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​ ~ONE~

I’m one of
those girls some people hate. Not in that way, well, in that way
too. I’d better explain before I confuse you totally. My name is
Catherine Devonport, I’m sixteen and about to sit my GCSEs and
leave school to go off to college. I have about ten days left at
school before we break up for study leave.

I’m medium
height and a bit chubby. My mum tells me it’s puppy fat and that
when I get older I’ll even out. I think she’s lying to try and make
me feel better about myself. I have frizzy ginger hair, which leads
to people yelling at me in the street. I’ve never really understood
why they do that. Yelling “Ginger!” at me is just stupid. What do
they want? A prize for knowing the colours? Anyway, I prefer for
people to call me Cat; I just think it sounds less formal than
Catherine. I’m also bisexual, which is one of the reasons people
hate me.

Back to the
other reason: people hate me because I get up at six-thirty every
weekday morning and concentrate on school work before doing things
online. I get up and I don’t walk around cursing the fact that
sometimes the sun isn’t up when I am. Luckily, I have some very
good friends who don’t seem to care about either of these
reasons.

So, I was
talking with Jayden. She’s my best friend, I’ve known her since I
was in year three and we’ve been lucky enough to stay mostly
together throughout those years. It helps that our parents are both
religious. Didn’t I mention that? Yeah, my parents are Pentecostal.
You can probably imagine my parents’ reaction when I told them I
was bisexual. They didn’t actually hit the roof, but they do seem
to think it’s 'just a phase' and I will outgrow it.

I was lucky
in a way because I always had Jayden to talk to. She confided in me
shortly after I told her that I was bisexual, that she thought she
might be a lesbian. She hadn’t told her parents. They were more
religious than mine (if that’s even possible) and do not agree with
the gay rights movement. Part of it is because of the culture they
came from, but it’s really hard for Jayden to be who she is without
worrying that her parents will flip out. I’d better
explain.

Jayden is
Black; she’s also sixteen, born like three days before me actually.
That makes me the youngest in our group, but I digress. Her family
emigrated to the UK way before Jayden was born, when her parents
were still children. They came from Nigeria, which if you don’t
know, is not the best place to be when you’re LGBTQ of any kind.
Her family are very strict Catholics, but they also follow the
culture of Western Africa, which is great for them, not so much for
Jayden.

She’s always
terrified they will find out she’s a lesbian and then cut her off,
and then they could pray the gay away. She’s had a few close calls,
but thankfully, they haven’t found out…yet. She’s really pretty
too, Jayden I mean. She’d tall and slender with black cornrows in
her hair and the look really suits her face. She takes after her
mum as far as looks are concerned, but she carries the whole thing
really well.

Garfield254: You know
most people our age are fast asleep?

Crumblina: Yeah, you
tell me that all the time. You realise we have like two months and
then we’re finally done with school?

Garfield254: Not
counting down the days or anything, eh, Jay? LOL

Crumblina: Oh yeah! I
cross them off on my calendar every morning. You planning to go out
this weekend? We had a blast last time!

Garfield254: Yeah,
Sarah and I are heading to the club I think. If my parents don’t
freak out or something. You’d think that these days they’d be more
laid back about things!

Crumblina: Still
giving you hassle, huh?

Garfield254: Well...yes and no. They’re not too bad, I learn to filter
them out and ignore them. What about you? Your parents putting on
the pressure?

Crumblina: For the
exams? Oh yeah! Gotta do my best, but my best has to be perfect.
You know, the usual stuff. At least they don’t seem to curb the fun
aspect of life!

Garfield254: So
you’re off out and partying? LOL.

Crumblina: I don’t do
parties, Cat! I just get to hang out with you and the guys rather
than spend my days locked in my bedroom revising. Well, the
weekends anyway.

Garfield254: Yeah,
mine are more strict about the weekends than the
weekdays.

Crumblina: I guess
it’s just a teen thing. I have to go before they get up. You know
how they get.

Garfield254: Okay,
I’ll see you at school!

I didn’t get
a reply from her, when Jayden says she has to go, she really does
disappear quickly. Ever since I found out that Jayden was a
lesbian, I’d wondered how she was going to live a life out of the
closet, with her parents being the way they were. I mean, I know
that there was no time limit on when you had to come out. Nor was
there anything stating that you ever did. I just
couldn’t help but feel that she was going to live her life having
to pretend to be someone she wasn’t and she wasn’t going to be
happy about it.

Though, I
didn’t know what it was like to be her so I couldn’t judge. I
shutdown the computer because I could hear my own parents pottering
about upstairs and getting ready to start their day. I was a
complete mix of both my parents. My mum was short and chubby and
had straight blonde hair, while my dad was tally and chubby with
ginger curls. So I got a mix of both of them and I liked how I
looked…mostly at least.

Once they
were downstairs, I made tea and some breakfast. I grabbed my phone
to check messages to make it look like I was busy. That way they
wouldn’t be able to tell that I wasn’t saying the blessing with
them. My parents may be religious and believe in God above all
else. Me though? Nope. If there was a God, why would he exclude me?
Or my friends? Just because he made us (apparently) in a way that
caused us to be attracted to
the same sex (or both in my case.) It just never made much sense to
me.

I, on the
other hand, have known that I was attracted to both girls and boys
since I was in year eight, when I had a slight crush on a girl in
my class. It never came to anything, but it didn’t end there and
after a while I realised that I needed to accept who I was and
ignore anyone who told me that there was someone wrong with who I
am.

Jayden was
different. She struggled with religion. She believed that there was
a God and that he was as great and loving as the Bible made out,
but she also felt that if he loved her, then why would he also push
her away for something she had no control over?

I checked my
texts and saw that Sarah had texted me late last night. She wanted
to know if I was going to be free at the weekend for a night out. I
should explain that Sarah is my girlfriend. She’s seventeen and in
college. She’s a lesbian, but is okay with me being bisexual. We’ve
been together for three months and met when I’d been trying out one
of the youth clubs in the area that catered to mostly LGBTQ teens.
My parents have no idea that we’re dating.

I texted her
back that I should be free, but that I would have to check with the
others once I got to school. I should probably tell you about them
as well since they’ll appear a lot. As well as Jayden, there are
two guys in our year that we hang out with.

First,
there’s Ahmed, he’s tall, slim and has short black hair, which is
never a mess. I swear he must spend more time in the bathroom than
the rest of us, just making sure his hair’s tidy. His parents
emigrated from Iraq as children and although they don’t practice
Islam as a religion, they are still very traditional about the
culture of Iraq. Ahmed is gay and, like Jayden, refuses to tell his
parents.

