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It’s almost a
year since Noah told Matty they needed to cool it, believing it was
the sensible thing to do. After all, they were too intense, and
they were both failing uni.



Now, with Matty
just weeks away from taking up his place at a prestigious London
dance academy, Noah is desperate to make the most of the little
time they have left. It’s only temporary separation, and they are
forever. Or so he’d thought.
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 Author’s Note

Brief reference is made to the British
university degree classification system for undergraduate
(Bachelor’s) degrees. For readers unfamiliar with this system, it
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%

 


Other definitions readers may find
useful:

 


CMHT: Community Mental Health Team

NVQ: National Vocational Qualification

Download: a three-day, open-air rock/metal
music festival, held annually, in Donington Park, Leicester.

Glastonbury: a four-day, contemporary
performing arts and music festival, held annually, in Glastonbury,
Somerset.

 


Please note
that whilst in the real world, both Glastonbury Festival and London
Pride take place on the same weekend, for the purpose of this
story, Pride happens the week before Glastonbury.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter One

The
weather was lousy, although the daylight was still bright enough to
dazzle us. We emerged, blinking like startled bush babies, from the
dark hall where we’d spent the past three hours crouched over
wobbly desks, scribbling down whatever load of crap came to mind
when we saw the questions on the paper. They were absolutely
nothing
like our lecturer had told us
they’d be. Ah well. Another exam over and done with. One more to go
before second year of uni was over.

“You coming
for a drink, Noah?”

I slung my bag
over my shoulder and shook my head in answer to Jesse’s question.
“I’m meeting Matty in twenty minutes.”

“Fair enough.
Come after, if you like. We’ll be there a while.”

I’d see if
Matty fancied it. There was no reason why we couldn’t meet up with
everyone once he was done for the afternoon. The buses home ran
until nine o’clock, and it wasn’t yet five. “Might see you later?”
I called back to Jesse and the rest of the guys as they set off for
the uni bar. A couple of them raised a hand in acknowledgement, and
I continued in the opposite direction towards the drama
theatre.

With
most students finished for the summer, campus was deserted. The
first years in halls had already packed up and gone home, leaving
just us second and third years with late exams, plus a select few
of the dance and drama students, who were preparing to perform at
an international conference being held in one of the most
prestigious hotels in Norwich. Matty was one of them. Funny, I’d
never really thought about it before. I didn’t think I knew enough
about dancing to gauge whether someone was good at it or not, and
I’d seen him practising at home, but watching him do it for real,
with the lights and music, and with him in his dance gear instead
of his pyjamas? It was something else. He was really good, like he was controlling the world
with his movements. I couldn’t really explain it, but just thinking
back to that night I saw him perform made me smile.

I was still a
fair distance from the drama theatre and already I could hear music
coming from inside; I recognised it from the dance show but
couldn’t remember what it was called, so I started going through
the alphabet in my head, trying to trigger my memory. I’d got to
‘D’ when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and looked
at the screen. My brother.

“Hello?”

“Hey, how’s it
going?”

“OK.”

“How was your
exam?”

“It was all
right.”

“Only all
right?”

“It was good,
I suppose.” I was a bit puzzled why he was asking. He didn’t
usually, which probably meant this was small talk, and he’d phoned
because he wanted us to pick up takeaway or something on the way
home. “What do you want?” I asked.

“That’s nice.
I call my little brother to see how his exam went, and he
assumes—”

“Yeah, yeah.”
I laughed, as did Adam. It was faked on both sides.

“Is Matty with
you?” he asked.

“I’m just
going to meet him. Why?”

“No reason.
Did you want a lift home?”

“You still at
work?”

“No, but I
don’t mind coming to get you.”

OK. Something
was definitely wrong. We lived a half-hour drive away from uni—an
hour on the bus. “What’s going on, Ad?”

“Nothing. I
figured you wouldn’t want to hang around in this weather.”

I glanced up
at the sky. It was grey and overcast, but it wasn’t raining, and it
didn’t look like it was going to either.

“Plus I need
to get some loo roll,” Adam added.

“We’ll get it
on our way home,” I offered. “Unless—”

“Yeah, fine.”
Adam cut me off before I speculated any further. “Make sure you
come straight home, all right?”

“Adam…”

“Please,
Noah?”

I delayed a
bit longer, waiting to see if he’d elaborate, and when he didn’t, I
said, “All right,” and hung up.

If the music
coming from the theatre had been loud from far away, up close it
was a serious danger to the ear drums. God only knew how they could
stand it inside. Jeez. And I’d always thought Matty was kidding
when he hadn’t heard what I’d said, though I’d swear it wasn’t
usually that loud.

