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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%

  


  This novel is a work of fiction and the characters and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s imagination. While it includes reference to real locations, these are fictional representations, which may or may not be factually correct.


  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—

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