I’ve met both
his mum and dad and they don’t seem to be the type that would
disown their son, but then again, neither do Jayden’s. He gets
bullied a lot at school because he’s Middle Eastern. Add to that
the fact that some people think, and some know, that he’s gay?
Well; it’s a bully’s dream target. It’s one of the reasons he hangs
around with us. We figure we’re safer as a group than on our
own.

That brings
me to lucky contestant number four. That’s Alex, full name,
Alexsander. He’s sixteen, tall, slightly chubby and from Croatia.
His parents came here when they were just married. They wanted a
better life for their children. But in the end, they only had Alex.
His parents are also Catholic, but they go to a different church
than Jayden. Their church is in the area of town where most of the
Polish and Croatian immigrants live. I’ve only met them once or
twice, but they are really nice.

They are
strict Catholics, and they don’t know that Alex is gay. However,
they do know that I am bisexual and they’ve always been accepting
of me. They found out by accident when they saw me with Sarah. They
didn’t say anything to me that brought up any red flags and they’ve
never been abusive. Once again though, it’s not my place to judge.
It was hard enough for me to come out and I
can imagine how angry and annoyed I’d be if someone had been
nagging me about it.

Alex does
have a boyfriend, well kinda. He’s in year ten and his name is
Greg. They go through stages of going out and then breaking it off
because Alex doesn’t want his parents to know and Greg doesn’t want
anyone at school to find out. For the moment, they’re on again.
Since it changes practically daily, I don’t know if it’ll be the
same once I get to school.

So, that’s
us, the group that keeps me sane. I mean, sure, we all have online
friends. It may be 2013 and gay marriage may be legal, but being a
LGBTQ teenager is never going to get easier until attitudes change
a whole lot.


​ ~TWO~

My parents
have a long-standing tradition that once everyone is up and about,
the radio will be put on and the morning news will play in the
background. I didn’t normally pay attention to it and this morning
was no exception. At least it wasn’t until I heard that there had
been a second attack on someone who possibly was gay. The presenter
said police were thinking that it was linked to the attack on
Monday, and that it was possibly the same men responsible. They
were urging anyone who had seen anything or knew anything to come
forward. Whoever it was, they’d put the victim in hospital with
serious injuries.

I pulled out
my phone and did a three way text to Jayden, Alex and Ahmed.
Did you hear the news this
morning? I knew that the
chances of getting a response were minimal.

I knew that
Rainbow would be hopping with the news report of another 'gay
bashing' and I was desperate to log on and see if they had anything
of interest to say. I decided against it. Rainbow was a forum we
all used, open to all people on the LGBTQ rainbow. My parents may
not go through my internet history, but I didn’t particularly want
to advertise the fact that I belonged to Rainbow. They never
checked my phone so I mostly used that, or the computer in the wee
hours.

I busied
myself with getting ready for school and headed out a little
earlier than usual. I wanted to be sure to get to Jayden’s place
early so that we could talk a little more on the way to school.
Once I was on the way to her house, I realised that her parents
might find it a little strange that we were going to school about
fifteen minutes early. So I started to try and come up with
plausible lies I could tell them. My aim was to make them think it
was just something routine and not because we needed to talk. I was
starting to sound, and feel, as paranoid as Jayden was.

Once I
arrived at Jayden’s house and knocked on the door. I waited for
someone to answer. Jayden had said her parents had been acting
weird since the first attack and now there had been a second, maybe
she'd already be under a lot of scrutiny.

I found
myself getting more worried the longer it took someone to answer
the door and then let out a deep breath when Jayden did just that.
“What are you doing here, Cat? Is it that late already?” she asked,
clearly thinking of school.

“Not at all,
I was getting antsy at home and wanted to head out early,” I
replied, giving her a look that would hopefully convey that we
needed to talk privately.

“Okay, let me
just grab my stuff,” she said.

She didn’t
invite me in, but to be honest that wasn’t unusual either. Either
way, I didn’t mind waiting on the doorstep. It was April and the
sun was out for once; maybe this time we’d get a nice summer. Then
again, this was England and considering that winter had lasted into
spring, it wasn’t likely.

It only took
Jayden a few minutes to reappear at her door and step outside. She
pulled the door closed behind her and we waited until we were
halfway down the street before we spoke. It was another one of
Jayden’s worries and rules. She didn’t want any of her neighbours
to overhear something and pass it back to her parents. I obeyed
mostly out of respect for my friend and also because I had NO idea
what it was like to be her.

“So, did you
get my text?” I asked, once we were at a safe distance.

“Yeah,
couldn’t you have sent that later or told me now?” she replied. She
seemed to be even more nervous than usual.

“I didn’t
know I was going to be leaving this early before. Sorry, did your
parents see it?” I said, feeling sheepish. I could’ve, should’ve
waited.

“They didn’t
know who the text was from, or what it was about, but they did seem
annoyed that someone would be texting me so early. I heard the news
on the radio,” she said.

“Sorry, won’t
happen again,” I promised.

Though, I
seemed to recall having made the same promise before and breaking
it. Maybe I should've just told her I’d work on it.

“So, did your
parents say anything?” I asked.

“About my
partying ways?” she joked. Jayden was always quick to deflect a
question if it was something she didn’t want to discuss. Even
though she was, by all accounts, quiet and reserved to people who
didn’t know her. She wasn’t like that with me, and the guys. Or at
least not all the time.

“About the
attacks,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“Just the
same as last time. I don’t really want to talk about it, Cat. Let’s
just get to school, okay?” she said, her mood shifting from joking
to withdrawn in an instant.

I sighed. “So
do you still think they know?” I asked. I couldn’t help but push. I
knew she was thinking about it. She may be a worrier and she may be
someone who over-worries. However, knowing what little I know about
the situation, I can’t say that I don’t blame her. I can only
imagine the reaction they’d have.

“I don’t
know,” Jayden said. “Look, can we drop it? Please? I don’t wanna
start the day all down and funky.”

She looked so
worried and upset that I was tempted to give her a hug. I knew I
couldn’t though because she worried (you sensing a theme here?)
that if people saw us hugging in the street, they’d draw the wrong
conclusion. She lived in an area of the town where a lot of African
immigrant families lived. It was usually families who had moved to
England several generations back. However, they all had ties to the
same church her parents went to. It was the biggest Catholic Church
in the town and drew the most people from all different
neighbourhoods. I lived about a twenty minute walk from it, whereas
Jayden and her family were only five or so minutes away.

We spent the
ten minute walk to school just chatting about nothing important.
When we arrived at school, we headed to the usual place to wait for
Alex and Ahmed to arrive. We’d been lucky that we were all in the
same tutor group and that was how Jayden and I had met Alex and
then Ahmed.

