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  About Blue Jay


  Third part of the London Stories


   


  Boxing was all Alex had ever known, his entire being now shattered beyond repair. One night and four years in jail changed everything. These days, Alex prefers the shadows and dreams of nightmares. Will he find rainbows and glitters in the run-down flat he’s moving into?


  Chris has been selling their looks and body for too long. It may be time for a life change, but one thing is clear. The fairest of them all will make a lousy lover until they stop acting the smart-mouthed and blasé cynic. Their story begins with an elegant tango up the narrow stairwell…


  A match made in London.


  Featuring Chris from Liam for Hire, Blue Jay is a hopeful and romantic story with genderqueer and bisexual characters.


  This title contains material some may find objectionable or trigger-inducing. However, reading the following triggers may cause spoilers:


  Brief mature content, depressive illnesses, drug use, child abuse, sexual violence; references to past abuse, transphobic violence and rape, miscarriage
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  I think my floating gender pronouns capture well the refusal to resolve my gender ambiguity, which itself has become a kind of identity for me. ~ Jack Halberstam, Trans*


  Some days Chris is only pretending, passing between the gender boundaries, desperate for a comfortable position.


  Chris Neeser is one of a kind; they got under my skin until I had to create a character easy to fall in love with. They are genderqueer but their daily life isn’t an exercise in political provocation. If I were writing a rhetorical piece about queerness, I would have been more forceful, but Blue Jay is a story. Chris’s gender and sexuality are rooted in lived experiences. They don’t always challenge others when they call them names and attack them; they appear more feminine as they interact with Alex because genders are embodied, performed and reiterated. They have to survive in a heteronormative binary culture. All the pronouns they/them/he/him/she/her are used to refer to Chris throughout the book. I struggled to write Chris more than I’d imagined, but the creative process also brought out the gender variance within me. The novel shows my struggles and my refusal to conform as much as that of the protagonists.


  Alex learns about himself, too, and about who he and Chris are as he journeys through the narrative. His revelation is incremental. Readers may decide he is a slow learner but please bear with him. Chris and Alex are also the products of their socioeconomic backgrounds, and Alex has mental health issues. As always, the creation of a novel makes me become aware of a range of emotions, sometimes painful. In subtle ways, I hope Chris and Alex complicate some preconceived ideas about who we are and who we can be. That’s all.


  Chapter 1

  Tango


  The cheap landlord has set the timer on the landing lights, so Chris can’t get to the next level without being plunged into complete darkness. The musty scent of the old apartment block hits them as they touch the bare wall to get their bearings. The cold concrete surface reflects the neglect it has suffered over the years.


  All they can hear is the whisper of their own breaths. They hate this place with a passion. If they had a legitimate job, they could have references and move to a better apartment instead of staying in a cramped, shared flat. They are not short of money, however. In fact, they give some to their mum every month and save the rest in a bank account. A secret account for their retirement fund. Laugh out loud. Everyone assumes they’re stupid. Oh, no. They have a brain behind the pretty face, so they must be a masochist to punish themself by staying in this dump.


  Chris has returned from the hotel after a quick wash. These days, they can’t get away from the appointments fast enough. Even luxurious hotel rooms hold little appeal.


  Washed up. That’s what they are. They sigh silently.


  For an escort who works late a lot, this lighting arrangement is highly inconvenient. Chris curses and walks up the stairs as fast as they can, almost running.


  Forward step in a tango. Cruzada. An Argentine cross.


  Bang! They bump into someone massive at the first turn. The impact knocks them back down several steps.


  “Hey, you okay?” says a gruff voice.


  “Shit.” Chris stops and feels their way around the walls to find the light switch.


  It’s gone one in the fucking morning. Who is standing in the stupid stairway, blocking my way? When their hand touches the other person’s, they recoil. Long and strong fingers connect with theirs, sending a shot of electricity through them.


  Chris finds the switch; they and the stranger are bathed in the bright light from the bare bulb once more. They squint, uncomfortable with the glare of the yellow hue. They really should get their eyes tested—if there was anything they could actually read.


  “What the—” Chris exclaims.


  The guy must be about six feet six and built like Hercules. He shoulders a large black holdall. Chris is stunned silent by the bulging biceps and arms, and exposed flesh covered by tattoos. The physique of the stranger contrasts with Chris, who’s tall and slim like a catwalk model.


  Crap. The man had better not be a burglar.


  Chris stops a shudder, not wanting to betray weakness. They weigh up their limited options. They highly doubt they can take on the hulk in the middle of the night. Summoning their best act of caution and confidence, their hand reaches for the pepper spray in their trouser pocket. Out of necessity, self-preservation has become part of their routine.


  “Where are you going?” they ask, praying the man has a legitimate reason to be in the building.


  “I’m looking for Flat Five.”


  Holy shit. What does he want in my flat?


