooped some dulse from a rock pool. “Fried, this tastes like
bacon.”

“It does not,”
Leigh scoffed.


“Seriously.”

Leigh was
still dubious. They kicked out of their Converse, waded into the
shallow water and…

Got stung by a
jellyfish.

Yeah.

It was dead,
washed up by the last high tide, but its tentacles could still do
their stuff, so I did mine.


“Hospital?”

Leigh jumped out
of the pool and scowled down at the raised liny rash forming across
their shins. “It’s not too bad—kind of like a nettle sting? It’s
really itchy, though.” They jiggled, fighting the urge to
scratch.

“Apart
from that, how do you feel?”

“Fine.”

“OK.”

“For
now…” Leigh slumped on the rock and glared daggers at the bobbing
blob in the pool. “I don’t want to go to hospital.”

“Maybe
you won’t have to. Have you ever been stung by anything before?
Nettles, I’m guessing?”

“Yeah. A
few times, and a bee
once. Nothing happened. Well, it died, obviously, but I was OK.
You’re worried.”

“I am, but you
know your body better than I do.”

Leigh
peered up at me through
their hair. “For now.” They grinned.

Ah, me.
I shook my head, laughing, and caught sight of Noah and Matty fifty yards or so from
our location, both heading out into the waves. I turned back to
Leigh and crouched to get a closer look at the rash. “It’s not
getting any worse.”

“No. We could go
to the walk-in centre, get them to check me over.”

“We
don’t have to if you’re sure—”

“To stop
you worrying,” Leigh interrupted, but this wasn’t like last time,
when Matty’s dad assaulted him, and Leigh felt sick and dizzy.
They’d taken their injection without hesitation.

“Any
headache?”

“Nope.”


“Dizziness?”

“Nope.”

“Nausea?”

“Nope.
No sweating or abdominal pain, either.”

“Then no
walk-in centre. But if anything changes…”

“I’ll tell you
right away, Doctor Thomas.”

“Hmm.”

“It’s a
great view from here.” Leigh shuffled over so there was room for me
to sit next to them. It was a big rock, and warmer than I’d
expected, although the ocean breeze was not.

We
watched Noah and Matty for a while, uninteresting as that was. They
weren’t doing anything.

“You’d
make a brilliant doctor,” Leigh said.

“I don’t think
so.”

“Why not?
You’re clever, calm in a crisis—you already know loads of
stuff.”

“Not
really.” I pointed out to sea. “I think Noah’s giving Matty
lessons.”

“Was that a
deliberate change of subject?”

Leigh knew me
far too well already. “Yeah. It failed, didn’t it?”

“We can change
it if you want.”

I
sighed, torn between
wanting to share and not wanting to revisit. “Can I tell you a
secret?”


“Anything.”

“It’s
not really a secret, but I’ve never told anyone before. D’you
remember those little red and yellow sit-in cars?”

“Yeah.” Leigh’s
smile was dreamy-nostalgic. “I had one.”

“Me,
too. I wanted an ambulance, but they only made a fire engine, so my
mum got me a car and put red cross stickers on it. I loved it so
much. That’s what I was going to be when I grew up. An ambulance
driver. I still remember telling people and being surprised they
already knew. It’s all I ever talked about, my mum says, until we
had a visit from the paramedics in high school.” I closed my eyes
and watched the replay in my head. Smart green uniforms, CPR on a
dummy, wrapping our Head of Year in bandages and slings, attaching
fake drips, role-playing responding to emergencies…

“I knew
that was the job I wanted. I was going to be a paramedic. I found
out everything I could about it—qualifications, experience, pay,
opportunities… When we had our Connexions interviews in year nine,
I told my advisor. He was well impressed I’d decided on a career
already and looked into it. I had the right attitude, and good
grades, but, he said…” The words that shattered my dreams. “I’d
have to lose a lot of weight, get fit. And he was right. It’s up
there at the top of the person specification. Physical
fitness.”

Leigh leaned
against me and clasped my hands in both of theirs. They didn’t say
a word.

“I
tried. I really did. I lost half a stone, but I was so fed up.
Depressed, I guess. I couldn’t keep it up, so…instead, I tried to
forget about it, except every time I saw the Connexions people,
they’d ask if I still wanted to be a paramedic, and it was easier
to tell them I’d changed my mind and put up with them nagging me
about how important it was to decide on a career. I didn’t have a
second choice. Still don’t.”

“I used
to hate that,” Leigh said. “The way they pin you down to an answer.
Who really knows, when
they’re fourteen, what career they want?”

“Did you?”

“Well…yeah.” Leigh’s nose wrinkled. “Sorry.”

I
laughed. “It’s OK. I know what you mean. Most of my mates had no
clue and just randomly picked a job title. The teacher got us to
research skills and qualifications in PHSE, and draw career
ladders. But I’d already done all that, and I was bored out of my
mind.”

And miserable,
but at some point, I’d realised that no matter how hard I tried,
some things would never be possible, like becoming a paramedic. I’d
got over it.

“Is that
why you became a
first-aider?” Leigh asked.

“No…
Actually, I dunno. Maybe a bit? I wasn’t fit enough to go on
expedition or do the physical section of the Duke of Edinburgh’s
award, so the volunteer coordinator gave me a choice: first-aid
training, or helping out at the primary school.”

“I did
some voluntary work in a primary school.” Leigh’s voice wavered on
a shiver. “We planted trees.”

“I
wouldn’t have minded doing something like that, but I don’t really
know how to deal with little kids. Are you cold, or…?”

“Just cold,”
they confirmed. “We should get moving.”

“Yeah.”
We got up and continued in the same direction to the end of the bay
and rounded the cliff, where the low, feeble sun sparkled on the
peaks of waves. It was beautiful, but we were no longer sheltered
from the wind, so we walked back the way we’d come and watched Noah
and Matty in the distance. We even caught a few seconds of Noah up
on his board before he wobbled and fell off.

“Do you
want kids?” Leigh asked. “I mean, when you’re older. Not now.”

The
clarification made me smile and gave me time to consider my
response. “I haven’t
given it much thought.” Which was true. I didn’t need
to.

“Is that more
yes or more no?”

“More…no.” I glanced sideways as Leigh shook their hair back
from their face. They briefly met my gaze and smiled, but it was
forced. “If we’re talking about us and it’s a deal breaker…then
it’s more yes.”

“Really?”

“Really. If
having kids is important to you, then it’s important to me,
too.”

“Whoa!”

Urgh.
That was a stupid thing to
say. I tried to backtrack a little. “Assuming we’re still together
then.” I sighed, frustrated by how little control I had over the
words leaving my mouth. “You know what? I’m just gonna shut
up.”

“No,
don’t do that,” Leigh said. “Let’s start again. Do you want
kids?”

“I
don’t, but if I was with someone who wanted them, I’d make the
compromise.” It was no use. I couldn’t keep this hypothetical
anymore. “I can’t imagine being with anyone else, or ever wanting
to be with anyone else. I know we’re young and new, and this is a
bit…I dunno. Fatalistic, I guess—not in a bad way—because I think
we were meant to be, and I really, really hope this is forever. So,
when I say I’d compromise, I mean I would do anything for
you.”

“And
again—whoa!”

“I don’t
understand.”

“Jesse,
it wasn’t you talking like we’re already planning to start a family
that shocked me. It’s that you’d do it for me.”

This
time, when I looked
Leigh’s way, I got the real deal: a full beaming smile that
could’ve outshone the sun. If there were a sun to outshine.
October, man…

“OK,
seeing as we’re being totally up front…?” Leigh said, seeking my agreement that we
were.

“Yep.”

“I can’t
have kids. Even if I could get pregnant, it would have to be with
IVF, and I’d need a caesarean delivery. I had an operation where
they kind of made a vagina so I don’t get infections, but I’ve
never actually had a period.”

“From what my
mum says, that’s not a bad thing.”

“Definitely not. I can’t even… I’m not ashamed of having a
uterus and ovaries. I’m not ashamed full stop. But there are parts
of me that sometimes feel…I don’t know. Weird? I think it’s because
the consultant I had when I was younger was obsessed with ‘giving
me the best chance at a normal life’, whatever that means. CAH
makes you grow really fast, so you’re bigger than all the other
kids, and then you just stop growing. If my legs were proportional
to my torso, I’d be about five foot ten.” Leigh held their hand up
in front of my chin. “It’d make kissing easier.”

I
laughed. “Because it’s so hard.”

Leigh
stretched on tippy-toes, so we could prove how ‘not hard’ it really
was, and we kissed on the move.

“That
was when I started running,” they said. “I put loads of weight on,
which happens with the growth and hormones and stuff. Weight gain,
body hair… Periods would’ve been a step too far.”

“Do you want
kids?” I asked.

“I’d
like to adopt, but it’s absolutely not a deal breaker. It’s just
there are loads of kids in care waiting to be adopted, but people
don’t want them because they’re too old, and they’re, like, four or
something. My foster parents look after these two brothers who are
three and six, and the littly’s got cystic fibrosis. He’s a cheeky
monkey, so sweet, but even when he was a baby, nobody wanted him
because of his CF, and if they did want him, they didn’t want his
older brother. How mean is that?”

“Very,”
I said, and I had been listening, but I was sure Leigh’s shivering was getting worse.
“Do you need your injection?” I asked.

Their
lip stud shifted left to right.

“If I’m
worrying over nothing, tell me to shut up, OK?”

They sighed.
“No, you’re not. I don’t need my injection, but I don’t feel
right.”

“What do
you want to do?”

“Sit in
the café?” Leigh suggested. “I think I’m just cold.”

I took
off the checked shirt I was wearing over my t-shirt; Leigh accepted
it without argument and put it on. It almost reached their
knees. “Ready?” I
asked.

Leigh
took my hand, and we walked to the café, ordered hot chocolates,
and sat near the window. Leigh slouched in the chair with their
elbows on the table, their hands deep inside the shirt sleeves,
slow-blinking at the view. I wasn’t prepared to risk leaving it any
longer.

“You’re
going to hate me for suggesting this—” I hated me for suggesting it “—but I’d be happier if we
called 111.”

“Do it.”

“Are you
sure?”

“Yeah. I
know what they’ll say…” Leigh continued staring out at the
ocean.

It felt
like betrayal. All I
wanted to do was give the local healthcare team a heads-up in case
Leigh’s condition became critical. I took out my mobile and made
the call, pressing numbers as directed until I finally made it
through to a human being.

“Can I take
your name, please?”

“My name’s
Jesse Thomas. But I’m not the patient.” Leigh’s nostrils flared at
the word.

“What’s the
patient’s name, please?”

“Leigh
Hunter.”

“And their
date of birth?”

I didn’t
know and asked Leigh. Twenty-ninth of December. I stored that for
future reference and gave the NHS advisor the rest of the info they
asked for, including the address of the café, helpfully supplied by
our eavesdropping waiter.

“What’s
going on with Leigh today?” the advisor asked.

“We’re
on holiday in Newquay, and—”

“Steroid
dependent,” Leigh interjected.

“—Leigh
is steroid dependent. They got stung by a jellyfish about
three-quarters of an hour ago?” I looked to Leigh for confirmation;
they nodded. “They became shivery afterwards, and they’re a bit
lethargic. They wear a MedicAlert bracelet because they’re at risk
of going into adrenal crisis.”

“How is
Leigh doing now?” the advisor asked. I repeated the question to
Leigh.

“Just
cold.”

I
gestured to their hot chocolate. Leigh picked it up and drank
some.

“Responsive,” I
confirmed for the advisor. “Conscious, breathing normally.” I was
so out of my depth.

“But lethargic
and shivering?”

“Yes.”

“OK,
Jesse. I’m going to send an ambulance, to be on the safe side. They
should be with you within fifteen minutes.”

“Thank
you.” The call ended.
“I’m sorry,” I said. Leigh shrugged miserably, and I felt awful,
but I’d take that over the alternative every time.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Thirty

We arrived back a little after five p.m.
Leigh stormed ahead through the camper van, past Noah and Matty,
who were sitting at a table we didn’t have that morning, straight to our bed,
forcefully sliding the door shut behind them. Noah’s gaze met mine,
eyebrows raised.

“Everything’s fine,” I said, which was true, regardless of
how it looked. I’d kept them posted on how Leigh was doing—they’d
wanted to follow us to the hospital, but there would’ve been no
point. “How’s your day been?”

“All
right. We didn’t stay at the beach much longer after you
left.”

“Yeah, we’ve
been…chilling,” Matty confirmed. The contrast between his cheeks
and his hair gave me a good idea what kind of ‘chilling’ they’d
been doing.

“What’s…” Noah gestured towards the closed door.

“Hospital
staff.”

“Were they
awful?”

“A bit
like British weather. Mostly pleasant with spells of downright
nastiness.” Leigh was livid, and rightly so. I was struggling to
keep a lid on it myself. “We heard the doctor on the phone to the
consultant—‘I have a young person here with congenital adrenal
hyperplasia, suspected adrenal insufficiency, gender
dysphoria’—”

The door
slid open and banged
against the wall. “Which I haven’t,” Leigh snapped.

Matty
sprang out of his seat—the driver’s seat, but swivelled to face the
opposite direction—and went straight over to give Leigh a hug. It
wasn’t that I was persona non grata, but the second we’d boarded the ambulance, I sensed the
change in Leigh’s demeanour—the putting up of the invisible barrier
that warned ‘don’t touch me’. I didn’t know how or why, but I
understood and respected it. Apparently, it didn’t apply to Matty,
and I was OK with that, even if I had taken the brunt of Leigh’s
frustration all afternoon.

“Where’d they
get that from?” Matty asked.

Dramatically, Leigh shielded their eyes, looked up towards
the sky—camper van roof—and in a thick Hollywood accent, said, “Is
it a girl? Is it a boy? No, it’s Super-confused!”

Matty eased
back on the hug but stayed at Leigh’s side.

“Booking-in questions,” I complained to Noah. “Name, age, gender…male or
female.”

“That’s not
on.”

“No, but
it’s not their fault, you know? It’s the system.”

“Fuck
the system,” Leigh hissed.

“Too right,”
Matty comforted.

The
whole situation had been embarrassing and infuriating—for Leigh,
first and foremost, but it got to me by proxy. The paramedics had
been on the ball—as had the A&E staff, to be fair. As soon as
Leigh arrived, a nurse hooked them up to monitors—blood pressure,
oxygen levels, heart rate—and checked their blood sugar, while a
doctor took down Leigh’s details—


‘Gender?’


‘Other.’

‘Male or
female?’


‘Other.’

‘What’s on
your birth certificate?’


‘Male.’

—followed by questions. And more questions. It turned out the doctor had
never dealt with CAH before, and his ‘professional’ curiosity went
into overdrive. At first, Leigh was patient and polite, but the
questions got more and more personal—and irrelevant—and eventually,
Leigh lost it, told the doctor if he wanted to know anything else
‘to call the fucking endocrinologist’, and thrust their emergency
card in his face.

We—and
everyone else in A&E—heard every word of the phone
consultation, or the doctor’s side of it. Leigh was going to walk out. Correction.
They had walked out,
but I’d talked them into going back in so they could be discharged
officially. Slightly low blood sugar—we hadn’t eaten since
breakfast—everything else normal. Now we were ‘home’, and soon,
hopefully, we could go back to enjoying our holiday. Did what I’d
witnessed mean I’d do it differently next time? No. What else could
I do?

***

Hazel
and Stuart made us another awesome and totally unhealthy dinner: creamy chicken curry
with naan breads and pilau rice. We’d planned to go to the pub
afterwards, but it was raining, and we were all
knackered.

“It’ll
be the sea air,” Stuart joked, and maybe it was; people always said
that about how tired us landlubbers got when visiting the coast.
More likely, it was the total wind-down of being away from the
pressures of home.

So there
was that, plus we were
all too full of food to move, never mind walk. Instead, we accepted
Hazel and Stu’s suggestion we watch a movie—Finding Nemo, Matty’s choice—and enjoy some of Stu’s homebrew
cider, which tasted like sweetened vinegar for the first half a
pint, thereafter becoming the finest beverage to ever pass our
lips.

Matty’s
grandad was a really funny guy who told awful jokes but messed up the punchlines, which
was pure comic genius. He was very well-spoken, insisted on calling
Matty ‘Matthew’, and said ‘Nice having a houseful, eh, Haze?’ at
least once every half an hour. After the movie, he invited me to
help him water the garden, and I accepted, although I wondered why
we were watering the garden when it was chucking it
down.

Irrespective of how wet I was getting, the garden was more
magical than ever. Tiny rainbows hovered in speckled beams of
light, and the koi darted to the surface, following our progress as
we traversed the crazed
footpath up and down the many levels of this tiny
pixieland.

Stuart
chattered at me all the while, and through the alcohol-hotchpotch of stories, I
discovered he was the one with roots in Norfolk. He and Hazel had
met…somewhere, when Hazel was training to be a…something, and
decided to move to Cornwall after Shelly got married. I guessed she
was Matty’s mum—I was a bit hazy on the details but didn’t like to
ask. I’d definitely, definitely had
too much scrumpy.

“You’re
the sensible one,” Stu
asserted—arguable, but I was in no fit state to contradict him.
There again, I’d heard it before, so maybe it was true? Was
anything true in the realm of the pixies? Piskies. At the top of the waterfall, partly concealed by
the rockery, was a tiny, carved stone door, about a foot tall and
leading to the ‘piskie cave’, according to Stu.

“I want
you to do something for me,” he said. I nodded; the world wobbled.
“If Matthew’s father ever goes anywhere near him again, you tell
me, all right? He took our daughter from us. He’s not taking our
grandson, too. Do I have your word?”

“Um, of
course,” I agreed out
loud, though in my head I was saying oh fuck, oh fuck, oh
fuck. Thank God we were
four hundred miles from Norwich, because the look in Stuart’s eyes
left me in no doubt what he planned to do if he ever got his hands
on Matty’s dad.

