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      There are many sides to a person. For a casual acquaintance, she might come to learn of a few and that would be enough to navigate a polite day-to-day interaction with them. It’s more comfortable not to know more than she needs to.

      Rumi sweeps a line in her sketchbook with a 2B pencil. She is sitting too far from the sports pitch to see any details on the player. She could move closer. There are empty benches by the sidelines but they are washed in the overhead floodlights, making them a part of the game, the place she’s been avoiding thus far. It’s instinctual now, this habit of distance. To be honest, she can’t remember if she was avoiding it when she was three, but by the time she was twelve, she had already moved herself to the back of the crowd. Now, at nineteen, she prefers to sit on the grass protected by the shadow of a tree than being at the front where she could get hurt by the ball.

      Not being able to see the details of her subject is an obvious disadvantage. She nudges Sherlock on her phone strap with the butt end of her pencil. Its bulging eyes stare back at her through its tiny magnifying glass. But she doesn’t need to physically see his details, she remembers. Strong nose and eyebrows form a sturdy structure supported by the soft angle of his jawline. A deeper shading should sculpt the bridge nicely. Rumi layers on more charcoal lines. Yeah, she thought so. Smooth brown skin like warm suede. She brushes the lines on his cheek with her finger. The slim lips naturally set in an upward curve revealing his contentment with the direction life is going. The same lips that curl into a boyish grin when he teases his friends, the same voice that always carries a warmth, as if there’s something exciting just at the tip of his tongue. She can listen to him speak all…

      ‘What the fuck you saying?!’

      Rumi jolts at the furious voice from the pitch and snaps the tip of her pencil on the paper. Ah, she has never heard an angry word from those slim lips before. Maybe it’s not his. There are twenty-two other men down there. She risks a glance at two of them in front of her, shouting at each other as if they are fighting for a spot on the university debate team where volume is the crucial criterion.

      There are many sides to a person. Someone she sees every day at the department and believes to be calm and collected is currently barking at a faculty member on a sports pitch about how a less-than-brainy midfielder headed the procreating ball away and in so doing, put his head right in the path of his innocent foot. The cognitive dissonance slams into her like a stray ball. The perception filter in her head is working overtime to censor all the curse words Kai is dishing out.

      ‘You kicked his head in on purpose! My boy could’ve gone stupid!’ his opponent screams back in Kai’s face.

      Phweeeeppp! The whistle blows and the referee flashes a red card.

      ‘Fuck!’ The face like warm suede scrunches up.

      This must be the first time she has witnessed anything other than kindness on that saintly face. Her pencil presses hard against the page, smudging his sketched mouth. Kai snatches up his duffle bag from the bench and storms off.

      And they call the match a friendly.

      Rumi gathers her things and gets up from the grass, brushing herself down while discreetly checking for any unsightly grass stains on her skirt. Her legs are beginning to freeze anyway, it’s well into autumn.

      The match resumes behind her, but she’s no longer interested. Maybe she shouldn’t have come down. Earlier in the week she overheard her classmates mention that Kai would be playing football on Thursday. Her ears pricked. She would love to have more opportunity to … gaze at him. Rumi blushes at her gutlessness. Wait, she wouldn’t be gutless if she wasn’t planning to pursue her interest in the first place. She would just be an observer. A creepy observer.

      Rumi walks up to the university road and follows the bend.

      ‘… you want from me?!’

      ‘You know what I want, Kai. You’re such a coward.’

      ‘Fuck!’

      ‘What happened today?’

      The ruckus comes from a dark alley next to the Great Hall on her right. Kai. He sounds angry. Really angry. Rumi snoops around the corner to see the shadowy outlines of two men facing one another, having a burning argument. This could get ugly, she should walk away. Her brain frantically flips through hundreds of YouTube videos she was doom-scrolling in her teenage years. There was one on male interaction. Fun fact: when men are casually talking to one another they do not stand squarely face-to-face but would rather keep a glancing angle. Something to do with conflict avoidance. The only times they would stand face-to-face like this are if they’re about to kill one another.

      ‘Come on! You’re like a mad dog out there. Talk to me.’

      ‘Shut up, you little dick,’ Kai growls.

      What to do? Think harder. Kai sounds really angry. Someone could die. But if she tries to stop them, she could die.

      Rumi steps in front of the alley, holding up her phone like a sacred shield, and switches on the torchlight. The glaring brightness should keep her in the dark, and her identity safe.

      ‘Don’t kill hi…’ Her voice trembles.

      The two men only metres in front of her are illuminated by the harsh light, making their startled expressions even harsher. Kai is pushing a man with fluffy hair into the wall, pinning his wrists above his head. But it’s not an attack—it’s … something else. His other hand is raking up the man’s shirt. Their faces are less than an inch from one another, and his tongue … eh?

