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For Shaun, in hope of a brighter tomorrow.










Author’s note


Everything in this story happened as is written, but some of the details, characters and locations have been changed to aid the storytelling process, and to preserve the anonymity of the real-life people the book is based upon.


 


 


Readers should note that this book covers content, issues and themes that may potentially be difficult, triggering or upsetting, in particular the Prologue and Chapters Eight and Nine.










Prologue


The news would report that the city had lost its humanity for a period of time that day. It was Pride in my hometown, the first one I’d ever attended, and I don’t think I’ll ever forget the hideous chanting of those crowds. After a long day of celebration, a crowd had gathered around the local shopping centre and they all looked up to the skies as they chanted for the teenage boy to jump. The sound of distant sirens came racing through the air, and police officers blocked my path as I tried to push my way through to see what was happening.


Shaun Dykes tragically lost his life that day and it would be the words of strangers willing him to jump that would be the last thing he’d ever hear. Those words have stuck with me too, and although I never knew Shaun, there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about him and remember his name.


Harvey Milk famously said that all young people, regardless of sexual orientation or identity, deserve a safe and supportive environment in which to achieve their full potential, and Shaun was robbed of that basic human privilege.


As heartbreaking and shocking as a story like this one is, it’s not at all uncommon. In fact, LGBT+ teenagers resort to taking their own lives at a disproportionately high rate right across the globe. And it’s no surprise when in many towns – just like the one I grew up in – homophobia and transphobia continue to thrive and go unchecked.


That homophobia was the backdrop to the first twenty-two years of my life. Growing up in that small coal mining town wasn’t always easy, but I was fortunate and privileged in the fact that I had two loving parents who protected and believed in me. They were the gems among the rubble of the experiences that made me, and it was entirely thanks to them that I was able to grow up feeling unashamed of the person I knew that I was.


It was in that town that I first met Tom. He sat across from me in music class when we were just sixteen years old. Our hands met across the piano as we practised our first duet, and we quickly found ourselves falling head over heels in love.


Tom was far from perfect, but he was the first gay man I ever met – the first person who felt exactly the same as I did – and that bonded us in a way that made it difficult to imagine life without him. So much so that when we finished school and my parents moved away to Spain, I made the difficult decision to stay behind with him.


We didn’t have a lot of money, and so when I went to the local university, he took up a job as a scaffolder and lived illegally in my dorm room as he helped to pay my bills. We shared a tiny single bed and ate nothing but fried-egg sandwiches and ramen noodles, but it was the happiest I’d ever been. It was our first taste of independence and after just a couple of years of living together, we were able to rent our own little converted attic that overlooked the only gay bar in town.


We’d peer down into the street below, watching the handful of gay men who would go in and out of the tiny bar each night. It was always the same people. There weren’t many queer people in that town, at least not many who were open about it, but we made a couple of LGBT+ friends and would throw little dinner parties, sitting around on cushions on the floor. We couldn’t yet afford furniture, but neither of us minded, because as long as we were together it always felt like home.


For five years we mostly lived our lives undisturbed, but every now and then there would be insidious little reminders that we weren’t considered equal. People would yell homophobic language in the street, we discovered that we weren’t allowed to donate at the local blood drive, and I was even fired from my minimum-wage job after complaining about the homophobia on the factory floor.


Living there and being an out-and-proud gay couple certainly painted a target on our backs, but in spite of all this, Tom still built up the courage to pledge to spend the rest of his life with me. It was my twenty-first birthday when he got down on one knee in front of all of our friends and asked me to marry him. I said yes and we were welcomed into the world as a newly engaged couple to the sound of rapturous applause. I’ll never forget the feeling of being lifted into his arms and him kissing me like he’d never kissed me before.


Gay marriage wasn’t legal then, but we were still hopeful that things were changing and that the laws would soon catch up with us. We felt unstoppable, but sadly the reality of the world we live in was hard to ignore, and our celebrations were cut short just a few days later when a group of men followed him after work and brutally assaulted him as they tried to force their way into our home. Tom had always been a gentle soul, and it broke my heart to see his hands tremble as I carefully tended to his wounds.