Rather than
risk going deaf, I sat at one of the metal picnic tables outside
Folly’s—the theatre bar—which they only opened when there were
shows, or VIPs on campus. The metal was cool and damp to the touch,
making me wonder if perhaps I should’ve taken up Adam’s offer after
all. It had become distinctly darker since I left my exam, and the
air had taken on a chilled stillness. By the looks of it, we were
in for a storm. Hopefully it would hold off until we got home.

It was another
ten minutes before Matty’s rehearsal was due to finish, and to pass
the time I got out my earphones, thinking I’d listen to some music.
Thirty seconds later, I discovered the volume on my phone, even
with the ‘loudness’ setting on, was no contender for the theatre’s
sound system.

I exchanged my
earphones for my Kindle, but reading was out of the question too.
My mind kept drifting. Why had Adam insisted we go straight home?
Matty and I were adults, and we did our own thing. Granted, since
our extended afternoon trip to London at Christmas, when the whole
house went into some kind of meltdown, we were under strict
instructions to always let Adam or Sol know if we weren’t going to
be home at the usual time, but it wasn’t yet five o’clock.

Having
said that, I could understand Sol going into a bit of a blind panic
whenever we were late home. His first boyfriend was stabbed to
death by thugs who attacked him just because they were drunk and he
was gay. That was the only reason they all overreacted at
Christmas. Sol wasn’t that delicate, but Adam could be really soppy
and overprotective, and I kept telling him we could look after
ourselves. All right, maybe I could
look after myself but
seriously, if anyone laid a finger on Matty I’d kick their teeth
down their throat. I was pretty chilled out most of the time, but
Matty brought out the same protective streak in me as Adam had for
Sol. Having been compared to my brother all my life, I can’t say I
was pleased by that.

Adam
claimed they were worried Matty’s parents had done something bad.
Admittedly, they weren’t very nice people, but that wasn’t the same
as being dangerous. They didn’t want anything to do with him—it was
obvious when we went to see them—so it wasn’t like they were going
to come after him with a knife. Or, at least it didn’t seem
likely.

Except now I
thought about it, maybe…if they ran out of money…

See, that’s
what I didn’t get. My mum and dad were a pain in the arse at
times—well, Dad was, Mum wasn’t too bad—but they loved us and
looked after us. Back in high school, before I sprouted a mile
upwards in a week, I got a bit of hassle from some of the other
kids, and Dad kicked off at the head teacher. Embarrassing as it
was when he did things like that, Adam, Lily and I knew he and Mum
would always stick up for us, put us first. You could forgive them
for the other crazy stuff they did, like suddenly upping sticks and
moving to Norfolk, or worse, buggering off to New Zealand and then
deciding it was all a big mistake and coming back again. Or getting
hammered and sticking music telly on full blast at three in the
morning, or getting sacked, again.

But where my
mum and dad would take whatever work was going to make sure we were
well looked after, Matty’s parents didn’t work. Couldn’t work, I
guess, because of the drugs. That was all they cared about—getting
high—which was how Matty ended up coming to live with us.

 


***

 


It wasn’t love
at first sight. It wasn’t lust at first sight either—more like
‘someone like me’ at first sight, although that doesn’t have quite
the same poetic ring to it.

To be
quite honest, I wasn’t exactly delighted by the news that someone
was coming to live with us, but what was I supposed to say?
No, I don’t want to
share our seven-bedroom farmhouse that only has four occupants,
including the dog, with a stranger.

“We’ve been
thinking about doing something like this for a while,” Adam
said.

I studied the
book in my hands, scanning the lines of text. I needed to read it
before tomorrow’s lecture, and it was already gone nine
o’clock.

Adam
persisted, “It’s not as if we’re overcrowded, is it?”

I shrugged.
No, we definitely weren’t overcrowded, but I kind of liked it that
way? Admittedly, the place had felt empty after Mum, Dad and Lily
went to New Zealand, and I still missed them like crazy, but it was
different sharing with a…homeless kid.

“I appreciate
it’s short notice,” Adam continued, “and we weren’t expecting
Student Support to need us until the summer, but this is an urgent
case.”

“When?” I
asked.


“Tomorrow.”

Tomorrow. Why
didn’t that surprise me? Perhaps because it was my brother.

The next day,
this scruffy, greasy-haired, skinny kid turned up on our doorstep,
clutching a black plastic sack in one hand and a broken pair of
glasses in the other.

“Matty, this
is Noah,” Adam said. “Noah, this is Matty. He’s going to be staying
with us while he’s at uni.”