It seemed
that Alex had had the same idea and arrived a few minutes after us.
He took the bus from his place to school and must've caught an
earlier one than usual. “Hey girls,” he said when he spotted us.
“And to what do I owe for this wonderful greeting
party?”

I laughed.
Alex may be gay, but he was always trying to make it seem like he
was a ladies man. Sometimes he seemed to forget that he could drop
the act for us because we knew the truth.

“I left early
and so we got here early,” I told him. “What’s your
excuse?”

“Oh, my
parents were having an argument and I didn’t want to hang around.
They forget that when they yell at each other in Croatian, I can
still understand them,” Alex said, shrugging his shoulders and
smiling a little.

“What was it
about this time?” I asked. Alex’s parents seem to have been going
through a rough patch the past six months or so. Alex either didn’t
know why, or he chose not to share the reason with us, which all of
us totally respect.

“Nothing new,
just stuff,” he said, nonchalantly. “What’s up, Jay? You not
talking to your bestest friend today?”

He gave me a
questioning look and I shook my head. It was our code, a shake
would tell him to not push and a nod would mean it was something
she wanted to talk about.

“Anyway,” he
said, changing the subject when Jayden didn’t answer. “What’s going
on?”

“Did you see
the news about the second attack on that gay man?” I asked. It may
have seemed to an outsider that we were ignoring Jayden, but we
weren’t. We both knew that when she was ready to come out and talk,
she would and that if we pushed her too hard, it just made her
retreat further into her own thoughts.

“No?” Alex
said. “When did this happen?”

“It was on
the radio this morning. Think it must have been last night, but
they think it’s linked to the first one on Monday. They’re calling
it a hate crime and looking for witnesses,” I told him.

“Crap, why
can’t people just leave us to live in peace?” Alex asked. It was
something he asked often. He might not have been out to his
parents, but he did believe that you should be able to be whoever
you were without being threatened with violence. As long as you
weren't hurting anyone else, what did it matter who you chose to
sleep with?

“One day,
Alex,” I said. “One day.”

Just as Alex
was about to give me a sarcastic response. I spotted Ahmed walking
towards us. As usual, he looked perfect. His hair was tidy, no
stray hairs out of place. His uniform wasn't crinkled. His tie was
the right length. I'd asked in the past how he managed it, but he
told me it was just the way he did things.

“Hey, Ahmed,”
I said, once he was close enough to hear me.

He smiled,
but still he looked serious. I would have been worried but that was
normally the way Ahmed looked. Serious, even when he was laughing
and joking, he always looked serious. He would go far in whatever
profession he chose, so long as it wasn’t something like a birthday
clown for little kids.

That was the
whole gang together and ready to start the day. After we’d had
another few minutes to chat about nothing, the bell went off and we
headed in the direction of our tutor classroom. Another day
began.


​ ~THREE~

“What’s up
with Jayden?” Alex asked, as we took our seats in Science. Luckily
it was one of the classes we had where the teacher didn’t mind
where we sat.

We were in
year eleven, and it was the end of April and we'd only be going to
school for another month. After that, we'd go on “Study Leave” for
us to prepare for our exams which started on May 20th. It wasn't
much of a break if you asked me, but whatever.

“She thinks
her parents suspect something,” I replied, trying to make it look
as if we were paying attention. I was mindful of other people
listening to our conversation. We weren’t what you’d call
'popular'. People singled us out because we didn’t really fit in.
Jayden was religious, and Black. Alex had a slight accent and
Ahmed’s crime was his ethnicity. Mine was simply that I called
these people my friends.

“Why would
they?” Alex asked, leaning so close to me that he was practically
whispering into my ear.

“The
attacks.”

I raised my
eyebrow at him, signalling to him that Mr. Jenkins had arrived.
Also, that a room full of people who hated us was probably not the
best place to be having this discussion.

I know why he
asked: Jayden wouldn’t tell him and Alex was fiercely loyal to our
little group. He would go to bat for any of us and was particularly
protective of Jayden. I don’t know why, but they seemed to have a
connection that even I didn’t have with her. I knew it wasn’t
anything romantic as both were sure of their sexualities, but it
was something that I didn’t quite understand.

Once Mr.
Jenkins had told us that we’d be doing an experiment, I knew that
Alex and I wouldn’t be able to have some semblance of conversation
about it all. He was just going to have to wait until break time if
he wanted to know the whole story. We both sighed and then went on
with the lesson.

After Science
we had English with Mrs. Lee and she was the opposite of Mr.
Jenkins. She didn’t care if we were nearly done with the year, and
school in general: we were going to work and prepare for our exams
as long as she was still in charge of the lesson. We had, in the
past, managed to get away with writing notes to each other. It had
worked for a while, but then Jayden had gotten worried that Mrs.
Lee would catch us at some point.

All three of
us sat through the lesson and took copious notes. Mrs. Lee was the
kind of teacher who would practically write our essays for us.
She’d been a teacher at the school for longer than any of us had
been alive and was very set in her ways. She had greyish hair; it
had once been a nice black colour. I only knew that because she
still had some strands that were the original colour. She was
average size, maybe a bit on the heavy side. She wore glasses on a
chain around her neck and they were what I would call 'old people
glasses'.

Mrs. Lee was
close to retirement and would sometimes comment that she couldn’t
get through another five years of students. However, today she just
seemed to want to prepare us some more for our English Language
paper. It was the exam we’d all be taking on May 20th . So we had
less time to prepare than some of the other subjects.

Both Alex and
I kept sneaking glances at Jayden. She was quiet, but she always
was in lessons. She never liked to draw attention to herself and
that meant that she'd sit back and listen. Even if she knew the
answer to a question, she wouldn’t put her hand up. The only
exception was if she was called on.

It felt like
the lesson was ten times longer than it actually was, as if the
clock hand kept moving back. Finally, the bell rang and we were
sent off to break time. I stayed back with Jayden while Alex
hurried off to meet Ahmed from his English classroom. Alex wanted
to give us a chance to talk so that I could try and persuade Jayden
to open up about her concerns with him and Ahmed.

“You okay,
Jay?” I asked once we were out of the classroom and I was sure that
no one else could hear us.

“Yeah,” she
replied, not meeting my gaze. I had to do something to convince her
that her parents didn’t know. She worried way too much, and I hated
seeing her so worked up. It also bothered the guys too, especially
when she wouldn’t talk with them. I’d known her long enough to know
that it would be a while before she opened up. I hoped that Alex
would know enough to leave it well alone. The last thing Jayden
needed was to feel pressured into saying something when she wasn’t
ready.

We walked
outside, met up with Ahmed and Alex by the hut on the school field
and I shook my head discretely when Alex caught my eyes. He looked
frustrated, but he wouldn’t push which was the main
thing.