***

Six
a.m., I came round from the alcoholic unconsciousness that had
stolen my sleep and groaned at the pain rings around my eyes. I
didn’t mind beer, or vodka, or even homemade cider, but the
calorific content ensured I wasn’t big on drinking—pun intended—and
a hangover was a fairly novel experience to me. Not one I was in
any hurry to repeat.

“Are you
awake?” Leigh asked, their voice thick and slurred.

“Sadly,
yes.”

“I wanna go
surfing.”

Sleeptalking?
There was no follow-up, so it seemed likely. I rolled onto my side,
facing Leigh’s back, and draped my arm over them. They turned over
and mirrored my position.

“I was
dreaming about it,” they said.

“Hmm?”

“Can’t
wear a wetsuit, though.”

“Why not?”

If
they’d answered, I hadn’t heard them, but I remembered the
conversation when I woke up a couple of hours later, feeling a lot
better, though still hungover. Leigh was not in the bed.

We
hadn’t talked really, since the hospital. We were OK, but
we’d not been on our own, and
then we’d been too drunk and sleepy to talk. Well, apart from the
surfing randomness at six a.m. If they’d been conscious…

“Good
morning, shipmate!” Leigh sidled up the bed beside me, hair wet,
filling the space with the scent of shower gel and citrus.
They were back to their usual
cheery self, thank goodness.

“Good
morning,” I replied and clamped my lips tight shut. Post-cider
morning breath could probably incinerate the camper van.

Leigh kissed
my cheek. “How are you today? I feel amazing.”

I
hummed, hoping it sounded positive enough, decided it was too
ambiguous, and cupped my hand around my mouth to say, “I’m
good.”

“Thank
you for yesterday. I was horrible, and you were very
patient.”

“It’s
OK.” I knew it wasn’t
directed at me.

“So,
what do you want to do today?”

“I…want to ask
you about what you said earlier.”

“Oh! The
surfing? Wishful thinking. We’re being ditched, anyway. Matty and
Noah are going to some waterski club, and this evening, they’re
going to visit Matty’s great aunty. We’ve been invited, too, but…”
Leigh chewed on their lip stud.

“You don’t
fancy it?”

“Not really.
Matty’s never met her before, and it’ll all be very emotional, and
we’ll feel like we’re in the way even if we’re not.”

“OK. Have you
had breakfast yet?”

“Nope. I was
waiting for you.”

“I need
to shower and brush my teeth. Then we should eat breakfast together
and plan a day for us. Maybe catch the bus to Newquay and have a
look around the town. What d’you think?”

“I think…I
love you.”

I’d just
discovered the instant cure for a hangover.

***

Noah and
Matty were heading out
with Hazel straight after breakfast. Her sister—Matty’s great
aunt—lived near the waterski club. Without Leigh and me to worry
about, they could spend the whole day there. Matty promised to
text, to warn us when they were on their way back, which made both
of us blush. As soon as they left the house, Leigh blew air and
flopped back on their stool.

“That
was…” They laughed. “Oh my god. I know he means well, but
does he have to be so
blatant?”

“Yep.
He’s Matty.” I could see Leigh watching me, but I was still
watching the kitchen doorway, where Matty had been a moment ago.
Slowly, Leigh slid off their stool and stepped in front of me, arms
around my neck. I looped my arms around their waist, and we kissed,
short, light touches, each a tiny spark racing after the one
before.

“I
like his thinking,
though,” Leigh murmured.

“Me,
too.” Almost enough to ditch our tentative plan to go out, but not
quite. “Can we wait till it’s dark?”

Leigh
leaned back and frowned. I wanted to say ‘forget it’ and be brave, but already the fear
of Leigh seeing me naked had taken its toll on my
arousal.

Leigh’s
frown faded. “Yes, we can wait. So…we’ve got about eight hours of
daylight to fill. Let’s go and have some fun.”

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Thirty-One

“What about your snakebite? You could get
the other side done.” We’d walked around the town, down to the beach and back up
to the town, had lunch in a pub, admired the Halloween display in
the card shop, walked some more, and come to a stop outside a
piercing parlour.

Leigh’s nose
wrinkled in thought, and they wiggled the stud in their lip with
their tongue. “Nah,” they said. “It’ll get in the way.”

“In the
way of what?” I asked. I knew full well, but even if I hadn’t,
Leigh’s grin answered my question. I studied the price list again,
wondering how mad my mum would be. She hadn’t mentioned Leigh’s
piercings at all, which implied she didn’t approve, but she didn’t
disapprove, either. “Should I get my eyebrow pierced?”

Leigh
gasped and nodded rapidly. “Oh, yeah. That would be so
cool.”

“Do you think
so? It won’t look like I’m trying to be something I’m not?”

“You’ll look
like you, except with an eyebrow piercing. What are you gonna get?
A ring or a bar?”

I
laughed at the
questions.

“What?” Leigh
said with a not even slightly innocent smirk. “Why is that
funny?”

“I love
how we went from ‘should
I?’ to ‘what are you gonna get?’”

“I think you
should do it.”

“Yeah. I
figured as much. What do you think I should get?”

“A bar. You
brush your hair back a lot, and you might catch your finger in a
ring.”

That
made me cringe. But it didn’t deter me. “OK. Shall we have a walk
around, see if there’s anywhere else?”

“What’s
wrong with this place?”

I ducked
my head to see past the sign. There was a glass counter, much like
a jeweller’s shop, and illuminated glass cabinets on the walls. It
looked clean and professional. “Nothing,” I mumbled. My hands were
getting sweaty.

“Right?
Are we going in?”

“Hmm-hmm. Yeah.” I stayed put. Leigh tilted their head
towards the door and waited for me to move. It was now,
or…

Hiding
my nervousness with a smile, I nudged their shoulder—“What are you waiting
for?”—assertively pushed the door open and stepped
inside.

***

Be home about
8. Nan says there’s pizzas in the fridge need eating. x

Leigh
held out their phone for me to read; it displayed the same message I’d
received.

It was
dark…ish. Dark enough with the curtains drawn to need the lamp on.
And we were on the bed—sitting up, playing on our phones. Matty’s
text gave us just under two hours to make the most of our alone
time.

“Ha!”
Leigh started typing. “Your mum’s blaming me!”

My
screen had dimmed; I
reactivated it and read my mum’s comment.

I take back what I said about you being a good influence.

The ‘LOL’ and
winky face took the sting out of her light ticking off. I smiled,
loving the way Leigh and my mum were bantering on Facebook, and
reached up, gingerly running my finger over the tender swelling,
tracing it upwards to the tiny ball, and down again to the ball at
the other end. I felt like I’d had minor surgery—I suppose I had,
in a way.

It had
hurt less than I’d expected it to. The body artist got me to sit in
a black vinyl reclining chair, similar to the one at the dentist,
and marked where the piercing would go. I had no clue if it was the
right place, but Leigh said it was, so I sat back and watched the
pincers advance, closing my eyes at the squeeze and clinging to the
arms of the chair as the needle pushed through. The bar went in,
the ball was screwed on, I listened carefully to the aftercare
advice, paid up, and that was it. Done. In spite of the
evidence—onscreen and on my face—I couldn’t quite believe I’d done
it.

“OK!”
Leigh flung their phone
on the windowsill, using the change of position to edge closer.
“What shall we do now?”

Hyper aware of
the slight but meaningful contact between our thighs, I reached
behind me to deposit my phone. It slid across Leigh’s and landed
somewhere with a glassy clunk. I peered over my shoulder, couldn’t
see it, didn’t care…

Leigh
traced with a fingertip
the abstract square print on my t-shirt, right to left, up, across,
hand spanning my chest, down to my side, firm press, coaxing me to
meet them halfway. I shifted down the bed until I was lying almost
flat, and they shifted with me, the silent moment before our kiss
like an elastic band stretched to its fullest…and
released.

We were
past pretence, beyond
the slow build. The kiss was frantic, urgent, out of control.
Desire kicked some of my fear into touch, enough that I slid my
fingers under the hem of Leigh’s top, so caught up in the kiss, the
closeness, the everythingness—that what I was doing only properly registered when Leigh
tensed and held their breath.

“I’m sorry,” I
whispered and would’ve moved my hand from where it was, but it was
trapped between Leigh’s arm and their side.

“It’s
OK. But…so it’s not a shock, I’m stubbly. From when I
waxed.”

I hummed
to show I’d heard, and Leigh relaxed, but it was taking some effort.

I asked,
keeping my tone light, because it was a tricky topic but I’d find
out at some point anyway, “How hairy are you? When you don’t
wax.”

Leigh
lifted on one elbow and looked me in the eye, one brow raised,
mouth tipped to match in a disbelieving but amused
smile.

I
winced. “It’s a rude question,
I’m sor—Leigh!” They yanked my t-shirt up as far as my nipples. I
grappled for it, tugging it back down at the sides. “Leigh!
What—”

“Not as
hairy as you,” they said
and faceplanted the middle of my chest—that god-awful moob
cleavage—and blew a really wet raspberry.

“Agh!
That tickles!” I giggled and instinctively squeezed my arms in to
protect myself, which only made my moobs more obvious.

Nuzzling
between them, Leigh made
some kind of obscene turkey-gobble noise, and I totally lost it,
crying from laughing and wondering what the hell had happened to my
shame of a few seconds ago. OK, yes, I felt exposed—no one had seen
my body since…well, since I grew all that body hair—but I wasn’t
desperate to cover up or escape. In fact, I didn’t want to escape
at all.

But
I was
really ticklish.
“Ple-a-ase-st-op-p!”

Leigh’s
grin was impish, but they did as I asked while I caught my breath
and resisted the temptation to pull my t-shirt down
again.

“This’ll make
it easier,” they said.

“What?”

The light went
out.

I
blinked blindly, trying to force my eyes to adjust, only aware of
Leigh’s movements and a soft ruffling sound.

“What’re
you doing?” I asked.

“Take your top
off.”

I drew
breath and held it. Suddenly, this all felt very serious
again.

“Is it
off?”

“Not
yet.” I could see Leigh’s outline, no detail, confirming they were
already topless. It gave my motivation a jumpstart. I grabbed the
hem of my t-shirt and tugged it upwards, wriggling it past my
shoulders and over my head. “OK, it’s off,” I confirmed, a bit of
panic mixed in there with a whole lot of anticipation.

Leigh’s
touch on my chest was firm and assured, cool fingertips connecting
with skin through my chest hair.

“Confession time,” I said.

“Another
secret?”

“Um…yes.
Definitely one to keep between you and me.”

“OK?”

“I waxed my
chest once.”

Leigh
stayed quiet.

I went
on: “It was pointless,
and it really hurts.”

“Yeah, tell me
about it.”

I
inhaled deeply, exhaling slowly as Leigh’s fingers reached around
my side, where they tickled lightly. I squeaked and tensed, and
Leigh giggled, at the same time moving in closer, their arm now
resting on my chest. The warmth registered half a second before
their body made side-on contact with mine, and I groaned, unable to
suppress either it or the desire to touch, to feel more.

Wrapping
my arms around Leigh, I drew them close. Our kisses merged hungrily one into the
next, the sensations almost too much. I was on the brink. It
would’ve taken no more than one brush of a knee across my crotch;
Leigh was lying diagonally across my chest, and our lower bodies
weren’t touching yet—luckily, because I had more to say.

“That
was only the preamble,
incidentally.”

“Oh?
What’s the rest?”

Right up
to the last second, I was debating whether I should leave it to
some point in the future, say it now, or say it never, and Leigh
was allowing me to get there in my own time, but the same nerves
holding me back were also keeping my climax at bay. I gave myself
the mental equivalent of a shove off a diving board and blurted,
“Your hairiness turns me on.”

There
was the briefest pause, before Leigh gave an amused,
“Uh-huh?” simultaneous
with a change of position that put their thigh between mine, mine
between theirs. “You don’t want me to wax?”

“You
should do it if you want to, but…” Oh, God, I was close, and
embarrassed, and close. “I won’t be complaining if you
don’t.”

The
heated pressure on my thigh intensified as Leigh pushed and rocked, and our bodies rubbed
together. I could only hope I wasn’t misreading the rapidness of
Leigh’s breaths and movements, because it was beyond my control
now. My inhibitions gone, I gripped Leigh’s head and lifted off the
pillow to kiss them, dragging my lips over their chin and cheek.
Exhilaration, bliss and…

Like a
roller coaster, up,
up…over—the—top…and down, down… Oh…shoot! Why did I say that? Why?

We
panted into the silence, out of sync.

My question,
“Did you…?”

Their
answer, “Mmm. Did…oh, yeah, you did.”

We’d
need clean pants—we’d
probably need to do some laundry, too at some point. It was only
our third night. A launderette? I’d Google it in the
morning…

“So, you’ve
got a thing for body hair, huh?”

I
laughed, so embarrassed I’d shared, but yeah. I wasn’t going to
deny it. What was the point when it was true? “That OK?”

“Totally.” With a cheeky tweak of my nipple that made me
gasp and slap my hands
down on both, Leigh crawled away to the end of the bed, where I
admired their dark silhouette against the whiteness of the door as
they pulled on their top and pointed at their pants. “Gonna change
these.”

“OK.” I closed my
eyes as they slipped out of sight.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Thirty-Two

 “We could go to the zoo,” Leigh suggested.

“The
zoo?” Not that I had any
better ideas for how we should spend our day. The sun was shining,
but it was gusty, and the red flags were out on the beach. Hazel
assured us they wouldn’t be for long; however, our sporting heroes
were suffering a fair bit for their waterskiing adventures and
weren’t overly keen on anything too physical, or nothing more
physical than Matty’s stretch-and-moan routine, which was
entertaining me no end. Meanwhile, Leigh was manipulating Noah’s
shoulders. He didn’t look like he was enjoying it.

“The
zoo?” His tone was much
more ‘are you for real?’ than mine had been.

“The zoo,”
Leigh confirmed with a shrugged appeal to Matty for backup.

“How
about you, you, you? You can come too, too, too…” Matty sang, and
danced, more backing singer than backup. Noah covered his eyes and
groaned. “We’re going to the zoo, zoo, zoo.”

That was
two in favour, and I didn’t care one way or the other.
I patted Noah’s shoulder. He
whinnied. “Face facts, mate. We’re going to the zoo.”

“Zoo,
zoo. How about you, you, you…”

“Fine.”
Noah raised his voice over Matty’s singing. “Anything to shut him
up by this point.”

Seeing
as Hazel was heading out for groceries and wouldn’t
even hear of us catching the
bus, we all piled into the VW, then unpiled with strict orders to
call when we wanted picking up, unless we were planning to go on to
a nightclub, in which case we were on our own. We thanked her and
waved as she tootled off the way she’d come.

“Nightclub,” Leigh repeated with a laugh and peered down at
their outfit: a long-sleeved stripy t-shirt, intentionally
ripped-to-ribbons jeans with turn-ups, and baseball boots. Funky,
sexy, just perfect. They probably would get into a nightclub. The
rest of us, not so much. Noah and I were wearing jeans, checked
shirts and t-shirts, and Matty’s pants defied description. He might
even have been wearing a skirt. Whatever, his shredded white
Blondie t-shirt—with a long-sleeved black t-shirt underneath—looked
like an original 1980s edition that had gone a few rounds with his
nan and grandad’s dogs.

Leigh
and Matty bounced off
ahead of us, arm in arm, to the ticket office, and it struck me
again how alike they were, with their outlandish outfits and wild
hair. I still didn’t know what colour Leigh’s was; whenever they
were in touching distance, I forgot to ask. They and Matty were
alike in other ways, too—extrovert, friendly, a bit on the crazy
side in a good way, rather than because of their shared experiences
of foster care and being slapped with the ‘special needs’ label. I
didn’t doubt for a second that those experiences made them who they
were—uniquely clever, loving, kind, accepting of other people’s
differences—perhaps because they were different, and in the best possible ways.

“You OK there,
mate?” Noah asked.

I
smiled. “Yeah.” And then some. I’d been to zoos before, and they
weren’t really my thing, but sharing a day with Leigh and my best
buds? Couldn’t get better than that.

We
caught up with Leigh and Matty, who’d already bought our tickets
and handed them over then walked ahead again as soon as we were
through the barrier. Noah pulled back further, and I slowed to
match his pace.

“Did you
notice that photo of Matty in Hazel and Stu’s sitting room?”
he asked.

I
side-eyed him for his daft question. The photo was almost as big as my Pink
poster.

Noah
strolled on, hands in pockets, watching with a pensive expression as our respective
partners pored over their zoo maps. “Matty’s parents lied to him,
when he was little. Told him his nan and grandad were
dead.”

“Jesus.”

“He
didn’t believe them—they said stuff like that all the time,
apparently—so they changed it to his nan and grandad wanting
nothing to do with him, which was closer to the truth. Hazel and
Meg were talking about it yesterday.”

“Meg’s Hazel’s
sister, right?”

“Yep.
Like peas in a pod. Good people. She didn’t say it outright, but
the gist was, Hazel and Stu cut their ties with Matty’s mum because
of the drugs, and moved back here. Then they tried to get
guardianship and were turned down because they lived too far away.
If they’d stayed in Norwich…”

“Ah,
man. That’s tragic.”

“It is,
but like Matty says, if it’d panned out, we probably wouldn’t have
met.” I glanced Noah’s way; he smiled. “We’re getting married. Did
I tell you?”

“Um…no?”

“Sorry, mate. I
sort of lost track of who we’ve told and who we haven’t. Not that
you’re a long way down the list or anything, but I had to tell Mum
and Dad first, of course, then Adam and Sol, and it’s not imminent.
Maybe next year sometime, but…I’m really sorry, Jess.”

“It’s
OK,” I said, and it was, if not a bit out of the blue.
“Congratulations!”