Matty dropped
the bag and balanced the one-armed specs on his nose so he could
shake my hand. He didn’t smell too great, and his jeans looked
ready to walk to the machine unaided. He was so dirty—his
fingernails, his t-shirt, his hair, his shoes—everything was
filthy. Except his eyes. They were the brightest, clearest blue I’d
ever seen, and then he smiled, and I instantly forgot about the
smell and the dirt.

“Hey, Noah.
Thanks for having me.”

I nodded but I
couldn’t think of anything to say. It hadn’t been my decision,
although if I’d said ‘no’, Adam would have respected my wishes, so
I’d kind of decided by assent. Someone needed our help, and Mum and
Dad had brought us up to be kind to others and to give people a
chance. Looking at the boy standing in front of me, I could hardly
believe he was the same age as me. He was so small and skinny, but
that smile…it was hopeful and happy. He deserved a chance, and he
deserved more kindness than existed in the world.

“Hey, Matty.
Come on. I’ll show you where your room is. You can leave your stuff
there, and I’ll give you the guided tour.” I beckoned him to follow
me upstairs.

“Mind if I
shower first?”

“Knock
yourself out.”

“If I
don’t, the smell might knock you out.”

I glanced back
at him, and he gave me an epic grin.

I think maybe
that was when the love kicked in.

 


***

 


All
right, it probably wasn’t love back then. I’d only known him a
couple of minutes, but there was a little spark in him, a light
that refused to go out, and it ignited something in me. Before I
met Matty I’d never really had a boyfriend, for a number of
reasons, the main one being my family, and not in the way other
guys got it in the neck. Whenever I brought anyone home—and by
‘anyone’ I mean mates—it always ended up the same.
Your mum and dad
are so cool. Your house is really chilled. I love the way your
parents just take people as they find them. It was all true. But with their acceptance
of anyone and everyone, came the sticking their noses into my
business, asking personal questions and then acting like
I
was the one being unreasonable
when I refused to answer.

Thank
God for Sol, because once Matty and I were officially together,
Adam was just as bad, giving me knowing smiles, when he knew sweet
FA, and leaving condoms on the kitchen table. We
weren’t
doing it, and if we had been,
we’d have, um, had it covered. But it was none of Adam’s business,
and at times I wanted to hit him. Sol intervened on our behalf,
told Ad he was being inappropriate, and they ended up having an
argument about it, where Adam accused Sol of being repressive and
cold, and Sol told Adam to stop acting like a big girl’s blouse.
Ha-ha. Served him right.

It gave us a
bit of breathing space and a chance to get to know each other. We
did talk about sex, and we fooled around a lot, but neither of us
felt ready. Matty’s head was a mess, and I was trying to be
supportive, and we were spending way too much time together,
falling behind with uni work…

We
almost failed our first year and had to resit. We called it off. It
was the pits, sharing a house with the guy you like and want to be
with and knowing how much it’s hurting him, but also knowing you’ve
got to be the strong one and resist temptation. Pure
torture. Look at this amazing fudge cake. Isn’t it yummy? Yeah, but
you’re on a diet, so you can’t have any.

When I went to
Matty’s dance show and found out he’d created a dance for me, it
forced me to rethink. I guess it made me accept for real how
important I was to him, because while I’d always thought his
dancing was incredible, that night at the dance show blew me
away—and not just me. The talent spotters knew a good thing when
they saw it, and in September, Matty was going to London, to the
dance academy. That gave us another fifteen weeks together, and
then? I didn’t want to think about it.

I hadn’t
noticed the music stop, but when I zoned back in, it was deathly
quiet for a few seconds, and then the doors to the theatre swung
open and the dance students tumbled out, all laughing and joking
and buzzing with energy. They were always like that after a class,
unlike us English students. I defy anyone to spend two years
reading twentieth century novels and not feel miserable as sin. I
spotted Matty in their midst, or I spotted the eye roll at
something someone had said, and he was laughing as he glanced my
way. The laughter became a big cherry-lip smile. Yep, that boy
turned me to goo.

“You been
waiting long?” he asked, drawing to a stop in front of me and
reaching up on tiptoes to give me a kiss.

“Ten minutes,
maybe?” I guessed.

Matty waved
goodbye to his classmates, and we fell in step, holding hands. “How
was your exam? Did you ace it?”

“Yeah, right,”
I said. I’d probably done OK, maybe better than OK, but there was
no point speculating. “How was your rehearsal?”

“Good.
They’re making me do Starlight again.” He let out an exaggerated sigh, and I
laughed.

“You’re all
right with that, I take it?”