  “It’s on the third floor. Who do you want?” Chris’s suspicious eyes run up and down the other’s body. He is probably visiting Chris’s Russian flatmate, Dmitri, the part-time drug dealer. It’s not that unusual to have strange drug fiends turning up all hours of the day, but this late and someone who looks like a thug? Chris makes a mental note to have a go at Dmitri again. Give him shit for putting them all in danger by inviting desperate addicts to the flat to trade.


  Before the guy can answer, they are in pitch-darkness again.


  “Fuck! Can you go up?” Chris orders. “I’ll find the switch.”


  They move with caution, and as Chris is feeling the wall for the next light source, their head is whacked by the man’s bag and they’re knocked back down a few steps again.


  Caida. A fall.


  “Shit, will you be careful with your fucking possessions?” Chris’s fear turns to annoyance. They can’t help it.


  “Sorry.”


  Phew. A burglar or murderer wouldn’t apologise in these circumstances, would he? The apartment block does house some unsavoury characters.


  In this inopportune moment, Chris also notices how deep the man’s voice is, gravelly without sounding like he smokes forty a day. The stranger must have found the light because he is now staring down at Chris with a frown, his brows knitted close, adding to the seriousness of his face. Chris wonders for a second what the other man sees and whether they might get their arse kicked for the way they look. It wouldn’t be the first time.


  Chris is wearing a kind of work uniform: tight dress shirt and skinny jeans. They like to think their gender-fluidity flows through the garments and aligns with the surface. Nuh-uh. Wish it were that simple. Clothes are a shell that has little to do with the insides, and the insides have little to do with the anatomy. Most days, Chris is passing—performing roles back and forth and never still—a dear price they pay for living in a binary world.


  Their hold on the pepper spray tightens.


  “I’m moving in. Flat Five.”


  “Okay, can you go up to the third without turning around or hitting my face with your bag? Can you do that?”


  Calesita. Carousel.


  The man twirls, taking care in the narrow staircase, and proceeds.


  Both hurry up the last flight while the light remains. Chris pulls out their keys and hits the switch by the door.


  The keys. The spray. Weapons of little consequence.


  “I can’t let you in, mate. I’ve never seen you before.” Chris uses their most threatening voice, pushing their chest out for extra effect. Who am I kidding? Chris’s appearance is the complete opposite of their hardened attitude.


  “You mean you live here, too?” The man’s frown deepens. Something unreadable shifts in his face, amidst the dark stubble. Deep, soulful eyes. Chris never aspires to that kind of masculinity but they could fall for it.


  Shadows. Great. The light has gone out again, so Chris conveniently hides the pink flush on their face.


  Cuarta. The finale.


  They have performed a dance, antagonistic and graceful like a tango in the dusk. The two bodies swing in the narrow space, his yang complementing their ying.


  “No, I am pretending I have a key and I’m about to go into my accommodation,” Chris retorts, sarcasm dripping off them like overloaded syrup. Their eye-roll in the dark is wasted on the giant, though. “I’m not opening the door unless you have proof you live here, mate.”


  They turn the light on once more.


  The big man schools his face to an unintelligible expression. “I’m…moving in. Proof…” He sighs.


  “At one in the fucking morning?” Chris arches their right eyebrow.


  “I got delayed.” A man of few words. Chris doesn’t mind that. They have to talk to too many clients as it is.


  “Let me see your keys.” Chris is rather pleased they sound authoritative to their own ears, while they hold their palm up.


  The big guy exhales again and rummages in his pockets until he finds his set. Ignoring their outstretched hand and gesturing Chris to move aside, he asks, “May I?”


  Chris watches him as he inserts the right key and turns the lock. They heave a sigh of relief. A couple of rooms have been vacant since their friend Liam, who used to work as an escort as well, ‘retired’ and moved in with his boyfriend Ali. Another flatmate left a couple of months ago. Even though the residents of the flat are usually eccentric, the middle of the night is still a stupid time to move to a new place. Chris scowls at the back of the guy as they follow him in.


  The man stands in the sitting room and looks around. A corridor leads to three rooms, and off to the side of the lounge are Chris and Liam’s adjacent bedrooms.


  Chris reluctantly plays host and gestures to the short corridor. “Well, the room next to mine’s free. Or you can have the one over there. This one here is a little bit bigger.” Chris indicates their neighbouring room with a twirl of their smooth hand, their slender wrist rolling in mid-air.


  The space in question isn’t bigger by much. Apart from Chris’s room, they all have single beds like prison cells with the bare minimum of functional furniture. As Chris has lived here the longest, they have replaced the bed with a double so they can bring hookups home.


  The man takes a peep in Liam’s old room. “This will do.” He puts down his bag on the narrow bed.


  Chris stares at the strong back; the guy’s muscles stretch, seeming far too bulky for his T-shirt.


  “Well, good night.” Their new flatmate disappears behind the door.