      The dark eyes underneath a pair of prominent brows appear sensual in this unreal brightness. Kai glances in her direction as if he could see, his tongue continues to stroke the fuller lips of the other man. Those fuller lips belong to a pissed-off face squinting at her with contempt. It must be his bright skin tone, the stark-white face floats above everything else like a haunting spirit from another dimension.

      ‘S… s…, sorry!’

      She really shouldn’t trust statistics.

      Her stomach tightens. The Kai in her mind—the gentle, golden boy—shatters into unfamiliar pieces. She doesn’t even know if she’s embarrassed for him, or for herself.

      Rumi slowly backs away from the alley keeping behind the torchlight. When she’s out in the open she runs, as fast as her short legs can carry.

      It’s not far to her usual bus stop and they are not following.

      Phew.

      

      Rumi bounces up the steps leading to the foyer of the hospital. She could have gone home but the adrenaline rush from earlier is still brimming in her chest, and it makes her crave something sweet. Rumi throws her bag on a sofa at Coffee Therapy, a small coffee shop inside the hospital, and walks up to the counter.

      ‘Hi, Rumi. Are you waiting for Tanya?’ Nicky says.

      ‘Yeah, Mum said she finishes at eight today. I thought I’d wait to go home with her. Erm … can I have a large hot chocolate, please?’

      ‘Low sugar like usual?’

      ‘Ah, no. Standard, please.’ Comfort food is what she needs.

      Rumi slumps into the sofa. Her fingers have stopped trembling and her heart is climbing back into her chest. She used to spend a lot of time here when she was in lower school and Okaasan had to work late. It’s her safe space outside of her home.

      So, Kai is gay. Rumi buries her face in her hands in embarrassment. Then again, why would she be embarrassed? It’s not like she had confessed her all-consuming devotion to him and got rejected. Kai doesn’t even know of her existence. In the years she has been infatuated with him, she has never once talked to him. And there was no way he would be able to tell who it was shining a torch at them making out. Still, this is almost like heartbreak, right? Her one-sided admiration has come to an abrupt end.

      ‘Here you go, one large hot chocolate with low sugar.’ Nicky says.

      ‘Oh, can I…’

      ‘And here’s extra syrup if you really want it.’ Nicky puts a tiny glass jug down.

      ‘Thank you.’ Rumi smiles shyly. Nicky knows she’s not going to have the extra sugar. But it’s nice to know it’s there for her.

      She’s not fat by Okaasan’s standard, which is on a mother-biased scale, but she’s not slim. She blames it on her Japanese father for giving her a stockier frame. She blames many things on her father. When they got divorced and Okaasan moved back to England with her, she wanted to switch to calling her ‘Mum’. But Okaasan insisted they stayed the same.

      Rumi reaches for the jug. Ahhh, this is so hard. She wants that sweetness to soothe her heartache. But she’s not going to. Rumi pushes the jug with her reluctant finger to the far end of the table before taking a sip at her lightly sweetened drink. This is good enough.

      Now that she thinks about it, if she’s not going to have the extra syrup anyway, does it matter if he’s gay? She likes him. She likes seeing him around and that’s good enough. Rumi chuckles to herself while savouring the sweet-enough hot chocolate and getting out her sketchbook to finish off her drawing.
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      The morning lectures are tedious and tiresome, and this is only the second year. Rumi yawns as she streams out from the theatre with her classmates.

      ‘Rumi, Rumi!’ Alison calls her back inside. ‘What labs are you in this afternoon?’

      Alison’s eyes are twinkling with expectation. When people say the eyes are the window to the soul, they are describing Alison and understating it. If the author of this line had actually met Alison, the line would read ‘The eyes are an automatic sliding glass door, welcoming everybody to look into the soul—whether they want to or not.’

      Alison wants something from her.

      ‘Let me check,’ Rumi says getting out her phone. ‘Oh, fibre technology.’

      Damn it. She would normally be giddy if she has a fibre tech class; Kai is a postgrad and a lab technician there. But, with the run-in yesterday, she was hoping to lie low for a while, just in case.

      ‘Rumi!’ Alison snatches her hands. ‘We’ve been friends for one whole year so far, would you consider swapping with me for this afternoon? Please. I’d owe you one.’

      ‘Why? What have you got?’

      ‘I have metal casting. Who still does metal casting these days?’

      ‘Apparently, it’s the backbone of our industry.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter what I’ve got, what matters is that Professor Powell will be here today and she will be looking at potential candidates for a final-year project.’

      ‘I didn’t know you wanted to work with her.’

      ‘Well, not the Professor as such but … you know? Kai.’

      Of course she knows. Rumi shuffles her feet. If that’s the case she would also want a chance to be considered a candidate. If she gets it, it would mean a whole year working with him. But she has never told Alison or anyone that she likes Kai, whereas Alison is so upfront about it, that Kai probably already knows. Maybe she should say something. Just once. Ah well, the meek have no say.

      ‘Would you, Rumi? Pretty please?’ Alison is giving her the sweet, soulful eyes of a baby deer.