“Yeah.
Totally. I don’t think I’ll ever perform it as well as I did when
you came to see me, but it’s still a good dance.”

“It’s better
than good,” I argued. Matty just grinned up at me. “Adam called
before, asked if we’d go straight home.”

“Oh. Why?”

“I dunno. He
wouldn’t tell me.”

“Weird,” Matty
said.

As we
walked down to the road where the bus stop was, Matty chattered
away. He was such a gabber, and he usually only stopped to check I
was still paying attention, which I always was. I never got bored
with listening to him. This time, though, he stopped mid-sentence,
maybe even mid-word, and pointed. I followed the direction of his
finger, across the road, to a four-by-four. Our four-by-four, with Adam behind the
wheel.

“What the
hell? I told him we’d get the bus.”

“Are you
complaining?” Matty held out his hand, palm up.

“It’s not
raining,” I said.

“Noah Ashton,
meteorologist.”

“You don’t
need to be a weatherman to know the difference between raining and
not raining,” I argued. We crossed the road and got in the back of
the car.

“Hey,” Adam
greeted us, making swift eye contact in the rear-view mirror and
barely waiting for us to fasten our seat belts before he pulled
away from the kerb.

“What’s the
big rush?” I asked.

“No rush,” he
said and concentrated super-hard on his driving. Matty and I
frowned at each other. This was not normal for my brother. I mean,
he didn’t talk as much as Matty, but he wasn’t exactly a retiring
wall flower.

Other than
stopping off to buy toilet roll—which I think was an excuse for
coming to pick us up—the rest of the drive home was quiet and
tense, and I could feel Matty’s anxiety building. I gently squeezed
his hand to get his attention; he flashed a feeble smile my way. We
arrived back at the house; Adam stopped the engine and turned in
his seat.

“There’s a
message on the phone for you, Matt. From your dad.”

Matty nodded
dumbly, and his grip on my hand tightened. I stroked his thumb with
mine.

“What’s it
say?” he asked.

“Bad news, I’m
afraid. Your mum passed away last night.”

Matty nodded
again, slowly, while he absorbed the information.

Adam
continued, “I saved the message, in case you wanted to listen to
it, but I don’t think you—”

“I want to
listen to it,” Matty said quietly. He met my gaze, and in his eyes
I saw his emotional turmoil. Fear, sadness, confusion, anger, all
mashed up together. He released my hand and got out of the car.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter Two

By the time we
made it into the house, Matty had already listened to the message.
He tore past us in a blur, raced up the stairs to his room, and
slammed the door. Sol flinched, and he and Adam shared a look that
was worry and warning rolled into one. I needed to go and make sure
Matty was OK, or not OK—he definitely wasn’t—but at least that he
knew someone cared. That I cared. Even if right at that moment it
wouldn’t make a difference one way or the other.

I got as far
as the bottom of the stairs before Adam called me back.

“What?”

“Leave him for
now, Noah.”

“He just found
out his mum’s dead.”

“Yeah, and you
need to give him time. It won’t have sunk in yet.”

“I’m not
leaving him on his own.”

“I’m not
saying you should.”

“So what,
then?” I snapped angrily.

“Just…” Adam
shrugged. “Fine. Do what you think is best. After all, what do I
know? I’m only—”

I shook my
head in disbelief and left a second time, ignoring Adam yelling at
me to come back. Did he honestly think I was going to leave Matty
alone on his say so? And he was ‘only’ what? The older brother? Did
that mean he knew better than I did? No way. Adam just didn’t like
the fact it was me going to Matty instead of him. That’s all it
was. He always had to be first at every damn thing.

I stopped
outside Matty’s door and put my ear against it, trying to hear over
Sol telling Adam off on my behalf. There was no noise coming from
Matty’s room. I knocked gently. No response. I knocked again.

“Matty, it’s
me. Can I come in?”

A muffled
‘yeah’ came from inside, and I opened the door, expecting to find
him lying on his bed, staring at the ceiling. I guess I should’ve
known better.

“What are you
doing?” I asked.

“Dancing.”

I’d worked
that much out for myself, though there was no accompaniment other
than the one in his head. “What are you dancing to?”

“Mr.
Bojangles.” He extended a leg and swung it in an arc, bringing his
left foot down behind his right heel. I sort of knew the song—Mum
had the Robbie Williams album with all the swing stuff on it.

“Practising
for the conference?”

“No.”

He continued
dancing, his socked feet soundlessly pounding the carpet while he
kept time to a rhythm that seemed to naturally flow through him.
The silence made the dance both eerie and beautiful.

“I’ve only
ever performed it once,” he said without breaking step. “When I was
twelve.”