  A challenge.


  An ill-mannered but intriguing bastard will fit in well with the other occupiers of the dingy flat. Chris is now wide awake after the impromptu tango of the night. She has no appointment until later tomorrow—or today—so she’ll sleep in. She goes into her room and smokes a joint.


  When Chris has done smoking, she grabs her towel and shower gel. Dressed in a faded T-shirt and briefs, she opens the door to use the bathroom.


  Crash!


  “What the—” In the dusk of the lounge, her new flatmate has also emerged. Chris has run headlong into the giant by the bedroom door. The new tenant is making their apartment appear far too crowded all of a sudden.


  You will meet someone new and alluring.


  It must be her destiny. Chris laughs at how that sounds like her horoscope for the day.


  She turns the light on once more. She’s so aghast by the sight, she has to stop herself from gasping. The man wears only a pair of black boxers, revealing his huge back covered by two wild animals and a sundial.


  He turns to bare a large eagle with wings that spread from his shoulder to his chest. One of his arms is tattooed with an intricate pattern; two snakes grace the other, where the word ‘Sam’ is inked among the animals. Chris wonders who the name belongs to. She swallows and is lost for words because she does have a thing for people with tattoos. Tattoos or not, she all too often falls for some unbearably nasty bastards. With women, she likes them with long hair and sweet smiles. The femme to her butch.


  She’s surprised she’s horny; after all, she had come in the client’s arse an hour ago.


  “Ah, you want a shower? Why don’t you go first?” That rich tone reaches out to her.


  The last thing she wants is to sport an erection with the new tenant. She tries to drop her towel serendipitously to cover herself up. “Oh, no. You go ahead. I’m used to staying up anyway.”


  Chris runs back to her room and sits on the edge of her bed to wait for her racing heart to calm down.


  When was the last time she blushed seeing a hot-blooded naked torso? Maybe never. Annette’s body parts. Limbs and flesh. She fails to remember anything before that.


  It must have been about fifteen minutes when a knock on her door wakes her from her wandering mind. She opens to see the man, now clad only in a small white towel around his waist. Tiny beads of water cling to his skin. Her reflex might have been to jump her new neighbour, except she’s unsure of the other’s sexual orientation and he has a few inches and about a hundred pounds on her.


  “Shower’s free. Thanks, hmm, for your help tonight.” He scratches his head. “Name’s Alex.”


  He extends his hand, which is huge, matching the size of the rest of him, the rough and warm skin touching Chris’s. Closer now, she notices the slight kink of his strong nose. A broken nose usually matches a his-story. He’s a gangster, a fighter or a boxer. Dark-brown hair and deep-set black eyes. The man is made up of hard edges and sharp planes, and definitely not conventionally attractive.


  Her-story. She’s an escort, a cynic and stuck in a rut.


  “Chris.” She wants to say more, but she closes her mouth, afraid of the kind of rubbish that usually falls out.


  “All right, good night.”


