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For Dan.

It’s okay.

You are tenacious.

Content warning—This book contains references to eating disorders, drug addiction and recovery, smoking, PTSD, abusive relationships and self-harm.
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Tuesday, 7th January

Early morning

––––––––
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I’m a mess.

It’s warm and cosy in my little bed with Dan wrapped around me, but I wake up with a scream in my throat. Cool sweat is sticking to my back, and I can’t stop shaking.

‘I am here,’ he whispers.

But what if you weren’t?

I don’t want to be awake. Did I wake him up too? Annoyed with myself, I screw my eyes shut.

‘William?’

I shove my face into the pillow and hide. Dan rubs his hand steadily into my back, giving me time to come back to reality. I appreciate it.

I’m not used to nightmares.

Dan gets them every night and he just sort of... goes back to sleep. How? I’m trapped in that memory of something I imagined.

I can’t even remember the whole dream. The feeling of helplessness lingers, though. As does the distinct lack of Daniel. It’s like when he went to New Zealand, but twenty times worse.

‘William?’

I wipe my eyes and twist awkwardly to look at him. He’s as close to me as it’s possible to get, and even in the darkness, I can tell he’s frowning. His bright eyes reflect the weak light bouncing in from outside and I just start crying again.

Dan tuts softly and snuggles me into his chest, pulling the duvet right up to my ears so I’m hidden from the world. The arm I’m not pinning beneath the pillow wraps around my shoulders.

‘I have you,’ he promises. ‘Talk when you’re ready.’

I want to be able to say I’m okay and just fall back asleep, but disjointed images of grey skies and pale skin keep flickering through my head. I put my hand on his warm waist, grounding myself, and take a slow breath. It tastes of Dan—of faint cigarettes and deodorant—and it helps.

‘I don’t know what it was,’ I begin. ‘I think the world was different somehow, and you’d gone away.’

Dan lets out a little sigh. ‘I will have to leave for my visa.’

Ugh. ‘Yeah,’ I grumble, ‘I know. Maybe that was it—maybe I was thinking about it.’

He kisses my hair again. ‘You know I will always come back.’

The disbelieving sound in my throat makes him chuckle, and it’s so reassuring that I feel some of the tension leave my shoulders.

‘I will, darling.’

Dan’s visa doesn’t usually concern me. Even immediately after being hospitalised, he was able to work out the logistics of reapplying in order to keep studying. And he must have got it right because he’s in bed with me right now. But that was for university. What about when he’s no longer a student? It’s not something we’ve ever really had a chance to talk about.

‘When do you have to leave again?’ I ask, flattening my hand against his back, like holding him tighter will keep him here forever.

Dan relaxes his arm and twists his fingers through the back of my hair instead of holding a handful of the duvet. He talks softly, trying to coax me back to sleep, and I resist for as long as possible.

‘After re-sits,’ he whispers. ‘If I fail, I can reapply and start my third year again. If I graduate...’

No more student visas. I know this. I hate this. Unless he applies for a master’s, which would require him to firstly find one he likes and secondly get good enough grades, the only way he’ll be able to stay in the country is if he gets a job. A good job at that—something he’d have to prove to the UK government he’s absolutely perfect for.

Immigration is difficult.

I know he’s terrified of this not working. I am too, and it must have been playing on my mind. All I can remember from my dream is the crushing fear of loneliness and an awareness that I was missing something important. I was missing Dan.

This is going to hurt.

Even if he only has to go to Russia for a few weeks. Even the best-case scenario is unpleasant.

I tighten my arm around him while he talks. Usually, the coaxing back to sleep is my job, but it turns out Dan is very good at it. His voice is quiet and I swear he sometimes shifts language, but I’m too close to unconsciousness to be sure.
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Tuesday, 7th January

Sunrise

––––––––
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Tuesday morning is cold and overcast. I cuddle to Dan for as long as he’ll let me, but honestly, we need to move. We’ve been cramped together in my single bed since eleven last night when we got back from the social. When we got back from my coming out.

In my concern about Dan’s visa, I haven’t really given myself chance to panic over the fact that my friends know I’m bisexual.

Bisexual. I keep running the word through my head, trying it on like a new shirt. It’s a big word. A heavy word. But last night, it felt as safe as saying Goodness, it’s cold outside.