“Cheers. You
sound surprised.”

“Hmm…I
am and I’m not.” I knew they’d get married at some point, but the
way Noah was with uni, I’d thought he’d want to wait until he’d
finished his Master’s.

“So…” He tugged
his hands free of his pockets and rubbed them together. He was
nervous, and I had a butterflies-inducing feeling I knew why.
“D’you, um, reckon you can stretch to being my best
man?”

I
sniffed and clicked my teeth, contemplating, or pretending to. “What about
Adam?”

“What
about him? I mean, if you don’t—”

“Behave. Noah, I
would be honoured to be your best man.”

“For
real?”

“Totally, one
hundred percent for real.”

Noah
sighed heavily, like he’d honestly thought I’d say no. As
if! “Thanks, mate. It
means the world to me. You mean the world to me—to both of
us.”

“Likewise,” I
said. We were both tearing up a bit.

Noah
nodded in Matty’s direction. “He’s so happy here. I mean, he’s
nearly always happy, but it runs deeper.”

“Funny you
saying that. I’ve been thinking the same about you.”

“Knock-on effect, probably.”

“Yeah,
probably.” There was more to it, but we were almost caught up again. Matty disappeared
around a corner; Leigh pointed in the direction he’d gone and also
disappeared. Noah and I sped up.

“I tell
you what,” he said, “I’m not looking forward to the goodbye on
Saturday.”

“It’s
only Tuesday.”

“Yeah, but
still.”

I
sighed. So much for
Noah’s newfound sunny disposition, although he wasn’t in a bad
mood. Just a thoughtful one.

“We’re
doing the monkey walk,” Leigh explained when we finally reached
them, and yes, Matty had taken that literally.

I
checked the map they’d
given me with my ticket. “We’re going the wrong way
round.”

“I told him
that.”

It
didn’t really matter. After all, we had to start somewhere, so why
not at the end instead of the beginning?

The
monkey walk was actually
a lot of fun—I could never get over how much like us some species
were. There was one little guy—an emperor tamarin, which Leigh
decided was his name and Matty decreed him ruler of MonkeyLand—who
looked like an olde-worlde professor with his droopy white
moustache and baldy head. All that was missing was a
monocle.

Next
after the monkeys was a
miniature farm, which we mostly bypassed, seeing as Norfolk was
basically one big farm, although none of the livestock back home
looked as miserable as the Visayan warty pig.

“If he
had a book, he’d look just like you, Noo,” Matty said with a grin. Noah scowled but
took it in his stride.

From
there, we went to the meerkats, which were opposite the lions and
the most interesting of the two. There was something quite
disconcerting about seeing enormous beasts used to roaming the
dusty plains of Africa held captive in a muddy enclosure, albeit a fairly large
one. The lions lay there passively as we and all the kids on
half-term break trooped by. Meanwhile, across the way, the meerkats
were digging and squabbling and doing their very best to entertain
us; we stayed awhile to watch them before moving on to the penguin
pool.

I must
admit by that point, I
was bored, and I’d expected Matty would be, too, but he’d never
visited a zoo before and was enthralled. I leaned on the wall,
watching the penguins swimming while Matty rattled off a running
commentary to match their actions. Leigh came to stand next to me;
I greeted them with a “Hi.”

“Hi. You
OK?”

“Yeah.
You?”

“Uh-huh. How’s
the eyebrow?”

I’d forgotten
about it until then. “Throbbing a little. Nothing I can’t
handle.”

“Course!”

I
glanced Leigh’s way, and they grinned, teasing me. I put my arm
around them, and they reciprocated. “Has Matty told you his and
Noah’s news?” I asked.

“What
news?”

“They’re
getting married.”

“When?”

“Next
year.”

“No
way…Matty!”

“Yeah?”

“What’s this
about wedding bells?”

“Oh! Yeah, me
and Noo are getting married.”

“Why didn’t
you tell me?”

“Cos…I
dunno.” He looked perplexed. “I just…I dunno. Sorry.”

Now I
really was suspicious,
but Noah was all uptight, so I left it alone. Whatever was going
on, he’d tell me in his own time. I turned back to the penguins,
watching Noah and Matty out the corner of my eye. Matty stretched
up to speak into Noah’s ear; Noah nodded.

“We’re going
to get food,” Matty said.

“OK.
We’ll be there in a second.” I waited until they were out of
earshot. “What d’you think’s going on?” I asked Leigh.

“No idea. I’ll
see if I can get it out of Matty when we’re at the beach
tomorrow.”

“I’ll do the
same with Noah.”

“Cool.”

We both pushed
off the wall together and strolled towards the snack bar where Noah
and Matty were queueing.

“I was
wondering…” Leigh said.

“Hmm?”

“D’you
reckon I’ll freeze if I go surfing in a t-shirt and
shorts?”

Just the
thought made me shiver, but we’d been intimate enough for me to
appreciate where Leigh
was coming from. No matter how body-positive you were, people were
damn rude and stared when you were a different size or
shape.

“You
could always wear them over a wetsuit,” I suggested.

“Wouldn’t that
look silly?”

I
gestured at Matty, because, now I thought on, his outfit was a lot
like a t-shirt and skirt over a wetsuit. Leigh’s laughter was a
good indication they could see it, too.

“I’m gonna
have a go,” they said. “Tomorrow.”

I kissed
them to show my support, and because kissing Leigh was one of my
all-time favourite things to do. “Awesome,” I said.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter Thirty-Three

After lunch, we split up. Leigh and Matty
went on the Tarzan Trail—an adventure playground in the
woods—whilst Noah and I hit the Dragon Maze. Gotta say, when you’re six-four and
six-six, a four-feet-high topiary maze isn’t exactly a challenge to
navigate, but it was worth the brief tedium just to see Leigh’s and
Matty’s breathless excitement when they emerged from their
rope-swinging and tree-climbing, or whatever they’d been up to.
They were gabbling too fast to pick out more than an odd word here
and there.

Our
conversation about surfing seemed to have reinvigorated Leigh’s
adventurous side, and it dawned on me then, how much they’d adapted
to my sedentary way of life. Back in summer, it had been hard to
keep up with Leigh and Matty—trying to was how I’d got fitter and
lost weight. Whether Leigh was doing it on purpose, I couldn’t say;
knowing how considerate they were, it was likely. Either way, I
planned to address it when we got back from the zoo.

But
first, the tropical house, which we’d missed on our reverse circuit
because it was next to the monkey walk. The other three nodded
noncommittally when I pointed that out, and I almost didn’t bother,
but Leigh insisted we should go.

The
trouble with the tropical rainforest is the animals are experts in
camouflage, and we had to look really hard to find any of the birds
and reptiles within. I say ‘the trouble with’—I was only there for
the plants, but I wasn’t going to admit that out
loud. The plants, the
soundscape of chirrups and running water, the green, earthy smell,
the heat and humidity—I’d never figured out how it was that I
didn’t care how hot and sweaty I got in a hothouse when I usually
did everything I could to avoid it.

Back out
in the cool, fresh air, Matty called his nan, and we took a quick look around the gift
shop while we waited for her to come and get us. I bought my mum a
tiny zebra—it was a running joke from when I went on school trips
and always came back with a tiny plastic animal for her. It was a
rubbish gift, but the shameful truth was I’d have spent all my
money on sweets and junk food.

Anyway,
she had a draw full of tiny plastic animals, around eighty percent
of them zebras. Seriously, pulling that drawer open was like looking down on a miniature
stampede. Needless to say, I was proud that this time, I could
afford a box of fudge for her as well. Noah and Matty went halves
on a sketch of two lions for Adam and Sol, and Leigh bought a print
of the emperor tamarin for their aunty because she’d find it funny,
too. By the time we’d paid and made it out through the barrier,
Hazel had arrived, and we headed back ‘home’, where, instead of
waiting for an opportunity to talk to Leigh, I created
one.

“Want to see
the door to the piskie cave?”

“I guess?”

I led
Leigh by the hand, up the stepped path at the side of the pond, to
the top of the waterfall. “See down there?”

They crouched
and peered under the foliage. “Oh, yeah. That’s cute.”

“It is,”
I agreed and forged straight on. “I want to talk to you about
something.”

“I thought
so.”

“You haven’t
been for a run this week.”

“No.”

“And…well, I
might be making something out of nothing, but…don’t stop doing the
stuff you enjoy because of me.”

Leigh slowly
stood up straight again. “I haven’t.” They frowned. “Have I?”

“I was
thinking back to how active you were in the summer, and
with us spending so much time
together… I’m pretty much a lazy slob.”

“No, you’re
not.”

“I don’t work
out, or run, or jog. I don’t even walk that much.”

“Jesse…”

“Like you
said, I’m always online.”

“Or doing uni
stuff.”

“Yeah, but I
mean, I’m not physically doing anything.”

“OK.”
Leigh tugged hard on their lip stud—not the usual thinky-thoughts
jiggling, but a firm action, accompanied by an angry glare. “First
up, you’re right. I haven’t been running this week. I was planning
to ask Matty if he fancied coming out with me this evening. But the
rest of it? I am doing what I
enjoy. I’m spending time with you!”

I took a
breath to argue, but all
I’d got was ‘yeah, but’, so I let it go again.

“And for the
record, you’re not a lazy slob. You’re always doing something. OK,
so it’s not always physical. So what?”

I
studied my feet. “Are
you gonna go for that run?”

“Yes,
but not because we’ve had this conversation. I haven’t
stopped doing the stuff I enjoy
because of you. I’d just rather be with you than go for a run. Got
it?”

“Got it,” I
mumbled.

“Pardon?”

I looked up
and grinned sheepishly. “Got it.”

“Good. Now
give me a kiss so I can get that run over with.”

***

The next
day, once again, proved
to be no good for surfing—at least, Noah and Matty braved the rain,
contending they’d be getting wet anyway, but Leigh cried off. I was
glad about that, because I would’ve had to go with them. OK, maybe
not had to, but I’d
have worried the whole time if I hadn’t been there. I told them as
much while we did our laundry, and then we went back to the camper
van to make some more.

In the
evening, Hazel and
Stuart took us all out to dinner to celebrate Noah and Matty’s
engagement, and we had ‘the tasting menu’, which was crazy
expensive, or would’ve been for us students, but it was clear, from
both where Hazel and Stuart lived and how they lived, that they
were well off. I tried not to contrast that with what I knew of
Matty’s past. If time travel were possible…well, I’m not convinced
I’d have interfered, because as Noah had said, they might not have
met, and if they hadn’t, would Leigh and I? Selfish, I know, but I
wouldn’t have wanted Noah and Matty to miss out, either.

“A toast,” Stu
announced, glass raised at the ready. “To Matthew and Noah.”

The rest
of us lifted our glasses and chanted ‘to Matty and Noah’. Leigh’s
gaze met mine—were they thinking the same as me? That one day this
would be us? I hoped so, but they were only nineteen, and I was
only twenty-one. Still, two years wasn’t much of a difference, and
why not marry when you’re young if you’re sure it’s what you want?
After all, Noah and Matty were the same age as me and they were
doing it. We should probably leave it until we’d been together a
bit longer than four weeks, though.

In the
meantime, I’d have
plenty to deal with as Noah’s best man. It was obvious why he’d
chosen me—aside from us being best mates. I was the only one who
could talk him down when he got in a state, which was guaranteed to
be the case on his wedding day.

Wedding
day.

Suits.

Crap.

It was time to
seriously get down to the dieting, and…

Actually,
no.

No. Nope. No
more.

“Jesse?” Leigh
waved in front of my face.

“Hmm.
Sorry. I was wedding planning.”

“Already?”

“I like to be
prepared.”

“OK. Do you
want a dessert?”

“Yes.
Yes, I do.”

Chocolate torte with caramelised cherries and whipped cream. All those calories!
All those fucks not given!

And Leigh had
ice cream. Of course.

***

The dead
jellyfish was gone. It was the first thing I noticed when I walked
along the beach, alone. I turned and looked back to where Leigh,
Noah and Matty were standing at the shoreline, boards at their
sides. From a distance, I could barely make out the difference
between Leigh and Matty—he’d put on a t-shirt and shorts, too. God,
I wanted so much to be
out there with them. I couldn’t do it. Not yet. But when we got
home, I was going to make studying Noah’s dad my life’s
work.

Keeping
my three companions in my sights, I walked back along the beach,
stopping when I was level with them. No rain today, but it was cold
enough for me to have dug my giant hoodie out of my bag
and brought it to the beach
with me, although not quite cold enough to put it on. I spread it
on the nearest big rock, sat, and took out my phone.

I was
kind of disappointed to find I had a signal. Other than posting
about my eyebrow piercing and chatting with my mum, I’d avoided
going online as much as
possible, and steered well clear of Twitter and the Pride Facebook
page. One week until the election. I’d tried hard not to think
about it, even though it was constantly niggling at me. If I looked
now and it was really bad, I’d have time to come to terms with it
and figure out my strategy before I got back to uni. And if it was
good, maybe I’d be able to properly push it to the back of my mind
and enjoy our last two days of holiday—not that I hadn’t enjoyed it
so far.

Knowing
I was going back on my ‘no election speak’ rule—although,
technically, this wasn’t speaking about it—I loaded the Pride page
and spent a few minutes
reading and rereading the pinned post.

 


Dear all,

It is with
regret that I have decided to step down as president of Pride.

On Friday, I had
a severe asthma attack
and spent the night in hospital. As this is my fourth attack since
the start of the academic year, my doctor has advised me to take
some time off uni and try to reduce my workload. Sadly, that means
I won’t be around to fulfil my duties to Pride.

Thus, for the
benefit of our society, I have signed over my responsibilities to
Carlos Machado and Jazz
Stephens, until such point as the new president is in place. I’d
like to take this opportunity to thank you all for your wonderful
support and hard work and wish our election candidates and all of
you the very best.

~ Sarah
Willis

 


It
wasn’t that I’d doubted what Matty had told me, but seeing it there
in front of me really pushed it home. Sarah had stepped down, and I was gutted, but I
wasn’t sure why. It certainly made a liar of me. Her post was a
typical, bland, political notice, yet I knew how much she’d loved
leading Pride. Stepping down would have been a last resort, and I
believed her absolutely when she said she’d done so for the good of
our society. It made me respect her more now than ever.

Scrolling down the page, I discovered the candidates for
the other positions had taken up the gauntlet, and there was a
recorded stream of a debate between those vying for the role of publicity officer, as
well as discussions started by the social secretary candidates,
asking members about their favourite events and activities.
Finally, I reached the polls for each of the committee positions.
The candidates for president, secretary and treasurer all had the
same pattern of one clear loser and level pegging for the others.
Inclusion officer…

“What the
hell?”

Danny
was in the lead. OK, only by two votes, and this was only an
indication of how people would vote on the day, but were they all
insane? They’d seen him in action. He had no idea what he was
talking about, nor what was involved in the job, and, as far as I
could tell, no interest whatsoever in the well-being of our
members. I loaded Twitter. Ah, yes. More of the same underhanded
tactics.

No president?
No problem. At this crucial time, I haven’t abandoned you, unlike
others, no names.

I was
gonna kick his arse. Next week, I was gonna hunt him down and—

“Alright, mate?”

I jumped and
nearly dropped my phone. “Yeah,” I said, quickly locking the screen
and trying not to look shifty. My heart was hammering. “You had
enough?”

“Keep
getting cramp.” Noah stretched down and rubbed his calf, stood up
again and tugged the wetsuit away from his neck. He was very red in
the face.

“Are you all right?”
I asked.

“Yeah.
Nearly throttled myself, is all.” He reached behind him and
unzipped his wetsuit, peeling it down to his waist.

“Now
you’re just showing off,” I said. He had a hell of a bod on him.
Toned, a hint of a six-pack. He saw me admiring and struck a
ridiculous pose, which made us both laugh.

“I’ll go
get my kit on in a sec. Too cold not to.” He perched on the end of
my rock and resumed rubbing his calf.

“What’s
going on, Noah?”

He froze
mid-rub. “What d’you
mean?”

“You and
Matty. You’ve both been
cagey all week. I thought there might be election stuff going down,
but that’s what I was looking at on my phone before, and it’s not
that bad. But there’s something.”

Noah sat
up and folded his arms. “Honestly? We were worried how you and
Leigh would take our news.”

“Why? We’re
both really happy for you.”

“Not
that news.” His gaze settled in the distance, beyond Leigh and
Matty. “We’ve decided, after we’ve finished our postgrad studies,
we’re gonna move here.”

The ocean’s
roar compensated for my silence. I was digesting the words, working
through my thoughts, not sure any of them were the right thing to
say.

Noah
continued, “I hate
Norfolk. Always have. I didn’t want to move there in the first
place, but I had no choice, and I was set on moving back to London,
but when we were there in June…you know the rest. Matty didn’t cope
well. But here…” He turned his head and looked me in the eye. I
nodded.

“I know,
mate.”

“All
I’ve ever wanted is to see him happy. And Hazel and Stu… They’ve
lost so much time.”

“Makes sense,”
I said, wondering how I could sound so matter-of-fact, but then
losing all pretence of being so when a tear rolled down Noah’s
cheek. “Ah, fucking hell.” I laughed through my own tears. “I’m
gonna miss you.”

“Me,
too,” Noah said and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “It’s
not for another three
years, though.”

That
made me laugh—and cry—all the more. When I finally recomposed, I
said, “At least we’ll always have somewhere to come on
holiday.”

“My door’s
always open for you, Jess.”

“Ha!” I
bumped his shoulder. “I bet you say that to all the
boys.”

“Only
the good-looking ones.” He bumped me back and stood up. “Gonna get
rid of this suit and board. See you in a bit.”