      ‘Sure. I’ll be happy to.’ Rumi smiles, gulping her own want down her throat.

      

      The metal casting lab is … oh, my goodness, who still does metal casting these days?

      Luckily, there weren’t many students in the lab so they wrapped up early. Everyone else has probably flocked to fibre tech. Rumi steps out of the School of Metallurgy and Materials and heads into the campus.

      Here’s a dilemma, if she can call it that: Alison is her best friend at the university, and she doesn’t have many. The girl has been head-over-heels in love with Kai since the first year. But, last night, Rumi came upon a secret about Kai’s sexuality. It’s not her secret to tell. But her friend is running around swapping classes to get closer to him and she feels guilty for not saying anything.

      Still, it’s not her secret to tell.

      There’s an hour or so of sunlight left, so she will take a stroll past the main library. The University of Birmingham in the late afternoon is lively: clusters of people sit on the lawn daydreaming of summer as bicycles swoosh past her in all sorts of directions. A chilling wind picks up red and yellow leaves and throws them up in the air. Rumi smooths her hands over her straight, black hair to stop it flying.

      A rhythmic tune blares out from the lawn. A guitar, maybe a couple, and some wind instruments. It’s the Friday music bands. Rumi walks up to join a group of people forming a sparse ring around some musicians, the students from the newly established Music Department.

      She doesn’t know much about music, but she guesses they are decent. She does know it takes a lot of courage to be able to perform in front of strangers, and she applauds them for that alone. Rumi holds up her mobile phone and takes a video like everyone else even though she doesn’t know what she’s going to do with it.

      ‘Hey! You!’

      A man shouts from somewhere across the ring. That is rather rude, can’t he see the band is performing?

      ‘You! The shorty, Chinese girl!’ He’s not giving up.

      ‘Oi! That’s racist!’ A woman says.

      ‘Only if you don’t like Chinese. So, are you a hater?’

      The band ceases playing, glancing around nervously at her. Rumi lowers her phone. In front, a man with a pissed-off face is yelling at another girl. He snaps his face up at Rumi and says,

      ‘Wait right there. Don’t move!’

      When someone shouts at her with that kind of voice, her instinct kicks in. Rumi takes a step back, and another one.

      ‘Hey!’ The man cuts across the ring, knocking over a music stand. His fluffy blue hair is fluffier in the wind—like it is a part of the sky behind him. Like his head is full of air. His face, on the other hand, is still haunting her since last night.

      ‘Creepy girl. We need to talk.’ He grabs her arm.

      

      She was at fault, maybe. It was an easy mistake and she’s really sorry about it. The man with big, curly blonde hair and purply, bluey highlight drags her off by the hand to a coffee shop in the sports centre.

      ‘The name’s Sam. What’s yours?’

      ‘Rumi.’

      She scans for escape. She could yank her hand and run off, although this guy looks like he can run faster than her. Most people run faster than her.

      ‘Don’t even think about it. Even if you run, I will hunt you down. I’ll find where you live and I’ll be there.’ The haunting face towers above her.

      She doesn’t doubt it. Rumi shudders and says, ‘How did you find me?’

      He glares at her and says, ‘Easier than you know.’

      Panic rushes to her head, what does that mean? That it was so obvious she should just know it? Has he put a tracking device on her?

      ‘Don’t frown.’ Sam pokes her between the brows. ‘You’re already disturbing to look at.’

      ‘That was unnecessary! You’re not…’

      ‘Okay, I’m sorry. I just wanted to say that out loud, get it off my chest. I’ll play nice now. Tell you what, I’ll get you a drink, my treat. What do you want?’

      ‘The most expensive thing on the menu,’ Rumi growls.

      Sam scoffs and throws his bag at her; she takes it to a seat by the window. Maybe an apology is called for, but the guy annoys her like nobody. And she’s never growled at anyone.

      ‘As per your order, an affogato with triple-shot espresso. And I expect you to enjoy it.’ His voice has a menacing ring to it.

      ‘I suppose I should apol…’ Rumi begins.

      ‘He’s mine. Keep your paws off him,’ Sam says, not looking at her.

      ‘What? I wasn’t…’

      ‘Don’t deny it, Creepy Girl.’ Sam snatches her bag and pulls out her sketchbook. ‘I saw you, gazing at him with syrupy eyes.’

      ‘Stop it!’ Rumi tries to grab the book but he pulls it away.

      ‘How long have you been in love with him?’

      ‘Give it back.’ No, she’s not in love. She is merely admiring him from a distance.

      ‘Look at these. What was going through your filthy mind drawing these? Did you ask him to take his top off for you?’

      ‘It’s not like…’

      ‘Oh, Rumi. You really are in over your…’

      Whack!

      ‘STOP IT!’ Rumi yanks her sketchbook off him and lops him over the head with it. Hot tears run down her face.

      It is her private memory—how she sees Kai. It isn’t for anyone to judge, especially not for someone like him to pass snarky comments like this. Rumi clutches the book to her chest.