Something changed in us after that. He was now afraid to hold my hand in public, and where we had once defiantly kissed in front of the crowds of protestors at Pride, we now skulked in the shadows and crossed the street whenever we saw someone coming. It took its toll on our relationship, but his fear was definitely warranted, because acceptance of queer people seemed now more distant than ever. Just a few months later the UK’s first LGBT+ hate crime convictions were made right there on our doorstep after homophobic leaflets threatening the death penalty had been pushed into every letter box in town. If it wasn’t for the LGBT+ people who bravely came forward to speak about how terrifying that was, the perpetrators might have got away with it, too.


It may be hard to believe that so many terrible things could happen in one little town, but the truth is that most LGBT+ people have stories exactly like these ones. Despite the enormous progress we’ve made in recent years, queer people from all over the world are still at risk of being discriminated against every single day.


My relationship with Tom never really recovered and, after five and a half years, it fell apart. I'd thought I would probably stay in that town for ever, but after graduation, I went away to Italy for the summer to teach English, and although the time apart had made my love for him stronger, I returned home to find he’d fallen in love with somebody else. A tan line still lingered on my finger for months after I gave my ring back, and I was relegated to sleeping on the sofa while I listened to him fucking his new boyfriend in the next room. All the while hanging on and holding out that one day he’d come back to me. He didn’t. And after nine painful months I’d finally had enough. I sold all my possessions, packed everything into a single suitcase and left.


I was tempted to retreat to my parents’ home in Spain, but I was determined to do things on my own, and so I went back to the job in Italy that I’d left behind the previous summer. I knew I wouldn’t stay there for ever, but I had to start somewhere, and it was the last place I remembered being happy.


Saying goodbye to my hometown was the most difficult part. That town may have been grey and dreary and a little rough around the edges, but it was the place where I’d grown up, and was home to every single memory I’d ever made. Childhood adventures, tree-houses and campfires. Drinking games in my university dorm room. Graduation and countless nights dancing in the student bar. My first kiss and holding hands and saying yes as Tom got down on one knee. My whole life had been there, and just like that, it was gone.


It was the most difficult decision I had ever made, but I knew that there had to be something better than this. I took a deep breath as the bus to the airport pulled out and away from the city, and as I watched my hometown fade into the distance, I promised myself that I would never come back.










ITALY










Chapter One


He let out a soft sigh as he wrapped his naked arms around me and pulled me in closer, his sticky skin pressing against mine as his sweet breath caressed the back of my neck. I rolled over to face him, his lips barely an inch away from mine, and with closed eyes we lay there silently, each knowing that the other was only pretending to be asleep.


His name was Matteo. He had sharp cheekbones, tousled black hair and freckles on each cheek. I was twenty-two and he was nineteen, and even though I’d only known him for a few days, I absolutely adored him. He drew his face a little closer to mine, and he swallowed hard as his eyelids fluttered open and we caught each other’s stare. All I could think about was how badly I wanted to kiss his trembling lips, but while this may well have been the closest he’d ever come to kissing another boy, tonight wasn’t going to be the night.


I know that many gay men have stories exactly like this one. Stories of teenage lust, uncertain sexuality and curious hands. But the thing is, none of this was new to me then, because I’d done all this before. When I stepped out of the closet and into a relationship with Tom, I never thought for one moment that I’d ever go back in. Yet here I was, hiding in the shadows, in a small rustic town just outside of Rome.


The sound of the front door opening downstairs cut through the silence. Matteo and I rolled away from one another in frustration, hearts racing as we listened to his father’s footsteps climbing the stairs. We weren’t doing anything wrong by being here; in fact, it was his father who had suggested it. He’d welcomed me into his home, offered to feed me and take care of me and, although he had a perfectly viable sofa bed downstairs, had insisted that his eldest son’s bed would be the best place for me to sleep.