“So, has your
day been as riveting as mine?” I asked Ahmed. We hadn’t really had
too long to chat this morning before the bell had rung and I wanted
to keep the subject off Jayden.

“I’m sure it
has, Cat,” Ahmed replied, smiling. “First I had to read all about
frogs and their reproductive cycle and then I had to dissect more
books, which you know I don't like.”

“I don’t know
anyone who does,” Alex said, grinning. “I just don’t see the point
in wondering what Shakespeare was thinking when he wrote Macbeth.
Or why that guy wrote what he did in that other book.”

“At least we
weren’t doing that today,” I said, smiling. “I think Mrs. Lee would
prefer it if she could just sit the exams for us.”

“That’s true.
I’d prefer it as well,” Alex said.

“So, what do
you all think about that attack?” Ahmed said, changing the subject.
I tried to give him a signal that it wasn’t the best subject to
discuss at school, but he didn’t seem to catch on.

“Yeah, I only
heard about it from Cat this morning. What are they saying? Hate
crime or something?” Alex replied. They both had lowered their
voices and I knew why. We weren’t the only group of people who hung
out by the field, though we’d never had problems with any of them
before. It just wasn’t worth the hassle to advertise what we were
talking about.

They both
turned to look at me, as if I had the answers. “What?” I
said.

“The attack,
what were they saying?” Ahmed asked.

“I thought
you heard the news report?” I replied.

“Not all of
it, I was only really aware once I got your text and by then it was
mostly over,” Ahmed told me. I guess they were both waiting for me
to fill them in.

“As far as I
know, it was the same guys as the one on Monday. They didn’t say
much, just that the victim was in hospital and they thought it was
the same group,” I said, trying to remember what the news had
said.

“So probably
a hate crime then,” Ahmed said, sighing. “Not safe to go out at
night right now.”

“When has it
ever been safe?” Alex asked him.

He had a
point. There were nightclubs and youth groups that catered to the
LGBTQ crowd, but even those weren't something we usually went to
without fear of reprisal. Like I said before, my parents knew but
they weren’t accepting and as for everyone else, they kept it as
secret as they could. I think the only one who was close to telling
his parents was Alex, and even he balked at the idea right
now.

“My parents
think it was someone doing God’s work,” Jayden said, and we all
looked at her. It wasn’t unusual for her to say something like
that, but it wasn’t something she would generally share with the
whole group. Especially at school.

“You know
that’s not right, Jay,” Alex said. “God loves us. He wouldn’t allow
people to use His name to hurt us.”

“The
scriptures disagree with you on that one, Alex,” I said. We all
know the verses homophobes quote; Leviticus 18 and 20 are generally
the ones they like to jeer at us. It does make me laugh that they
will yell that and not realise what else Leviticus forbids
Christians to do, like wear polyester. That’s a crime all on its
own though in my opinion.

“The
scriptures are outdated and misinterpreted all the time. You of all
people should know how wrongly they are quoted at times,” Alex
replied.

It was a
subject he felt passionately about. Like Jayden, he didn’t just go
to church for his parents, but for his own beliefs as well. He
believed that God was a loving God and didn’t care who you choose
to love, just that you followed His word. I often wondered how he
managed to deal with his own beliefs when the bible would tell him
differently in some parts. Still, just like Jayden he didn’t want
to believe that God would make him gay and then shun him. Sometimes
I think that not believing made my life a whole lot
simpler.

“I know,
Alex. You’re preaching to the choir here,” I said, mostly to stop
Alex from starting to rant and educate me. I had heard it all
before and I just wasn’t in the mood.

“I know. Is
that why you’ve been so quiet?” Alex said, directing the question
to Jayden.

She didn’t
reply straight away, but she nodded. “You need an Alex
hug?”

Before she
could reply, Alex pulled her into a hug and held her tightly. To
anyone watching who didn’t know it would have looked like they were
just girlfriend and boyfriend sharing an intimate moment. I found
myself wishing that I could do the same with my girlfriend, Sarah,
and not have half of the world against me. I could feel myself
start to get upset just watching my two friends embrace. I had to
tighten my hands into fists, and take a few deep breaths so that I
could calm down. The last thing I needed was to end up in tears
myself. Life just sucked at times and right then was one of those
times.


​ ~FOUR~

The rest of
school passed mostly in a blur. The only thing that really stood
out in my memory was when Cara Jameson made a loud comment about
Jayden being a big black fag. Thankfully, it was in the presence of
a teacher and she was dealt with so I didn’t have to hunt her down
and kill her myself. Not that being slapped on the wrist by a
teacher was going to stop her. Cara and her friends seemed to have
made it their mission to make sure every moment of school was hell
for the four of us.

It was
Wednesday and we finished early. That meant all of us could go into
town and have a coffee together before we had to head home. It was
something we’d been doing for a while and I, for one, was going to
miss it when we all went off to separate colleges. I knew that I’d
have Sarah when I went to college, and hopefully Jayden too. Still
it was going to be weird to be without the guys. Ahmed was going to
the other college in town and Alex hadn’t made a decision yet. We'd
all vowed to keep in touch and keep meeting for coffee in town when
we had a moment.

I was
particularly happy that afternoon, because my girlfriend was
meeting me after everyone else headed off home. We were going to
spend a little time together. One of the rules of our group was
that we didn’t invite our partners, if we had them, and it stayed
just the four of us. I knew that if my parents were, by some
miracle, in town and saw me with Sarah, they would flip their lid
and possibly ground me for life, but that wasn’t likely.

I was lucky
in that respect. I was able to be as open with Sarah as someone in
my situation could be, without the worry of major reprisal from my
parents. Ahmed or Alex weren’t as lucky because of the cultural
differences between our families. Of course, you already knew why
Jayden wasn’t lucky.

So, we were
all sat at the local coffee shop drinking coffee. Well, Alex was.
Ahmed had iced tea, Jayden had hot chocolate, and I only drank tea.
The fact that we were no longer surrounded by people who knew us
and therefore by extension knew our parents, we could talk more
freely. Jayden was her usual quiet self and Ahmed was reading
something, so it was mostly Alex and me talking.

“What did her
parents say?” Alex asked; he kept his voice low, but Jayden wasn’t
paying attention so there was little need.

“I don’t
know. Something about it being God’s will that the man was
attacked,” I told him.

“That doesn’t
mean they know!” Alex said.

“I know that,
but you know what Jayden’s like. She worries, she always will
worry, even if there was no way for her parents to ever find out,
she would worry.”

“I wish there
was a way we could help her.”

“I might
convince her to come round mine and post on Rainbow. There must be
loads of other people who have dealt with her situation before,” I
said, thinking out loud.