      Sam exhales, rubbing his head. He’s quiet for a beat, then scooches in next to her.

      ‘You’ve been in love with him, so what?’

      So everything! Rumi tucks her face behind the sketchbook.

      ‘Loads of people are in love with him, this doesn’t make you special, you know?’

      Is this how he consoles people?

      ‘Come on. Unrequited love isn’t the worst thing in the world. It builds character.’

      She glares at him through her tears.

      She hates him. She hates that he’s probably right.

      ‘Okay, I’m sorry I snooped.’ Sam says with insincere exasperation. ‘Call it even with you peeping at us?’

      ‘How is that fair? Mine was a misunderstanding, whereas you’re just being mean!’ Rumi raises her voice.

      ‘True.’ Sam slurps at his strawberry milkshake. ‘How’s this then? So you’ve been in love with him for like what, a year?’

      Rumi takes a sip at the affogato. It’s so bitter her jaw clenches.

      ‘I’ve … been in love with him since five years ago. I was fourteen,’ Sam says half smiling. ‘We went out for a short time; he dumped me soon after. And I haven’t gotten over it since. He rejected me year after year, yet I still go to see him to be rejected.’

      ‘Are you a masochist?’

      ‘Probably. It becomes the only thing I know.’

      ‘At least he’s gay, so you still have a chance.’

      ‘Well…’

      ‘He’s gay, right?’

      ‘Not … sure.’

      ‘He kissed you,’ she mumbles.

      ‘So you were peeping!’

      ‘I wasn’t! It was an accident.’

      ‘He does that when he feels like it. It doesn’t mean anything to him, but it bloody hurts.’ He chuckles.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘What? Don’t you understand? Are you stupid?’

      ‘Yes!’

      ‘Because I can’t let go if there’s even an ounce of something left between us. I’m really possessive. I love him and I’ll be waiting forever…’ His voice is far away … sad and far away. As if he has already been waiting forever, and will be waiting forevermore.

      Rumi scoops some melting ice cream into her mouth. It’s really bitter; he did that on purpose with the triple shots. But if she waits a moment, the sweetness of vanilla is coming through.

      ‘So, are you gonna be helping me get close to him?’ Sam says.

      ‘Why would I? You’ve just said you’re not sure if he’s gay. He could be bi. Which means I’m still in the game.’

      ‘In the game? You? How daring of you, Creepy Girl. You sure you wanna be running against me?’

      Sam cracks his knuckles, an evil smile back on his face. His menacing voice is alive and kicking, and much more real than the faraway one.
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      Saturday.

      Family is overrated. And yet, he’s still putting on his best shirt to go home every Saturday evening for the ‘family roast’. Sam grabs his car key and mobile phone and shuts the bedroom door behind him.

      ‘You off, mate?’ Ben pokes his head out of the kitchen of the university flat they share.

      ‘Yep. Laundry gotta get done sometime.’

      ‘Take the rubbish out on your way down, would ya?’

      ‘Urgh, right.’

      Sam drops his laundry basket by the car and carries the black bag off to a chute.

      A gust of wind sweeps the lawn, picking up some fallen leaves that had given up for this year. Red, yellow and orange twirl in the whirlwind over the car park. Even in their afterlife, they strive to add colour to the world. Too bad for them—the gardener will be back on Monday, raking them all up for the compost heap.

      Nevertheless, November is pretty. The wind is chilly but the air has a warm tint to it. That contradiction makes him feel relief; if nature can get it so wrong, then so can he. Sam opens the metal hatch and shoves the black bag in.

      The self-catering flat is more than a fifteen-minute walk from the campus and it wasn’t his first choice, but he will take anything if it means he doesn’t have to live at home. His father wasn’t thrilled when he wanted to move out; home is only a fifteen-minute drive away. He would have chosen to study further, like in America or Australia. But Kai is here. So Birmingham it has to be. Sam jumps into his car and drives off.

      

      The large Edwardian house rises above gnarly branches. Its half-timbered exterior creates a strong graphic line, wrapping around the building and imprisoning its residents within. A mechanical whirl hums as the automatic gate pulls back to let him through. Sam crawls up a paved driveway and into a covered parking slot. He glances at a smokey grey Mercedes-Benz S-class in the next slot.

      Dad is home.

      The front door cracks open as he walks up to the porch with a rucksack and a laundry basket.

      ‘Good afternoon, Samuel. Here, I take this.’

      ‘Hi, Anita. Do you have a situation report for me?’ Sam says in a hush as he bends down to level with her.

      Anita is a tiny lady in her forties. She was his nanny since before he can remember, and Mum liked her so much that she told her to stay on as a housekeeper.

      ‘Mistress was up since noon and your Papa was back over an hour ago. He’s in the study.’

      ‘Great, where’s Mum?’

      ‘In her bedroom, getting ready.’

      Perfect.