His name was Giuseppe and he was the epitome of a typical Italian man. He had short unmade hair and stubble, and although he was quite small in height, his broad shoulders and strong posture made him seem all that much bigger. He had a temper and was quick to raise his voice, but he was kind and genuine and his love for his family was unwavering. He ran his own construction business but frequently took time off to spend at home because, to him, family meant everything. He always greeted his two sons with the warmest of embraces, and he kissed his wife with such passion that it made you feel like you had to turn and look away. His wife’s name was Ornella, and together they were a powerhouse, two parents that anyone would feel incredibly lucky to have.


Ornella was a slender woman who made you wonder where she was putting the mountains of food that she prepared for us. She always had her curly hair tied back in a messy bun, ready to roll up her sleeves and start work on her latest feast. Her English was perfect, but she encouraged me to speak Italian with her anyway, and celebrated every single word I got correct. I always felt safe with her. She very much reminded me of my own mother, and I knew that she could never do me or her family any wrong.


The school I’d been assigned to teach in had paired me up with them, and they offered to let me live with them rent-free in exchange for tutoring their youngest. His name was Lorenzo; he had been adopted from Cambodia and they described him as the missing puzzle piece to their family. At four years old he was loud and boisterous and always had to make his presence known. They’d tried to explain that he was adopted but he was too young to understand, and when asked where Cambodia was, he would say it was the place where babies came from. His mother would watch all of this and clap her hands together and smile, and smile, and smile. Forever proud of her wonderful family, and willing to go to the ends of the earth to make sure that they were happy.


We lived in our own little world. The food was served, the wine was poured and Matteo’s warm body would press up against me each night. It would have all been perfect if it wasn’t for our secret. None of the others knew that either of us were gay, and I’m pretty sure that Giuseppe would have wrung my neck if he’d walked in on me with my arms around his son.


 


‘Open your eyes,’ somebody whispered, shaking me gently. It was a few days earlier and I’d awoken to find myself sitting on the parked train, having just arrived in Rome. The kind stranger smiled and said something in Italian before lifting up her suitcase and disappearing down the aisle. Her hair bounced with multicoloured curls as she went, and I noticed a rainbow sticker on her bag just as she slipped out of the door.


It was a welcome surprise because I’d always been a little unsure about Italy’s relationship with the LGBT+ community. If there’s one thing I’d learned from the previous summer I’d spent here, it was that it always felt as if the country’s LGBT+ residents were kept hidden behind closed doors. I’d been out to some of Rome’s underground gay clubs and the famous ‘Gay Street Di Roma’ – and although those spaces may have given the impression of a liberally progressive society, things weren’t that simple if you looked a little deeper. Seeing somebody so visibly queer outside of those spaces was, in my experience, a rarity – and although I’d never witnessed any outright homophobia, it sometimes felt like there was something bubbling just below the surface.


I’d befriended a pair of gay twins the last time I’d been here. They’d come out to their parents just two days apart, and although their parents didn’t outwardly reject them, they turned a blind eye to their homosexuality and acted as if it simply didn’t exist. They told me that this kind of queer erasure wasn’t exactly uncommon, and that they believed most of it could be attributed to the influence of religion throughout the country.


Rome’s close proximity to the Vatican meant that this influence was noticeably felt. The streets were often filled with groups of smiling nuns and friendly priests, and for the most part they seemed harmless – you might even say endearing. The problem came when the conversations turned to LGBT+ equality. It would be those bound to the Catholic Church who would be the first to attend the protests, to speak out, to prevent the same progress that had been made elsewhere. Their presence was so overwhelming that it made it impossible for even the most liberal political parties to ignore them, and so LGBT+ advancements had been stunted, indefinitely frozen in time.


Even my employers were very clear on the fact that I was not to disclose my sexuality to my students or the families I’d be sent to live with. They argued that it wasn’t relevant and that there was no reason to bring it up, but from experience I knew full well that every Italian mother would be quizzing me about my romantic life the moment I walked through the door. I’d had to take off my engagement ring because it invited too many questions, and if anything, I was grateful that I no longer had that to worry about.


In spite of all this, things were certainly getting better – queer activists like Vladimir Luxuria were bringing LGBT+ people into the mainstream. She was the first openly transgender member of parliament in Europe, and she made a difference not just by forging a political identity, but by working as an actress and a TV presenter and helping many Italians to understand queerness in a way they hadn’t before.


