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      For Kait, who made me think.
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wrote an article which set the
whole thing off.

   

      
      Chapter One

      
      
      
      
      It’s a funny thing about nicknames. They’re supposed to mean that people are – well! Kind of fond of you. Like for instance
         there’s this guy in our class called Barry Rainsford that everyone calls Bazza. I mean, they wouldn’t do that if they didn’t
         think he was good old Baz. They wouldn’t do it if he were a scumbag or a nerd.
      

      
      Then there’s Ross McFadden. He’s called Shorty on account of he’s two metres tall. And this girl, Sue Tizzard, that everyone
         calls Tizz. And Dan Barnard, known as Barney.
      

      
      What I’m saying is, if people don’t like them, they wouldn’t give them nicknames. Right? So you have a nickname, you probably
         ought to be pretty pleased about it. Except that I’m not. You want to know what my nickname is? Shall I tell you what my nickname
         is? My nickname is Ginny. Short for Virginia.
      

      
      OK! So what’s wrong with that? Nothing, really, I guess, except that I’m a bloke.

      
      
      I’m here to tell you that it is no fun being called by a girl’s name where you’re not a girl. How it all started, it was way
         back in Year 7 when some joker discovered that virgo was the Latin for virgin. Virgo is my surname. Unfortunately. We were learning this crappy carol for the Christmas carol service and they had to go and write this one line in Latin.
         It nearly caused a riot. Sam’s a virgin! Sammy Virgin! Tee-hee, har-har, ho-ho. Wot a larf!
      

      
      I guess I didn’t mind it so much then. I mean, we were only eleven years old, for heaven’s sake. Eleven or twelve. Everyone’s
         a virgin at eleven or twelve. Well, I have my doubts about Gemma Watkin, I reckon she started off in her cradle. But all the
         rest of us. We were green as grass.
      

      
      Thing is, by the time we got to Year 11 it wasn’t so funny any more. We were fifteen by now; going on sixteen. And they were
         still at it! Still calling me Virginia. Or Ginny. Or sometimes Gin. Gin was OK. I didn’t get too aerated about Gin. Gin, whisky,
         vodka. No problem. It was Virginia that really got me. I mean, what did all those little kids from Year 7 think when they
         heard people yelling, ‘Hey, Virginia!’ at me? It just wasn’t amusing.
      

      
      The worst part of it, all my mates, the gang I’d come up the school with – Barney, Shorty, Lee Nolan, Baz Rainsford – they all claimed to have done it. Done it, you know? Gone all the way. Every single one of ‘em! Been there, done that. Had her. Poor old Ginny! Still a virgo.
      

      
      Mind you, I wasn’t so naive I necessarily believed them. There’s a lot of empty boasting, a lot of vain-glory, goes on in
         school locker rooms. On the other hand – well! You never quite know, do you? They could have been telling the truth. It’s
         not beyond the bounds of possibility. I mean, old Shorty, he’d been going out with this girl from Barley Heath for almost
         a year. And Lee, he was a real good-looker. I reckon he could get any girl he wanted, that one. And Barney and Baz, they weren’t
         fussy. What I’m saying is, they were just out for a good time. They could have done it.
      

      
      Which only left me. Poor old Ginny, still a virgo.

      
      I wonder if my ancestors ever suffered from being called Ginny? I wonder if my dad did?

      
      That poses another question: which came first, the chicken or the egg? The name, or the nickname? Did I, for instance, have
         an ancestor that got to be really old, say twenty, twenty-one, and still hadn’t done it, and so they started joshing him and calling him Virgo? And the name stuck?
      

      
      Except they’d have had to be pretty high up the social scale to talk Latin. I don’t know as I’ve got any high-up social ancestors.
         Dad keeps a shop. Electrical goods. His dad was on the buses. That’s a bit of a far cry from spouting Latin.
      

      
      Still and all, it’s an odd surname. To pass on, I mean. Virgins don’t usually get to be fathers. Why couldn’t I have been
         called something ordinary and down-to-earth such as Brown or Smith or Higginbotham? I wouldn’t have half so much trouble.
      

      
      I used to study myself in the mirror sometimes, trying to decide whether I looked like a virgin. Did I exude an unmistakable
         air of virginity? Did I look like a person that hadn’t done it?
      