      Sam walks into the living room and slumps on the plush sofa. The house is quiet, bar the gentle instrumental music drifting through from hidden speakers. The afternoon sun is filtered by branches and twigs, and what little is left on the tree, floods in at an angle through the large bay window, casting an intricate shadow on the polished oak floor. Bookcases filled with titles designed to give an onlooker a glimpse of the inner thoughts of the house owners; he’s sure most of them have never been opened. Mum probably bought them online under ‘Instant book trove for modern philosophers’. Picture frames neatly hung on the wall reflect the view of a primly manicured garden. So Mum has got a replacement. She never liked the old bloke anyway, whatever his name was.

      Has Dad not noticed? The angle from this sofa doesn’t allow a perfect view of those pictures because of the afternoon glare. They were his proud achievements. Sam slumps further into a horizontal position. He doesn’t need to get up to see, he remembers them. Dad with the Prime Minister. Dad at a philanthropy award ceremony. Dad receiving an honorary membership from the Guild. Dad on the day he was elected the president of the Board of Investors. Oh, that’s a new one. Sam bounces up to stand closer. Dad receiving a token of appreciation from Kings Heath College for his ten-year commitment to the Davenport scholarship program.

      Which year is this photo? Is he in it?

      Sam glances at the rows of students seated behind the prominent central figures of his father and the headmaster. No, he doesn’t recognise this Year Group.

      Soft thuds of someone walking upstairs are followed by the rattle of a door. Sam straightens his shirt and walks out to the hall.

      ‘Good afternoon, Mum. Did you have a good sleep?’ Sam says.

      ‘Oh, Samuel. You’re back.’ Mum holds her fingers to her temple as she descends the stairs. ‘I wasn’t sleeping. I needed a lie-down from this stubborn turn.’

      More like a hangover, he should think. Sam holds his hand out and says, ‘Well, let me escort you to the dining hall.’

      The distant conversational tone of his father is coming from his study. The voice, halfway between brooding and berating, swells as he leaves the room. It arrives at the dining table and sits down at one end. Everyone knows to be quiet while he’s on the phone. Anita nips back to the kitchen and Sam follows her to bring the dishes out.

      Roast pork with evenly puffed crackling. He can taste the shatteringly crunchy texture in his mouth just by looking. The warm, savoury aroma of the juicy pork makes his stomach growl. If there’s one thing worth coming home for, it’s this.

      ‘So, how is university?’ Dad asks.

      ‘Oh, you know?’ Sam says, sitting down at the table.

      ‘Are you sure you want to carry on with … what is it you’re doing?’

      ‘Performing Arts.’

      ‘Yeah, that. It’s not too late to change, you know? You’re only starting your second year. I’m sure I can talk to someone, pull some strings. I can help you pick out a course that is … less fluffy.’

      ‘I told you, Dad. I want to do this.’

      ‘It’s a degree, Sam. Not a merry-go-round. What are you hoping to make of yourself?’

      ‘I don’t know yet, I was thinking, maybe…’ Sam mumbles.

      ‘My gosh! That phone call earlier.’ Dad turns to Mum. ‘The new head of accounts is useless. You wouldn’t believe what she did,’ Dad says.

      He’s a bit slow at getting his answer out again. But it’s not like he has anything interesting to say. He’s as clueless about his future as these roast potatoes. Sam serves himself some. On second thought, these potatoes probably know what life is about more than he does.

      ‘Did you look at the email I sent you about the car?’ Mum says.

      ‘I glanced at it. What’s wrong with your old …’

      Sometimes he wonders whose idea this is, to have a family meal every Saturday. He knows for sure Dad finds it bothersome to have to leave work in the middle of the day and Mum has a late night out every Friday, so she always suffers one of her ‘turns’. Maybe it was Anita’s, so she could keep her job here. No, Anita’s job is secure. Mum can’t so much as get herself out of bed before a glass of sherry.

      ‘… yourself a girlfriend?’

      ‘Huh?’ Sam snaps out of his thought.

      ‘Samuel is gay. When are you going to remember?’ Mum says.

      ‘How could he be sure?’

      ‘He’s nineteen.’

      ‘It’s not like he has had a relationship with anyone, has he?’

      Samuel is sitting right here. He could’ve asked him directly.

      ‘Look at him, head like a fluffy cloud!’ Mum scrunches his loose curls.

      ‘You saw him hugging a boy once and told everybody he’s gay. You rang his GP to tell him Sam was gay, for God’s sake.’

      Sam laughs. That was funny. Mum caught him kissing a boy after school when she came to pick him up and got quite emotional. Luckily she didn’t get a good look at Kai. She told him it was alright, and that she loved him. Thinking back makes him cringe. How naive was he?

      ‘The man needed to know! He was his GP.’ Mum puts on her offended look.

      ‘And you told his teachers,’ Dad says.

      ‘He could get bullied at school.’

      ‘And all your friends.’