The serendipitous celebration that awaited me that day suggested that perhaps these efforts were working, and that change was indeed happening in Italy. The girl from the train wasn’t alone – Pride had come to the city just in time for my arrival, and all of Rome seemed to have been submerged in a sea of rainbows. Revellers decked out in glistening heels and crop tops filled the station, and people of all ages blew whistles and cheered on each and every corner. There were people carrying signs emblazoned with messages of solidarity, and others embraced as they came from all over the country to join each other in celebration.


It was remarkable that this was how my adventure started, and I wish I could’ve stayed and enjoyed the festivities a little longer, but it was there, in the most unlikely of places, that I met Giuseppe for the first time.


Standing outside the station alone, looking bewildered by the spectacle, he waited patiently by his car with a big cardboard sign that had my name on it.


‘Nice to meet you,’ he said, taking my hand and shaking it for an eternity before kissing me on both cheeks and excitedly pulling me into his car. ‘Parli italiano, no?’ he asked. ‘No problem, no problem,’ he continued, snatching an Italian phrasebook from his glovebox and shoving it into my hands.


It was a long drive out into the countryside, and as I relaxed into the passenger seat I watched the crowds of marching people fade into the peaceful quiet of miles of rolling greenery. I was a little disappointed that I was being snatched away from the queer celebrations that had awaited me, but I tried to remind myself that Pride wasn’t actually what I was here for, and I was just grateful to have been picked up by someone who so quickly made me feel at home. Giuseppe didn’t say much as we drove, but he occasionally pointed to things through the window and smiled to himself as if he, too, were seeing all of this for the first time. There were no other cars on the roads, and as we drove away from the city I wondered which of the scattered country houses and villas I would call home for the next few months. It was liberating not knowing where I was going and to put my complete trust in a total stranger. It was a welcome distraction from the memory of everything I was leaving behind.


 


The house was everything I imagined it would be. It made up in character for what it distinctly lacked in size, with speckled brickwork and wild vines climbing every surface. It overlooked nothing but sloping hills and vineyards, and the branches of the tall olive trees curled and twisted and hid it away from the neighbouring houses. Carefully manicured hedges lined the driveway out front, freshly felled blood oranges scattered the garden path and a vintage Alfa Romeo sat in the open garage alongside a little red Vespa.


The inside of the home smelled like risotto and fresh basil; jars of pasta lined the kitchen shelves, and hanging plant pots stuffed with fragrant herbs bathed in the sunlight that beamed in through the big open windows. Ornella greeted me with open arms as we arrived, and before we could be properly introduced she insisted that we sit down to eat.


‘Mangia, eat,’ she encouraged, plating up some fresh buffalo mozzarella and pushing it in front of me before returning to preparing her home-made arancini. Giuseppe helped by cutting up pizza with a pair of scissors and Lorenzo came scampering to the table to join us. Giuseppe lifted him up onto his seat and he looked at me with excitement and wonder, as if he were waiting for me to perform. I gave him a little wink and stuck out my tongue. He exploded into a fit of giggles, hiding behind his tiny hands and peering out from between his fingers. I didn’t know what else to do or say, and knowing Italians aren’t shy about their food, I grabbed a slice of pizza and began to eat.


Giuseppe mirrored me by grabbing a slice himself just as his beautiful teenage son came bumbling down the stairs. He was wearing nothing but a ripped pair of blue Levi’s, and his hair was still matted and wet from the shower. I smiled nervously in his direction, not knowing where to look as he snatched a T-shirt from a hamper of dirty clothes and pulled it over his slender body.


‘Matteo!’ Giuseppe rose to embrace him. ‘You must meet your new brother.’


‘Piacere,’ I said, getting up from my seat and holding out my hand.


‘Really nice to meet you,’ he said, laughing, playfully slapping away my hand and pulling me in for a hug. He spoke perfect English, with a soft Italian lilt. ‘I don’t know if my dad mentioned, but we’ll be sharing a room together. I hope that’s okay?’


‘Fine with me,’ I gulped, my heart quickening at the thought.