  In the bathroom, when she considers her reflection in the steamed-up mirror and contemplates her face and body, Chris wishes she’d burst open and let everything out. She leans in and scowls at the image of someone whose pretty surface hides nothing but shattered pieces underneath.


  ~~~


  Four and a half fucking years in jail. Alex wouldn’t say he’d been looking forward to being out. Standing in front of the gate all alone, he thought about the prospect of life outside but couldn’t summon up any enthusiasm.


  Still, the smell of freedom was fresh, even though nothing could lift his spirit inside or outside the prison walls. Like a cliché, he sniffed as he emerged from HMP Pentonville, and found it only marginally better than the air in the jail yard.


  Alex was less than pleased to see his older brother Gary picking him up this morning. Alex had fallen from grace at the height of his career. So what did he expect? An entourage? A welcome-home party?


  “Hey, don’t look so glum. I’m afraid your cronies forgot about you the minute you left the ring. Just me.” Gary gave Alex a crooked grin and pulled him into a bear hug. “Anyhoo, freedom at last. Let’s go and celebrate, bro.”


  Drinking was the last thing Alex wanted to do, but he knew perfectly well Gary wouldn’t have celebrated in any other way.


  “I’ve got to report to probation, and they’ve already arranged a bedsit for me in London. I’m not supposed to hang around Essex, Gary. It’s one of my parole conditions.”


  “Visiting your folks is fine, right? Come on, man. Fuck probation.”


  How can Gary be so irresponsible at his age?


  “No, G. Bro, if I don’t report and do as my probation officer tells me to during my licence, I’m back in the nick. You got that?”


  Gary knew all about probation and the criminal system, having had his fair share of troubles when he was younger.


  “Kill-fucking-joy. All right. I’ll take you to report, then home to the ’rents. They’re desperate to see you.”


  Gary patted Alex’s muscly arm. One thing he could say about prison: he was able to stay fit. Most days there was work and little else to do but exercise in the gym. Some of the inmates were in awe of him. Despite what he’d done, the other prisoners still pitched him high up in the pecking order. With a build like his, no one dared to touch him.


  Alex wondered why his parents even wanted to see him. He was their golden egg for ten, fifteen years, but they didn’t exactly come visit him in prison, or not often. In fact, he’d rarely received regular visits other than Coach. His parents and Gary came once every four months or so even though they didn’t live that far from the jail. They were too busy drinking and getting up to no good to visit their son and sibling. He couldn’t pretend he looked forward to seeing his folks and being back in Essex.


  The probation officer treated him with professional coldness, explaining the terms of his licence and the reporting expectations. Alex received the keys to the flat he’d be sharing with a few other guys. Though not all the flatmates have criminal records, it is a kind of halfway house for probationers and parolees. It can’t be any worse than prison. Alex is going to keep his head down and do the time.


  The accommodation is near Finsbury Park in North London, away from Sam’s family and the extended network of acquaintances from his previous life. Through Coach’s connections and approved by his PO, there’s already a job interview lined up. The probation officer lifted the curfew for his licence because this is a security job and he’ll be covering overnight shifts. It’s a start. Alex grew up poor, and his boxing training taught him hard work. He can do this.


  On the way to Essex, he stared at the passing scenery, trying to find something familiar to focus on but failing. His connection to this part of the world is permanently broken.


  Gary drove him to their parents’ large house, bought with Alex’s money when he was doing great about ten years ago. At twenty-three, the boxing world had tipped him to be the next big thing, and Alex won quite a few national and international championships. By twenty-six, he ranked among the top twenty heavyweights worldwide.


  The mansion stands on the coastline of Southend-on-Sea. As he got out of the car, he noticed the extensive front garden was overgrown, and the building had fallen into disrepair. It had not been painted for as long as he’d been away, and some cracks had appeared on the external walls, like the fault lines in Alex’s life. Well, there’s nothing he can do for his parents now. Considering his dad was a builder before drinking got the better of him and Alex started to win fights, he should have maintained the house better.


  Gary opened the front door. At thirty-five, he’s still living at home and sponging off his folks. Alex followed Gary into the dusky hall. The curtains were drawn even though it was almost lunchtime.


  “Mum! Dad!” Gary shouted in the direction of the first floor.


  Mum appeared in a dressing gown at the top of the ornate stairs. “Shit. Alex. I forgot you’re coming out today.” Slurring her words, she seemed worse for wear, and it was only late morning. She flew down the stairs in an entrance that would have made Scarlett O’Hara proud, and Alex hugged her. She had gained more weight since he last saw her. Alex’s family members are all big-boned and solid, and he’s taller than Gary by a couple of inches.


  Dad came out of the sitting room. “Hey, son. Good to see ye.”


  “Good to see you too,” Alex replied, unsure whether he meant it.


  Gary ushered Alex into the lounge, and he enthused about having some mates over and going to get booze to celebrate his brother’s release. Alex felt a dull pain in his head. All he wanted was to go to his flat and collapse in bed, spend his first day as a free man without enduring his family and their drunken acquaintances.


  “Oh, come on. Why don’t we go and get some beers, maybe a bottle of cava? To celebrate.” Gary was totally oblivious to Alex’s predicament.


  “Gary. I’m not drinking.” Frustration infused his words because since that day five years ago, Alex has not touched a drop. Alcohol, unlike love, is easy to give up.


  “It’s my parole condition.” Alex would still be abstinent even if it wasn’t a requirement.


  “We’ll drink on your behalf, then.”


  As if he needs an excuse to do that.


  ~~~


  Gary dragged Alex out again and bought a bunch of supplies from the boozer, using the allowance given to him upon release. Despite Alex’s protests all day, Gary, his mum and dad and their friends continued drinking. Alex should have called a cab, but he was too numb and tired to think straight. Eventually, one of the family friends took pity on him and gave him a lift to the train station.