I don’t know
if he saw, but I nodded to indicate I was listening.

“It was when
the Wilkinsons were fostering me, and my social worker sorted out
money for tap lessons. We put on a dance show at the end of term,
and I did Mr. Bojangles.”

Matty briefly
glanced up and smiled. I returned it as best I could, but that
smile made my throat seize up. I don’t think I’d ever seen him
hurting as much as this.

“My mum
cried,” he said and spun through three-sixty degrees, catching an
imaginary…something. A hat, maybe? “She told me it was because I
danced so well, and it was one of her favourite songs. I said, ‘I
know, Mum.’ That’s why I chose it. She used to put it on sometimes,
when she was mellowing out, and she’d call me over to snuggle up
next to her, and she’d tell me the story of Mr. Bojangles. It
always made her cry. Always.”

“What’s it
about?”

“A soft-shoe
alcoholic whose dog died.”

Well, that
would be enough to make anyone cry, even Sol.

“Can you get
me a drink, please?”

“Sure.” I
turned to leave.

“He said it
was my fault.”

I turned back,
my hand still on the door handle. Matty stopped dancing.

“My dad. He
said I did it deliberately, just to make her cry. But I didn’t. I
thought she’d like it.”

I took a
breath and let it go again. I had nothing to say.

“Is there any
Coke in the fridge?” Matty asked. He didn’t want me to tell him
what I thought. Did he think I agreed with his dad? I hoped
not.

“Noah?”

“Er, yeah,
sorry. I’ll go and find out.” I didn’t really want to leave him on
his own. He was acting kind of weird.

Downstairs,
Sol was in the kitchen cooking tea—he worked from home and usually
got around to it before the rest of us. He glanced up as I opened
the fridge.

“Everything
all right?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I
lied. Adam was in the hallway, and the last thing I needed was more
of his know-it-all advice.

“Taking the
dog out,” he said on his way out the door.

“Tea’s going
to be twenty minutes,” Sol shouted.

“’Kay,” Adam
called back, and then he was gone.

I grabbed a
couple of cans of Coke, closed the fridge and leaned against it,
watching Sol dice an onion. He sniffed and wiped his eyes with the
back of his hand. The faces he was making were quite comical—if
only I’d felt like laughing. I wanted to ask him something, but I
wasn’t sure how he’d take it.

He scooped the
onion up in both hands, threw it into a pan on the stove and then
dodged around me to get to the sink. He was pretending he wasn’t
paying attention, but I could see him keeping a sly eye on me. I
decided to come straight out with it.

“Can I ask you
about James?”

“Sure.”

“Who told you
he’d died?”

“My sister.
She phoned me at my uni house.”

“How did you
react?”

“To Claire’s
phone call?”

“Well, yeah.
That, and finding out about James.”

Sol paused
midway through drying his hands on his apron. I say ‘his’ apron—it
was covered in giant sunflowers, and I thought at some point it had
probably belonged to Mum, but he wore it often enough for it to be
classed as his. Strangely, it no longer looked ridiculous on him.
Eventually, he said, “I carried on as usual. Other than going home
for the funeral. I went to uni, went to work, went out with my
mates…same as before.”

“Is that
normal?” I asked.

“God only
knows. I’m not the best person to ask.”

“No. I guess
not.”

He nodded up
at the ceiling. “How’s he taking it?”

I shrugged.
“He’s dancing.”

Sol weighed up
my answer for a moment and nodded. “I suppose that’s the same as me
drawing, or you reading a book.”

“Is it a bad
thing?”

“Again, you’re
asking the wrong person, but it seems fairly normal to me. He’s
doing what’s familiar, an automatic response, of sorts.”

That made
sense—if I ignored what he was dancing to, and why.

“Did Matty
tell you what the message said?” Sol asked.

“No. Why?”

“His
dad’s a…a callous bastard, is what he is, Noah. He’s bloody lucky
he doesn’t live within walking distance.”

“What did he
say?”

“Well, aside
from the fact that you don’t leave a message on an answer phone to
tell someone their mum’s died, he also blamed Matty.”

“For her
dying?”

“Indeed.
Apparently it was all the stress he caused them.”

“How—?”
I stopped myself from asking the question. It was pointless anyway,
because clearly Matty wasn’t to blame. They were junkies, and
they’d hardly had anything to do with him, but it made me mad as
hell that his dad said shit like that. The state Matty was in when
he came to live with us? That was their fault. Him having to go to counselling every week? Their
fault. His crappy grades at school, his lack of self-belief, the
stupid thank-yous for every little thing anyone ever did for him?
They were to blame for all of it.