‘I’m going to be working in your school, too. I’ll be around to help out, whatever you need.’ Having attended the summer school himself when he was younger, Matteo now volunteered as a teacher’s assistant, and had been assigned to work with me. He sat down next to his father, who began rattling off in Italian.


‘So, you have a girlfriend?’ Ornella asked, as we sat side by side at the table.


‘I’m single,’ I said, honestly surprised it had taken her this long to ask the question.


‘Non è vero! A handsome man like you? Well, maybe a nice Italian girl then?’ She winked and I smiled, a little uncomfortably. If it were up to me, I would have ignored my employer and told them there and then. Part of me wished that I did, because I missed my opportunity, and that was the last chance I’d get.


Matteo and Giuseppe were deep in conversation and, although I couldn’t understand what they were saying, I noticed that Giuseppe’s warm and friendly tone was starting to shift and that his hand gestures were becoming more erratic. His soft voice turned harsh, and suddenly it was clear he wasn’t happy. It sounded like he was complaining and I was afraid that it would be about me.


‘Tutto bene?’ I said, forcing a smile. ‘Everything okay?’


‘It’s fine, don’t worry,’ Matteo reassured me. ‘He’s just complaining about how busy it was in town. It shouldn’t have taken so long to pick you up.’


I immediately thought of the flourish of rainbow colours I’d seen on my arrival, and Giuseppe continued to complain, shaking his head and waving his hands with annoyance.


‘Dad. Basta,’ Matteo warned. ‘Stop.’


‘I don’t like,’ Giuseppe said harshly after a few moments of silence, pushing his plate away from him. But I knew he wasn’t talking about the food.


I said nothing and smiled weakly as I reached for another pizza slice, and that’s when he mumbled something in Italian that made Ornella wince.


‘What did he say?’ I asked, but the colour had already drained from Matteo’s face.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said, waving me away and trying to change the subject.


‘No, really, what did he say?’ I pressed, and Matteo sighed with apologetic sadness.


‘He said gay people make him sick.’










Chapter Two


It was dark when I woke up, and Matteo was still asleep on my chest. It had been three days since Giuseppe had made those comments, but I still couldn’t shake his words from my mind.


Giuseppe was, in every other capacity, a deeply kind and compassionate man, and yet he had this homophobic underbelly that made me feel unnerved just to be in his presence. It’s easy to be angry when someone yells homophobic language at you in the street, but it’s a lot harder to sustain that anger when a smiling face is sitting opposite you, putting food on your plate and giving you a warm bed to sleep in. In a lot of ways, it’s the silent homophobia that’s worse. It demands your tolerance, seems forgivable and unthreatening and yet feels just as crushing for the people who have to endure it.


Matteo and I didn’t speak about that night, carrying on and acting as if his father had never said anything at all, but I think it was those words that ultimately pushed him into my arms. It wasn’t an act of rebellion or defiance – that wasn’t in Matteo’s nature – but I think he saw me as a life raft, that he was drowning in this small isolated town and I was somebody to hold on to.


I ran my fingers through his hair and he sighed softly as he began stirring awake. I knew that this intimacy could only exist in the dead of the night, and so I savoured the moments before we’d be forced to get up and return to reality. Sure enough, the rattling of his alarm jolted us apart, almost as if nothing had happened at all.


‘Buongiorno,’ he said sleepily as he climbed out of bed with a yawn. He made his way across the room to open the curtains, his white Calvin Klein briefs hugging his waist perfectly, his hipbones jutting out in a way that only encouraged me to stare.


He grabbed a clean pair of underwear from his drawer, pulled off the ones he was wearing and turned round so the full picture of his boyish nakedness faced me.


‘Tutto bene?’ he said casually, pulling on the clean briefs, willingly oblivious to my flushed cheeks and wandering eyes. I gave him a half-smile and a little nod as he reached his hand down to rearrange himself before flashing me a mischievous and cheeky grin. His carefree attitude screamed trouble, and yet he had a certain nice-guy innocence that meant, at least in my eyes, that he could do no wrong.