Coming out to my friends went well—as well as I could have hoped. No one really seemed surprised, which is both relieving and concerning. Was I really that obvious?

Probably.

Dan gets dressed and goes to the communal kitchen to make coffee. His confidence now, compared to last week when we argued about being on campus together, is amazing. It’s like he never worried about my flatmates speculating on my sexuality. It’s like he never worried, even for a moment, that Matthew, Dan’s ex, would find out about me.

This is the biggest difference us becoming official has made.

I get out of bed very slowly. Cold is seeping in despite the radiator and I don’t relish the thought of being here on my own today. But I don’t have a choice. My first exam is tomorrow and I absolutely need to revise.

The door opens again and Dan sneaks in, mug of coffee in one hand and glass of water in the other.

Oh, damn. I bet he wishes he were going outside for a cigarette.

I give him a big smile and take the glass. ‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘How are you?’

He sits beside me on the edge of the bed and reaches back to smooth the duvet out. ‘Good, thank you. Did you sleep better?’

Ugh. I’d managed to forget about my nightmare, but now the fear of him leaving and never returning is right at the front of my thoughts.

I lean sideways into him and nod.

‘Do you want to talk more about it?’

‘Nah.’ I sigh. ‘Just promise me that when you do go back we’ll stay in touch.’

Dan sighs and puts his free arm around me. ‘Naturally. It will not be for long. Even if I graduate, I will be back soon.’

Obviously I want him to graduate. He deserves it. He’s been working to keep up with his course reading, even though he isn’t going to lectures. I think his brain works like mine: if we’re not actively working on something, things go wrong. We spiral out of control. I lose the ability to do so much as washing up, and Dan... I dread to think what would happen to Dan if he were bored.

I put my arm around his back.

‘I should graduate,’ he mutters. ‘And I should have a good guess at how I have done, which will help with job applications.’ He kisses my hair suddenly, like he’s decided something. ‘I will keep my apartment.’

‘What if you’re away for months?’

He grunts. He doesn’t like that thought.

‘You can keep the keys for me.’

There’s a suggestion just waiting to be whispered. I could live with him next year. He’s closer to the hospital. It would be nicer than being in another year of university accommodation—or, even worse, trying to find a group of people to house share with.

‘I’ll keep them safe,’ I promise.

Dan kisses my hair again.

‘Pop in every few days to make sure you haven’t got rats or something.’

He laughs and sits up straight to sip at his coffee. ‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Good idea.’

I leave the question mark surrounding our future hanging over us like a forgotten cobweb. We’ll get to it one day. We’ll work it out but, for now, it isn’t a problem. Dan will get a job here—he just will. I can’t afford to consider an alternative.

*
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Dan stays with me until nine, when he leaves with a promise to phone me at five. We’re both going to spend the day studying before I go to his flat for the night.

‘We could go out for dinner,’ I blurt as Dan steps out into the cold morning air. It’s a little strange that he isn’t clicking a lighter and surrounding himself in smoke, but I don’t comment on it. Why would I? He doesn’t need reminding.

He reaches up to cup my chin with his fingertips. ‘Would you like that?’

The butterflies in my stomach make it difficult to say, ‘Yes.’

‘I think it would be nice,’ Dan whispers. ‘But you are working hard today, so it’s okay if you change your mind.’

I love him.

I grin, absolutely confident that I want to go out for a meal with my boyfriend, and nod. ‘Thanks. I’ll let you know if I do, but I wanna do this.’

Dan looks happy enough to cry. Instead, he leans down and presses a warm, sweet kiss to my cheek. It steals my breath and leaves me shivering.

‘Have a good day, William,’ he murmurs. ‘I love you.’

‘Wait!’ I grab the front of his jacket and stop him from stepping away. ‘I love you, too. Have a good day and call me if you need anything, all right?’

Dan nods. His head is still bowed so our faces are close together, and then I kiss him.

His hand drops from my chin to hold my fingers very lightly. It’s cute. I kiss him sweetly, smiling and making sure he has plenty of opportunities to move back, and let out a surprised little oh when he tugs me firmly into his chest.

‘I am proud of you,’ he says, voice muffled by my hair. ‘I need to go. You need to work.’

I groan, being overdramatic.