      
      Except what did you look like when you had done it? I couldn’t see any of the others looking all that different from me, quite honestly. Sure, Barney and Lee had both
         started shaving – Barney was so dark he even got a four o’clock shadow about two in the afternoon – but having sex didn’t
         bring that on. Not as far as I knew. Anyway, old Short-ass didn’t even have bum fluff, and he claimed he and this girl of
         his went at it like bunnies every Saturday evening, regular as clockwork.
      

      
      I still didn’t know whether to believe him or not.

      
      If it hadn’t been for Priya, I might have joined in and starting doing a bit of boasting on my own account. Anything to stop
         them taking the mickey. But I couldn’t do that to Priya. They all knew I was going out with her; I couldn’t salvage my reputation
         at her expense. It doesn’t matter how loyal your mates are, how much they swear to keep secrets, word always gets out. I couldn’t
         tell them lies about Priya, and I wasn’t going to pretend I’d done it with someone else ’cos then that would get out, and
         I didn’t want Priya thinking I was just any old Jack-the-lad same as the rest of them. Priya was special. And I wanted to
         be special for her.
      

      
      She was in our year at school, but that wasn’t how we met. We met at the Copper Kettle Tea Rooms in Parkin’s department store.
         Priya had already been working there a couple of months when I started. We just did Saturdays; they didn’t open on a Sunday.
         The whole store remained closed. They were about nine million light years behind the times and still thought Sunday was a
         day of rest.
      

      
      
      It was a real old-fashioned kind of place. All grannies and great-aunts and middle-aged ladies. They nearly laid eggs when
         I turned up for work my first day with a stud in my ear. It was like, shock, horror! Like I was wearing a monkey fur jock-strap
         or a pair of women’s tights. I couldn’t take it out ‘cos it had only just been put in so they made me stick a strip of blue
         tape over it. Blue, already! This was so’s it could be seen if it dropped off in the food. I felt a right bozo.
      

      
      Everyone else thought it was hilarious. Including Priya…

      
      It’s odd I’d never really noticed Priya at school. I mean, I’d seen her round the corridors, obviously, but we weren’t in
         the same classes for anything and she just hadn’t impinged (I think that’s the word) on my consciousness. Until the Copper Kettle. And then she was the first thing that impinged. Almost
         the only thing. It was like all of a sudden – whizz bang! Zap pow! Wallop! I could hardly take my eyes off her. Dead embarrassing,
         in one way. I mean, boy, did I ever feel self-conscious! (Especially with blue tape on my ear.) I felt everyone was looking
         at me, looking at Priya. But in another way—
      

      
      
      In another way, it was exhilarating! Like your whole body’s on fire. You can feel the blood pounding and hammering through
         your veins. It’s like you’ve just come alive!
      

      
      Priya wasn’t the only girl at the Copper Kettle. There were three others, plus four of us boys. All the girls had to wear
         these really dowdy, mumsy dresses, black, with lace collars, little white aprons, starched caps and black shoes. Some it flattered,
         some it didn’t. There was this one girl, Ellie, who was all long and thin. I felt really sorry for her. At least, I would
         have done if I’d had any thoughts to spare for anyone other than Priya. Poor old Ellie! She looked like a walking beanpole.
         Her neck stuck out the top like an elongated broomhandle and her legs tottered around like a couple of garden canes with her
         feet stuck in these great hobnailed boots. Clump clump clump, up and down the place. I couldn’t help wondering how she felt,
         seeing Priya so little and pretty and neat. That gear really suited Priya. Well, I reckon anything would. It had never struck
         me before, how beautiful she was. Is.
      

      
      I’ll try to describe her, though I’m not too good at description, to tell you the truth. Mr Crawley, our English teacher, says I have no feeling for the poetry of language. He says I have cloth ears. I guess he’s right because
         however hard I try I just can never manage to find the words that I want. It’s very frustrating, and especially now. But I’m
         going to make a real effort, for Priya. She deserves it.
      

      
      OK, here goes. She has this long, luscious hair, jet black, which sometimes she wears loose, sometimes she wears in a pony
         tail, sometimes she wears in a plait, and sometimes she does these extraordinarily complicated things with it and piles it
         on top of her head. She looks very sophisticated when she does that. I like it best when it’s loose. Or in a pony tail. But
         however she wears it, she always looks stunning.
      