      Pathetically naive. That’s what he was. He thought it was going to be like those mothers and their gay sons on TV, where they grow closer. Mum even took him out to meet with her friends in the evening. She gave him plenty of affection after she found out.

      ‘You just wanted attention,’ Dad says, shoving food in his mouth.

      Yep, that sums it up. She got bored of the novelty after a few months and went back to ignoring him. But … in those few months, he was happy.

      Mum sneers at Dad. ‘Better than a father who couldn’t even acknowledge his queer son.’

      So his sexuality is just another subject they can beat each other over the head with. Sam stares at the absurdity of his little family. Just like he thought, family is overrated.

      ‘Oh, Katrina,’ Dad responds changing the subject. ‘The school sent over a list of candidates and their recommendation. Can you pick someone out for the scholarship and talk it over with them?’

      ‘Of course.’

      

      The happy family charade is over. Dad went back to his office and Mum to her light reading while sipping on gin and tonic. Sam pushes the door into his bedroom throws his rucksack onto his bed and dives in with it. So much nicer than the creaky bed in the flat.

      Sam flips onto his back. The shelf at the end of the bed glares down at him, the weight of old achievements stacked in orderly silence. He scoffs at the memory of his childhood. The boy who tried extra hard, jumping through hoops to earn an extra star, to be selected as a class rep, to win something, anything. He was hoping one of these medals or plaques or a photograph would end up on Dad’s wall. It took him a long time before he realised the wall wasn’t about him. Mum taking him out for drinks and dinners with her friends wasn’t about him. The family roast wasn’t about him.

      A framed photograph is tucked behind one of the trophies. Sam bounces up to retrieve it. On more than one occasion, he’d wanted to throw it away.

      Kai in his younger days, standing on the stage shaking hands with his father. His face is plastered with the smile of a winner. In the back of his mind, he always knew.

      It wasn’t about him.

      But he doesn’t want to think too deeply about it. Every time, it makes his head hurt.

      The girl yesterday, Rumi Turner. She reminded him of his fourteen-year-old self. She was small and quiet. If she wasn’t speaking, he could easily lose her in the background. That’s probably why he prefers it when she speaks. Rumi’s just like him, pathetically naive.

      A perfect puppet for Kai.
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      Five years ago.

      The award ceremony went as expected. Kai received the full two-year scholarship he wanted. He must be pleased. Sam smiled to himself while waiting under the broad, rustling canopy of the copper beech at the back of the gymnasium like he usually did. The smell of damp earth lingered in the air, mingling with the distant echo of chatter from the main hall. Mum and Dad could spend another hour having tea with the headmaster.

      ‘Sam!’

      Kai ran around the corner, searching for him. His eyes were ecstatic. He spotted him leaning against the trunk under the shadow of the tree and his face blossomed as he rushed over. Would he thank him?

      ‘Sam. You’re brilliant! Oh, man. I could’ve died when they said my name.’ Kai ruffled his head until it got messy. This was nice, but he was waiting for something else.

      Kai pushed his shoulder against the tree and stooped down so their faces were only inches away. Sam gulped. His pulse quickened. Kai lightly brushed his lips with his thumb.

      ‘What can I give you as a reward?’ Kai whispered in his ear.

      ‘You … don’t have to,’ Sam stuttered.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Kai pecked him on the lips.

      ‘Yeah.’

      Kai raked his hair up and nibbled on his lower lip. Sam wanted to enjoy this, but something was off-kilter—like he was always a half-step behind, never quite in control of the moment.

      ‘What is it? What do you want?’ Kai backed off a little.

      ‘Er, nothing.’

      He chuckled and leaned in to kiss. His lips were strong and demanding—and suffocating. Sam pushed him off to catch some breath.

      Kai stared down at the flushed face under him and laughed. ‘I’m sorry, I was only teasing you. Sam. Thank you. Thank you for whatever trick you pulled to make this happen. It means the world to me. More than you could know. Thank you.’

      Relief washed over him. Sam huffed out a breath and smiled. He was appreciated. Kai leaned in to kiss him once more, and this time he flicked his tongue playfully over his lips before closing in. This time, it felt different—sweeter, something Sam could ease into. Sam grabbed onto his arm and welcomed the older boy into his mouth.

      ‘Samuel … we’re going.’ His mother’s shrill voice pierced through the air. ‘Oh?!’

      ‘Shit! Your mum,’ Kai said in a hush. ‘Don’t tell her it was me. I gotta go.’ Kai dashed off in the opposite direction.

      ‘Samuel! Who was that boy?’

      ‘Mum, don’t shout.’

      ‘You’ve never told me that you’re gay!’

      ‘I … I’m sorry.’

      ‘Oh, Samuel.’

      ‘Are you upset?’

      ‘I’m hurt you didn’t think you could tell me, something this important.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Come here. Mummy loves you no matter what.’

      Mum held her arms wide and beckoned him into a hug. It was a little embarrassing, but it wasn’t often Mum would hug him. Sam stiffened for a moment before stepping forward. When Mum squeezed him tighter, something uncoiled in his chest.