I knew that
the majority of people on the forum were like us. Young, in school
or college and facing similar situations. There were older people
too, people who had experience and had been where we were. I'd
tried to get Jayden to ask for advice about her family situation
before but she’d told me that it wasn’t something she felt
comfortable sharing online. She was worried that someone would
connect the post to her real name and tell her family.

She never
logged on from her personal computer and stuck to either mine or an
anonymous one at the library and she changed her password every few
weeks. She was that desperate to keep her identity a secret;
although I wasn’t anywhere near as careful, I did try to see her
side of things.

“You tried
that before, Cat. Look, I know your heart is in the right place,
but until you’ve lived with it, you can’t possibly know what it’s
like for Jayden,” Alex said. “Her parents are like mine, they are
strict Catholics and they believe everything they hear from church.
Add to that the stuff they hear about homosexuality from Nigeria
and their parents and you just can’t imagine what that’s like. I
can’t either and I want to help her as much as you do, but it’s
something that’s best left for Jayden to deal with.”

“I know,” I
replied, sighing. I did know. I had been down this path before and
it hadn’t helped either of us. It was no good trying to put myself
in her shoes because I had NO idea what her shoes were even like,
let alone if they would fit me. I sighed again and looked over to
my friend. She was sat still, sipping at her cup of hot chocolate.
She caught my gaze and turned to face me.

“Why are you
staring?” she asked, looking self-conscious, probably worried that
there was something on her face.

“No reason,”
I replied. “So, what are your plans for the weekend?”

“The usual,”
she said, and there was a hint of a smile on her face. It was good
to see, like maybe she was still under there. Jayden hadn’t always
been so quiet and withdrawn. Before she’d told me about her
sexuality, she’d been quite outspoken.

That was
before we’d come up to secondary school and the main things we
worried about then were whether or not we’d be invited to someone’s
birthday party. Life had been simpler then. Sure, I’d had my
suspicions that something was different about me long before I told
Jayden the truth about my sexuality. Thinking back, it had only
really been after I'd said something to her that she'd become more
withdrawn.

At the time,
when I’d questioned my parents about it, they’d told me that
everyone experiences puberty differently. I’d put a lot of it down
to that, but then she’d told me that she was gay and everything had
changed.

It was no
longer about being invited to someone’s party. It was about hiding
the truth about who we really were from our parents. It was about
discussions in secret about how we both felt, and how sure we both
were that it wasn’t a choice, that we couldn’t just turn it to the
off position and change back. It was about the fact that we were
both different from all the other girls, that we both had a big
secret. It made us closer, while at the same time, pushing us
further away from each other. I eventually decided to tell my
parents when I was fifteen and had started to notice that there
were girls I really wanted to kiss.

Jayden went
the other way; she wanted to do whatever she could to stop her
parents from finding out. She wished she could go back to 'normal'.
I’d told her, we’d had many discussions about it in fact, that
this was normal, but she just couldn’t understand why God
would make her like this and then tell the people she loved most in
the world to hate her. I’d spoken to her about it, but religion had
never been my thing. Alex had even tried, he still tried, but she just couldn’t seem to find a way to make it
make sense to her.

When we’d met
and become friends with Ahmed and Alex, and they’d confided in us
that they were both gay, it just pushed Jayden further into
herself. She could see that all of us were as normal as anyone
else, but sometimes she said, she felt like she had 'ABNORMAL'
stamped on her forehead. She was petrified of anyone knowing the
truth. She was terrified of not only the consequences regarding her
family’s culture, but of being told that she was
unlovable.

It wasn’t so
much the hatred that scared Jayden, it was the rejection. I’d tried
to tell her that we, Alex, Ahmed, and me, we’d always love her, but
that wasn’t what she needed. She needed to know that her family
would and I, as well as the guys, couldn’t ever give her the answer
she wanted. So, she lived her life with rules and as much secrecy
as possible, and we, as her friends, respected that. It didn’t make
it suck any less though.

“I better get
going,” Jayden said, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Mum will be
expecting me home soon. You coming, Cat?”

“No, I’m
meeting Sarah,” I replied.

Jayden smiled
and gathered her things. She said goodbye to Alex and Ahmed and
headed out of the door. Ahmed stood shortly after that and made his
own exit, and then it was just Alex and I left. I got up to grab
another tea since I knew that Sarah wouldn’t arrive for about
fifteen more minutes. “You want another?” I asked Alex.

“Sure, if
you’re buying,” he replied, smiling at me.

I nodded my
reply and headed up to the counter. I had expected Alex to stay
with our table, but he stood up and joined me. “You can’t solve
everyone’s problems, Cat,” he said, reading my mind. He was good at
that.

“I know,” I
replied, sighing again. “It’s just…”

“Just what?”
he asked, though I’m sure he knew the answer.

“She’s my
best friend and I hate how much this has changed her. You don’t
remember how she was before…before she knew, before she told me,” I
said.

I’d come out
at eleven, just before we left for secondary school and Jayden
confided in me about a month later. By the time we’d met Alex and
Ahmed in year seven, she’d already changed.

“She’ll get
through it,” he said. “She’s strong.”

“She
petrified!” I replied. “I miss how she was. Don’t get me wrong, I
know that she was always like this. I know it wasn’t a choice she
made. I just, sometimes I wish I could give her what she needed to
feel comfortable in her own skin, y’know?”

“Yeah, I do,”
Alex said. “It’s different for us, Cat. I know you’ve got your own
issues with your parents, but they haven’t openly rejected
you.”

“Nor have
Jayden’s.”

“Yes, they
have. I know what it’s like to live with a strict family,” Alex
told me.

“Your parents
are nowhere near as strict as Jayden’s. I mean, your parents know
I’m bisexual and they don’t make crosses at me or tell me I’ll go
to hell.”

“No, but it’s
different when it’s not your child. If they knew that their own son
was gay? They wouldn’t be half as accepting.”

“You don’t
know that. My parents are Pentecostal. They go to church and
they’ve told none of their friends about my sexuality. They think
it’s a phase I’m going through and pray every week that I’ll wake
up and see how I’m sinning.”

Alex gave me
a sad smile. “It’s not the same, Cat.”

As much as I
wanted to stand there and argue with him about how it was similar,
I knew it wasn’t. I knew that my parents’ reaction was rather tame
compared with how Jayden’s or Alex’s parents would react. Even
Ahmed would face more trouble than me and his parents weren’t
religious, they were just traditional. I sighed and tried to blink
back the tears that were forming.

“I just…” I
started, but my voice broke and I couldn’t finish my sentence. Alex
pulled me into a hug. I put my head on his shoulder and tried to
compose myself. Whoever said that the teenage years were the best
of your life? They were wrong.