      
      Her face. Her face is…small. Delicate. Tiny little nose, almond-shaped eyes, very deep and dark, like pools of treacle.

      
      Is that poetic? Treacle? I’m trying to say that they don’t just look like pools of water, they look like…like velvet! If you
         can have pools of velvet.
      

      
      Her body.

      
      I don’t think I can write about Priya’s body! But if I go back to that first day in the Copper Kettle, the first day when
         I really and truly noticed her, I think I would simply have said that it was slim and graceful. And dainty. That’s what Priya is! She’s dainty.
      

      
      Now I’m going to make a confession. I’d always thought, up till then, that I was a tit man. That I went for girls with big
         boobs. I mean, boobs are what you’re supposed to go for right? Cor, look at them knockers! What a handful! etc. and so forth.
         Eyes on stalks as you gaze at girly pix with your mates in the bog. But then I saw Priya, and tits just didn’t seem to come
         into it.
      

      
      She’s not exactly a D cup.

      
      According to Barney, that’s the big one, but so what? What’s the obsession with BIG?

      
      I’ve learnt that what turns me on is small and exquisite. Mounds of flesh are not my scene.

      
      Anyway. That’s the best I can do, description-wise. I don’t expect old Creepy Crawley would give me more than two out of ten,
         plus a few sarcastic remarks, but you get the general idea, at least I hope you do. The general idea being that Priya is like
         a beautiful flower, like a crystal vase, like a twinkling star, and I’m mad about her. So there! Sucks to old Creepy.
      

      
      The first week or two, in the Copper Kettle, we didn’t talk very much, me and Priya. I was, like, tongue-tied (plus I still had the blue tape) and Priya, she was really
         conscientious. She took her work dead seriously. Some of the other kids used to muck around, flirting with one another, coming
         back late from coffee break, skulking in the kitchen instead of getting on with the job. Not Priya. The way she went at it,
         you’d have thought waiting tables was her vocation in life. (Which I can assure you it is not.) She took real pride in keeping
         her tables spotless, all laid out with clean cutlery and napkins. They really shone. People always sat at Priya’s tables if
         they could.
      

      
      One thing that struck me, right back that very first day, was how she had respect for the customers. Some of the others, well,
         they had their own way of referring to them. The old fart at Table One, or Loopy Lou, or Giggling Gertie.
      

      
      They took the piss rotten, some of them. But never Priya. Most of the people that used the Copper Kettle were middle-aged
         or old. Some of them were pretty doddery. They told you doddery old jokes that you were expected to laugh at and long doddery
         tales about their grandchildren that you were expected to take an interest in, and they doddered with their money and their knives and forks. They upset things and couldn’t get the lids off their little jars of
         Oxford marmalade. If it hadn’t been for Priya, I might have taken my lead from the others. I might have rolled my eyes and
         drummed my fingers and then gone back to the kitchen to take the piss. But Priya was always friendly, always polite, always
         patient. She laughed at their feeble old jokes like she really did find them amusing. She took what seemed to be a quite genuine
         interest in their grandchildren. I mean, she can’t honestly have been interested in hearing how the baby had just got its first tooth or little Julie had won a rosette for her ballet
         dancing – I really don’t think she can – but she made like she was, and they smiled and beamed and were ever so happy, you
         could tell.
      

      
      You couldn’t even say she did it for the tips, ’cos all the tips were pooled and dished out equally amongst us at the end
         of the day. She did it because she was just naturally that kind of person.
      

      
      I started saying ‘Hi’ and raising a hand as we passed in school corridors. The others started ragging me and saying ‘Allo,
         allo! What’s going on ’ere?’ But nothing was going on. Not for ages. I couldn’t get up the courage to talk to her! It was weird, because I’d never thought of myself as being in any way shy. Sometimes,
         when the place was quiet, Priya and the other girls in the Copper Kettle would stand in a little huddle talking girl talk.
         I never quite know what they say to one another when they stand in these huddles, but they always seem to do a lot of giggling,
         very high-pitched, like the twitterings of birds. It scared the hell out of me! Well, it was more like embarrassment, really,
         I suppose. I’ve always had this uncomfortable feeling that when girls get together they discuss boys, by which I mean, they
         dissect you. Pull you to pieces. Rubbish you. Look at his hair! Look at his nose! Look at the gear he wears! Pathetic.
      