      

      Sam tucks the framed photograph back on the shelf facing the wall. Seeing it brings back a bittersweet taste in his mouth.

      What a stupid boy.
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      Sunday morning, back to the present day.

      The couple next door has been at it again, arguing into the night. If they hate each other that much why would they put up with one another? Kai yawns, pulling the black bag up from the kitchen bin, and another one from a cardboard box next to it dedicated to nappies. Olivia has been having some troubles lately. He opens the front door and drops the bags down the chute. The heavy metal trap door snaps shut with a moody clank.

      ‘Shut the fuck up!’

      Kai glances at the green door next to his. The remark wasn’t meant for him. Even if it was, he doesn’t give a shit.

      ‘I can say what I want. If you’re not happy why don’t ya just move out?! You’re a waste of space!’

      His sentiment exactly.

      ‘Bitch! Think you can do whatever because the bloody flat’s in your name? Do you think I wanna live here?!’

      These council flats were given to low-income families. Not the nicest place to live he must admit but to be able to stay in central Birmingham rent-free is a blessing. Still, the constant shouting gnawed at his nerves, another layer of tension in a life already stretched thin. Kai blocks out the conversation that had been playing on repeat through the night and pushes the door into his flat.

      ‘No, Mummy. It hurts,’ Olivia whines.

      ‘Come on, sweetheart. Let’s try them on for a few hours, yes?’ Mum holds up a small pair of crutches.

      ‘Kai, carry me. I don’t want them.’

      His kid sister, much smaller than an average seven-year-old, hobbles towards him. He picks her up. ‘Have you tried them on, Olly?’

      ‘I did at the doctor’s office, but they hurt.’

      ‘Everything hurts at the start. Remember your favourite hairband I got you for Christmas? You didn’t like it when you first tried it on; where is it now?’ Kai says.

      ‘On my head.’

      ‘And it looks lovely on you.’

      Olivia gives him a cheeky smile.

      He lets her down next to Mum. Watching Olivia struggle sends a sharp pang through him. Olivia was diagnosed with neuromuscular disorders at an early age, affecting the nerves that control voluntary muscles and causing muscle weakness. The condition will only get worse as she gets older.

      ‘How does this feel, Olly?’ Mum asks, strapping the aluminium frames to her elbows.

      ‘Itchy,’ Olivia sulks.

      Kai laughs as he crouches down to give her a hug. ‘What a brave girl.’ He ruffles her hair, pushing back the heavy weight settling in his chest. She was still smiling—he had to keep it that way.

      ‘Are you off now?’ Mum says turning to him.

      ‘Yes. I need to get back for a special event at the Guild. My shift starts at four today.’

      ‘Wait a moment.’ Mum disappears into her bedroom.

      ‘Are you going to see Daddy? Can I come?’ Olivia doesn’t let go of his arm.

      ‘Don’t you have an appointment with Dr Kumar today? He would be very impressed to see you in these crutches, and he’ll teach you how to move around with them. Doesn’t that sound like fun?’ Kai says.

      ‘But…’

      ‘And you can show Dad next month.’

      ‘Okay.’ Olivia climbs onto the sofa dejectedly.

      Mum emerges with a large envelope containing her letter and Olivia’s drawing. ‘Take these for him.’

      

      A long train ride can be quite pleasant; there’s a big enough clump of time to get his head around his work. Kai opens up his notebook on the table in front of him. This particular customer is fussy and Kai’s last article was a little sloppy; he was distracted on Thursday night. The lengthy email last night was … well, lengthy. But they give him regular work and always pay on time. What more can he ask for?

      Except, lately, he wondered if he could even keep up. He was burning out—juggling university, multiple jobs, Olivia’s needs, and the constant weight of bills piling up. No matter how much he worked, there was always another expense waiting around the corner. Some days, he felt like he was sprinting up a never-ending hill, only to find another one ahead. And today was just another step in the climb.

      The train pulls into the platform at Wolverhampton Station. Kai steps out a minute later and turns left towards the usual bus stop. He remembers the afternoon bus schedule by heart but he’s never been here in the morning. A short bus ride later, and he gets to HMP Featherstone. Kai greets the uniform at the main gate before stepping through a metal detector. He’s never missed his allotted monthly visit.

      ‘Morning, Kai. Aren’t you earlier than usual?’ the security says, patting him down.

      ‘Yeah, I asked to be moved up to the morning starting this month. Try to get in more part-time work at the weekend,’ Kai says.

      ‘I hear you. Everyone’s feeling the pinch. Right, I’ll keep your laptop and phone. You can go through.’

      The visitor centre is a small room at the front of the prison complex. Kai drops his driving licence and the envelope from Mum into a tray and joins a handful of people in the waiting area. A woman cradling a sleeping baby in her arms; he feels for her. An elderly man wheezing and coughing; he should have gone to a medical centre rather than being here. A couple with their hands all over one another; they should have gone to a hotel, or a bush, or anywhere more private. Maybe that’s why the old man is coughing, trying to tell them something.