  Since Alex used to get taxis or was driven around London in flash cars, he doesn’t know his way around the city, especially the north side. By the time he had eaten dinner and worked out how to reach the flat near the Arsenal football ground, it was gone midnight. Navigating the public transport system is another thing he’ll have to learn in his life outside.


  ~~~


  Chris, his new flatmate, is stunning. Probably in his early twenties, he’s smart-mouthed and fearless and has the height for modelling because he can talk to Alex without looking up like most people. His ash-blonde hair is cut close to his scalp, and delicate silver jewellery adorns his neck and narrow wrist. Under the bright glow in the stairwell, Chris is close enough for Alex to see his perfectly balanced face, punctuated only by piercings, the tiniest studs: one in his left ear and one under his bottom lip. Alex has seen plenty of pretty people in his life, but the elegant face and clear aquamarine eyes have an intensity so bright they eclipse the artificial light and blind him.


  Chris’s sultry and honeyed voice, too, draws him in, powering an attraction beyond reason. When he was boxing, Alex would never have let himself notice someone like Chris no matter how much he’d wanted to on occasion. But prison has stripped him of the macho-boxer identity that was potent as much as constraining.


  Chris is beautiful and way more alluring than the women who used to hang around the boxing scene. Most of them would thrust their body to draw Alex’s attention because he was successful and therefore powerful. He’d hooked up with his fair share of models and starlets then, even though he was married to his childhood sweetheart. No more. After his crime, Alex decided he would never behave like that again, and he hasn’t felt horny for a while, anyway. Sometimes he took care of himself in his prison cell, but he didn’t think about actual sex that much during the sentence.


  As a boxer, he couldn’t risk acting on his attraction to the same gender. He had to protect his brand, his image—his manager kept on about those as if he wasn’t an athlete but a celebrity with no discernible sporting skill. Now he is no longer in the limelight or married—what a relief!—his suppressed interest in more than women has come back with a vengeance. He wonders if the dry spell in prison has played havoc with his sensibility.


  Chris’s nails are painted with dark-blue glitter, and a subtle shade of turquoise shadow enhances his eye colour. Alex wonders about the make-up. Chris. Kristy. Christopher. Could someone be all three? His family would call anyone dressed like that a nancy boy. This is London, though, not back home, and Chris doesn’t give a shit about what anyone else thinks. That much is clear.


  Chris is gutsy in the way he stands up to Alex. Few people dare to challenge him like that because of his size. Alex even likes the way Chris frowns, creasing his otherwise smooth face, and he’s frowning a lot tonight, revealing two deep dimples.


  It’s understandable Chris is aloof and annoyed—who wouldn’t be to find their flatmate moving in so late at night?—and Alex is secretly pleased Chris doesn’t recognise him. Before he was released, they’d warned him about the possible media attention. His case was high profile and sensational. Media covered the court proceedings extensively, notwithstanding some reporting restrictions. He wasn’t looking forward to the public scrutiny—another reason why he was happy to move to his new accommodation so late at night. The new Alex has replaced the limelight with shadows.


  Alex stares at the ceiling in the darkness of his room. Imagining Chris’s eyes and the star-like silver studs he wore makes his skin tingle, a warmth building inside of him, reminding him of a long-forgotten sensation. He ponders the shades of London on the bare walls, unable to fall asleep and afraid of the darkness of his nightmares.


  His first night of freedom after four and a half years.


  ~~~


  Fifty fucking thousand. Alex reads through the mini statement he’s printed from the ATM again and goes home to call Tony, his ex-manager.


  “What? Who is this?”


  “It’s me.” He’s bought a pay-as-you-go phone—the cheapest you can get—and a SIM card, which is why Tony doesn’t recognise the number.


  “And who the fuck—”


  “Alex.” He wants to add ‘you idiot’ but thinks better of it.


  “Blue!” Tony changes to the smarmy businessman in a split second. “When did you come out?”


  “Don’t call me that, Tone.” Alex might not be very good with his money, but he isn’t stupid. Tony is good at getting him the deal while always looking out for number one. Alex wanted nothing to do with him when he came out of prison, but he can’t ignore the fact that Tony was ripping him off through his personal crisis and jail time.


  I can do this.


  “Okay, Alex. What can I do for you, son?” Now the wizard turns into the paternally concerned ex-manager.


  Alex gets straight to the point. “I wanna know how come there’s only fifty grand in my account.”


  “Alex, you wouldn’t believe how many outgoings there’ve been. Barristers, court costs, compensation. Severance—”


  “Is that what you call the hundred thousand you paid yourself? Severance?” Alex drums his finger on the table as he talks.


  Silence for a beat. “Alex, don’t be like that. I was with you for ten years. I’ve got my family to consider.”


  Alex can almost hear Tony’s brain calculating before he changes the subject. “Listen, if you want to do some comeback matches, you’ll build a nest egg in no time. There will be a lot of interest. I’d say you could buy a nice house in the countryside after a match or two.”


  A nice fucking house in Essex. Fights that will be televised worldwide. The constriction in Alex’s throat threatens to choke him. He can’t face the media attention, and it will all rub salt in the wound for Samantha’s parents. Samuel Taylor is not a man to cross. Even though Alex found his father-in-law reasonable, the East End hard man has a reputation to uphold. Alex is expecting retaliation anytime although he made a decision while serving his sentence that he was not going to run away. He will face the music when the time comes because he deserves every punishment.