      
      I guess if I’d been godlike, like Lee, I’d have gone swaggering up and made some kind of smart-ass remark that would have
         got them all going. Maybe. It wouldn’t have got Priya going; I know that now. Lee wouldn’t have got anywhere with her! Priya’s
         not impressed by macho males.
      

      
      But I didn’t know that then and it was really beginning to bother me, the fact I was so useless. If it hadn’t been for one of the customers, an old lady referred to by the others as Tea-and-Toast, I might never have plucked
         up the courage to approach Priya. I’ve got a little old lady to thank for it.
      

      
      What happened, it was coming up to February the fourteenth – Valentine’s Day! Old Tea-and-Toast, she says to me, with a twinkle
         in her eye, ‘And how many Valentines are you sending this year?’
      

      
      Most of the old ladies liked to kid you about your love life. You had to play along with it, even if you didn’t have one.
         So I shuffled a bit and grinned a foolish sort of grin and then finally admitted that I wasn’t sending any. Old T-and-T was
         really surprised. Or pretended that she was. I’m never quite sure with these old ladies. They’ve been around a bit. They can
         really get you going.
      

      
      ‘What?’ she says. She’s got this old quivery voice. ‘No Valentines? A good-looking young man like you? Tsk, tsk! What is the
         world coming to?’
      

      
      So then I got to thinking…and wondered if I’d dare. Send Priya a Valentine, I mean. I studied myself long and hard in the
         mirror that night and tried to work out if I really was good-looking, or whether it was just something she’d said. I came
         to the conclusion that on the whole I wasn’t too bad – I mean, I didn’t have spots or a receding chin or buck teeth or anything; but was I good enough for Priya?
         There was only one way to find out. I’d never sent anyone a Valentine before; I only had a hazy idea what you were supposed
         to put in them. I just felt, with Priya, that it wasn’t any use being smooth or smoochy. None of this roses are red, violets
         are blue stuff. It had to be something a bit more – well! Intellectual. I don’t quite know why I thought that. It was just
         this feeling I had.
      

      
      I knew it would be a total waste of time asking Mum ’cos a) she’s not very intellectual and b) I couldn’t imagine that my
         dad had ever sent her a Valentine in all the years they’d been married. Which is a lot of years. I’m the youngest in our family
         by quite a bit. I’ve got three older brothers but only Stoo still lives near, and a fat lot of help he was likely to be. Ditto
         my mates at school. I could just hear their lewd suggestions. Either that or they’d take the mickey.
      

      
      ‘Hey! Guess what? Ginny’s trying to lose her virginity!’

      
      They just couldn’t understand that there are other reasons for going out with a girl.
      

      
      
      I spent days racking my brain what to put in that Valentine card. And then I had this moment of pure inspiration. I’d overheard
         Priya, just a couple of Saturdays back, having a right go at a customer for being sexist. Well, when I say a right go, I don’t
         mean she was yelling at him, or anything. Priya isn’t a yelling sort of person. She’s very controlled. She was more, like,
         lecturing him, kind of half serious, half joking, telling him how you couldn’t go round patting girls’ bums and calling them
         sweetheart; not these days. Maybe in his day. I mean, she was doing it quite nicely, but she meant it all right. And that
         old guy, he got the message. He gave this wheezy old chuckle and slapped his wrists and tried to make like it was all a silly
         girly fuss about nothing, but he wouldn’t be caught doing it again. No way!
      

      
      So, what I decided, I’d do her this feminist-type Valentine. I thought it was the sort of thing she would appreciate. I got this bit of card and I drew this girl wearing
         a T-shirt and jeans, and on the front of the T-shirt I wrote, HANDS OFF in big black lettering. On the other side I wrote
         this little rhyme I’d made up:
      

      
      
      Sexism’s out
But you are in
Please will you be
My Valentine?
Sam *

      

      OK, so it wasn’t the greatest, but then English isn’t my subject. I just thought that if anything was going to get to her,
         that might. And I was right: it did! When I went to go home that evening, I found a note in my jacket pocket.
      

