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  Our days were numbered but precious.


  Courting Light is the story of Josie, an eighteen-year-old about to leave home to start university in London. She volunteers at a summer camp for disabled children. When Josie is paired with the autistic teenager Lucian, she faces intense experiences that are truly eye-opening. To her surprise, Lucian is not the only one who captures her attention. Over the weeks, Josie develops powerful desires evoked by the camp’s enigmatic young leader with a shaved head and tattoo on her skull.
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  Courting Light


  It was the summer before I started college. I was eighteen and didn’t feel particularly clever even though I was on my way to become a university student in September.


  Day 1


  “Are you one of the volunteers? Get your arse in here,” a young woman bellowed, her voice bold and impatient. I couldn’t see her face since she stayed in the front cab of the van. When I caught her profile in the side mirror, a pair of Jackie-O sunglasses obscured her face. “Come on, jump in and shut the door behind you.”


  I learned later that ‘come on’ was a favourite phrase of hers.


  I did as I was told and climbed onto the back of the transit van, struggling to slide the heavy metal door behind me. It shut with a loud clang. I turned to face the dozen or so people who were already seated. Searching around for an empty space, I could see that my fellow volunteers were mostly young and in their twenties. I’d probably be one of the youngest since they only allowed over-eighteens as helpers.


  They were mostly women but I found two guys among us. Clad in T-shirts, casual jeans and trainers, the dozen or so faces were fresh and eager. I felt apprehensive and cursed myself for thinking this working holiday was a great idea. One of the guys stood up and let me climb over the crowded bench to sit by the window. He smiled. I noticed the freckles on his face and the rosy cheeks, as if he hadn’t quite grown out of his baby fat.


  I stared out, then, and saw about twenty adults of varying ages and sizes waving to the other van that was idling a few parking spaces down. Some of the kids’ faces pressed against the glass. I knew they were under eighteen, but they seemed to represent a wide range from about six to big kids, teenagers who were in fact not much younger than me.


  What was I doing? The guilt surfaced alongside nerves. Did I qualify as a carer only because they had some kind of disability? Was it purely selfish to do something I was clearly untrained for just to gain some experience? For my benefit? For my curriculum vitae?


  Several of their parents linked hands, as if their offspring were being taken to meet their fate with the Gestapo, not a summer camp. Worry lines spread across their foreheads. I saw a woman in her thirties dab her eyes with a handkerchief, trying to wipe away her tears. That did nothing to ease my nerves. What if I accidentally hurt her child? The responsibility weighed me down. I wished they had rejected my application.


  I turned back to survey my fellow helpers instead. I wondered if they were seasoned carers who knew what they were doing. Fear was probably obvious on my face. My seat mate nodded as if hearing my inner voice.


  “My name’s Tim.” He held his hand out and I shook it. “They’re worried about their kids. That’s all.”


  “Josie.” I should have offered further information but my brain froze. My reticence didn’t seem to bother him. He carried on with the serendipitous induction. I obviously looked like I needed it.


  “You’re doing them a big favour. Believe me. It’s not easy being a carer twenty-four seven. For some of the parents, these two weeks once a year are a life-saver.”


  “Some of them don’t look very happy.” I thought of the crying mother.


  “They never get a break looking after their children, but they’re also terrified of leaving them in our hands for two weeks. Some of the kids are quite severely disabled. You’ll see,” Tim explained patiently.


  No shit. I would not want to leave a child in my hands.


  My mum had a good job as a hairdresser. She’d been working in the same salon for twenty years. We didn’t have money problems, but I never had the kind of relationship with her like other daughters seemed to have with their mothers. I didn’t care about my hair, make-up or looking pretty while those things were her livelihood. Mum was emotionally distant, especially so after my parents divorced when I was ten. She had boyfriends, dudes who came and went, but she never remarried. I had a hunch that she resented having two kids—I also had a know-it-all older brother—as we made her less eligible in the dating market, but she didn’t have much of a choice. That was why she’d left me mostly to my own devices. Dad was absent. He took up with another woman. We knew where to find him if we needed to, but that was about it.


  After the holidays, I was going to study sociology at a university in London. I had the vague idea that I wanted to know about ‘society’. Having read a few key texts during my A’ Levels, I had impulsively put it down as my first choice for a degree. I would leave my home town and start a new life. For that was how I’d imagined being at university—behaving like an adult, living independently and making new friends.


  So, I gathered that it was my first summer as an adult, and I needed to get out there, to be part of the society. I wanted to volunteer for the summer camp because I’d lived such a sheltered life that I didn’t believe I was remotely qualified to study the subject. Of course, much later on, I realised that sociology was as removed from the way we lived as it could be. I would spend hours arguing about structure and agency, and theorising capital and labour. Then, I decided that I’d like to see how care workers dealt with kids. I thought I’d be helpful and contribute something for once. Besides, the information for volunteers said ‘no prior experience necessary’. They accepted my application and put me through police checks.


  Here I was, completely clueless but with a healthy will to learn, sitting among all the other young volunteers and waiting to be told what to do for the next fourteen days. What have I signed up to?


  As Tim and I talked, the van shook and came to life. Our driver must have started the engine.


  “Take it you’ve done this before,” I ventured, glancing at him briefly. The van moved off the city centre car park and merged into the traffic. It would probably take over an hour to reach the Peak District where the outdoor centre we were staying in was located.


  Tim grinned, showing much pride. “Yeah, this is my third summer. What about you? Are you staying for one or two weeks?”


  My worries surfaced again. It’d probably be useful to talk to someone more experienced, though. “My first time, I’m afraid. I’m staying for the full fortnight camp, but I have absolutely no clue how to look after kids, let alone those with disabilities. Let’s hope I don’t accidentally hurt them.”