“OK,
mate.” I watched him
limp all the way to the hire shop and then returned to watching
Leigh and Matty. I was heartbroken, could hardly see through the
blur of my tears, but I knew, as certainly as I knew Leigh and I
were meant to be together, that it was the right move for Noah and
Matty. And I’d get over it.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Thirty-Four

Our last evening: after a day of walking—ten miles along the
coastal path and back—we were drunk again. Not, like, shitfaced
drunk, but unsober enough for Leigh to come back from the pub loos
with a mischievous grin that told me they knew something I
didn’t.

As soon
as Matty and Noah went to buy more drinks, Leigh tapped my arm, whispered, “Look what I’ve
got,” and pulled something a little way out of their pocket,
keeping it concealed in their hand.

Condoms.

I was
too bamboozled to do anything but stare at them—so bamboozled I agreed to a game of pool
against Matty, who was a pool shark. Shark pool? OK, maybe I was
drunk. Whatever, he beat me, then Noah, then Leigh, then some
Australian guy who was definitely drunker than I was.

When we finally
made it back to the camper van and tumbled into bed, I waited until
we were both settled before I asked, “Why did you buy
condoms?”

“Because…we might get carried away?”

Words
and images and just general confusion swooshed around my brain,
leaving squiggles before my closed eyes. “Are you—” I cleared the
huskiness from my throat. “Are you saying you want penetrative sex?
Only, I don’t really…I don’t know…” I shoved the words around in my
head until they looked like they were in the right order and tried
again. “I have zero experience. Sex ed, which was crap, and…I’ve
never watched porn.”

“All
those hours on the internet…” Leigh teased.

“I’ve
seen some, obviously, but I haven’t…studied it?” I wasn’t sure if
that sounded more or less whacky than admitting pornography made me
anxious, which had nothing to do with the sex. Of course I knew
porn was fake and unrealistic, but groaning, moaning skinny women
and muscular men with penises you could hang flower baskets from
were about as far from my reality as it was possible to get and
still be an earthling.

“It makes me
hate myself even more,” I confessed.

“Even
more?”

“It’s kind of
my default position? Or it was.”

“Do
you still feel like
that?” Leigh rolled onto their side to face me, tracing a spiral
from the centre of my bare chest all the way down to my belly
button. It gave me the shivers. If someone had told me in advance
I’d be lying here half-naked and feeling totally OK about it, I’d
have laughed and said, ‘Nah, you’ve mistaken me for someone else,
mate.’

“No,” I
answered.

“Good.”
There was a pause like where it said [beat] on Matty’s scripts—I’d
done a few read-throughs. “Because I love you, Jesse.”

[beat]

“I love
you, too.” My voice wavered a bit. The vodka amplified the effect
of Leigh’s words. That was all it was, not Big Jesse getting all
choked up…who was I kidding? I could easily have sobbed myself to
sleep, but what a waste of a night that would’ve been. Instead, I
concentrated on the erotic spirals.

“I
didn’t necessarily mean penetration,” Leigh said, “but you never
know where we might end up. Even if we don’t go there, we need to
be careful, because it’s not totally impossible for me to get
pregnant. I mean, sperm are tiny, and they swim, don’t they? And
we’re getting closer and closer to naked, so…”

“Condoms,” I
said.

“Yeah.
And lube.” Leigh’s fingers continued to spiral, down past my belly
button. I kind of melted into the mattress. Leigh chuckled. “You
like that idea.”

God, I
was glad the lights were out. “I like what you’re doing,” I
agreed, and then stopped
breathing mid-inhalation as Leigh’s hand brushed my erection
through my pyjamas.

“Want me to
stop?”

“Nope.” Not
ever.

The
gentle pressure shifted the fabric up and down with Leigh’s palm,
creating a warm friction that felt bloody amazing. They shuffled
closer, and we kissed, our lips matching the slow rhythm Leigh had
set. The pressure became a grip around me, moving my skin now,
rather than my PJs. Without the alcohol in my system, it would’ve
been over in seconds. With it, I might last…oh, a minute? It also
gave me the courage to follow Leigh’s lead. My palm skimmed their
belly, and—

“Nuh-uh.” The
rebuttal vibrated my tongue, and they dodged away.

“Nn-nnn?” Which loosely translated to ‘why not?’

“I want to
concentrate on what I’m doing.”

“But I want to
touch you.”

“Soon.”

“Should
we be doing this when we’re drunk?”

“I’m not
drunk. Are you?”

“I’m not
sober,” I admitted. But
no, I wasn’t drunk, and if I was making no sense, it was because of
Leigh’s touch and the kisses. It was different from when I did this
myself. No build-up in intensity to a quick release. I was on the
edge, desperately holding out because I didn’t want it to stop, but
feeling selfish for taking so greedily without giving back. Did
‘soon’ mean once I was done? It would be worth rushing it for
that.

The decision was
taken away from me when I felt air sneak through the gap between
the elasticated waistband of my pyjamas and my belly, followed by
Leigh’s hand. My breathing was all over the place, and I could no
longer keep still. Reinstating their grip, Leigh made short, rapid
tugs, and I couldn’t help it. I pushed up into their hand,
heroically holding out even though this was the most intense,
incredible experience ever.

Leigh
paused—“Let’s try lube”—and reached under their pillow. I watched
them in my peripheral vision, tempted to turn on the light so I
could properly see. Plastic crinkled, a box flicked open, further
crinkling…Leigh held up something small and square.

“That’s
lube?”

“I’d say
so. It’s squidgy.” They brought it to their face and used their
teeth to tear the packet open. “Blurgh. That is not nice.”

“What does it
taste of?”

“Nothing. It’s just…” Leigh giggled. “Su-per slippery!”

They’d
given me the giggles, too, until they kissed me and I got to see
what they meant. It was a bit like the aftermath of a snotty
sneeze.

“OK, are you
ready?” they asked.

“Yeah.”
I braced, expecting a blob of cold gel to land on me, soon after
discovering Leigh had spread the lube over their palm. It was warm,
and awesome, and too much.

“Stop,” I said
very quickly and held my breath.

“Sorry.”

“No,
it’s OK. Um…I’m… I’m almost there already.”

“Just do
it.”

“But…it’s nice.”

Leigh
gave a dirty chuckle and murmured deeply against my lips, “Do it.”
They resumed the motion, letting their hand slide all the way up,
and down, and up, and down, slowly, but getting faster. I clamped
my lips tight together, but it was no use, and Leigh knew it. Their
mouth came down on mine as I gasped and tensed.

I
felt the rush; everything
around us fell away, leaving only the intense peak of ecstasy,
within which my brain threw out I’m shooting all over Leigh’s
hand. Except Leigh
didn’t seem to care. They were still kissing me, and slowing,
slowing…

“Oh, God.” I
was out of breath and out of spit and a tiny bit out of my mind. I
swallowed. “Need a drink.”

“I’ll
get you one. And some tissue.”

“Thank
you.” Through the blissful haze of my high, I watched Leigh slide
the door back and slip through the gap. Slap, slap, slap, slap of
bare feet on vinyl, running water, glass filling, a paper-towel
rip. They came back, slid the door shut and handed me the paper
towel, then knelt by, glass in hand. I got the feeling they were
watching me clean up, but it was too dark to tell. Whatever, I
couldn’t exactly be embarrassed when they’d just given me my first
orgasm at someone else’s hand. It felt like a precious
gift.

Cleaned up and
almost back on Earth, my self-consciousness returned, and I covered
up.

“Do you want
this water?” Leigh asked.

“Oh,
yeah. Thanks.” I took the glass from them, checking Leigh’s profile
to see what state they were in. Still aroused. I glugged the water
and put the glass on the window ledge. “Your turn now?”

Leigh
literally leapt into the
bed. “I didn’t think you’d still want to.”

“I still
want to,” I confirmed, rolling onto my side.

I
started with the same slow build-up Leigh had given me, following the dip down the centre
of their stomach with my fingertips, mapping their skin, down and
up and around and down, to where the light stubble gave way to
unwaxed hair. I’d reached Leigh’s pyjamas and tugged one end of the
cord, felt the resistance and then slackness as the bow unravelled.
Tracing the edge of the fabric, I gradually worked my fingers
beneath it, slowly, relishing every touch. God, they were
beautiful.

Leigh
arched and sighed. “You’re, um, ready again?”

“Yeah.”
Because touching Leigh turned me on as much as Leigh touching me,
although I hadn’t been conscious of thrusting against their hip.
Now I was, I stopped, or tried to, but my body seemed intent on
doing its own thing.

“Hold
on.” Leigh cast aside their top and shoved their pyjama bottoms
down to their thighs. “OK. We should maybe do this with
lube.”

“Is
there any
left?”

“Yep. I
only used half of it.” They held up the sachet. “Give me your
hand.” I did so, and Leigh smeared the gel over my fingers and
palm. I used my thumb to spread it a little, and also to delay. I
was nervous. I wanted so badly to get this right for Leigh.
Returning my hand to its previous position, just above where I
needed to be, I edged closer, being guided by Leigh’s long breaths
and the roll of their hips.

“Are you
deliberately teasing me?”

“Um…kind
of?”

“OK.
It’s nice, but…” Leigh reached down and moved my hand. “There.”
They resumed rolling their hips. I curled my fingers and thumb
around them, experiencing a brief moment of oh, God, I’m actually doing
this. Leigh pushed up
into my hand. “Like that,” they whispered, massively boosting my
confidence. I squeezed tighter and moved my hand in opposition to
Leigh’s thrusts, so aroused, and yet I was also struck by the
wonder of it all—the beauty of Leigh moving to my touch, simply the
beauty of their body… How was it they could feel the same desire
for me as I felt for them? Was it even possible? I wished we’d left
the light on so I could watch them. Was that weird? Did I even care
if it was?

In the
absence of my vision, I took a chance on exploring with my mouth,
placing a kiss on Leigh’s shoulder and nipping lightly at their
skin with my lips. Their breathing became faster as I worked my way
along their collarbone, down the centre of their chest, taking a
detour and searching out their nipple, closing my lips around it. I
heard Leigh whisper oh my god, and
then they were reaching down between us, no hesitation this time as
they slipped their hand inside my pyjamas.

“Leigh…”

“Don’t
stop.” The words were barely out before they drew an enormous
breath, held it, and then released it in short, sharp bursts. I
could no longer keep a rhythm with my hand, but I guessed I didn’t
need to as Leigh jolted sharply. I stopped; they didn’t.
Aaand…there went
another pair of pyjamas.

Lucky we were
going home tomorrow.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter Thirty-Five

Leaving was at least twice as bad as Noah had anticipated.
Even the dogs were subdued as we said our goodbyes and thank-yous
to Stuart, and then said them all over again at the coach station,
where Matty and his nan wept and wept.

“Now
then…” Hazel advanced on Noah, who had held out pretty well until
that point, but her hug
set him off. I quickly diverted my attention to our coach, willing
the doors to open and save us from our sadness. “You look after
yourself, all right?”

“I will,
Nan.” Noah
sniffed.

“And if
your brother don’t mind having us camp in the backyard, we’ll be seeing you at Christmas,
won’t we?”

Which
was what? Seven weeks away? Yes, I was thinking like a big old
meanie, because I knew the second Hazel put her arms around me, I
was done for. She advanced; I blubbed.

“Thanks
for coming, me ’ansum. You’re both welcome anytime, with or without
these two.”

“Thanks,
Hazel.” I knew by now that she called everyone ‘me ’ansum’, but it
worked its magic on me just the same.

She
released me and moved on to Leigh. “You take good care of him. He’s
a good’n.”

“Yeah, he is.”
Leigh smiled at me over Hazel’s shoulder. “Thank you for having
us.”

“My
pleasure.”

The
coach doors swished open, and one of the crew came out, ready to
start loading up. Hazel and Matty were saying goodbye for real, so
we three handed our bags over and climbed aboard to wait, refusing
to watch them through the window. Everyone else was on board by the
time Matty made it to his seat and swapped his contacts for his
glasses.

We spent
the long, long eight-hour journey back to London intermittently
jollying Matty along, or sitting in silence while he napped. Noah
didn’t even take out his Kindle. A further two hours in the
four-by-four, I could barely keep my eyes open and didn’t notice
we’d stopped outside the flat. With a flap of my arm approximating
a wave as Adam pulled away, I staggered up the stairs and tumbled
through the door. Home, at last. “Hey, Mum.”

“Hello, love.”
She came out to greet me. “How was it?”

“Great.
I’m knackered. Going to bed.” I kissed her cheek and lurched
the short distance to my
room. “Night, Mum.”

“Night,
love.”

“Bought you a
zebra.”

“Another
one?”

I smiled as I
closed the door with my back, stripped down to t-shirt and boxers
and fell into bed.

***

I missed
Leigh. From the second I woke up, I missed them being at my side
for tight-lipped morning kisses and giggles at Matty’s
antics. Within minutes,
I was sliding into the post-holiday blues and tugged my pillow from
under to over my head. God, this was awful.

“Jesse?”

I wanted
to cry ‘go away!’ I didn’t, though. “Yeah?”

My
bedroom door opened. “Wasn’t sure if you were awake. Cup of
tea.”

I curled
back one end of my pillow and squinted up at my mum as she put the
cup on my bedside table. “Thanks.”

She
bustled away. “Bring your washing with you when you get
up.”

“OK.” That’s if
I get
up. I had nothing to get
up for—well, dinner at my grandma’s later. Otherwise?
Meh.

Would
Leigh be up yet? I had no idea what time it was; my phone was in my jeans, and my jeans
were on the floor on the other side of the room. I threw my pillow
aside and searched for my target in advance, to minimise out-of-bed
time.

No jeans on
the floor. No socks, shirt…

“Mum?” I
scrambled out of bed and launched for my door. “Mum! My phone’s in
my jeans!” The washing machine reached the spin cycle. Too
late.

“Looking
for this?”

It appeared in
front of me.

“Thank
God.”

She
lightly flicked my ear and then grimaced at my eyebrow. “Like I’m
going to put your clothes in the wash without checking the pockets
first.”

I took
my phone and plodded away, not surprised to find it was dead, but I
had more urgent needs than digging my charger out of my bag. Specifically, a
bladder that felt ready to burst. I dealt with that and brushed my
teeth while I was at it, watching my reflection in the mirror above
the sink. I hadn’t done that in ages, and I was quite happy with
what I saw. My beard was too long, and my hair was getting a bit
that way, but…yeah. I looked OK. Sunday morning rugged. And I loved
my piercing, whatever my mum thought of it. Not much,
apparently.

Back in
my room, I plugged my phone in and hopped under the duvet.
Awesome—a still-warm bed, so comfy after a week of sleeping on a
piece of foam, although I’d have sacrificed it to wake up next to
Leigh. Oh, well. Nothing I could do but drink my tea, maybe sneak
in a bit more sleep…

“Have you gone
back to bed?”

“Yep. Why? Is
it illegal?”

I heard Mum
huff through the closed door. “Don’t stay there all day.”

“I
won’t,” I promised. She could be a bit of a nag about me sleeping
in, but I understood why. In my teens, I used to stay up late and
then not be able to sleep, so I’d end up going to school on two
hours’ sleep, come home, nap, stay up late…and so on. I’d broken
the cycle—with my mum’s assistance—when I’d started uni, but it
probably wouldn’t take much to fall back into it again, so I
would
get up soon. Once I’d drunk my
tea and virtually checked in on Leigh…or once they’d checked in on
me, seeing as my phone went straight from the start-up screen to an
incoming call.

“Good
morning!” I greeted
them.

“Good morning.
You sound cheery.”

“I am now. How
are you today?”

“Yeah, I’m
good. I’m coming over.”

“OK.
When?”

“Now? I
caught the bus. Remember how noisy the baboons were at the zoo?
That’s the farmhouse this morning.”

“OK, well,
I’ll see you soon, I guess. How long you gonna be?”

“About…five
seconds?” The buzzer sounded for the front door.

“You’re
kidding me. I’m still in bed!”

“Don’t
move.”

“There’s
no way my mu…” I stopped
and listened to Mum greet Leigh.

The
front door closed, and my mum said, “He’s in his pit. Maybe you can
lure him out of it.”

“I’ll
have a go,” Leigh
replied with a laugh.

Huh. OK, so, I
was wrong about that.

“What…
How…Wh…” Leigh straddled me and muted my astonishment with a kiss. I put my arms around
them and went with it.

It was a
long kiss—thank goodness
I’d brushed my teeth—which Leigh eventually ended with a lip-smack
noise and a smile. “Hi.”

“Hi. This is a
wonderful surprise.”

“I thought
you’d like it.”

Given
where Leigh was sitting, they knew exactly how much I liked
it. “We can’t…” I tilted
my head meaningfully towards my bedroom door.

“I
know.” They lifted one leg, gesturing for me to move over. I
shuffled towards the wall, and they settled next to me, my arm
under their neck, theirs over my chest. “I thought you’d probably
have loads to do today, so I’ve brought some work with
me.”

“We’re having
a study day together?”

“If that’s OK?
I mean, I can go up to uni if I’m gonna be in the way.”

I
captured them with both arms and squeezed. They squeaked. I eased
off a little. “I’m totally up for a study day together.” Or
anything, so long as it was together. “Do you need to be back for a
certain time?”

“Nope.”

“OK. Want to
meet my grandma?”

“I’d
love to! But shouldn’t you ask your mum first?”

I lifted
my head and shouted, “Mum? Please can Leigh come to Grandma’s with
us?”

“Of course
they can.”

“Thanks.” I kissed Leigh’s head. “I knew she’d be fine. She
let you come in here.” More to the point, she hadn’t intruded, or
even so much as hinted we shouldn’t be in my room with the door
shut and me half-naked. She did, however, turn the vacuum cleaner
on—my cue to drag myself out of ‘my pit’ and shower. Leigh went
through to the kitchen.

When I
arrived, fifteen minutes
later, they’d already got their tablet and books out on the kitchen
table and were making three cups of tea. I snuck up behind and
wrapped my arms around their waist. “I missed you this
morning.”