My fingers
were aching, and I realised I was squeezing the Coke cans pretty
hard. I eased off. “Thanks,” I said. I left the kitchen, or nearly
left. Sol called me back.

“Don’t let
Matty know how angry you are,” he quietly cautioned.

“I’ll try not
to,” I said and returned upstairs.

Matty’s door
was open and his room was empty.

“I’m in the
shower,” he said.

“All right,” I
replied. I left the cans on his desk and went up to my room to
change my t-shirt. It had been boiling in the exam room, and I
needed a shower myself, but it could wait until I had a better idea
of how Matty was doing.

Sol—I
assume—had left my clean laundry on the bed, all neatly folded and
sorted by colour. He cracked me up. To look at him, you wouldn’t
have thought he was that kind of guy. He didn’t look the arty type,
but I guess it was the designer eye for detail that meant whenever
he did something even as mundane as the laundry it had to be
perfect.

I carefully
separated the pile and extracted the shirt I wanted, trying to
decide if I had time to put the rest away before Matty was out of
the shower, but then I saw the note on my pillow, and I put the
clothes down again. I picked up the small sheet of mint-coloured
paper. It was folded in half, like a card, but with nothing on the
front. I opened it.

Mon grand?

That was all
it said, and my French was lame, but I was pretty sure it meant ‘my
big’. Was he taking the piss, or paying me a compliment? Either way
it made me forget, just for a moment, and I laughed, adding the
little green note to all of the others with ‘suggested pet names’
inside. Honestly, he could pick any of them and start calling me
it, and I’d be having palpitations and all that other stuff you get
when someone you love shows how much they love you. Then my stomach
plummeted.

Fifteen weeks.
That’s all we’ve got, and his stupid mother has to go and drop
dead.

I regretted
the thought the second it consciously registered, but that was how
I felt. I was so angry with his parents, even more so than usual,
and since Christmas they’d been well and truly at the top of my
list of people to kill off in my novel, if I ever made it past the
prologue.

But we had the
summer, when it eventually got here.

Just as soon
as Matty had buried his mum.

Ah, hell.

We’d got
tickets for a couple of music festivals, and in between times we’d
intended to kick back, just spend some proper time
together—camping, surfing, whatever took our fancy—before he went
off to the dance academy. Would we still be able to do that?

The shower had
stopped some time ago, so I quickly swapped out the dirty shirt for
the clean one and returned to Matty’s room. The door was ajar, but
I knocked anyway.

“Come in,” he
called cheerfully.

I slowly
pushed the door open. He was standing with his back to me, brushing
his hair and wearing only boxers. He smiled at me in the
mirror.

“You OK?”

“Yep.
You?”

“I’m fine,” I
said. Another lie.

“Shut the
door?”

I did so and
stood watching him. He had an amazing body, slim, but with powerful
muscles that rippled beneath perfect pale skin. The bright
white-blonde hair was natural, and his body hair was only slightly
darker. It gave him a sort of glow, a golden-white aura.

Matty put his
brush on the dresser and turned around, his narrowed eyes giving
away the lack of contact lenses.

“You changed
your top,” he observed.

“Not that
blind then?” I joked. He grinned and retrieved his glasses from the
dresser. His eyes were huge already, and with his glasses they
transformed into clear turquoise-blue lagoons. I was utterly
convinced one day I’d just fall right into them and be drowned
forever. Maybe it had already happened.

“Can we
cuddle?” Matty asked.

“You gonna put
some clothes on first?”

He didn’t
answer, just gave me a wicked grin and gestured for me to move to
his bed. It was dangerous territory, but what else could I do? He’d
asked for a cuddle, and I had to take the request at face value,
although my body was already responding. I sat on the bed and
patted the space next to me. Would I ever learn?

Next
thing I knew, I was lying on my back with Matty straddling me. He
bent forward, slowly bringing his face down to mine. His wet hair
tickled my skin, sending shivers racing up and down my spine, into
my arms, my legs, through all of me. He rested his forearms either
side of my head, and the chilliness of his mostly naked body
surrounded me, engulfed me. I placed my palms on his lower back and
smoothed upwards over the goose-bumped cool skin, increasing the
pressure when I reached his shoulders, pulling him closer, and
closer, until our lips met.

Ice cream
kisses. The most delicious, tantalising ice cream kisses. I could
almost taste the creamy vanilla on Matty’s lips, the heat of his
tongue melting its way past my even feebler than usual resistance
like a trickle of warm, sweet raspberry sauce, dancing on my taste
buds, setting my mouth watering, making me hungry for more. I
brought my hands up to his head, tangling my fingers in his hair,
pressing him closer still. I concentrated on the sensation of his
tongue against mine, the softness of our lips moving in sync as our
mouths locked in the deepest of kisses.