      He doesn’t have his computer and the long wait makes his mind wander. He used to imagine who these people were visiting and why. He doesn’t any more. There are too many reasons why someone might be in prison. The place is populated with violent offenders, drug traffickers, thieves … as well as people who had to work various jobs to raise money for their sick baby daughter. The father shouldn’t have taken amphetamines to combat his exhaustion. He shouldn’t have fallen asleep on his beat and landed himself on a conviction of gross negligence manslaughter. There were so many things he shouldn’t have done, but it was done. It’s a serious crime and there’s no excuse. An eight-year prison sentence was rightly passed to uphold the justice system. Kai glances at the sleeping baby next to him.

      ‘Mr Chirati for Mr Reginald Baer.’ A warden pops his head out to the waiting area. ‘Ah, Kai. How’s the family?’

      ‘Morning, Thomas. Mum and Olivia are fine. Did you see her drawing?’ Kai says.

      ‘Yes, I did. Quite an artist, that little lady.’ He returns his driving licence and presses a button which croaks out an agonising buzz and the gate behind him clanks open. ‘You can go through.’

      

      Reggi is already waiting at one of the tables in the visitation hall. He cranes his neck toward the entrance and breaks into a smile as soon as their eyes meet. Kai takes his seat opposite him.

      ‘You come on your own?’ Reggi asks, still craning to see if anyone else will come through the gate.

      ‘Yes, Olly has an appointment at the hospital this morning,’ Kai says.

      ‘Is everything alright?’ Deep lines form between his brows.

      ‘Oh, yes. There’s a new specialist started at the hospital and he took on Olly’s case so we were able to move her appointment up. Mum doesn’t want to reschedule. She was hoping to get her onto a physical therapy programme as soon as possible. So, you only have me for today.’

      ‘It’s also great having some time alone with you.’ Reggi’s smile darkens—he was putting that cheeriness on for Olivia. ‘I’m so sorry, son. I wanted to be a better father to you, but ended up disappointing you as much as your old man.’

      ‘No, Reggi. Don’t get all soppy. They have CCTV everywhere!’ Kai laughs, pointing up the wall. ‘And we’ve been alright, really. The hospital was begging Mum to take on extra shifts; she had to beat them off with a stick. Did you know there are nurse shortages everywhere in the UK? And my bartending gig is also a lot of fun, I don’t need it but it gives me spending money.’

      ‘Those scholarships you’ve been getting are really generous, aren’t they? I didn’t know you can earn that much from being a star student. Otherwise, I would’ve tried harder myself.’

      Ah, the scholarship. Kai says, ‘It’s a thousand years too late!’

      ‘I’m just thankful. I failed Olly and I failed you. It was meant to be me who put you through university.’

      ‘Well, when you come out, you can buy me my first car, how’s that? And Olly wants a pony. But…’

      ‘What did the doctor say?’

      ‘Sometime, hopefully many years still, she will need a wheelchair.’ He tries to say it in a matter-of-fact voice. Because that’s what it is.

      Reggi casts his eyes down with his hand cupping his chin. It’s not the first time he’s been told this. Eventually, he looks up, his eyes glinting with dampness. He says, ‘I was told I should be good to submit a request for early parole. Good behaviour, you see? Hopefully, a rep will be coming in to help me with that sometime soon.’

      ‘Reggi, that’s great news. Wow, Mum will be so pleased.’

      ‘I don’t want to tell her yet. I could be refused and I don’t want her to go through that again. So, keep it between us for now, yeah?’

      ‘Sure.’

      

      Kai retrieves his laptop and phone at the gate. It’s a sunny day, he will have a thirty-minute walk back to the station to clear his head. He didn’t want to talk about the scholarship, what’s done is done. It’s in the past. He’s now receiving an annual bursary from the university. With that and the student loan, he has barely enough to cover his own expenses. Mum can’t take on more shifts because of the sky-high cost of child care, especially for a child with special needs. But it was his decision to do a degree, and now a PhD. Somehow, anyhow, he must make it work without sacrificing Olivia.
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      The announcement over the train intercom buzzes in his ears. Smethwick Galton Bridge station. His stop is still a while away, plenty of time to think—but about what? The past never waits for permission. It comes, as it always does, unbidden.

      Kai closes his eyes. And just like that it’s five years ago and he is sixteen again.

      

      ‘Kai. Kai, wake up.’

      Mum clutched Olivia in one arm and shook him with the other. Kai groaned in his bed and glanced at the LED display. Half past four in the morning.

      ‘Kai. Something happened last night. Reggi is at the police station and I need to go.’ She pulled his arm up.

      ‘Why? What happened?’ he grumbled in his throat.

      ‘Some kind of accident.’

      ‘What accident?’

      ‘I don’t know. Can you take Olly? She hasn’t stopped crying since the phone call.’
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