He disappeared to take a shower, and when he came back the first signs of sunlight were beginning to break through the window behind him. It illuminated his surprisingly muscular torso as he stood in front of the mirror, tousling his unmade hair this way and that. ‘Are you not getting up?’ he asked, looking at my reflection in the mirror as I tried to cover the morning erection stirring beneath the sheets.


‘In a minute.’ I blushed as he gave me a knowing look.


‘Va bene,’ he said, pulling on an oversized baseball jersey before heading downstairs to make coffee.


He was singing along to ‘Hotel California’ by the Eagles when I finally got up, showered and made my way down to join him. His voice was sweet and off-key, and the way he loudly sang the mispronounced words showed his obliviousness to the fact that everyone was still sleeping. American TV had definitely had an impact on him, and sometimes when he spoke he sounded to me like something straight out of a nineties sitcom.


‘Cappuccino?’ he called as I sleepily sat myself down at the kitchen table. I shook my head. ‘But it’s your first day of work, surely you must have a coffee?’ He cocked his head to one side, confused by the illogical foreigner, before turning back to the coffee pot as it came to the end of its boil. He poured me a cup anyway and sat opposite me, the coffee cups warming our hands as the morning sun filled the room around us.


‘You have taught before, no?’ he asked. I nodded, thinking back to the previous summer I’d spent here. I explained how I’d been engaged, how it had been hard to maintain a long-distance relationship, and how I’d written to Tom every single day.


‘Francobolli,’ I said. It was one of the first Italian words I’d ever learned. ‘Stamps. I was always buying stamps.’


‘I’ve never met a gay dude before,’ he finally said after a pause, casually licking rogue drops of coffee from his fingertips. ‘There’s not many people like you around here at all.’ It was the first time he’d acknowledged it out loud, and although deep down I already knew that he knew, a big part of me still held onto the secret. I said nothing and took another sip as Giuseppe appeared at the top of the stairs.


‘Buongiorno,’ he said, beaming, coming down into the kitchen and placing one hand on each of our shoulders. My body tensed up at his touch, but I smiled politely and said good morning anyway. It wasn’t that I disliked him; in fact, it was quite the opposite, but feeling like I had to hide who I was made me anxious whenever he was in the room.


‘We’d better go,’ Matteo interrupted, clearly picking up on my signals, as he drained the remnants of his cappuccino from his mug and rose to his feet. ‘Don’t wanna be late for your first day.’ He tossed me an apple and a pastry and grabbed the keys to his Vespa. ‘Ready?’


‘In bocca al lupo,’ Giuseppe said as I stood up. I smiled back at him despite the fact I didn’t have any idea what that meant. We just didn’t understand each other yet.


‘Something about a wolf?’ I whispered to Matteo and he laughed and told me not to worry about it.


‘Ciao papà,’ he called and led me out of the front door.


 


It was the classic Italian cliché but there was something truly special about perching on the back of Matteo’s Vespa as he whizzed us through the countryside. I’d tried to catch hold of his jacket as I hopped on the back, but he responded with the distinctive Italian ‘no’ and took my hands, placing them firmly around his waist. A safety precaution, no doubt, but something I interpreted as an attempt to be closer to me, nonetheless. It seemed so strange that this confident young man was the same nervous teenager who’d been lying next to me for the past three nights – the same boy who’d stripped naked in front of me so confidently that morning, and yet quivered at even the slightest night-time touch.


I felt like a giddy and reckless teenager speeding around town like this. The sweetness of the cologne he’d splashed on his neck drew me to hold him closer, but part of me worried about being so overt with my affections. There couldn’t have been many more than a few hundred people in that town, and the equally charming and invasive thing about living in small-town Italy was that everyone knew your business.


Italians are very tactile people, though, so there was an element of hiding in plain sight when I held on to him like this. As he sped well beyond the legal speed limit, I pressed myself up against him, my lips a fraction of an inch away from his neck. I allowed my hands to slip underneath his jacket and, resting them on his hipbones, I let the tips of my thumbs disappear into the top of his jeans.