God, I wanted
him so much. Every single day since we first got together I’d
thought about us making love. Maybe I’d just read too many books
where it was portrayed as a life-changing, earth-shattering
experience. Adam was the counterbalance, telling me not to get too
excited because the first time hurt like hell and wasn’t that
great. Who said I had to follow in his footsteps? Definitely not
me.

There was a
big part of me wanted to take the kiss to the natural next step.
The friction of Matty’s butt against the front of my jeans felt
good. Too good. I tried to end the kiss. It was the right thing to
do, because it was the wrong time for us to be doing this. He
wouldn’t let me, instead sliding his knees down the bed so we were
lying chest to chest. He was as aroused as I was, and he humped
against me, tiny huffs of air escaping his nostrils and tickling my
nose. With all the willpower I could find, I gently lifted his
head, leaving just enough space between our lips to make talking
possible.

“Matty…”

“Can we…?”

“I don’t think
we should. Not tonight.”

“Why not?”

“Because…” You just found out your mum’s dead.

Matty shot up
from the bed and started grabbing at his clothes, tripping in his
haste to pull on his jeans while standing.

“Matty,
please—”

“Don’t talk to
me, Noah.”

“Matty.” I got
up and stepped closer. I touched his arm, and he jerked away from
me.

“You just keep
finding excuses to reject me.”

“That’s not
true.”

“We’re not
ready. We’ve got to get through uni. We need to be sure it’s what
we want. You just keep pushing me away.”

“No!” I
reached out for him again, and he spun on the spot, his eyes bright
with rage and hurt.

“Don’t touch
me,” he hissed.

I backed off,
raising my arms in surrender. He was breathing hard and fast,
glaring, wild, out of control, and it scared me. I’d never seen him
like that before. I didn’t know what to do for the best. Leave him
on his own, like Adam said? I didn’t want to, but maybe that’s what
he needed after all.

I stepped
sideways with the intention of going around him, leaving him to
calm down. I didn’t make it that far. Matty’s legs gave way, and I
caught him, managing to slow his descent, but I couldn’t stop him
falling, and he landed on his knees and slumped forward. I had no
choice but to sit on the floor and hold him while he cried. I
swallowed, fighting my own tears, just listening to him cry so
hard. Adam and Sol would’ve been able to hear him from downstairs,
and I hoped Adam would be eating his words. How could I ever leave
him to go through this alone, when he’d been alone all of his
life?
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 Chapter Three

Sometimes it
felt like everything forever had been about Adam. The minute he
left home, Mum and Dad moved us from the vibrant, energetic,
colourful wonder of London, to the comatose flat, drab greenness of
Norfolk. Nice place? Yep. If you’re seventy and plan on only ever
leaving the house to pick up your pension. But being seventeen, in
the middle of A Levels, and with all my mates in London, Norfolk
was the last place on Earth I wanted to live.

Maybe I was
being selfish—since meeting Matty I’d beaten myself up about it a
fair bit—but the fact remained. They didn’t ask me or Lily how we
felt about moving, and I did not want to move. If I’d complained to
Dad, he’d have just said ‘stay in London then’, which wasn’t an
option. I mean, how? Stay with a mate until I’d finished sixth
form? Leave sixth form, get a job and get my own place?

“You knew we
were planning to move out of the city at some point,” Mum had said
when I finally braved telling her how I felt, and it was true.
They’d never made a secret of it. London was too expensive, and
they’d always talked about moving to the country. Mum wanted to
grow her own veggies and keep chooks—her dream was to own a farm
where all her kids and grandkids could live and work together. What
we ended up with was a farmhouse with a yard and a massive housing
estate next door. It was a step in the right direction for Mum, Dad
found work right away, and Lily and I ended up at a really great
school. But that wasn’t my problem. My problem was their
timing.

All right, it
wasn’t ‘the minute’ Adam left home. It was actually the day after
he left the country, which meant there was no danger of him turning
up like he still lived at home, staying until he got bored, or
whatever, and then leaving again. Because that’s what he’d done
from when he finished uni until he went to teach in Boston,
Massachusetts, United States of America. Definitely too far away to
just do that turning up for Sunday roast thing and going home at
about Thursday o’clock.

I could
kind of understand why he did it—for the same reason I didn’t want
to stay in London on my own. I even looked up the universities in
Auckland to check I could study English there. Home
was…OK. Better than,
if I’m honest. Our parents were very laid back, about everything.
Like, when I’d go to a mate’s house, their mum would be on their
back about cleaning up before we’d even
got the filling in the sarnie,
or reminding them not to be late home, or yelling at them for not
using the laundry basket—it seemed it was just an endless list of
things to remember—don’t do this, do do that.