  “I’ll think about it.” Alex rings off and immediately contacts the bank to change his account access in case Tony sucks him completely dry. His old manager will lose interest in him soon enough because he’s no longer a cash cow ready for milking. Freedom sometimes comes in the form of poverty.


  ~~~


  Thursday is Jeff’s day. Every week in the afternoon, Chris makes her way across town to the older man’s apartment in Westbourne Park. The ex-investment banker has taken early retirement and lives alone in a beautiful flat.


  Jeff opens the door with a wide smile. Chris steps in and they give each other a friendly peck.


  “How’s it going, my love?” Jeff gestures for Chris to sit on the plump sofa.


  “Same old.” Chris shrugs.


  Jeff pours Chris a whiskey. “Sorry about last week. I felt a bit under the weather, and they had to check it out. I didn’t feel like a visitation.”


  “Hey, it’s fine. Your health is far more important.” Chris kicks her shoes off and takes a sip of the offered whiskey.


  “What’s happening in your life? I’m sure it’s a bit more interesting than talking about ART.” Jeff sits too and takes a sip of his water. “How’s Elena, the Spanish lassie?”


  “Huh? Elena and I broke up, like, two months ago!” Chris smiles because it’s not the man’s fault that her love affairs are all rather short-lived and most of the break-ups have been clusterfucks. The verbal abuse she gets when her lovers quit is always colourful. She should collect it in a compendium: How Not to Finish With Your Lovers for Dummies.


  “You know what your problem is, Chris?” her last boyfriend had asked her when he broke up with her. She stared at him but couldn’t summon any strong emotions. There lay the problem.


  He called her a cold-hearted whore and left. Well, that’s that then. Trashy bastard.


  Once, she was chatting up this guy in a bar only to learn that she’d already gone out with him about five years ago and they’d split after a couple of weeks. Chris was embarrassed about not remembering the man at all. Her disastrous love-affair history plays like a dating show. Chris gets voted out early in the series every time.


  “Well, I’m single again, anyway.” Chris rolls a joint. Jeff used to smoke but gave it up after being diagnosed positive. Now, he thinks to hell with it and enjoys passive smoking when Chris is around.


  “So, nothing much to tell about boring Chris. Some guy moved into my flat, taking Liam’s old room.”


  Her friend Liam occasionally used to service Jeff when Chris wasn’t available. That’s why Chris justifies serving up the information about Alex. Nothing to do with how she’s been trying to bump into her new flatmate some more over the past week.


  “Oh, is he a nutjob like the rest of you?” Jeff teases.


  “Thanks. I love you too!” Chris rolls her eyes and grins. “I have no idea. His name’s Alex. He’s enormous and looks like a bouncer. That’s all I know. We’ve hardly exchanged info.”


  Chris has told Jeff a lot of things she wouldn’t tell anyone else. Chris’s own sorry excuse of a mother has never acted like a parent, so Jeff has become an older confidante over the six years they’ve known each other. Jeff was in a monogamous relationship with a partner for twenty years. They were supposed to be exclusive until this boyfriend had an affair and infected both of them with HIV. When Jeff first told Chris about his past, she’d felt the familiar anger about all the injustices in the world. Jeff was resigned to it. He shrugged it off and said, “Such is life. Let’s live the best we can, whether we have a day or fifty more years.”


  His treatment has been going well, so there is no reason he won’t live for decades yet. In fact, he made so much money, he could relax and enjoy his life in early retirement. He sings in a gay men’s choir, views exhibitions and attends theatre performances all the time. A man of leisure.


  “Look at the glint in your eyes,” Jeff coos. “Enormous and bouncer-like sounds your type, no?”


  “I’m pretty sure he’s straight unless he wants me for a girlfriend.” Chris chuckles.


  Jeff nods. “You need to tell him you can be his girl, darling.”


  “He’s got a hundred pounds on me. You should see his massive biceps. I’d rather not get my arse kicked.”


  Chris’s face darkens for a second while she takes a toke of her joint before schooling her expression to neutral and changing the subject.


  “Now, I love chatting to you, but let me give you a good time, yeah? That’s why I’m here.”


  “Yeah, all right.” Jeff laughs. “I like talking to you, though. You don’t need to think of me as a client and work for your keep.”


  Chris only smiles and moves to kiss him. When she first met Jeff, she offered to give him a blow job or perform full sex with a condom, but Jeff rejected the idea. ‘Condoms can leak’ was his reason even though Chris takes non-prescription PrEp anyway as a precaution. Jeff insists he’s happy with Chris’s almost-platonic visits.


  Chris can’t do more than kiss, caress and jerk him off. She feels bad that Jeff always gives her a hundred quid plus a generous tip. Since they have become close, Jeff insists on paying her to make sure she’s not there because she pities him.


  Pride. Everyone needs a bit of that. Chris will come to see Jeff anyway, whether being compensated or not, because she respects the older man. But if anyone tries to tell her she’s a tart with a heart, Chris will rip their head off.


  Chapter 2

  Blue


  The entire Johnson household hug Alex, leaving him with a neck-ache because some of them are small, like three-year-old Shona, so he needs to keep bending down. He wonders if the women have left a scattergraph of lipstick marks all around his face and neck. Eventually, Coach ushers them all into the sitting room.


  “Come on, give Alex some space, will ya?”


  Once in the sitting room, Alex touches his head and stands to one side, trying to make himself less visible, but it’s impossible with his stature.


  Paula hollers from the kitchen, “What do you want to drink?”


  “Diet Coke, if you have it, or water. Please.”


  Attempting to blend in, Alex sits in an armchair. Shona comes forward and stands in front of him, staring, as though she’s trying to work out if the giant is harmless. “Are you grandda’s student?”


  “Yes.”


  Coach sweeps the little girl up in one muscular arm and deposits her in her parent’s lap. “Let me speak to Uncle Alex first, okay?”


  Two of Coach’s children are around, as well as their partners, so there are eight for Sunday lunch. By the standard of the Johnson family, that’s a pretty small gathering. Coach has avoided too many faces today, to give Alex a chance to acclimatise. He’s considerate like that.


  The older man puts a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Do you want to come with me out back? We can have a chat away from the riff-raff.”


  His eldest son Dael shouts, “Hey, speak for yourself, Dad!”


  Coach chuckles and leads Alex to the backyard where they sit on a couple of rickety wooden chairs. The space is a little wild and overgrown, but like the rest of the house, it’s a welcoming space for Coach’s favourite student.