​ ~FIVE~

Thankfully,
after a long hug from Alex and another tea and coffee ordered,
Sarah arrived. I don’t know what it was about seeing her, but she
made me feel like I mattered. I don’t have issues with my
self-esteem, but seeing Sarah, and seeing the love in her eyes when
she looked at me, was enough to lift me out of the darkest
mood.

Alex made a
quick exit after giving both Sarah and I a quick kiss on the cheek.
I stayed sat down while Sarah joined the short queue to get herself
something to drink and a muffin for the pair of us to share. I
tried to take my mind off my own worries and concentrate on the
fact that for the next ninety minutes, I could just be myself: the
real me that I had to keep hidden from my parents, and the majority
of the real world. My friends knew that person but we spent so much
time scared of being found out and rejected that it was rare for
any of us to let loose and act like the people we really
were.

I watched
Sarah as she stood talking with the barista about how she liked her
tea. She nibbled her thumb as she decided which muffin she would
get for us to share, and suddenly I couldn’t wait to leave school,
get my GCSEs over with and start being with Sarah on a day to day
basis. I knew it wouldn’t be long before I started at college, it
was, after all, in September. Still, it felt like it was ages away
for me, and I was desperate to be away from the negativity of
school and in someplace new,
where we could all start afresh.

I must have
been staring into space while daydreaming about the future because
Sarah patted me on the shoulder, and she had her drink in her hand.
“Hey, what’s up?” she asked, sitting down in the seat next to
me.

“Nothing,” I
lied. I didn’t want to cloud the good moment with bad stuff. I
spent such little time with her as it was. I knew that she’d
continue to ask so I took a moment to just admire the way she
looked. She was tall like Jayden, carried a bit of extra weight and
had long, straight blonde hair. She would joke that it was the only
'straight' part about her.

“Don’t lie to
me, Cat. I know there’s something going on,” she said, pulling her
chair closer to me, and leaning her elbow on the table so that she
could rest her head on the palm of her hand.

“Just school
stuff,” I said. I really didn’t want to have to go into it all and
bring down the mood.

“I remember
school stuff, it was usually bad. Okay, so we don’t have to talk
about it, but just know that I’m here if you do want to
talk about it,” she said, smiling. She rubbed my arm with her hand
and gave it a gentle squeeze.

“I know,
thanks, Sarah,” I replied, returning the smile. “Now, how was your
day?”

I knew that
it would get her off the topic of what was bothering me. It wasn’t
that she didn’t care, or that I thought she wouldn’t understand. It
was more that I didn’t want to spend time talking about something
that wasn’t going to go away. Big changes don’t just happen because
we'd had one conversation about it.

“Well, it was
a normal day. I had Sociology and French and although I love one, I
hate the other. I just wish my mother hadn’t been so adamant that I
take a language at A-level,” she said, ranting somewhat.

I smiled; her
mum had been quite instrumental in Sarah’s choices on A-level. I
just had to hope that my own parents would be okay with whatever I
chose to study.

“Have you
decided what you’re going to take yet?” she asked.

I groaned.
“I’m just coming to the end of my GCSEs, do I really need to have
made a decision by now?” I said, moaning a little.

Sarah wasn’t
the only one who was badgering me about my A-level choices.
Technically I’d been accepted to the college she was at. I was
planning to do Sociology and Psychology, but it was the third
choice that everyone wanted me to make and they wanted to
know right
now.

“Cat, I know
you’ve registered for Psych and Sociology, but if you don’t make a
choice soon there won’t be any spaces left on the majority of the
courses and you don’t want to miss out,” Sarah said. She was
repeating what I already knew and I could see the logic, but still,
did was have to have this conversation again?

“I’ll just
take one of the ones that have a free space,” I said, feeling a bit
smug. I know, I know, best interests at heart and all that.
However, I already got the speech from my parents on an almost
daily basis; I didn’t need my girlfriend telling me the same
thing.

“I despair of
you!” Sarah said, sighing. I knew she was joking though because
we’d had these discussions a number of times before.

“Now you
sound like my mother,” I said, joking. Sarah leaned over and her
lips met mine. We shared a gentle kiss before she pulled away
slowly.

“I bet your
mother doesn’t do that,” she whispered.

I smirked.
Sarah had it good, in a way. She was free to be whoever she wanted
to be. Her parents, her friends, they all supported her in being
out as gay. Sure, she occasionally dealt with homophobic attitudes
as most gay people do, but she hadn’t dealt with it day in and day
out the way that I and my friends had. So after she kissed me, I
looked around to check that no one was looking. The last thing I
need was for someone who knew my parents - or worse someone from
school - to have seen me share an intimate moment with my
girlfriend.

I smiled at
Sarah and picked up my tea. “So, got any plans for the weekend?” I
asked.

“Just the
usual, the LGBTQ youth club has a party planned in a few weeks, we
could go to that,” she replied. I know that her heart was in the
right place. We never really go out on 'proper' dates.

“I don’t know
if that’s a good idea,” I said, trying to think of a way to change
the subject.

“Cat, you
need to start standing up for yourself,” Sarah said, giving me a
look. I recognised it; it was the look she gave me when she thought
I was allowing myself to be told that the person I was was
something to be ashamed about. She had a point, somewhat anyway. I
wasn’t ashamed of my sexuality, but I also wasn’t about to shout it
from the rooftops. The fact that I was even in a relationship with
a woman, and for three months at that, was a big step forward for
me.

“I know, but
you don’t know my parents,” I started to say.

“And I never
will if you don’t tell them about me,” she interrupted. “Look, I
know they’re religious and I know that they don't approve of you
being bisexual, but they are going to have to accept at some stage
that it’s not a phase or something you just stop doing.”

I knew all of
this; we’d been down this road, and had this discussion before. It
wasn’t going to change the fact that until I was ready,
until I was sure that this relationship was something I
wanted to fight my parents for, it just wasn’t going to
happen.

“I’ll tell
them, just in my own time. Anyway, you never did tell me what your
weekend plans were,” I said, steering the subject away from me and
onto her. It seemed like the only way to stop her giving me
disapproving looks.

She took the
bait and we spent the next ten minutes or so chatting about her
college classes and the upcoming LGBTQ event that she was helping
to organise and take part in.

It was all
going fine until she asked if I planned to come along to the Gay
Pride March in the summer. In case you hadn’t guessed, my answer
was a big, fat, no way. Maybe I would feel differently when it
actually got to summer and I’d finished with my exams and school
and was looking to college. However, the way I felt right then? No,
I was not going to Pride.

Once we had
finished our drinks, I gathered my things together and got ready to
leave. “Shall I walk you home?” Sarah offered. I knew that she was
trying to support me, but I also knew she had ulterior
motives.