“Uh-huh?”

“Mmm.” I
inhaled their scent and sighed. “I think I might be addicted.” I
nuzzled Leigh’s neck. They giggled and trapped my chin between
their shoulder and cheek.

“Mother in the
room…” A hand reached around us and took one of the cups. “Thank
you, love. Mother exiting the room…”

I laughed, a
tiny bit embarrassed, but it was done now. She’d seen us.

“Your mum
rocks.”

“She
does,” I agreed, even if she was now singing ‘It Must Be Love’—and
not quietly—in the living room.

After
that, Leigh and I got
down to uni work until lunchtime, when we stopped to eat and Leigh
told me about the earlier hoo-ha at the farmhouse. Noah’s mum and
dad had turned up with Lily—his younger sister—first thing, ‘ready
to party’, as Leigh put it. My poor mate. He’d be out of his mind
by now, if they were still there. I remembered how excited they’d
been when Adam and Sol got married. They loved big family
celebrations—loud music, beer, tons of food. But Noah didn’t, and
when it came to his and Matty’s wedding, I’d be making sure it was
the kind of day they wanted, whatever the rest of the Ashtons had
to say about it. I wasn’t afraid. Much.

***

My
grandma, unlike my mum, didn’t ask questions. She
worked people out by watching
and listening to them, but not in an obvious way that made them
self-conscious, so I hadn’t bothered to warn Leigh about it, but I
did warn them about my grandma’s limited mobility and the reason
for it.

“OK,”
Leigh said lightly, though I still caught the flash of
annoyance.

“I’m sorry. I
know you think I’m obsessed with body size—”

“I don’t
care, Jesse. I wish you believed me.”

“I do,
kind of. But my grandma…” I wasn’t sure I could put it into words,
because it was more than fighting the stigma of obesity. It was the
shadow of death that loomed over my mum and me, the reality of
being ‘morbidly obese’. My grandad died of a heart attack at
sixty-five; my dad was only forty-eight when he died. The doctor
had told my grandma it was a miracle she wasn’t dead already, which
was cruel but true. And scary as hell.

But no,
Leigh didn’t care. Or rather, they did care about how it made me
feel. They didn’t dismiss it or lie to me and tell me I wasn’t fat.
They accepted…loved me for who I was, and I wished so hard I
could’ve taken back that warning, because I was the one fat-shaming. I was also
pissed off how easily I’d reverted to it, as if I’d left my Fat
Pride in Cornwall. Maybe it had been the pixies weaving their spell
and the effect had worn off.

“Show
Leigh the garden, Jesse,” my grandma suggested after dinner—roast
beef, roast potatoes, Yorkshire pudding, veggies and
gravy—which sat in my
stomach like a lump of lead.

“Will do.”

Leigh
followed me out through the conservatory into the garden. They’d hardly spoken
during dinner, and it was my fault, therefore I needed to fix
it.

“Come
and see the greenhouse,” I said. I wanted to put as much distance
between us and the
dining room as possible.

Leigh
followed me into the
greenhouse, arms folded defensively. I closed the door and gave
them a moment to look around, but they didn’t take me up on it,
instead staring at me expectantly.

“OK,” I said.
“Can I explain where I’m coming from?”

“Yeah, it
might help if you did.”

And so,
I told Leigh everything—how I’d been put on diets as a kid and been
dieting ever since; how I’d tried every single fad diet that came
on the market, been to Slimming World, Weight Watchers, joined a
gym for a year and visited twice. I told them about starving
myself, and the binges, and the bullying, the horrors of weight
management clinic, and why I’d have still been trying to do all of
those things if I hadn’t met them. Lastly, I admitted how terrified
I was that being fat would kill me.

My
self-pity was…pitiful, and totally not the point.
“I’m trying,” I said. “I
promise I’m trying.”

Leigh gestured
with a sweep of the hand. “You look after all this?”

I nodded.

“And the
garden?”

“Yes.”

“That’s
amazing.”

“Are you
deliberately changing the subject?” I asked, tongue-in-cheek, because it was what
they’d asked me the last time we’d had a difficult
conversation.

“Just
taking it all in.” They leaned sideways and looked behind me. It
was a big greenhouse, and sometimes it could be overwhelming,
especially in early summer when there were so many tomato plants to
tend to. But I always got there in the end.

Leigh returned
their attention to me, locking their gaze with mine, and I couldn’t
look away.

“I get
why you’re scared, Jesse. Living with a life-threatening condition.
It’s a challenge, and I get scared, too. Or I used to, before you.
So…it seems to me, what I need to do is figure out how to make you
feel safe.”

“No.
This is my problem, not yours,” I argued.

“Nuh-uh.
Not anymore.” Leigh lifted their dog tag and held it up in front of
my face. “Shipmates, right?”

“Right.”

“And who’s got
the wheel?”

I fought
a smile. “That would be you.”

“OK.”
They tilted their chin up and pointed at their mouth. “A kiss,
please.”

I did as
Leigh asked, keeping my lips together—Grandma’s greenhouse, after
all—but in no rush to break contact. When we finally did, Leigh
took my hand and we went back outside. It was getting dark, but I
still took them around the garden, pointing out the different
shrubs and trees I’d ‘helped’ my grandma plant when I was little:
buddleia, wisteria, lilac—the ‘pretty blue flowers’ that led to the
discovery of my colour blindness—pears, apples, plums and
blackcurrants—‘don’t eat too many, you’ll get tummy
ache…’

“How do
you feel now you’ve told me?” Leigh asked as we reached the conservatory, ready to return
to Mum and Grandma.

“Better…” I did a
quick mental check-up to make sure it was true. It was. “A lot
better.”

“Fat crisis
averted?”

Now I smiled
for real. “Yes. Thank you.”

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Thirty-Six

Monday morning back on campus was like the
biggest hangover of my life. My head was full of candy floss and I could’ve sworn my
legs were attached to someone else’s body. I had a pretty good idea
why I felt like crap, but I didn’t have the luxury of being sick
this week, so I dragged my backside to the study centre and logged
in to the network. At least I could work on my dissertation. I had
a meeting scheduled with my supervisor at one p.m.—time to get the
theory section outlined.

But my
brain wasn’t playing. Or rather, it was playing musical body parts
with my kidneys. This
was so not happening to me.

I made
it through another fifteen minutes before the nausea hit; a further
fifteen spent in the study centre loos and I was past being
embarrassed by potential discovery. I just needed it to
stop.

At the point
where my stomach felt ready to turn itself inside out, I heard the
external door open and close.

“Jess? You in
here?”

“Yeah,
mate.” I finished off with a retching, nothing left to throw
up.

“One of
the study support people said they saw you come this way a while
ago. They thought you’d gone to get a drink.”

I
flushed the loo and opened the door, leaning on the wall because I
could barely stay upright.

“Jeez. What’s
the matter?”

“I
dunno,” I said
miserably, even though I did.

“Food
poisoning?” Noah speculated.

“Could be.” It
almost certainly was.

Noah
stepped closer, but I
shook my head.

“I might
be contagious.” For the
next seventy-two hours, which would take me through to
Thursday…election day.

Noah backed off,
and I went to wash my hands, making sure I did as thorough a job as
I could. “Could you do me a favour? Go to the shop and get me some
of those anti-diarrhoea pills and paracetamol?”

“Don’t
you think you should go home?”

“Can’t.
Got a meeting this afternoon, and election stuff to do.”

Noah
observed me for several seconds, then said, “No worries. Where will you be?”

I clamped my
lips together and dived into the toilet cubicle again.

“Right
here, then.” He left me to my bodily evacuation.

By the
time he returned, I’d managed to stay a full five
minutes—I was counting
seconds as my phone was on the desk—without further loss of body
fluids, but I was physically exhausted and needed to rehydrate.
Noah handed me the pills along with a bottle of water, which I
sipped slowly in spite of the way my belly cried out for sustenance
and cramped again at the small amount I had given it.

“What election
stuff?” Noah asked.

“Just
being around, really.” I needed to catch up with Jazz and Matty,
see how things were going, check in with Neema, and pop to the SU
office to make sure everything was as it should be—all of which
depended on my ability to safely leave the bathroom. Ha. Back into
the cubicle. Up came the water. Idiot, idiot, idiot. I spat, trying
to clear the bitterness from my mouth, and called through the
closed door, “Can I ask another favour?”

“Go for
it.”

“Please can
you tell Leigh to keep away from me for a couple of days? I’ll text
them later and explain.”

“Sure.
Have you got your phone?”

“No. It’s on
the desk.”

“OK. Be
right back.”

Noah
left. I chanced a sip of water; the neck of the bottle juddered against my teeth. I was
cold and tired. I needed my bed.

Noah returned
and slid my phone under the door. “Call or text or whatever if you
need me. I’ll be just out there.”

“Cheers,
mate.”

He left
again. I was only delaying the inevitable, I knew, but the short
walk home was impossible from where I was standing, and sitting,
and standing, and damn it, was this ever going to stop?

It did
eventually stop—or the
anti-diarrhoea pills kicked in, at any rate—about half an hour
later, and I returned to our desk, falling into my seat. Noah’s
quick glance up from his note-taking confirmed I looked as bad as I
felt.

“What did
Leigh say?”

“Thank you for
telling me.”

That sounded
about right.

Still
scribbling, Noah asked, “Are you going home?”

I sighed.
“Yeah.”

“When?”

“Soon.”
If I could find the energy to move at all. “I need to show my face
in the SU office first.”

“Want me to
come with you?”

“Nah.
Stay here. It’ll save me carting all my junk.” Gingerly, I got to
my feet and waited for the blood to reach my head. I set off
towards the lift, thought again, and used the stairs, keeping my
teeth tightly gritted all the way to the ground floor.

It was a
dull old day but still far too bright, and the autumn chill was
both too much and not enough. I was shivering and sweating and
desperate to do what I needed to and get home. I
walked as fast as I
could, holding my breath and praying I could hold off on throwing
up long enough to find Carlos or someone, I didn’t care who. In
fact, screw finding Carlos… I dodged into the café and made a
beeline for the toilets. More retching, no vomiting. I risked
another sip of water and went back outside.

“Jesse!”

My stomach
lurched—in panic this time—and I held my hands up in front of me,
stopping Leigh from coming close.

“Aww. You’re
really sick.”

I nodded.
“Food poisoning.”

Leigh
frowned. “But how? I’m OK. We ate exactly the same thing. Are your mum and grandma
sick?”

I
sighed, resigned to the fact I’d have to come clean. “It wasn’t
Sunday dinner that did it.” I’d established that earlier while I
was sitting in the library loos. A text to my mum to ask if she was
OK—she was—followed by one to ask how long that piece of barbecue
chicken had been in the fridge. Her response? What piece of BBQ
chicken?

I
explained, “I got up in
the night for a drink, and I was hungry. There was some chicken in
the fridge.” The thought of it made my stomach contract and set the
cramp off again. I tensed and groaned, and became aware of Leigh’s
hand rubbing my back. “Don’t do that. It’s contagious.”

“Yeah, only if
we kiss or your personal hygiene’s gone to hell since last
week.”

“It hasn’t,” I
confirmed.

“See?
It’s fine. So, where are you going now?”

“SU. I
need to let someone in Pride know. How could I be so stupid? I
really need to be here this week.” I’d well and truly seen off my
chances of beating Danny Goodman now.

“It’s
not stupid. Look, come and sit.” Leigh led me to a low wall and
kept hold of me until I was safely sitting. “I’ll go see if Carlos is in the SU office
and let him know. If he’s not, I’ll text Matty or Jazz.
OK?”

“Yeah,
thanks.”

“And then I’m
taking you home.”

“You don’t
need—”

Leigh’s
raised eyebrow was enough to stop me arguing. “I’ll be back as soon
as I can.”

“OK.” I
watched Leigh retreat for as long as I could cope with the eye
movement. Everywhere ached, and the cramp had started up again. I
doubled over and clenched my fist against my mouth.

“Jesse?”

Agh.
Just bloody perfect. “Hi, Sarah,” I said without looking up. “I’d keep my
distance, if I were you.” I’d hoped that would send her away. It
didn’t, but she didn’t come any closer.

“What’s
up? You look like crap. Sorry. That’s not what you want to hear, is it? Did you have a
good holiday?”

“Yeah,
thanks. It was awesome. And I’ve got food poisoning.”

“That
sucks. Did you pick it up while you were away?”

“No,
last night.” I didn’t want to talk about it and made a tactical
switch. “How are you feeling? Any better?”

“Getting
there. I’ve only come in to drop off my doctor’s note. I’m signed
off for the rest of this semester, but I’ll be here on Thursday.”
Sarah stepped wide around me and sat a few feet along the wall,
facing me. “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said during the
question panel.”

“Let me guess.
The allies issue?”

“What
else? I agree with everything else you stand for.”

“I stand
for what our members want. At the end of the day, I’d be their
representative.”

“Yes,
but they also look to the committee for
protection.”

“Which
they only get if they fit your narrow view of what it means to be
queer.”

“Er…what?”

“Your
anti-allies stance. We don’t know how many of our ally members are in the closet or
still trying to figure stuff out.”

“Pride
should be somewhere they feel they can be honest about
that.”

“A safe
space?” I said. Sarah nodded. “How safe do you think it feels to
come out when you’re seen as not queer enough?”

“What do you
mean by ‘not queer enough’?” She used air quotes at me. I hated air
quotes.

“Did you
just come to have a go, thinking I looked too ill to fight
back?”

“I came
to ask if you were all right. I wish I hadn’t bothered.”

“Why do
you even care?” Ouch. I shouldn’t have said that.
“Sorry. That was a low blow,
but you called me a liar, Sarah. You laughed when Carlos took the
piss out of me.”

“I was
wrong, and I said sorry.”

“Tell me
again how it’s a safe space.”

She
looked perplexed for a moment and then the light bulb must’ve come
on. “This is about me
doubting you’re bisexual?”

“Bang on the
money.”

“I
believe you.”

“Because
I’m with Leigh. Or do you still think I’m using them as an entry
ticket?”

“Of
course I don’t.”

“OK. Say
I had a girlfriend instead? Would you doubt it then?”

“I don’t
know.” Sarah’s lip quivered, and she turned her face away. It left
me torn between sympathy and mistrust.

“I’m
sorry if this seems heartless,” I said, “but if you’re trying to manipulate me
again…”

“Again?”
She turned back so sharply her hair flew over her face. She shoved
it out of the way. “I have never manipulated you.”

“You’re
telling me you didn’t try to push me towards standing?”

“Believe
me, Jesse, you were the last person I wanted to stand for
office.”

“Which
is why you helped me get out of the debate. You must’ve known it
would cost me votes.”

“You’re
wrong. So, so wrong.” She was breathing hard out of her
nose, although I took it
as a good sign that she was still breathing. I really didn’t want
to be held responsible for her having another asthma
attack.

“That’s
how it looks, and not just to me.” Leigh was on their way back from
the SU office; I got up really slowly. “I’m not intentionally
running away from this, Sarah. I need to go home.”

She nodded and
got up, too, but didn’t move to leave. “I keep messing this
up.”

“Why?
What are you trying to do?”

“Say sorry…give
you the explanation you deserve.” She offered a watery smile. “For
the record, I want you to win. Whether I agree with your policies
or not, you’re exactly what we need on campus. You stick to your
guns, and you make a very convincing argument, but you also
care.”

All the
while she was speaking, Sarah held eye contact, and she sounded
sincere, but she was a
skilled politician, so I was taking her words with a pinch of salt,
but I still said, “Thank you.”

“Would
it be OK if I email you?”

“I guess.”

“OK. Get well
soon.”

“I’ll do my
best. See you on Thursday.”

“You will.”
With a nod at Leigh, Sarah called, “Good luck, Jesse,” over her
shoulder and marched off in the direction of Student Support.

“Come on, you.
Home,” Leigh ordered.

“My
bag’s in the library,” I mumbled helplessly. The conversation with
Sarah had stolen my last reserves.

“Noah’s going
to drop it off later. Aunty Sheri’s giving us a lift.

“I might throw
up in her car.”

“You
won’t.” Leigh reached into their bag and pulled out a bin
liner.

“OK.” I
submitted and let Leigh lead me to the car park, where Doctor
Powell reversed out of a space and stopped. Leigh opened the
passenger door and then waited to make sure I was safely inside
before they got in the back.

“Jesse, this
is my Aunty Sheri. Aunty Sheri, this is Jesse.”

“Hello,”
I said. “It’s nice to meet you. Well…you know.”

Sheri smiled.
“It’s nice to meet you, too, Jesse.” She put the car in gear and
moved off. “One of you will need to direct me.”

“Left out of
the exit,” Leigh said.

I leaned
back and closed my eyes, focusing on their directions, and the bin
liner in my lap. I didn’t need to use it, although it was a close
call, and when we reached the flat, I said thank you and made a run
for it. I got to the bathroom in time, but not the
toilet.

“Have you got
any rubber gloves?” Leigh asked.

“I’ll clean
up,” I said into the toilet bowl.

“I don’t
mind.”

“You
can’t do it.” I wasn’t being a martyr. If I passed this on to
Leigh, they’d probably end up in hospital, and they knew it, so
they didn’t argue. But they did stay and look after me. Ice chips.
The key to a vomit-free recovery. Well, those and my beautiful
Leigh, of course.

I was napping
on and off, and heard Noah and Matty arrive. They must’ve hung
around until my mum got home from work, because Leigh gave her a
nurse-style report and then came to say goodbye.

“I’m
keeping count of all the kisses I’m not getting,” I
said.

Leigh ruffled
my hair. “It’ll be fun catching up. Sleep well.”

“Thank you for
looking after me.”

“It’s
OK. You’re a much better patient than I am. See you
tomorrow.”