  “How are you feeling, son?” Coach asks. For over twenty years, Dex Johnson has been more of a dad to Alex than his real father. Alex never wanted to leave Dex’s training school, but he didn’t have a choice when he went pro aged seventeen. Coach has always been there, acting as his mentor and emotional support whether Alex trained with him or not. Dex is also the one person who did not abandon Alex when he went to prison.


  Alex puts his hands between his thighs. “Okay, I guess, given the circumstances. It’s good to be out.”


  “How’s the new job? I know it’s not your ideal career.” Coach lined Alex up for the security job with his cousin’s company. Dex’s cousin is fine, but Alex’s direct manager is an asshole who takes pleasure in ordering the great Alex Whale around. It’s not Coach’s problem, though, and Alex is grateful for the introduction nonetheless.


  “It’s a start, Dex. Thanks.” Alex can’t hide the darkness in him, no matter how he tries. He wishes he could be more positive and had good news to tell Coach.


  Dex encourages Alex as always. “I’m sure you’ll find something better soon. What about boxing? Have you thought about your career?”


  My career. Alex flinches with the words since all his troubles started when his boxing career was everything. He left his roots, listened to managers and trainers who only wanted to exploit him. Sam changed. His parents and brother tried to squeeze as much out of him as possible. Alex shakes his head, but the memory is embedded so deeply in him that even the words ‘boxing career’ hurt.


  Now, the shackles of fame and fortune have disappeared, leaving him poor and empty, but he’s not fighting off people who want to suck him dry. Even the darkest sky has a silver lining.


  Has he still got the passion for boxing? He has tried not to think about it for the past few years.


  “I don’t know. Tony asked me about comeback fights the other day.” Alex stares at Dex’s garden, not focusing on anything in particular.


  Dex tuts. “Tony would, wouldn’t he? I never liked the little weasel. What about you? Do you want to do that?”


  “No way!” Alex hasn’t considered Tony’s suggestion seriously because he’s not desperate for money. His family will have to look after themselves like everyone else. He made the decision in jail that he is going to live for himself and not try to be the Alex Whale that other people rely on. Easier said than done.


  “The prison and probation have kept my release secret as much as they can. I don’t know what Sam’s family would do if I made a high-profile public appearance. I’m surprised a death squad hasn’t got wind of me being out yet.” He chuckles.


  “It’s not funny, Alex. You take care of yourself, all right?” Dex sighs. “I wish they’d understand you’ve been punished enough. Losing everything overnight like that. Killing or hurting you is not going to bring Sam back.”


  The mention of Sam not being here anymore makes Alex want to cry, but it’s not something he can do in front of anyone, even though Coach has practically brought him up and seen him at his worst. Like the last few times Alex has felt tears prick at the back of his eyes, he clenches his jaw to stop himself.


  Dex looks at him intently. “Our club would love to have you. It’s not going to be enough as a full-time job. I can barely make a living out of it now, with the few after-school and Saturday classes for kids, plus some adult sessions. But if you like, you can help me train the youngsters. We’ll share the fees. I’m getting a bit long in the tooth now, y’know. My children keep telling me to retire.”


  Alex nods. He has noticed the sprinkles of white in Dex’s black curls. “I’ll think about it and let you know. I’m taking one step at a time. I’ve never taught people to box before, though.”


  “Well, you’ve got skills and you’re patient. I’m sure the kids will like you.” Coach smiles, his eyes sparkling with joy. “Do you know which class I love to teach most?”


  “The pay-what-you-can session?” Alex answers without thinking. He remembers the first day he met Coach like it was yesterday. His twelve-year-old self knew boxing was what he wanted to do after watching Mike Tyson and Lennox Lewis on the telly. He was lithe and fit, less bulky than the man he’d grown up to be. He’d heard about Dex’s club; the Tuesday night class was basically free, and anyone under eighteen could turn up.


  Alex was so nervous when he took the train into London. Sitting in the rickety carriage, he thought whoever told him about this had to be lying. Why would any boxing coach train kids for free? But once a week, Dex opened the door of his club and children from the bad neighbourhoods could simply turn up. Alex used to save up his pocket money—a pound or two a week—to put in the tin, but it hardly compensated for everything that Dex did for youngsters like him.


  Alex wouldn’t look at Dex directly when he asked him his name and age. Despite his size, which easily intimidated people, he was shy and reserved. When he finally dared to glance at Coach, he thought he looked like Lewis, and the rest was history.


  Coach said he’d taken a shine to him straight away. At twelve, Alex already towered over other kids of the same age. He didn’t talk, wouldn’t socialise, but he had the right attitude and killer instinct, and he was intelligent—all natural traits that made him a good athlete.


  “You still run those classes?” Didn’t the older man complain that he wasn’t making enough money?


  Dex knows what Alex is thinking. “Can’t quit them kids. If there’s another Alex Whale among them, it’s worth it.”


  Alex would have become a delinquent or stayed in the dead-end town with a shit job and two point four children like all his schoolmates back home. That was another reason why he felt so ashamed after what happened; he had let Coach down. He was doing so well in the boxing world before making one gigantic, irreversible mistake, and he ended up in jail anyway like many of his childhood acquaintances.


  Alex stares at the mid-distance for a moment.


  “If I’m going to box at all, your club will be the first place I go to, I promise.” The promise is the only positive thing he can give Coach right now.


  Dex lets go of that line of questions. “What about your flat? How are you settling in?” He’s thought of everything, making Alex wish his parents were as caring.


  He nods. “It’s okay. There are four of us. To be honest, I don’t see the other guys much. There’s a Russian and an Italian. And this young English kid. He must be a student or something like that. No one seems to recognise me.”


  Chris is the most gorgeous person Alex has met, but he’s keeping that thought to himself.


  At that moment, Paula opens the back door, letting out a whiff of delicious home cooking. “Hey, dinner’s ready. Are you coming in?”


  Dex turns to her. “We’ll be right there, love.” The golden couple makes the little sourness in Alex’s stomach grow. As a kid, he marvelled at Dex and Paula’s happy relationship. They must have been together for forty-plus years and remain strong.


  Dinner is lovely, and the Johnsons are as loud and friendly as always. Alex sits among them, being treated like one of the children, except it reminds him of Sam and what could have been, and the imaginary knife sears through his heart once more. He closes his eyes and lets the weariness consume him.