      
      I’ve never been a Valentine
But I’ll be yours if you’ll be mine.
Ask me out and I will come
But mark this well: no patting bum.

      

      I couldn’t believe it! Priya had agreed to go out with me! All I had to do was ask her!

      
      You’ll probably think I’m some kind of wimp, but I spent all Sunday agonising over how to do it. Maybe you won’t believe this,
         but I’d never asked a girl out before. I’m not saying I hadn’t been out with girls; only I’d never had to ask them. It had always just sort of…happened. Like a crowd of Us had bumped into a crowd of Them, and it had just gone on from there.
      

      
      I’d never had an actual girlfriend. I might as well be honest. Until I met Priya, I’d never really wanted one. Now I wanted
         one like crazy, I wanted Priya like crazy, and couldn’t even think how to ask her!
      

      
      I wasn’t about to consult Lee or Baz or any of the others. They’d only come up with a load of totally asinine suggestions
         (of the ho ho ho kind), and besides, this was between Priya and me. It was something I had to work out for myself. I really
         wished I was one of those guys that could just go up to any girl and start a line of chat. Lee could, I’d seen him do it.
         But he was Greek god-like; I was just me. Not bad-looking, but nothing to swoon over. But in any case, Priya wasn’t the sort
         who’d respond to a line of chat. She needed a more subtle approach.
      

      
      In the end, I rang her up at home. It seemed preferable to doing it at school, with all the gawkers looking at us and clocking
         what was going on. I knew where she lived all right ’cos her dad runs the newsagent’s in Wythenstall Road. And I was dead subtle. I said, ‘Is that Priya? This is Sam.’ It took a lot of working out, that did.
      

      
      
      So Priya giggles and says, ‘Yes! I know!’ and I say, ‘I was wondering if you’d like to come out with me Saturday night?’ at
         which she giggles again and says, ‘Why not?’
      

      
      Girls do a lot of giggling. Priya is no exception.
      

      
      Anyway. That was how it all began. We started going out together and pretty soon we became at item. We did all the things
         that other people did – we went to parties, we went to clubs, we went to the movies – but somehow it was different. Because
         Priya was different. She wasn’t, isn’t, like any other girl I know. She giggles a lot, like I said, just the same as other
         girls, and she’s really feminine, I mean she enjoys wearing smart clothes and looking pretty, but she has a mind. She likes
         to talk about things. She made me talk about things. Sexism; racism. The state of the world. The nature of government. Politics. Euthanasia. Animal rights.
         You name it, we discussed it. We used to go for these long walks over Barley Edge and just talk, talk, talk.
      

      
      Mind you, it wasn’t all talk. We did other things as well! But not that. Never that. I dunno why. I mean…I’d have liked to.
      

      
      But it wasn’t an all-consuming passion. It wasn’t something I aimed for, every time we went out. Well, for one thing we were still only fifteen and that’s illegal, doing it
         when you’re only fifteen, not that it ever seemed to have stopped Lee or the others. If they’re to be believed, which at times I seriously doubt. But for another, it’s a myth that all guys are raging beasts out
         to rape and pillage. It really is. Unless I’m peculiar (which I don’t think I am).
      

      
      OK, we fantasise. I’ve fantasised with the best of them. And yes, OK, there are some girls you only go with for one thing,
         ’cos apart from that one thing you find them dead boring. Like they probably find you, ’cos they’re only going with you for
         one thing, too. Except mostly it’s not the same thing. They want a bloke as some kind of status symbol: you want a girl as
         some kind of sex object.
      

      
      But it wasn’t like that with Priya and me. It sounds really corny, I know, but I respected her too much. That’s why I couldn’t
         join in with the others and pretend we’d done it when we hadn’t. I’m not saying it didn’t ever cross my mind, because it did.
         The thought of sex, I mean. I used to lie in bed and dream about it, if you want to know the truth. And we came pretty close
         once or twice. I mean, like… pretty close! Priya, she was tempted just as much as me. She might look all meek and mild, but she wanted it! It got so’s
         I started carrying condoms with me, just in case. But I wouldn’t ever have pushed her. I swear I wouldn’t ever have done that.
      

      
      And in the end I didn’t have to, ’cos in the end it she was the one that pushed me…

      * I know you’re not supposed to sign Valentines, but I don’t see the point of them, otherwise.
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