  Our transportation left the city centre streets behind. Tim focused back on my face again. He opened his mouth a couple of times but couldn’t form the words. Finally, he smiled. “You’ll be fine. I don’t think physically harming them is that common.”


  What was left unsaid? How else could the kids be easily hurt? Crikey. Bile threatened to come up my throat.


  “Anyway, Sam will sort you out,” Tim concluded with conviction.


  Sam. It was the first time I heard the name. I wondered who that was, but didn’t want to appear ignorant or too eager. Tim sounded sure of this person’s leadership. I returned to gazing out the window; I appeared like a ghost on the pane of glass: reddish-brown hair, pale eyes and a button nose. Short strands fell untidily around my oval face. I dug out my beanie and put it on to keep them under control.


  The bus rolled along, taking too long to reach the hills away from the city. Even the air was thinner up there. My eyelids threatened to close as green scenery passed by. The Dark Peak was rugged and wild in parts, like a hardworking man without sentimentality. Apprehension still sat in my gut, though, as if the journey was further than the Peak District, and the hills were harbouring the unknown. I imagined the purple heather might be hiding the cloudy dreams I had as a kid when I was growing up and I’d been afraid of the strange monsters in my sleep. Now, it was waiting for me up in the hills.


  The van eventually pulled into a narrow lane. Light shot through the thicket and streamed through the windows. After a mile or so, we stopped in an opening with enough space for only a few vehicles, and I saw the outdoor centre that was going to be our home for the next two weeks: a one-storey wooden structure that spread out like a resting bird; windows lined its wings that might contain the bedrooms.


  Once the doors to the van opened, one by one, the helpers climbed down. I was almost the last to emerge, carrying my heavy backpack. I stood on the edge of the group, waiting to be told what was to come. Tim was deep in conversation with another young female volunteer.


  The driver and her companion jumped down from the van. The first thing I noticed was the driver’s legs—long and tan, strong and lean muscles stretched beneath her sports shorts. Lumberjack boots and thick socks reached her lower calves. She wore a sleeveless black T-shirt, even though it was not that hot. This was July in England, not the Mediterranean. But I found myself ogling her lithe and firm arms and thought about how the taut skin might feel if I glided my fingers along it. I had to shake my head discreetly to stop that line of thought because it was strange and as frightening as the prospect of facing the kids for the next two weeks.


  The woman’s head was shaved with short sides showing a tattoo just above her left ear. I was too far away to see what the tattoo was on that first day. Heat surged inside me as though I was in a hotter climate. My heart skipped a beat. I liked how she looked. A lot. I’d never had a boyfriend or girlfriend. Some of my secondary school mates were already dating. My best friend Jason was gay, so I’d gone out with him to gay clubs a few times. We’d even tracked down the only gay bookshop for miles around. We had to take a train and ride the bus to get there. But, so far, I’d thought of myself merely as an observer of Jason’s world.


  I’d honestly assumed I was straight. Why wouldn’t I be?


  “My name’s Sam,” the obvious leader announced. “And I’m the manager of the camp.”


  She related something about safety. I should’ve been listening to her instructions but I heard nothing but a buzz in my head.


  An older guy stood by her side and introduced himself as Grant, Sam’s assistant. “So, at all times, either Sam or I will be at base camp. We have two senior volunteers, Rose and Beth, who are coming with the kids in the other van. They both work in childcare, so they know their stuff. If you’re in any doubt, come to one of us.”


  I found myself focusing on Sam. Her round face, light tan and bright brown eyes. Shit. Pay some attention to what’s being said, Josie. I shifted in my stance to recoup. But instead of listening to Grant, I could hear birds chirp, and when I glanced to my right, I saw a squirrel running away to a clump of trees. Deep breath.


  When I returned my attention to the two managers, I saw Sam assessing us one by one with her sharp eyes. I wasn’t sure if she realised that my gaze had been following her. Her scrutiny reached me eventually, and she gave me a slight lilt of her mouth as if to wonder out loud, who have I got here?


  I smiled back, without the same kind of confidence. We held each other’s gaze for a moment. I decided then I would like her attention. No matter what. It was a far less noble motive than why I’d become a helper at a summer camp for disabled children.


  Sam and Grant led us to the dormitory block. I walked side by side with Tim. The dorm was basic but clean. The scent of pine filled my nostrils as the two organisers came to a stop in the corridor flanked by several rooms. She turned to face us.


  Indicating the group of dormitories, she smiled. “These are for you. You’ll be sharing with another host. Ten minutes. Grant and I will be waiting for you in the hall.”


  Come on. She might as well have said that. Tim and I looked at each other and nodded. The others were talking, seeking out partners and inspecting the bedrooms. We grabbed the one closest to us since they were identical anyway. It was sparsely decorated, as I’d expected: two single beds, a wardrobe, a desk and chair each. Reading lamps for the occupiers. It was more than adequate for a short break. Another door led to a small bathroom with a shower stall. We dumped our bags. No time for the ‘which bed would you prefer’ conversation.


  Tim smiled. “It ain’t much but it’s home for the next two weeks. Do you want to freshen up first?”


  “Oh, yes. We only have ten minutes. She doesn’t joke around, does she?”


  “Nuh-uh. Sam runs a tight ship. Go ahead.” Tim opened his backpack and pulled out some clothes to put in his wardrobe.


  We had a quick wash and returned to the hall where Sam and her assistant explained that we’d ease the kids in this evening. Sam clapped her hands to draw our attention. A dozen eager faces gazed at her and her apparent leadership. Grant produced a couple of sheets of labels and some felt-tip pens.
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