Absolutely nothing in this town was within walking distance, and so with no transport of my own, I became reliant on Matteo for everything. He became my own personal ferryman and took me everywhere without complaint. At home with his dad he was my translator; on the roads he was my driver, and at school he was my assistant. He’d sit on the cabinets at the back of the classroom and watch me attempt to teach, contentedly kicking his legs with that frustratingly compelling grin plastered across his face. He had the attention span of an excitable puppy and was a distraction more than anything, but all the same he served as a beacon of moral support and I appreciated his company. We’d often take the students out to the back of the school for a game of football or capture-the-flag when we were supposed to be teaching them sentence structure; we were quite possibly the most irresponsible teaching duo the school had ever seen, but the kids were happy, the parents were happy and we were happy, too.


‘Do you have a girlfriend?’ Ginevra, one of my students, asked on my second week of teaching, pushing back her long ginger hair with a smirk. At fourteen, Ginevra was one of the oldest and one of my favourite students, intelligent beyond her years but also a notorious troublemaker.


The class giggled. At first I thought she was talking to Matteo, but she – and the entire class – had all turned to look at me. I hesitated; I could have easily told them that it was none of their business, and maybe I should have, but something in that moment made me want to tell them the truth. Matteo looked at me with wide eyes from the back of the room, and I think it was his being there that encouraged me to say what I wanted to. My silence would have indicated that there was something wrong with being gay, that it was something to be hidden and to be ashamed of, and I just couldn’t do that to him.


I certainly couldn’t do that to my students.


‘I don’t have a girlfriend, no.’ I smiled. ‘I had a fiancé once, but it didn’t work out.’


‘Was she pretty?’ Ginevra pushed, unsatisfied with the answer.


‘He was very handsome, yes,’ I said, looking to Matteo for approval as the image of Tom danced across my mind. I took a piece of chalk and tried to divert their attention. ‘Why don’t we draw our ideal partners and label them with the attributes we would like them to have?’ I drew a stickman on the board and scrawled ‘intelligent’, ‘adventurous’ and ‘handsome’ alongside it.


The class stared at me blankly for a moment. I waited for them to take it in, to say something, but they didn’t. The revelation wasn’t anywhere near as shocking as I’d anticipated; in fact, they barely blinked.


‘Big breasts!’ fifteen-year-old Giovanni shouted with excitement, breaking through the silence as he snatched up his pencil and got straight to work. ‘And a very nice bikini,’ he concluded.


‘Well, maybe let’s focus more on her personality.’ I laughed nervously, imagining angry parents descending on the school and demanding I be stripped of my job. It wasn’t something I’d ever really thought about before – losing my job – because although I’d always bent the rules slightly with my teaching methods, this was the first time I’d ever outright broken them. I was certain it was the right thing to do, however, because I don’t think you ever really get over the damage that’s done when you’re raised to believe that there’s something fundamentally wrong with you.


I grew up in a world where the very people who were there to teach and educate me were forbidden from telling me otherwise. Section 28, put in place by Margaret Thatcher’s government in 1988, was a legal amendment that prevented homosexuality from being ‘promoted’ in schools, and it caused an untold amount of damage to entire generations of LGBT+ kids. It was overturned in my late teens, but the legacy of fear it left behind would continue to silence conversations for years to come.


Luckily – and quite surprisingly – no such law ever existed here in Italy, and so I wasn’t about to let those conversations be silenced here, too. There weren’t really any questions from my students, though, and it was a relief to watch them feverishly working away on their ideal partners, entirely unfazed by my revelation, as I walked around the class correcting their spelling and making alternative suggestions to some of the filth and profanity they’d scribbled down. That’s the remarkable thing about young minds – they’re not prejudiced by default.


‘What was his name?’ Ginevra finally asked, as I stopped by her desk and examined her drawing of a tall dark-skinned man in a suit. She’d written ‘big muscles’ and ‘big wallet’ next to him in enormous decorative writing.


‘That’s none of your business,’ I said with a laugh, looking more closely at her drawing. ‘And what about his personality?’ I raised my eyebrow and tapped my pencil on her picture.


‘Oh, he has a very big personality.’ She snickered. ‘A really very big personality.’