“I don’t
think that’s the best idea,” I replied. I gave her a look which
told her not to push.

“Okay, well
I’ll head off then,” she said, grabbing her own bag and heading
towards the door. I trailed after her and we shared a hug and a
kiss on the cheek before we pulled apart from each
other.

“I’ll text
you tonight,” I told her.

“Okay, Cat.
I’ll talk to you then,” she replied, smiling.

“Okay, bye,”
I said, turning my back on her so that I was facing towards home. I
could feel her eyes on my back as I started to walk slowly in the
direction of home. I sneaked a glance back and saw that she was
also walking away, but she was walking backwards so that she could
still watch me. She blew me a kiss when she saw me looking. I
giggled to myself and turned back round and headed home.

I know that
I’m sixteen and should, therefore believe that the first person who
gives me butterflies is my one true love, but I don’t. I’ve admired
a lot of people from afar and Sarah is the only one I ever had the
guts to actually ask out. I don’t know if I love her, I mean I do,
but I don’t know if I’m in love with
her.

I don’t want
to tell my parents about her because I don’t want to have to go
through all of the pressure they’ll place on me for dating a girl,
if I’m not sure that she’s the one I’ll end up with. I’m not ready
to settle and say “this is it, I’m in love, we’re getting married
and having babies!” Maybe that makes me a bad girlfriend, but I’m
just not built that way. I want to have the option of possibly
dating someone else someday.

For now? I
was happy with Sarah and I have to admit that she gave me
butterflies when she kissed me. I felt like I'd had my head in the
clouds when she was around and I knew that she cared for me deeply.
She knew how I felt, but sometimes, I felt like she was pressuring
me to come out of the closet even more than I was.

I said it
about Jayden and I’ll say it about myself: I don’t think anyone
should be forced to do something they don’t want to. That includes
declaring to their loved ones that they are gay or bi or trans or
nonbinary. It should always be your choice.

I thought a
lot about Jayden on the way home. It was now nearing four
forty-five, which meant that she’d be helping her mum make dinner
for her dad when he got home from work. I do wonder sometimes if
she was as withdrawn at home as she seemed to be around us these
days. I liked to think that maybe she had a different mask she wore
at home. I knew she did around us at times – wear a mask that is –
and if she didn’t feel like she could be herself with us, then it’s
probable that she couldn’t around her family either. Sometimes, I
wished I’d never told Jayden that I was bi. In my mind, I saw that
as the turning point in our friendship and as the point when she
felt the need to tell me she was gay. Maybe if she’d kept it to
herself she’d be a happier person all round.

I know it’s
stupid, and selfish too, but I worried about how much my friend had
changed and how little there was I could do to help her become more
at ease with her life.

The only way
I could think of to do that was to change the way her parents
thought and I had no control over what my own parents said or
thought, so why would I have any power over Jayden’s parents? They
had their narrow minded view. They needed to wake up: it was 2013
for crying out loud and people were still getting attacked because
of their gender preference and who they chose to sleep with. How
did that even make any sense?


​ ~SIX~

When I got up
the next day for school, I realised that I'd overslept. I wasn’t
going to be late or anything, but it meant that if Jayden had
needed to talk to me on IM, I hadn’t been there. I just hoped that
there hadn’t been any kind of crisis for her. I felt bad. It was
just after seven and I knew that there was no way she would still
be online. She’d be getting her breakfast and then she’d be doing
some Bible study.

I got out of
bed, headed to the bathroom to do the morning stuff and then got
dressed quickly. I went downstairs and I could hear the radio
already playing, which meant that I'd not beaten my parents out of
bed. Something that rarely happened in our house. Hopefully they
wouldn’t comment on it. There was no real reason as to why I’d
slept through my first alarm at six. I'd been having a nice dream
where Sarah and I had our first time together. I’d been feeling all
safe and warm and was about to kiss her when my seven am alarm
brought me crashing back down to earth.

Once I was
downstairs I busied myself with making some toast for breakfast.
Mum was sat at the kitchen table, cup of tea to one side and some
dry toast on a plate in front of her. Her blonde hair was perfectly
styled, as usual. I sometimes suspected that she must sleep with
some kind of contraption on her head because her hair never seems
to be messy.

“Good
morning, sweetheart,” she said, gesturing for me to sit in my usual
spot opposite her.

Dad was stood
with his back against the edge of the kitchen counter and was
mostly paying attention to the radio. He nodded his head at me,
which I caught out of the corner of my eye. Dad wasn’t one for
conversation before ten am. “Morning,” I replied, mostly to Mum
really.

“You’re up
later than usually, Cat. You’re not coming down with something are
you?” she asked, giving me a concerned look.

I’m fine,
Mum,” I said, leaning back so that she couldn’t thrust her hand on
my forehead to see if I was running a temperature. “I just slept
later than usual.”

“You were
home late last night,” she said. She made it sound like I had been
out till the wee hours of the morning when it had been around five
or so when I’d come home. That’s five in the evening, before it was
even dark.

“I told you,
I met up with some friends from school.”

“Jayden was
home on time,” Mum said. This was code for: “I know you weren’t
with your lovely, Christian friend who is not gay”. Ha! If only
they knew.

“Yeah, I met
a friend and stayed for an extra cuppa,” I replied, resisting the
urge to roll my eyes. I am sixteen, and about to leave school for
the big wide world. You’d think I was still at primary
school.

“Well, you
have a phone. You could have called,” Mum said, briskly. She was
put out because I hadn’t told her which friend. She may
not have met Sarah, but she probably had some idea that there was
someone in my life. It would not have surprised me if Mum knew that
I was seeing someone because she was having me followed. To her, it
may be just a phase I was going through, but it was sure as hell
an embarrassing
one and she did not need her friends
finding out about it. It would be the talk of the house
group.

I was about
to reply, when my ears pricked up at the mention of “hate crime” on
the radio. It would seem, as I listened further, that there had
been another “gay bashing” last night. The victim, a male in his
twenties, was very badly injured and could lose the sight in one of
his eyes.

Alex was
right, it was getting to be unsafe to go out at night. Especially
alone. I guess that for now, Sarah and I would have to meet
elsewhere. Maybe I could meet her at the college café? So far all
the attacks had been on gay males, and none of them had been as
young as sixteen. However, having seen the way some of my fellow
classmates laid into Alex and especially Ahmed, it wouldn’t
surprise me if something similar happened to one of them. Whoever
was behind the attacks, it seemed they wouldn’t stop until they
killed someone and I doubt they’d stop even then. Some people just
got pleasure out of stamping out other people and sadly, I was in
the group of people being stamped out.