Our
house was never, ever like that. Mates would come over, and Mum’d
shift whoever’s junk out of the way so they could sit, and then ply
them with food and drinks, until they’d look at me with pleading
eyes in their bulging piggy face, Tell her to stop, Noah. Please, for the
love of…oh, wait. Are those freshly baked choc-chip cookies? Don’t
mind if I do, Mrs., um, Maddy. Dad was a big bloke, with shoulders like the back of a
sofa, and both he and Mum had physical jobs, so they ate a
lot. We ate a
lot.

“It’s puppy
fat,” Mum would always insist, chuckying me under the double chin.
“You’re a growing boy.” She wasn’t wrong. Back when I was twelve I
was h-u-ge, like baby elephant huge, and already way taller than
everyone in my year.

“But
what if I don’t grow?” I’d moan, or say, but probably moan—I was
told I used to whinge continually—Noah’s in a nark, ha ha, in an ark, Noah,
get it? Sucked, big
time.

“I was
like that,” Adam would say, trying to make me feel better, but,
see, Ad’s fourteen years older than me. I wasn’t even born when he
was going through the fat enough to have your own TV show
phase. When I was twelve, he
was a tall, toned twenty-six-year-old, bringing his latest date
home to meet his mum and dad, and hell, was that frustrating,
because what was I? The dumpy pain-in-the-arse younger brother,
harassed into breathless retaliation by the eight-year-old pretty
little sister in front of some guy who did things to my insides—and
outside—that I hadn’t quite grasped. I learned to grasp it pretty
quickly though, because I was almost a teenager. That’s what
teenagers do.

It turned out
they were all totally right. I did grow taller, and the puppy fat
disappeared…completely. We didn’t really talk to our
grandparents—or talk to them at all, in fact, seeing as Mum and Dad
had eloped to England when Mum was sixteen—but they were of the
same kind of build, and for a while I think Mum and Dad were
worried I was going to be the only lanky one in the family.

“You’ll fill
out,” Adam said. Why did he have to be such a bloody know-it-all? I
wouldn’t actually have minded if sometimes he was proved wrong, but
he hardly ever was. So yeah—at fourteen, I was a stretched stick
insect, and Mum had to put extra holes in my belts to keep my
school trousers from sliding down past my non-existent arse. At
fifteen she had to take me shopping for a total wardrobe
replacement. I say ‘she’ had to—she sent me with Adam.

“These
jeans’ll look great on you,” he’d said, and, “This t-shirt is a
good colour for us,” not that he was expecting us to share it. He
was a big guy, but he would’ve drowned in my stuff. But we had the
same kind of skin tone—he was a little darker than me, and my hair
was lighter brown—so we suited the same colours, although we
absolutely did not have the same style. “Try these sneakers, what
about those shoes, do you want a jacket to go with—”

Adam, shut the
hell up!

Sol’s
nickname for my brother: Captain Impatient. That’d be right, but
that wasn’t what wound me up about him, although he was the most
irritatingly impatient person I knew, next to Dad. The pair of them
doing anything together was seriously bad news, which was partly
why the house was always a tip. Dad was ‘too busy’ to decorate, Mum
was ‘too tired’ and Adam was ‘too in America’, but that wasn’t what
pissed me off either. It was the fact that he always knew better,
and he wasn’t even deliberately showing off, which would’ve made it
easier to deal with. He’d always ‘been there’, ‘done that’,
wear this, Noah, go
here, Noah, like this band, that movie…

Maybe it was
just insecurity on my part, because Mum and Dad treated us the
same, or kind of not, actually. It’s hard to treat a narky (agh)
teenager and a twenty-something-year-old exactly like equals,
because we weren’t, but we were alike enough, other than the
patience thing. I was pretty good at waiting things out, like with
Matty…

But anyway, my
point is, our parents were always very fair, even with Lily, who
was a precocious brat and wanted to do everything I did. This one
time, after Ad had gone off to Boston and before we moved to
Hel—er, I mean Norfolk, me and a mate from sixth form were having a
moan about younger sisters.

“And,” he said,
“they get to stay up later than we were allowed at their
age.”

He expected my
agreement, but it just wasn’t like that in our house. When I didn’t
nod my head emphatically and say something along the lines of ‘Damn
right it’s unfair!’ he glared at me in disbelief, but he recovered
quickly.

“I bet your
Lily gets more pocket money than you did at her age.”
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