‘William.’

‘Fine.’

I let him go.

Dan smiles at me like he’s committing this moment to memory, steps back, and turns away.

I watch until he’s around the corner and out of sight.
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Pen down, I snatch my phone up to check the timer. I’ve finished my practice exam paper with twenty minutes left to spare, and I lean back in my desk chair for a quick break before I start going through my answers.

11:18 Lilley: How are you? Are you celebrating 

Christmas together?

I stare at my phone for a long minute, confused. Have I somehow skipped backwards in time? It is definitely January. Christmas was definitely two weeks ago.

12:03 William: We’re fine, thanks. 

Both studying and we’re meeting up 

later. Christmas was weeks ago, Lil

12:06 Lilley: Christmas in the UK was, yeah. They 

celebrate it today in Russia. TODAY, Will

I stare out of the window for a moment, wondering if I have the energy for this. It’s a very cold day. The grass outside my window is more brown than green, and only an idiot would choose to spend time outside when they could be sitting less than a metre away from a radiator.

I phone Lilley.

‘Hey,’ she says, cheerful and not at all like she just told me something life-changing.

I cut straight to it. ‘What the hell are you on about?’

Lilley snorts a laugh. ‘Will, you should know this. Your boyfriend is Russian.’

My stomach does a little flip, but now isn’t the time to think about how hearing her talk about my boyfriend makes me feel. I settle for a huge grin.

‘How do you know?’

‘Hi,’ Cassie says, making me jump. Apparently, I’m on speaker. ‘I was being nosy and looking into Russian traditions. Did you know they’re really into fortune-telling? It’s a thing over there, especially at Christmas.’

‘But why do they do it in January?’ I ask. My neck feels tight, like I’ve pulled a muscle. ‘Why has no one ever mentioned this to me before?’

Cassie sighs. ‘It’s to do with the calendar they use—’

‘They use a different calendar?’

Lilley laughs, but I feel like I’ve been thrown out of the window. There is so much to Dan that I just don’t know. Will I ever learn it all? Or am I going to be catching up for the rest of our relationship—for the rest of our life?

Because I don’t see any end to our relationship.

That thought fills me with excited, nervous bubbles. I’m like a shaken bottle of champagne.

‘Google it,’ Lilley suggests. ‘Maybe you could get him a card or something. You said you’re meeting later, right?’

I grind my teeth. ‘Right.’

‘I’m sure he’d love it if you got him a card. Just something to say you know and acknowledge that if he was at home—’

‘Sure, Lilley, like I could give my boyfriend a Christmas card if he was in Russia!’

She sighs sharply. I probably deserve it, but a tight line of stress is tugging across my forehead. What should I do? How am I supposed to make this perfect? It needs to be perfect. After the start to the year Dan’s had, I need to make this memorable for the right reasons.

Lilley seems to agree. ‘Then make the most out of the opportunity you’ve got, dumbass.’

*
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I rush through marking my practice exam, reasoning it’s something I can focus more on tonight when I’m at Daniel’s flat, and slam my pen down on the desk. I haven’t focused at all in the half hour since talking to Lilley and Cassie, far too preoccupied with trying to work out how to make today special.

If anyone asks—if, by some chance, I see Peter—I’ll tell them I’m having a break for lunch.

Not like I have time to eat today.

I pull on my coat and shoes, check my wallet, keys, phone, and head out. The sky is even darker than earlier, and I shove my hands into my pockets, trying to keep warm.

Buses leave from campus every ten minutes, so it isn’t long until I’m sitting on an uncomfortable, rickety chair on a smelly, slightly crowded bus.

I’m not sure I’ve thought this through.

Maybe this is just going to upset Dan. Maybe he didn’t mention it for a reason. It’s not like he ever tries to bring his culture into our day-to-day life, so why would he want to be reminded about the country he’s trying so hard to leave behind?

The bus rattles down the hill towards the town centre, and I kind of regret not bringing my revision notes with me. The journey is longer than I thought, and not having flashcards makes me feel guilty. But this isn’t wasted time.

I spend the whole journey doubting myself and Googling Russian Christmas traditions.

How am I going to do this? Will anywhere still be selling cards a week into January? Bloody hell. What am I doing?