I resisted
the urge to text everyone. I remembered my promise to Jayden
yesterday that I would try and keep the texts to a minimum, but I
was curious as to whether her parents had reacted in a similar way
to this third attack. I guess I'd find out once I got to
school.

I left early
again and met up with Jayden, who had little to say. That wasn’t
unusual, as you’ll have gathered by now. We met up with Alex and
Ahmed and they both looked rather serious and grim. I mean, in
Ahmed’s case, that was also somewhat normal, but Alex didn’t smile
when he saw us waiting at the hut. “What’s up?” I asked, hoping
that they hadn’t come across any hassle on their way to
school.

“Didn’t you
see the post?” Alex asked.

“What post?”
I said, confused. We all left the house before the postman came so
I wasn’t sure what he could be talking about.

“Tell them,
Ahmed,” Alex said, gesturing for Ahmed to speak.

I turned to
face him and could tell that even though he was usually serious,
this was something different, something worse than
normal.

“What is it?
Is everything okay?” I asked, trying to keep my voice and tone
even, but I was starting to freak out.

“It’s Jamie,”
Ahmed said. “He was the third attack victim. He’s really badly
hurt.”

“Oh my God,
what happened?” I asked, feeling like I was going to start crying.
Jamie was a member of the Rainbow Forum that we were all members
of. He was in his mid-twenties and went by the username,
“OnlyWhyte”. He was a trans gay male and was in the beginnings of
transitioning. He’d just started telling his family and friends
that they were to call him Jamie. I remember his post on the forum
telling us about how supportive they’d all been. Despite his
username, he was Middle Eastern, and was closer to Ahmed than the
rest of us. He’d been trying to convince Ahmed that if his family
could accept him, then Ahmed’s would too.

My mind was
reeling. They had attacked someone we knew. I went through stages
of anger, disbelief, sadness and then back to anger. “How bad was
he hurt?” I asked Ahmed. “Did he post on the forum?”

“No, a mod
did. They knew that I was close to him, so someone PM’d me about
it. It came through to my email on my phone. Luckily I was already
on my way to school because if I’d read it at home…well, it would
not have been good,” Ahmed said.

“How bad,
Ahmed?” I asked again.

“He’s seems
to be doing okay mentally. Physically he has a lot of bruises.
Cracked two ribs and they hit his head pretty hard.”

“They said on
the news that the victim was at risk of losing his sight?” I said,
desperate for more information. I didn’t care that the bell was a
few moments away from ringing. I needed to know. I may not have
been close with Jamie, but I’d seen his posts, and he’d always been
so supportive of everyone in our group. He always had a friendly
message for everyone who was having a bad day. I hadn’t even known
that he lived here.

“The news was
correct. They poured bleach on his face, he got a lot in his eyes
and that stuff was stronger than your usual ‘Domestos’ stuff under
the sink. Right now, all I really know is that they don’t know if
he’ll regain sight or even keep his left eye. They really worked
him over good,” Ahmed said, his composure cracking.

I didn’t
think, I just reached out to him and pulled him into a hug. I held
him as long as he would allow me to, which wasn’t long. “Thanks,
Cat,” he said, when he’d disentangled himself from my
arms.

“I can’t
believe this, poor Jamie,” I said, hugging myself and trying to
find the will inside myself to go through a whole day of school
knowing that someone was pouring bleach in the eyes of people who
didn’t meet their requirements. Of people just like me. All because
of something we had no control over whatsoever.

The bell rang
and we all just stood there. Even Jayden didn’t rush to get to
class. Our world had just been rocked and none of us knew really
how to react. Yesterday we’d been talking about the attacks like
they were just a piece of news that interested us, but today they
hit far too close to home.

“We better go
in, guys,” Alex said, he moved so that it looked like he was
herding us all into the building and I guess we all felt like we
were just lifelessly walking. We just couldn’t process the
information.

“We can check
on the forum at lunch,” Alex said. “For now, we have to get through
school. If we don’t act like our normal selves then our parents
will be called and they’ll wonder why it bothers us so much. Come
on, I know it fucking sucks. I hate it as much as you all do, but
we have to pull ourselves together. We have to keep going, if for
no other reason than it would be what Jamie would tell us to
do.”

He had a
point there. Jamie wouldn’t want us to draw attention to ourselves
like this. I gave myself a mental shake, put my arm around Jayden
who looked like she was falling to pieces and pulled her towards
the door.

“We get
through till lunch, and then we check on Jamie,” I said. I looked
around at my friends and they all slowly nodded. Then, as if
someone had found our on switches, we jumped to action. Moving
towards our classroom and desperate to get through to the end of
the day so that we could collapse into our own beds and cry for our
friend.


​ ~SEVEN~

I don’t know
how we all got through that day at school. We checked the forum at
lunchtime and we all posted messages on the thread for Jamie. I
asked Ahmed if he’d known that Jamie lived in the same town as us.
He told me that although he had had some idea, Jamie had never
outright said where he lived, the same as the rest of us. There was
the option to include a location on our forum profiles, but all of
us had left it blank.

By the time
the end of the school day arrived, we were all emotionally and
mentally worn out. It seemed to have hit Ahmed and Jayden harder
than Alex and myself, but that didn’t mean that we weren’t
struggling with the whole thing. We would normally go our separate
ways after school – apart from our drinks on a Wednesday – but we
didn’t today. We all walked into town and grabbed another drink at
Starbucks.

We didn’t
stop to drink them, but we did all spend time with each other,
offering our own brand of support. We broke up and headed in our
own directions when Jayden started to get worried about being home
too late and her parents getting angry with her. I walked home via
her house, even though it was quicker for me to head off towards
home from town. I wanted to be sure that she'd get home safely, and
that if need be, I could lay the blame for her tardiness on
me.

Her parents
didn’t say anything about the fact that she was late. At least they
didn’t say anything to me. I don’t know
whether more was said behind closed doors, but I did make the point
to explain to her mum that I had waylaid Jayden in town. I hoped
that it wouldn’t cause backlash on my friend.

Once I got
home, it was past four-thirty. I was over an hour late and I
couldn’t give my parents the real reason as to why. I had been
hoping that my mum would have just let it go because I'd been known
to be later, but it seemed that she was on a kick about me coming
home on time.

“Where on
earth have you been?” she asked, when I walked into the
hall.

“I went to
get tea from Starbucks,” I said. It wasn’t a lie, I just hadn’t
told her why
I’d gone.

“With who?”
she said, raising an eyebrow. I guess she thought that she could
make me tell her something I didn’t want her to know, but as it
turned out, she was going to be disappointed.

“I went with
Jayden and the guys,” I replied, resisting the urge to give her a
smug look.
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