“Wednesday,” I
corrected. “Or Thursday.”

“Tomorrow,” Leigh insisted. “I’ll be here straight after
uni.”

“You don’t
need to.”

“I want
to.”

They’d
got me. “All this for a
midnight snack.”

“Yeah,
well, in our kitchen, we’ll have a dedicated snack cupboard full of
stuff that doesn’t go off. Anyway, I’m going.
Goodnight.”

“Night,”
I said, and again to Noah and Matty. I heard the front door close
and shut my eyes.

In our
kitchen…

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Thirty-Seven

I was up to pottering the next morning,
sporadically. Ten minutes at the kitchen table was enough to set
off the stomach cramps, but no vomiting or diarrhoea, which made me optimistic I was on
the mend. I went back to bed with a couple of books and a piece of
dry toast, and ate it at a rate of a bite every five minutes. It
stayed down.

There
was an email from Sarah in my inbox. I’d seen it first thing but
hadn’t felt up to reading it. I clicked the link, anticipating
further justification of her point of view. She could keep on till
the cows came home; she wouldn’t change my mind.

Hi Jesse, Can we meet for coffee sometime? Sarah

Well,
that was unexpected and to the point, but I guessed it wouldn’t do any harm. I typed
quickly, trying to beat the onset of another wave of
cramps—Yeah,
sure. When’s best for you?—and gripped my phone until it creaked in my fist. I was
never eating leftovers again.

The pain
didn’t last as long this time, and my nausea seemed to have passed. I took another bite
of the awful toast and chewed as I perused Facebook, pausing every
so often to read a post or click a link. My eyelids drooped, my
phone started to slip from my hand…I let it.

When I
woke up, I felt OK-ish.
I had a stiff neck and cold arms, but the general aches and pains
had gone. I managed to get out of bed and shower before the cramps
started up again and the exhaustion returned. Back to bed for
me.

Another
message, this time from
Jazz.

Overheard at
the SU photocopier…

Sarah Weasel-Willis: Jesse Thomas is sick.

Carlos Crapmeister Machado: So I’ve been told. Is he
actually sick?

Sarah Weasel-Willis: Yeah. He looks like death warmed up, and
he’s lost loads of weight.

Chuckling, I replied: Jazz Shit-stirring-Stephens, put down that wooden
spoon!

The
Pride office was, in
actuality, the SU’s photocopy room—none of the other societies had
office space at all—so whilst this was, once again, Sarah and
Carlos gossiping about me in a semi-public place, it wasn’t awful.
People shouldn’t talk about your weight, but they did. I was just
glad Sarah hadn’t gone down the expected route of congratulating me
on my weight loss, even if she was blaming it on the food poisoning
rather than my impressively strong willpower. Ha-ha.

Incoming
call, predictably.

“Hello,”
I said, already smiling because I knew what was coming.

“I’m not
stirring!”

“Yeah, you
are.”

“Don’t you
want to know what they’re saying about you?”

“Um…nope. Carlos thinks I’m pulling a sickie,
then?”

“He’s crapping
himself you’re gonna withdraw.”

“Well,
you can tell him I’m not. How’s it all going?”

“Danny’s
still in the lead.”

Agh.
So frustrating. And
completely avoidable. “Can we salvage this, Jazz?”

“We
could go for the sympathy vote. I’ll snaffle a wheelchair from the
hospital. Have you got one of those tartan blankets?”

“Ha! So
not happening.” I knew she was joking, but she hadn’t answered my
question, which told me
everything I needed to know. “If I’m up to it, I’ll be back in
tomorrow.”

“If you’re up to
it…” Jazz admonished.

“That’s
what I said, isn’t it? I’m going to stick something on Facebook
now, invite people to PM me their questions.”

“Good idea.
I’ll let you go, Jess. Take it easy, yeah?”

“I
will.” Like I had a choice. She ended the call before I could ask
how she was doing, but she’d sounded OK.

I posted
on my profile and on the Pride page and went to get more water. I needed food, but I
wasn’t sure what I could safely eat. I took a chance on a rich tea
biscuit. Plain, dry, like chewing paper, but it went down and
stayed down. Maybe next time, I could be a bit more adventurous and
try a plain digestive. Yay.

My
biscuit woes lasted as long as it took me to get back into bed and
unlock my phone. How many messages? I’d expected maybe one or two,
and even then from Leigh and Matty. But seventeen?
Hm, make that eight—no,
nineteen. Twenty…

“Shit.
OK.” I propped up my pillows and sat back, wondering if there was
any point in trying to cajole my laptop into a few hours of
service. Mum had reclaimed hers while we were away, and if I had to
respond to all those messages—twenty-six and rising—autocorrect
would either kill me or my phone, depending on which of us cracked
first. I scooped my hair back, flinching when I caught my eyebrow
bar. Good call there from Leigh, although I didn’t think they were
capable of making a bad one.

I
clicked my way through each of the messages, the realisation
dawning that I’d just given myself a finite window in which to
reply, because now
they’d all be marked as read. ‘Good luck’ and ‘get well soon’…there
were a few of those.

“Huh.
I’ve got supporters.”

Of
course, I’d known that from the polls, but this was different, and I was touched
they’d gone to the effort of typing a personal message. Well, those
were straightforward enough to reply to. I felt a bit of a cheat,
switching between ‘aww, thanks, I’m on the mend’, ‘cheers for your
support’ and ‘thank you :)’, but the messages were coming in faster
than I could deal with them.

“At this
rate, I’m gonna need a PA.”

“Your wish is
my command.” Leigh’s bag hit the floor with a heavy thunk.

“Whoa,
ow!” Butterflies into belly cramp. Way not to go! I pressed on my
sides in a failed effort to thwart the pain. “How did you get
in?”

Leigh held up a
key.

“First
she lets you into my room while I’m still in bed. Now she’s given
you a key?”

“Loaned
me a key. So I didn’t disturb you.” They came over and perched on
the other end of my bed. I’d have preferred more distance, but it
would have to do, and I couldn’t deny the foot rub through the
duvet was wonderful. “Did you get my message?” Leigh
asked.

“Um…possibly?
I’m a bit snowed under, to be honest.”

“Can I
help?”

For
about one second, I considered saying ‘no, it’s OK’. “Yeah, if you
wouldn’t mind.”

Leigh got up to
collect their tablet from their bag and then sat down again,
cross-legged. I gave them my Facebook login, laughing as their eyes
widened at all the messages—another eleven had arrived since I’d
‘read’ the first batch.

“How do you
want to do this? Should I answer if I know?”

“Works for
me.”

“OK.”
Leigh tapped the screen, frowning as they read. “That’s easy.” They
started typing; I’d have loved to have been that fast on a
touchscreen. They stopped typing. “One down…” Tap, tap, tap. They
glanced up at me. “What’s the matter?”

I smiled.
“Just watching you. That OK?”

They
pointed at my phone. I huffed; they laughed. “Finish this, then you
can look at me all you like.”

“Fine,
fine…” I unlocked my phone screen and opened the next unread
message. “How’s your day been?” I asked.

“Not too bad.
Boring. Yours?”

“Same.”
I read the message and typed my response ‘aloud’.
“What…party?”

“Are we
reading the same message?”

“Not
sure. Mine says ‘Do you know about the party?’”

“No,
then. This one’s ‘You missed the party.’”

“What
party?” I asked again, but only of Leigh this time. They shrugged.

A
response appeared on my phone. “Danny Goodman’s last Friday at The Atrium. What the hell?”
Leigh looked as astounded as me. “That place is huge. He’s got to
be buying votes.”

“Couldn’t he be disqualified?”

“Only if
we could prove it.” However dozy he was, if his MP mother was
backing him—and she had
to be if he’d hired a venue like that—it would all appear above
board. It might even have been above board. It probably
wasn’t.

Another
response popped up from the same person. Check his Twitter stream from the
December before last.

I
read the sender’s name. “David
Bowie?” Or not, clearly, but how had I missed that? I went to have
a look at their profile. Their avi was young Bowie with long blonde
hair and pouty lips; the posts were all Bowie videos and photos. No
‘about’ or location info. However, if there was one thing I knew
for sure, it was that I had never moved in the same social circles
as the late, great superstar. I said, “It’s Ben
Fellowes.”

“Who?
David Bowie?”

“Yep.
It’s got to be.” Four friends in common, two of those from high
school. And he’d sent me another message.

You don’t know who I am, do you?

His
question made my scalp
prickle. He was hiding behind an obvious pseudonym, so I doubted he
thought he’d fooled me. But his phrasing implied he’d
expected…something. I just wasn’t sure what.

I
replied: Well, you’re not David Bowie, that’s for sure.

LOL. No.

“I don’t
want to have this conversation,” I said, but still typed:
Yes, I know who you
are.

“Friend
request from Ben
Fellowes,” Leigh said.

I’d seen
it, too, and I didn’t know what to do about it. For the time being, I ignored it and
instead went to have a look at Danny’s Twitter. My word, he’d been
busy. I scrolled down and down and down…and down… “Is there a way
to search for tweets during a specific time period?”

“Not sure,”
Leigh said. “What are you looking for?”

“Ben—well, David Bowie—told me to check Danny’s tweets—from
two years ago. D’you reckon the search works the same as the
journals archive at uni?”

Leigh
laughed. “Why are you asking me? I’m a newbie,
remember?”

“Ah,
yeah.” I sometimes forgot they’d only been in uni for half a
semester. It felt like forever. I gave my idea a try,
anyway—Danny’s Twitter name plus the date range. It worked! Now to
find what Ben was talking about.

It
didn’t take long to catch the tail end of what had gone down.
Whatever Danny had done, he’d riled a lot of people, and I found
the source eventually—or a screen capture of it. I remembered the
incident it related to: a student was deported back to Somalia with
their family when their application for asylum failed. Danny’s
tweet referred to them as an illegal immigrant, amongst other much
less savoury things, and it looked like a few people agreed with
him, but most didn’t. His original tweet was long gone—shocker!—so
I downloaded the image and sent it to Leigh, except they were
logged in as me so they saw it outgoing instead of
incoming.

“Oh my
god!”

“Yep.”

“We can’t let
him win, Jesse!”

I had no
intention of letting that happen. I was only delaying acting so I
could weigh up the alternatives.

“Are you
going to retweet it?” Leigh asked.

“No. I’m going
to send it to Carlos.”

“You’ve
got more faith in him than I have.”

“Yeah. I
hope it’s not misplaced.” I didn’t think it was. Regardless of our differences,
Carlos was good at his job, on top of which, he wanted Danny in
office even less than I did. I sent the email—image plus
enough to put him
out of the race?—and
went back to Facebook, where I replied thanks to ‘David Bowie’ and accepted Ben’s friend
request. Immediately, he sent a message thanks for
accepting. I responded
with a thumbs up and left it at that. We were not, and likely never
would be friends, but I could work with him if that was where we
both found ourselves in two days’ time.

“You know
Danny will claim the image has been tampered with, don’t you?”
Leigh asked rhetorically.

“Is
there any way we can authenticate it?”

“Hmm…not
that I know of. I could ask Sol, but I think it’s only possible the
other way around—if you wanted to prove it was fake—and even then
it’s tricky.”

“Guess
we’ll just have to hope for the element of surprise. Oh! Reply from
Carlos.” I clicked on it and grinned.

“What’s it
say?”

“He loves
me.”

“Uh-huh?
Who doesn’t?”

“Sarah
Willis.”

Leigh
laughed. “Yeah, OK. Does it say anything else?”

“He’s reporting
it to the Union Council. He thinks it’s instant disqualification,
which’ll get his supporters’ backs up.”

“Unless we
leak the image,” Leigh suggested.

“No.” I didn’t
want to play dirty. It would bring me down to Danny’s level, and in
any case, the racist slur in his tweet was so bad that the words
would have to be blanked out.

“If you don’t
want to share it, you could always send it to Matty...”

That was
no better, although the
members did have a right to know. “OK. How about this? If Carlos
doesn’t get anywhere with it, I’ll give Matty permission to tweet
it.”

“Sounds fair.”
Leigh went back to screen tapping. “I really want to kiss you.”

“Forty-eight
hours.”

“Not all food
poisoning is contagious.”

“Is it worth
the risk, though?”

Leigh stuck
their lip out in a sulky scowl.

“Don’t tempt
me,” I warned.

The scowl
turned into a smile.

We made
short work of the rest of the messages, or Leigh did. I spent more
time backspacing.

Skies, doors, slides, aloha allies!

Unused, unusual, unisexual unixes… For God’s sake… Gender-neutral toilets!

“That’s
the last one,” Leigh finally announced and put down their tablet.

I sagged
in relief. “Thank
you.”

“You’re
welcome. What shall we do now? Would you like a drink? Something to
eat?”

“So much,” I
lamented. I just wasn’t sure it was wise.

“Mashed
potato? That’s what my foster mum used to make for me when I was
sick.”

My mouth was
watering. “Yeah. That’d be good.”

“OK.
Where do I find the
potatoes?”

“Bottom
of the vegetable rack, but there’s probably some frozen
mash.”

“I’ll have a
look.” Leigh got up and left my room.

I slid
down the bed and closed my eyes. Tackling those questions
had really taken it out
of me, but as I listened to the sounds coming from the
kitchen—doors opening and closing, Leigh singing, the clink of a
bowl and the microwave’s beeps—I remembered their parting words the
night before and perked right up again. I got out of bed and padded
through to the kitchen.

“You
know what you said
yesterday?”

Leigh jumped
and dropped a fork.

“Sorry.”

They got
another fork out of the drawer. “About what?”

“In our
kitchen…”

“Oh! Did I say
that?” Their eyes shifted from side to side and then they grinned.
“I did, didn’t I? Must’ve been thinking ahead. So…what about
it?”

“How far ahead
were you thinking?”

“Next
weekend?” Leigh suggested. Their grin widened, and I raised my eyebrows—I knew because
it hurt. “I’m kidding. Well, kind of kidding. I would totally move
in with you next weekend.”

“Would
you?”

“If we had
somewhere to move into, yep. Wouldn’t you?”

“You
know I would. Other than not having any money for rent. But don’t
you think it’s too soon?”

“You
said we’re meant to be together.”

“Yeah, and I
believe that, but you know what people are like. I don’t mind
fending off all that crap about us rushing into things, but I’d
need to get a job, and I don’t want to mess up my degree. God, I
sound like Noah.”

Leigh
laughed and took a step towards me, then remembered I was diseased
and stepped away again. “So…once you’ve graduated?”

“Yes.”
My insides were having a rave. “I’ve got money from my dad. It should be enough for a
deposit.”

“And
I’ve got my disability payments.”

“I
can do my Master’s
part-time if I need to.”

The ping
of the microwave called timeout on our discussion. Leigh brought the bowl of mashed potato
over to the table.

“Thank you,” I
said. “Again.”

“You’re
welcome.” Leigh sat across the table. “Again.” They grinned.

I was so
desperate to touch them—to share a hug and celebrate our decision.
Another forty-eight hours…

***

The
next morning’s cramp was
a bit pathetic, really, like my stomach was giving a little ‘don’t
you ever forget this’ jab. I got out of bed, showered and dressed.
Jeans on; jeans off again. Old jeans on, which were also too big—for now. I’d like to say
Fat Pride was winning out, and maybe it was, a little. Falling in
love, uni, the election, the holiday, food poisoning—it all played
its part in my epic weight loss, and it was a good feeling. A
really good feeling…

But I was wise
to it now. And OK, maybe I wouldn’t put all the weight back on;
maybe I’d put on more; or lose more. I had no control over it.
Well, I could commit to that lifelong regime of exercise and diet
vigilance, but there were so many more things that needed my
attention. Important things, like elections to win, and degrees to
pass, and a shipmate to love…who loved me. And this
was
me.

Big Jesse.

Yeah.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
Thirty-Eight

Election day. I felt weirdly chill.

It
helped that I had to sit
through a two-hour Discourse Analysis lecture before I could get
into anything election related. Sometimes I wondered why I’d chosen
this module—it was drier than Noah’s sense of humour, and I’d
thought that when I’d read the outline in the module guide—but then
I’d remember.

If I endure another year of Critical Theory with you, will you return
the favour?

This morning’s
lecture was titled ‘Persistence of Hegemonic Discourse in
Post-human Narratives’—or, ‘why the zombies never win’—so Noah was
decidedly not chill and
scribbling fast enough to set his notebook on fire. My phone
buzzed—text from Matty: Team Jesse is On Da Campus!—just as the lecturer was finishing up with
a clip from Return of the Living Dead as an example of a marginalised youth subculture
violently revolting against hegemonic authority. It was definitely
revolting and, quite frankly, a bit much for my still-delicate
stomach.

“Gonna have a
quick chat about my diss,” Noah informed me as we packed up to
leave.

“OK.
I’ll head over to the SU. Leigh and Matty are here, by the
way.”

“You haven’t
seen Leigh yet this morning?”

“No. Why?”

Noah
smirked and diverted towards our lecturer. He wasn’t telling. Guess
I’d find out soon enough.

The wind
whipped around my back
as I stepped out of the theatre, and I tugged my jacket tight
around me. It wasn’t just because I was out of sorts; the full
force of autumn was emptying the trees of their leaves, and the sky
was a dull, cloudy grey. It made a stunning backdrop for the pride
flag flying outside the SU building, even if I couldn’t see all
those colours.

I wasn’t
nervous. With Danny
Goodman out of the running, we were guaranteed a good result for
inclusion officer. The Union Council had hauled him in, and he’d
initially denied responsibility for the derogatory tweet, then
defended his actions as the poorly formed opinion of an immature
first-year student. Whatever, he was disqualified for election
misconduct. He’d also been reported to the Vice Chancellor, who had
suspended him, pending further investigation.