I hop off the bus at the station, stomach twisting a little bit from reading while travelling. It’s raining now—it must be slightly too warm for snow, which is a huge disappointment—and I haven’t brought any shopping bags. Great. It feels like a bad omen, and I consider turning on the spot and getting back on the bus.

Wilkinson’s is the first shop on my right. Mum usually does half her Christmas preparation shopping there—things like wrapping paper and stocking fillers—so I put all my faith into it and dash through the rain towards the building. I splash straight through puddles, soaking my shoes, and tumble through the sliding doors.

My heart sinks. It looks like the shop has thoroughly moved past Christmas and even New Year’s. The aisles are lined with yellow packets of Mini Eggs and bottles of antibacterial cleaning products advertising sweet, floral scents. Not a Christmas wreath in sight.

Oh, God.

My stomach rumbles but I ignore it, searching each aisle until I come to a very sad, very chaotic reduction section. Amongst the mess, there’s a packet of chocolate coins, some better-than-half-price tinsel, and a Christmas card with a dog-eared corner without an envelope.

I take all three and almost burst into hysterical laughter when the cashier stares at my could-have-been-festive bundle.

‘Bit late for Christmas shopping,’ he says.

Tell me about it. ‘It’s Christmas today in Russia,’ I say. But I need to explain myself. The cashier looks at me like I just told him I’m buying a Christmas card as an Easter gift. ‘My—my friend is Russian. I’m getting him this as a surprise, but he didn’t give me any warning.’

Friend.

My cheeks burn red with shame. Boyfriend. Boyfriend.

Why couldn’t I have just said boyfriend?

‘That’s so cool,’ the cashier says, scanning the card. It comes up as thirty pence, which I think is pushing it. ‘I guess he’s a student at the uni, right?’

I nod and freeze, like someone just clamped their hand over my mouth. What am I thinking? How many Russian boys are there in Stoke? How many go to Keele University?

What are the chances this cashier knows Matthew? What are the chances that I just ruined everything?

‘I’m starting there in September,’ he says, cheeks pinching pink. Maybe I’ve scared him with my expression, but I can’t think past the memory of last Friday. Images flash through my mind, one after another, like stills from a movie.

“Danny!”

Dan’s cold, clammy hand taking mine. The irregular sound of our frightened footsteps as we ran away from Matthew, clinging to each other.

The cut on Dan’s eyebrow which has since melted into a sprawling green and yellow bruise—

‘Are you studying there?’ the cashier asks.

I blink. ‘Yeah.’ Would this guy know Matthew if he isn’t a student yet? I’ve overreacted. Like always. ‘Medicine.’

I’ve definitely overreacted.

The cashier smiles at me, pink cheeks burning to red, and throws a glance again at the card I’ve bought. ‘Medicine? That’s amazing.’

I shrug. ‘I guess.’

Fortunately for us, someone joins the queue behind me. What a relief. I beep my card, throw a smile at the cashier, thank him, and bundle up my crumpled purchases.

It’s still raining. I didn’t think about that. Bloody hell.

I stuff the chocolate into my pocket and cuddle the card and tinsel under my coat and make a run for it. I think I’m going to get straight on a bus, but instead I go down the hill to the high street, splashing in yet more puddles.

I can’t just give Dan a crumpled card for Christmas. He deserves more.

I bet he thought he’d got out of this when he was out of the country for the twenty-fifth of December. Part of me worries, again, that he’s not going to like this reminder of Russia. It’s not like he’s ever shared good memories of the place. He doesn’t sit and reminisce over things he used to do and people he used to know.

But how much of that is him just not trusting that he’s safe? I know Matthew never wanted him to talk about his life before uni.

Maybe I should ask. Or let him know that I understand today is significant.

I duck out of the rain and find myself in a cheap “we sell everything” sort of shop. Right in front of me is a crate of reduced-price Christmas puddings, each in battered cardboard boxes and looking decidedly unappetising. Something about Dan makes me think he’s the sort of person to love Christmas pudding so, even though I can’t stand it, I grab one.

I also grab a reusable shopping bag and make sure my receipt from Wilkinson’s is easy to access, should anyone question the sad tinsel cradled within my coat.

I wish I could give Dan a proper gift, but what would I buy him? Almost everything in his flat is brand new.
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