‘I bet he does,’ I said disapprovingly, as Matteo laughed from the back of the room.


 


‘You did good today,’ Matteo said that evening after dinner, appearing in the doorway as I sat on the end of his bed marking the ridiculous drawings. ‘Do you want to go into Rome tonight?’


I looked up and found him standing there wet and wearing nothing but a towel tied lazily around his waist. A tuft of wiry black hair crawled up towards his belly button, tempting me to look down.


‘Sure, I guess,’ I said, as Matteo closed the door behind him.


‘Then you’d better shower too. You need it.’ He snatched the towel from around his waist, throwing it at me as he walked across the room. His lack of shame around his body was incredibly European, but his eagerness to constantly strip off in front of me suggested that he knew exactly what he was doing.


He wasn’t wrong, though; I really did need that shower. The heatwave that summer was so unbearable that the Italians had named it Lucifer. It made the air unbreathable, and the thermometer in the town centre had all but given up, and now just displayed zeros. I was hot and I was sweaty and I was so unbelievably horny. I hadn’t had sex since my break-up all those months ago, and the constant barrage of sweet Italian accents and exposed olive skin was starting to take its toll. I’d talked to a few guys on Grindr – it was a great way to practise my Italian – ‘Si sono pasivo’, ‘Ti faccio un pompino?’ – but all of them were miles away in Rome and it wasn’t as if I could just sneak out of the house unnoticed.


I tidied away the drawings I’d been marking and put them neatly by the side of Matteo’s bed, and then unlocked my suitcase to take out some clean underwear.


‘I’ll be right back,’ I said, trying not to stare at Matteo’s body as I made my way out of the door and down the hall to the bathroom. There was only one bathroom for the whole family; it was small and humid, and the tiny window only let in the faintest bit of light. It was the least sexy place I’d ever been, but with the thought of Matteo in my mind, I made quick work of what would have usually taken at least five or six minutes. I closed my eyes and, biting down hard on my bottom lip, let all my inappropriate thoughts wash away down the drain.


It was a relief but it felt wrong, like a betrayal to Giuseppe and Ornella, to think about their son this way. Despite Giuseppe’s hate-filled words, I was a guest in his home, and I still felt a strange fondness for him. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hide the fact that I was gay, and lusting for Matteo right under his nose felt like I was playing with fire. But how very tempting that fire was.


I washed my hair and, intending to play Matteo at his own game, made my way back to his bedroom wearing nothing but the towel around my waist. My heart pounded as I slowly pushed open the bedroom door and, expecting to see Matteo waiting there, gasped when I saw I had another visitor instead.


‘Ciao bello!’ Lorenzo shouted excitedly, turning away from my suitcase to face me. And that’s when it hit me. There was a reason why I usually kept my suitcase locked and away from prying eyes, and that reason was now in Lorenzo’s hand.


My mind jumped to all the stories Giuseppe had told me about how much they loved their youngest son, and how they went to the ends of the earth to adopt him – and here he was, waving around one of my sex toys. It was a replica mould of Tom’s penis. He’d given me a clone-a-willy kit as a joke present and I didn’t have the heart to throw it away after we separated. It was clean and unused, but even still I could only imagine Giuseppe’s horror if he walked in and found his precious son stood here like this. The terror of this being the way he found out about my sexuality left me frozen to the spot.


Hours seemed to pass as I stood there, watching the sex toy waving around in slow motion. Then, with lightning adrenaline coursing through my veins, I darted across the room and snatched it out of Lorenzo’s hand, slamming it down into the suitcase. My sudden outburst caused Lorenzo to burst into a fit of tears, and he kept saying something in Italian I couldn’t understand.


‘It’s okay, it’s okay, I’m sorry,’ I said, kneeling down to his level in a panic and placing my hands on his shoulders. ‘Everything’s okay, Lorenzo, I’m sorry.’


He continued crying and began speaking faster and faster, before freeing himself of my grip and running downstairs, no doubt to inform his mother of the monster that I was.


‘Mama!’ he screamed with a hint of bloody murder as his little feet scampered into the kitchen, where Ornella was sat with a toolbox fixing the sink.
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