As for
the rest of the roles? Leigh and I had spent the previous afternoon working
through all the campaign videos, tweets, discussions, debates and
so on, and we’d made our choices. Now we needed to cast our votes.
The polling station was the computer suite on the first floor of
the SU building; Pride had the use of the ground-floor meeting hall
for the day, as a base for us candidates and our campaign
teams—with catering—and later, for the announcement of the
results.

I walked
around to the front of the building, each step a notch up in my anticipation, both for
the election and seeing Leigh. Would we get a good turnout? Would
the members make good decisions? And where was Leigh? I was seventy-two hours clear and ready to
collect on those kisses just as soon as they were. Slowing as I
approached the main entrance, I made sure I was presentable,
stepped inside…

“Hi.” I
exhaled the word as my back hit the wall next to the door through
which I’d just come, pinned to it by Leigh’s body. They flung their
arms around my neck.

“Hi.
Better?”

“Y—”
That was as far as I got. It had only been four days, but God, I’d missed this. Leigh
was so familiar to me now, and yet the kiss felt like our first,
under the tree in the storm. The thrill that we were
actually doing
this, the touch and
taste and citrus scent, the being squished…

There’s this bit
in Nineteen
Eighty-Four when Julia
tells Winston that marching and waving flags was just ‘sex gone
sour’, and how the Party was anti-sex because when people made love
they were happy and didn’t care about anything else. I could
totally see where Orwell was coming from. Election? What
election?

At
Matty’s unsubtle throat-clearing, we emerged, giggling, from our
kiss, and I shifted my eyes upwards to Leigh’s hair.

“Not
rainbow colours.” I tangled my fingers in it.

“Nope.
You like?”

“I do, very
much.” Definitely blue and yellow.

“Yep,
just go on up,” I heard
Matty say, and watched him hurrying people past us and up the
stairs.

“We
should probably get down to business,” I said and screwed my eyes
shut as Leigh’s laughter exploded in a wet snort, spraying my face.

“Here?”
they asked.

“You
knew what I meant!” I was blushing like mad, and Leigh was still
laughing. Ah, me and my daft mouth.

We entered the
hall, and I spotted Neema and her girlfriend sitting on the edge of
the stage. I waved; they waved back. “I’d best go say hello
properly,” I said to Leigh.

“OK. I’m gonna
give Matty a hand with overseeing voters. I’ll be upstairs if you
need me.” With a quick kiss, Leigh released me and went back the
way we’d come while I dodged between the tables, trying to ignore
the people from the uni newspaper who were currently talking to the
social secretary candidates. Neema smiled at me as I approached,
but I didn’t reach her, because Ben Fellowes
intercepted.

“Jesse,
can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Sure. Here,
or…?”

“Somewhere a bit more private.”

“OK.” I
wasn’t sure we’d find anywhere today.

Ben
followed me out of the
hall, and I asked Matty.

“Yep.
Interview room. Up the stairs and that way.” He gestured right.
“Next to the stockroom.”

“Cheers,
Matt.”

We went
upstairs, where we ended up in the stockroom—not by accident. There
was someone using the interview room.

I shut
the door and leaned against one of the many filing cabinets, as did
Ben, to maximise space. He was on edge, so I didn’t push, and let
him get there in his own time.

“Um…” he
began, looking everywhere but at me. “First off, thanks for dealing
with Danny.”

“I
didn’t have much choice, really, did I?”

“I
know.” Ben cracked his knuckles. I held back a wince. “You probably
think I was passing the buck.”

“I
don’t, actually.” Well, I did a bit. “I assumed it was because Danny was my
opposition.”

Ben
nodded and briefly held
eye contact before looking away again. “Don’t you find it odd there
were only three candidates for inclusion officer?”

“There
were around that many for the other positions,” I reasoned. To me,
it wasn’t in the least bit odd, but Ben was obviously of a
different opinion.

“It’s
the one employment area in which being a member of a minority goes
in our favour. It looks great on your CV.”

“Yeah, you’re
right, although it’s not why I stood for office.”

“I’m not
saying it is, but for others, it might be. I mean, Neema Panda said
it, didn’t she? It sets
us up for the future.”

“I’m not
sure she explicitly
meant our careers.” In fact, I was pretty sure she hadn’t meant
that at all. “Look, Ben…sorry to rush you, but I need to get going.
Was there something else you wanted to say?”

“Er…it
depends.” He was back to fidgeting—not the same kind as Matty’s,
which was just as annoying but cuter.

“On
what?” I asked.

Another
knuckle crack. “Can I
tell you something in confidence?”

“I
guess?” I should probably have stipulated ‘depending on what it
is’, but I had a feeling he’d been waffling around the point and it
was about him being trans.

“I was
going to stand for inclusion officer.”

“Why didn’t
you?”

“Threats.”

“Danny?”
I asked, but I already knew.

“Yes,
and not just me. I know at least one other student who was
threatened. Well, kind of more advised against standing because it
might not be in our best interests in the longer term.”

“A veiled
threat.”

“Yeah.”

“He wanted the
position that much?”

“Did you
happen to notice his profile image in the screenshot?”

“No.
What was it?”

“The
England flag. He’s in the English Defence League.”

“No
surprise there.”

Ben gave a
heavy, exasperated sigh. “I need to spell this out, don’t I?”

I felt
my temper simmer. “Yeah,
mate. Might be a good idea.” That tone, like ‘you’re so stupid, you
don’t get it’, was how he’d been with me at school. But I didn’t
think he’d done it on purpose, because he backed down
immediately.

“Sorry.
That was out of order.
I’ve come to you because…well, because you didn’t out
me.”

“I’d never do
that.”

“And I’m
grateful. I trust you, Jesse, but I’m worried about the
repercussions of what I’m about to tell you.”

I really
should’ve stipulated some terms, but it was too late now. “OK. Hit me with
it.”

“Danny
only stood for office to go against Neema. He’s not LGBT+. He’s not
even an ally. He’s a Nazi, and you fucked up his plan. He got rid
of all his opposition so it didn’t split the vote.”

Really wish I’d
stipulated. This was so much more serious than a two-year-old
racist slur. “We’re going to have to report it to the Elections
Committee.”

“Please
don’t. He’ll out me.”

“I don’t
understand. You’re already out as gay.”

“Only at
uni. We play on the same football team, Danny and me, and there’s another gay player. He
takes a lot of verbal for it, and I could handle that. But if they
find out I’m trans, I’ll be off the squad.”

“What
about the other student Danny threatened? Would they be prepared to
come forward?”

“I doubt
it.”

“You’ve put me
in a really awkward situation here, Ben.”

“I know,
and I’m sorry. I needed to tell someone. Just do what you have to,
OK? But if you can avoid bringing me into it, I’d really appreciate
it.”

What
I should do was
tell the Elections Committee, and they’d probably suspend the
election to investigate.

“OK. Let
me get some advice. I won’t mention your name.” I stepped past Ben
and opened the door before he tried to talk me out of
it.

“Thank
you,” he said. “And I’m
sorry again…for everything.”

I nodded
my acceptance and
watched him go downstairs. I needed to talk to someone who knew the
rules but would also understand Ben’s dilemma—Jazz, ideally, but
she had lectures and wouldn’t be around until late afternoon.
Carlos knew his stuff, but he’d sacrifice Ben to get Danny. Matty…I
wasn’t sure if he was up on election regulations, but it was worth
a try.

I moved
towards the stairs…and stopped as the answer to all my wishes
ascended in front of me. “Sarah.”

“Hi, Jesse.
How’s it going?”

“Um…OK.
Ish. Are you up to an off-the-record really sensitive
consult?”

Her eyebrows
arched. “You’ve got my attention.”

I led
the way back to my very makeshift office. Sarah ran her finger over
the top of one of the filing cabinets and examined her dust-covered
fingertip in disgust. “You could’ve cleaned the place,” she joked
and wiped the dust off on her jeans. “How can I help?”

I told
her everything Ben had told me, but without mentioning his name. While I was talking, I
noticed her breathing become faster and more shallow. I was
beginning to think this had been a really bad idea. I finished
with, “Are you OK, Sarah?”

“Yeah,”
she answered breathlessly. “Yeah, I’m OK. Just… All this time I’ve been giving you hell
about allies—how do we keep our members safe from crazies like
Danny Goodman?”

“We
can’t, is the honest answer. I think my source was wrong about him, though. Danny’s been
in Pride for a year. He couldn’t have predicted Neema would stand
for office, and he’s no way the sort of person who’d join as an
ally.”

“You think
he’s LGBT+?”

“I’d bet
my student loan on it—if I had any left.”

Sarah
smiled at that. She had her inhaler in her hand. “This
situation…it’s…” She paused and puffed on her inhaler. “At school,
there was a girl—my first girlfriend. It was a secret and we were
caught out.” Another puff. “We both denied there was anything going
on, and she went back to her boyfriend. I was devastated. Then
another girl befriended me. She played me for months. I trusted
her, Jesse…I trusted her.”

“She
outed you?” I asked.
Sarah nodded. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry you went through
that.”

She
sighed, defeated. “It’s
not just allies, though, is it? We can’t even trust our
own.”

“There’s
bad apples everywhere,” I said philosophically.

“And
what? The key’s not to let them spoil the whole bunch?”

“Pretty
much. We could screen
new members, I guess, although it probably wouldn’t have stopped
Danny. I think, once we get some positive action in place, the
problem will mostly solve itself.”

“Yeah, maybe
you’re right.” Sarah vented a long breath. “I sorely misjudged you,
Jesse. I’m sorry. But I still don’t agree with you on the allies
issue.”

“That’s
understandable. Thanks for telling me.”

“I owed
it to you. When you asked me if I’d still believe you’re bi if you
had a girlfriend, it hit me like a slap in the face. If I hadn’t
been outed at school, I’d still be in the closet now. That’s what I
thought Gina—my first girlfriend—had done. Chosen the closet over
me. I’ve thought lots of horrible things about her since she dumped
me. I resented her for being able to blend in. I didn’t have that
luxury, but I finally get it, because of what you said. That Bi
Pride slogan?”

“What Bi Pride
slogan?”

“She’s
got a boyfriend, and she might be in the closet, but she’s
still
bisexual.”

“Huh. I’ve got
so much to learn.”

“You’re not the
only one,” Sarah admitted humbly.

“So,
what do we do about Danny?”

“Nothing. I’ll let security know in case he tries to come
back on campus. As far as the election’s concerned, he’s already
disqualified.”

“And the
people who didn’t stand?”

“If they
aren’t prepared to report it officially, there’s nothing we can
do.”

That was
a relief, in a way. I hated the injustice, but I wanted the
election to be over
already.

Sarah
was moving towards the door. I caught up with her and held it
open. “Thanks for the
advice.”

“Glad I
could help. Not long now.”

“No.” My belly
cramped—just nerves this time, thank goodness. “I’m going to vote
while I’m up here.”

“OK. See
you later.” She grabbed the banister to go downstairs and paused.
“I’m off until after Christmas officially, but I can come back in
for the restorative justice session whenever suits you.”

I
shrugged. “I might just take you and Carlos to Weight Watchers one
evening.” I was joking,
but actually, that wasn’t such a bad idea.

***

The Returning
Officer was halfway through announcing the results; we had our new
president, secretary and treasurer. Inclusion officer was up
next.

Neema
and I were squeezing each other’s hands so tightly I half expected
to find our fingertips in a pile on the floor. It was an excellent
turnout—in voters, not fingertips—91% across the six committee
roles, with the highest percentages for president and inclusion
officer, helped in no small part by Sarah’s resignation and the
drama Danny had caused.

“The
results for the election of inclusion officer for Pride are as
follows.

“Neema Panda,
three hundred and forty-one votes.

“Jesse
Thomas, four hundred—”

Noise
erupted. Cheers, whistles, applause. God, it was loud, and I was
burning up.

“You did
it!” Neema shouted inches from my ear.
“Congratulations!”

“Cheers,” I said, distracted by the sight of Leigh up on
Noah’s shoulders and
high, high above the rest of the crowd. We made eye contact, and
they stopped waving their arms to blow me a kiss. I laughed as I
blew one back.

It was
mayhem and the noise went on and on. The Returning Officer
looked helplessly at the
outgoing committee members clustered at the side of the hall—a
prompt for Sarah to blow our ears off with a whistle into the mic.
There was a communal groan as the noise died down, and the
Returning Officer continued in the same dry tone, as if she hadn’t
been interrupted at all.

“Jesse
Thomas, four hundred and twenty-six votes. Jesse Thomas is duly
elected inclusion officer for Pride…”

***

As the
hall began to empty, I shook Neema’s hand. “It should’ve been
you.”

“No.
You’ll be brilliant, Jesse.”

“You’re
still up for consultation?”


“Absolutely.”

I was
going to do everything in my power to get the rest of our new
committee—which included Krystle, but sadly not Ben—to agree to us
job-sharing.

“Night,
Jesse.”

“Night.”

Neema
jumped down from the stage, where her girlfriend greeted her with a
hug and a kiss. Arm in arm, they strolled away.

The
weight of responsibility settled on my shoulders—my duty to ensure
Pride was a safe, welcoming space for all members, regardless of
gender, sexuality, ethnicity, ability, religion and the myriad
other things that made each one of us unique. Lucky I had big
shoulders.

“Ahoy!”

Leigh was
standing in front of the stage and peering up at me: one-eyed, arms
stretched, fists furled as if holding a telescope. I laughed and
shook my head. “You’re so crazy.”

They
retracted their imaginary telescope and grinned. “Permission to come aboard?”

“Permission granted.” I reached down; Leigh gripped my hand
and sprang up on stage, into my arms. We kissed…

A flash
went off.

The uni
newspaper. I’d forgotten
all about them. Oh, so what? We’d make a great front
page.

“I love this
ship,” Leigh murmured.

“Thanks,” I
said. “I’m quite partial to it myself.”

“Good to
know. Should we hoist
the Jolly Roger?”

I grinned. “I
think you already did.”

Arrr.

 


* * * * *

 



Epilogue

Early August

 


I
reckoned if I’d squeezed my hands into fists, sweat
would’ve dripped from
them like I was wringing a wet cloth. Auto-talk me had taken over.
Was I making any sense at all? Probably not.

“Hm.
Thanks, John. Last question—”

“Jesse,” Professor Parker—the dean of English—corrected a second
time, the first having bypassed Brian completely.

“Pardon?”

“His name’s
Jesse, Brian. Not John.”

Brian
looked up from his notes. His left eyebrow rose to an extraordinary
height. “Is it?” he asked me.

I nodded
apologetically, expecting the next question to be
‘Are you sure?’ or ‘When
did you change it?’

“Well, well. I
never knew.”

I didn’t
doubt that for one second, but I didn’t care. My degree
certificate—first class, hell, yeah!—had the right name on it,
which was all that mattered. Well, getting to the end of this
interview without fluffing it—ideally before Saturday—was kind of
important, too.

“Brian, did you
have a question?” Professor Parker prompted.

“Hm? Oh,
yes. Jo—Jesse…” He smiled uncomfortably, like he was suddenly
talking to a stranger. “Why have you applied to study part-time
rather than full-time? For financial reasons, I
presume?”

“Yes. I’ve just
moved in with my partner. My postgraduate loan covers my tuition
fees, but—”

“Bills
to pay, mouths to feed?” Brian finished for me.

I
nodded. In fact, we were better off than most, but it was still
going to be a stretch.

“I see.
Have you considered becoming an associate tutor, hm?”

“Yes.
I’ve had an interview already, and I’m on the bank.” Which didn’t
guarantee I’d get regular work, or any work at all.

“Great…”
Brian’s mouth briefly formed a ‘J’ shape before he abandoned his
attempt at my name—there was clearly no space left in his brain for
trivialities like that—and then scribbled something on his
notebook. He showed it to Professor Parker, receiving a
noncommittal nod in response. “If we were to offer you a
stipendiary position, would you be interested?”

“Um…I don’t
know what that is.” Ugh. Fail.

Brian
deferred to his boss to
explain.

“It’s a
fixed-term contract. You
would be expected to take tutorials and seminars for a specified
number of hours per week, and assist Doctor Brown with
administration and organisation of teaching in his area as well as
pastoral care of students.”

Teaching? Eek!
Standing up in front of groups of undergraduates and talking sense?
Heh, at least it wasn’t kids, even if it did mean dealing with
slackers like Ryan, who had, by some miracle—or, more likely, the
generosity of a diligent study partner—upped his third class to a
2:2. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad? I knew my stuff, and eight months
of presenting to staff and students at all levels had seen off most
of my nervousness about public speaking.

But then
there was Noah. His interview was directly after mine—he was
waiting outside—and he wanted to teach. If I accepted their offer, I might be stealing
the opportunity from under my best mate’s nose, and I
wouldn’t…couldn’t do it.

“Are
there any other stipendiary positions?” I probably shouldn’t have
asked, but I had to.

Professor Parker eyed me curiously. “Doctor Brown will be supervising your
thesis. Is that a problem?”

Crap.
That wasn’t what I’d meant at all. I got on great with Brian—Doctor Brown—and I was
well up for teaching with him, but not at Noah’s
expense.

“Ah,”
Brian said. “I believe, Professor, John is
concerned for one of our
other graduate students. No—”

“Noah Ashton,” I
cut in quickly. “Yes, I am. I might be wrong, but I think he’d
relish the chance of some teaching experience.”

Professor Parker had a bemused smile. “It’s very thoughtful of you to look out
for him. I assume you’re friends?”

“Yes, we
are.” I tried, but I
couldn’t stop myself from grinning, and then blushing, which also
meant having to explain. “He’s getting married on Saturday, and I’m
his best man.”

“Oh,
gosh! In that case, we’d better not keep you further. Jesse, we’d
like to offer you a place on our Master’s programme, and we’d be
delighted to receive your application for the stipendiary
lectureship in critical theory. It may also interest you to know
we’re offering a stipendiary lectureship in discourse studies.
You’re welcome to apply for both posts if you wish, but the
workload would be significant, particularly if you later decided to
switch to full-time study.”

“I could do
that?”

“As long as
it’s within the first few weeks of the course, yes.”

“Oh,
wow! Thank you.” My shoulders must’ve dropped about six inches with
my sigh of relief.

“We’ll
send out a written offer, of course. Do you have any further
questions?”

“Not at this
time, thanks.”

Professor
Parker rose to her feet, as did I, and she shook my hand.
“Congratulations, Jesse.”

“Thanks
so much!” I initiated a hand shake with Brian, who remained in his
seat. He was a funny old bloke, scruffy and crumpled, with a mess
of dreadlocks crowning his scatterbrained head, but he was so
bloody clever. He always pushed me to do my best, and he believed
in me. My respect for him was immense.

The
professor walked me to the door. “On another matter, we’ve quite a few new staff
starting this year. It would be wonderful if you and your colleague
could run an inclusion session as part of our induction training
programme.”

“Yeah,
definitely. When would it be?”

“Early
September. I’ll drop you an email.”

“OK.
That’s great. Thanks,
Prof—”

“Ruby.”

“Thanks…Ruby.” Probably the colour I’d turned calling the
dean by her first name. She opened the door for me, and I stepped
out into the corridor, heaving another enormous sigh as the door
closed behind me and I met Noah’s searching gaze.

“How’d
it go?”

“Not
bad. I’m on the Master’s programme.”

“Well
done, mate.”

“Cheers.
And I think they’re giving me a stipendiary
lectureship.”

“A
what?”

“Fixed-term contract, part-time.” I really wanted to tell him about the other
post, but if I’d misunderstood—I didn’t think I had—I’d be getting
his hopes up for no reason.

Before I
got myself too tied up in knots, the door opened again. “Noah?”

“Yes, that’s
me.”

“Good
luck…Noel,” I said as he stepped past me.

“Fuck
off,” he hissed and
followed Professor Parker inside.

***

My mum
answered her work phone
as I pushed the front door open. “Hello, Susan Thomas
speaking.”

“Hi, Susan,” I
said through my grin and laughed at her tut and huff. “They offered
me a place.”

“That’s
great news! Well done, love.”

“Thanks.” I stuck my head into the living room. My grandma
would’ve heard me, but I gave her a thumbs up to confirm it. She
silently applauded.

“How did Noah
get on?” Mum asked.

“Yep,
same. You want to hear the really great news?” I signalled to my
grandma I was going upstairs.

“Go on,” my
mum said.

“They offered
us both paid teaching work.”

Leigh appeared
at the top of the stairs and said, “No way!” at the same time as my
mum asked, “Did they?”

“Yep,” I
confirmed. I walked up and straight into a hug.

“You said yes,
right?” Leigh asked. My mum’s laughter filled my ear.

“Of course I
said yes!”

“What do you
mean, ‘of course’?” Mum tormented.

“Right,
that’s it. I’m going,” I said, pretending to be
offended.

“All
right, love. I’ll speak to you later. And congratulations
again.”

“Thanks,
Mum. Bye.” I ended the call and put my phone away so I could hug
Leigh with both arms. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Leigh
grinned into my kiss. I was never going to get tired of coming home
to them.

“What’ve
you been up to?” I asked, though the white flecks in their hair and
the smell of paint had already given me my answer.

They
took my hand and said, “Come and see,” as they led me into the
front bedroom—our living room—which, until last week, had been
covered in floral wallpaper but was now mostly white. The colour
would come later, Leigh assured me, and I was more than happy to
take their word for it, especially as this whole brilliant
situation was their doing.

One Sunday over
dinner, my grandma had mentioned in passing, like it was nothing
more than the vacuum cleaner needing a new belt, that she was
thinking of getting a stair lift. Mum went from zero to berserk in
under three seconds, and I was all for a strategic exit to check if
the tomatoes needed watering, but Leigh told me to stay put. So we
sat it out, and when Mum and Grandma reached an impasse, Leigh put
forward their proposal.

They’d
thought of everything. We’d take over the top floor, pay the
council tax and utility bills, and, if I was OK with it, use the
money my dad left me to convert one of the bedrooms into a kitchen,
and transform the ground-floor toilet and walk-in pantry—which my
grandma hadn’t used since my mum left home—into a shower
room.

In
short, we’d turn the house into two flats; we’d have a place of our
own, my grandma wouldn’t have to sell her house, and my grandma and
Leigh could keep an eye on each other, which would give Mum and me
some peace of mind. It sounded like a perfect arrangement to me,
but I hadn’t expected my grandma—or my mum—to agree.

Yeah,
so, I was wrong, and I
really should’ve known better. Leigh had a genius knack for talking
people round, not through forcing them to change or pushing them
into things they didn’t want to do, but by showing them, through
kindness and encouragement, that they…we were perfect just as we were.

I tugged on
Leigh’s hand, spinning them in for another kiss. “I love you.”

Leigh smiled,
a little puzzled. “I love you, too. What brought that on?”

“Do I need a
reason?”

The
smile became laughter. “Nope. The suits have arrived, by the
way.”

“Have
they?” My stomach
flipped, and I released Leigh to go and see for myself. We’d been
for a final fitting the previous weekend, so there really was no
reason for me to worry mine wouldn’t fit. God, I hoped it would
fit.

I’d
never done the full tailor experience before, and I wasn’t sure I’d
want to do it again.
Matty’s grandad was all for morning suits, and he and Hazel were
paying for them—they’d paid for almost everything, including a
two-week honeymoon luxury cruise—so it was a difficult point to
argue, particularly as Noah wasn’t bothered one way or the other.
However, the tailor must’ve heard me mutter ‘I’ll look like the Fat
Controller’ and taken pity. No morning suits.

Instead,
the four of us were fitted for suits cut to ‘accentuate our physiques’, which was
surely, in my case, just newspeak for ‘very slimming’. Noah’s and
mine were in the same charcoal check fabric with a light
silver-grey waistcoat, and matching cravat and pocket square.
Matty’s and Leigh’s suits were…I didn’t know. Today would be the
first time I saw Leigh’s and they saw mine.

I stared at
the suit bags hanging on the back of the bedroom door.

“We should try
them on,” Leigh said. I nodded and continued staring. Leigh sighed
and stepped around me to unzip the bags. “That one’s yours.” They
handed the bag to me.

“Thanks.” I laid it carefully on the bed and pulled the
hanger free, bringing the grey, shapeless tent with it.

“Come on,
Jesse,” Leigh goaded gently.

Glancing
behind me, I started to unbutton my shirt. Leigh had already
stripped down to their
underwear. I sped up.

The
shirts the tailor had selected for Noah and me were
a pale-blue herringbone
pattern, and soft, with lots of room in them. It still fitted! My
anxiety dropped a notch.

Pants
next—they fitted, too—and then the waistcoat, which I loved,
especially. Too many bad
memories of stretched-buttonhole school shirts—but the waistcoat
covered the danger zone.

Finally,
the jacket, and this was where the real tailor magic had happened.
My jacket was longer;
Noah’s had shoulder padding; his was also an intentionally looser
fit than mine, yet on us, they looked exactly the same. I didn’t
bother with the cravat.

“I’m
ready.”

“Hold on.
Almost… OK. After three?”

“One, two…” On
three, we both turned around.

“Oh my god,”
Leigh whispered breathlessly.

Wow.

“That suit is
so…”

“You like it?”
I uttered, completely blown away.

“I love it. Do
you?”

I managed to
nod, and then couldn’t stop.

“What d’you
think?” Leigh spun on the spot.

Their
suit—and Matty’s, I was guessing—was the same silver as my
waistcoat. A short jacket with high-waisted, slim-fit pants, and
their waistcoat was sunshine yellow. It wasn’t a combination Noah
or I could’ve worn, but on Leigh…


“Beautiful.”

“The
suit?”

“Yeah,” I
said. “It…you…”

Suddenly
we were in each other’s space. Leigh’s hands were straight under my jacket, palms
sliding over the soft silvery waistcoat. “You look so
hot.”

“So do you.”
And then we were kissing, and the suits were coming off. “We should
hang them up,” I said.

“It can
wait.” We were almost naked, the suits discarded next to us on the
bed. Leigh straddled me, barely breaking lip contact as they
removed their boxers and I wriggled out of mine. The act of kicking
mine off made Leigh bounce and my belly wobble. They groaned and
sat upright, hands spanning my flesh, kneading, as they slid
forward again until we were chest to chest and lost in kisses, our
synchronised motions dangerously frantic. We paused our love-making
long enough to deal with condom and lube, already so far gone our
suits were all but forgotten.

Leigh groaned
and rolled their hips, frozen momentarily by their climax; I wasn’t
there yet, but I wasn’t far off. They pulled up then back; I slid
between their buttocks.

“This OK?”
they asked.

I nodded
as they moved again; the pressure increased. I had to really
concentrate. Urgh, no. Definitely not concentrate.

Think of something else… If I could hold out long enough, maybe Leigh would
climax again. Hmm…I liked that idea…far too much! I clutched the
duvet, or tried to, and got a handful of suit jacket.

“Can’t
wait to see you in a tux,” Leigh murmured huskily.

“Mmm.” Think… “Might be
a while.” Yep, that was a good distraction. Our wedding, me in a
tux, Leigh in…anything. Damn, this wasn’t working.
Think!
Wedding, wedding, how long now?
If I went full-time, maybe another year?

“Next
week,” Leigh said.

“Huh?” We
couldn’t get married next week. Too soon…agh, too late! “Leigh…” I
warned and gripped their hips to stop them rocking.

They
didn’t stop.

***

An hour later,
with our suits safely back on their hangers and us back in our
clothes, we were eating lunch in the conservatory when Leigh’s
words came back to me.

“Next
week?”

Leigh
put the last bit of sandwich in their mouth and chewed, and
chewed…

“Don’t
think I can’t see that cheeky smirk. What have you
done?”

…and swallowed.
“Have we got any ice cream?” They got up and scooted back into the
house.

“Leigh, what
have you done?”

“Well,
you know how our kitchen’s being fitted in the next couple of
weeks?”

“Hmm?”

“And you know
how you didn’t want to be here?”

I knew what
was coming. “Hmm?”

Leigh
reappeared with a pot of Ben & Jerry’s and a spoon. “Guess
what?”

“We’re going
with them, aren’t we?”

“Yep.”

“But…how?”

“Hazel
and Stuart.”

“It’s so
much money, though. And Noah and Matty won’t want us
there.”

“Why not?”

“It’s their
honeymoon! We’ll be in the way.”

“Seriously,
Jesse. Have you seen the size of a cruise ship?”

I had to
concede that one. “Do they even know we’re coming?”

“Noah does. We
decided it was safer not to tell Matty until I’d told you.”

“Right.” I
pulled my phone out and called up my so-called best mate.

“Yep?” he
answered.

“You
bastard.”

“Yep. You
coming over?”

“Nope.
We’re done.”

“OK. See you
in a bit.” He hung up.

***

“…Matty
and Noah, you have both made the declarations prescribed by law and
have made a solemn and binding contract with each other in the
presence of the witnesses here assembled. It therefore gives me the
greatest honour and privilege to pronounce you married. You may now
kiss your spouse.”

Big
scary bloke that he was, Noah’s dad wasn’t ashamed of his tears; nor was Adam, for
that matter. The two of them were sobbing openly, and I wasn’t far
off joining them. To finally see my two closest friends tying the
knot after all they’d endured? I was very emotional, although I was
also bloody knackered. Still, only the best man speech to get
through, and my work here was done…

“…OK,
folks, I’m gonna keep this short and sweet. Unlike Noah.” I gave
him a grin. A raucous cheer rose up from the guests, along with the
distinctive clink of stubbies. Noah’s expression remained
stoic.

“In one
month, I’ll have known this top bloke for exactly five years, and
in all that time, we’ve never fallen out. Never had a cross word,
never disagreed…or nothing more serious than whether the word count
includes the bibliography. I was wrong. I’m big enough to admit it.
More than big enough.” That earned me matching scowls from Matty
and Leigh and a ‘yip’ and a toast from Noah’s dad.

“I’ve
given some thought to how we’ve achieved that. Respect? Yep. Love?
Most certainly. And it’s a lot of give and take. When Matty came
into Noah’s life, I could easily have found myself pushed aside.
I’d have totally understood if that’s what had happened. After all,
only a fool would give up Matty for their best mate, or to pass
their exams…”

“You’d
have soon complained if they’d kicked me out of uni,” Noah
grumbled.

“Too
right I would!” I looked out at the guests—family, friends and a
select few Pride members. “You know this grumpiness is all an act,
right? Behind closed doors, he’s like a box full of sunshine. Puts
Matty to shame…”

Noah
laughed. “Thought you were keeping this short, Jess.”

“Ah, you
know me and my word counts, mate. I bet you’re gagging for my thesis to land in your
inbox.”

Matty
gasped and slapped my hand. I was on a roll now, but figured it was
about time I wound it up. I weighed my concluding words; they were going to be tough to
say.

“Noah…”
Gah. That lump in my throat was on the move. “You’re more than a
mate to me. You’re my partner in academia, my defender, my hero,
and I love you. Matty…I’m putting this oaf in your capable hands.”
I held my glass aloft. It dazzled me through my tears. “Please,
join me in a toast.” I waited while everyone armed themselves with
their drinks. “In the words of the Bard…

“No sooner met but they looked;

no sooner looked but they loved;

no sooner loved but they sighed;

no sooner sighed but they asked one another the
reason;

no sooner knew the reason but they sought the
remedy—

and in these degrees have they made pair of stairs to
marriage.

“To Noah
and Matty.”

The
toast rang around the room. I resumed my seat as Noah and Matty got to their feet.
Matty beamed up at Noah, who was definitely three sheets to the
wind because he beamed right back. Matty pulled a square of folded
paper from his pocket and held it out to Noah, who shook his head,
gesturing for Matty to continue. With an enormous roll of the eyes,
Matty screwed up the paper and tossed it over his
shoulder.

“Alright. I really am gonna make this quick, cos I’m bored
already. We’re, like,
two minutes from food and party time, so bear with me. Thanks to
all of you for being here. Especially thanks to my in-laws—Warren
and Maddy for making Noo, Lily for being a superstar sister-in-law,
and Adam and Sol for…well, where do I start? Giving me a home,
making me feel welcome, putting up with my strops…everything,
basically.” Up went the drinks and a general indecipherable
muttering from everyone other than Adam and Sol, who looked kind of
smug but touched at the same time.

Adam
raised his hand. “Can I
butt in a sec?”

“Seeing
as you asked so nicely…” Noah said, followed by a stage-muttered,
“Or asked at all.”

“All
right, Nark.”

“Takes one to
know one.”

It
sounded like the start of an argument, but it was banter, although
I wished Adam would hurry up. My poor mate was tense as anything,
and like Matty said, there was food and fun to be had.

“Get on
with it, son,” Warren grumbled. “Beer’s getting warm.”

“Fair
enough. I just want to say how chuffed I am—we all are—to have you
as an in-law, Matt, although, to be fair, you were family the
second you set foot through that door. Noah…” Adam paused and bit
down hard on his lower lip. Sol shoved a paper napkin his way; he
took it, no comeback, and dabbed his eyes. “I realise this is a bit
out of context, and at the time you didn’t mean it as a compliment,
but when you said you’d always wanted to be like me…”

Sol
gathered the rest of the napkins on their table and piled them all
in front of Adam, who
was sobbing again. He managed half a glare at Sol before homing in
on Noah once more.

“Sorry,
but you were wrong. You’re not like me. You’re cleverer, stronger,
wiser—”

“Less of
a windbag,” Warren added.

Adam
carried on, oblivious. “You’re better than I could ever be, and I wish you
both—”

“We,” Sol
amended.

“We wish you both
all the happiness in the world.”

Adam got an
enthusiastic round of applause—I couldn’t decide if it was for what
he’d said or for finally shutting up. Whichever, once quiet was
restored, I prompted, “Back to you, Matt.”

“Cheers,
Jess. And thanks, Adam.” Matty blew his hair back. “I dunno where I
was up to now… Oh, yeah. Big thanks also to my nan and grandad, for
giving us this brilliant wedding day, and for our honeymoon, and
for being there when it mattered most.”

Drinks up, ‘to
Nan and Grandad’.

“Lastly,
epic thanks, and I mean, totally epic…”

I grimaced as
Matty turned my way. This was going to finish me off, I just knew
it.

“Jesse…Leigh…yeah, don’t think you’re getting away with it.”
Matty looked hard at Leigh. Their grip on my hand tightened. I
squeezed back. We were in this together; we’d be OK.

“Me and
Noo were chatting last night, about what makes a best mate—you
know, someone who just gets you, who you trust one hundred percent
to always have your back, who accepts you for who you are? Neither
of us had ever had one—until we met the two of you. And yeah, we
did kind of push you together…a bit…”

Leigh
and I gave an exaggerated nod, which made the guests laugh, although in truth, we
hadn’t needed that much pushing.

“So…really, just thanks, the both of you. We love you so
much.” Matty’s eyes glistened. He blinked and dabbed his finger
beneath them. “Mascara wreckers.”

Everyone
said aww; Leigh got
up and hugged him. I smiled at Noah, who gave me a firm nod and
then looked away.

OK,”
Matty said, flicking his fingers at Leigh, directing them back to
their seat. “Raise your glasses, please.” He paused, waiting until
everyone—including Leigh and me—had drinks in hands, and said, “To
our best people—our best mates, Leigh and Jesse!”

We blushed, and
glowered, and blushed some more, and then stared in amazement at
the enormous ‘house-warming’ hamper that appeared on our table as
the guests chanted ‘to Leigh and Jesse’.

“To us?”
Leigh said and held up their glass. I tapped it.

“To us.”
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