  ~~~


  Alex barely sees any of his flatmates. He ran into Dmitri doing a transaction in the lounge one day. Great. A drug deal in the middle of his fucking sitting room. Of course, he turned a blind eye as he would have done in similar situations in the nick. The probation officer must have been desperate, putting him in shared accommodation like this. He wouldn’t have allowed it if he’d known the easy access to drugs. No wonder lots of ex-cons recidivate. It’s lucky Alex no longer takes drugs because even the prison was full of them. Alex was shocked to discover the availability of illicit goods there when he first arrived.


  Another night, he heard Alberto shouting in Italian on his mobile for an hour, arguing with someone at the other end.


  Chris.


  Since Chris’s room is next to his, Alex feels his presence all right. On his one night off a week from the late shift so far, Alex heard Chris and his companion. Alex shifted uncomfortably in his single bed. The narrow space and flimsy mattress are inadequate to accommodate a tall man like him, making sleep all the more difficult.


  A woman with her middle-pitched oohs and ahhs and Chris’s more muffled reassurance sounded like soft porn.


  I’m going to make you feel so good, sweetheart. Jeez. It’s the worst kind of torture to listen to sex through a thin wall when you’re alone. The more Alex tried not to hear the noises, the more they became like surround sounds.


  Alex’s gaydar was pretty much dormant, but he did assume Chris’s orientation after their first encounter on the stairs because of how Chris looked and behaved. Serves him right to be presumptuous.


  A few days later, Alex returns home about six in the morning after the overnight shift. He should hate every day of his newfound freedom if it means sitting in an office and surveying empty spaces through the CCTV. At one point in the night, he began to imagine he was an insect trapped under a magnifying glass with nowhere to go. He laughed because it was better than crying; the lonely sounds he was making vibrated through the walls of the vacant building.


  Chris and a guy are French kissing in the lounge. Is this the same lover? Alex tells himself off for analysing Chris’s hookup habit.


  Chris is clad in a small red thong and wriggling against his fully dressed boyfriend. Thank fuck someone is wearing clothes. He is the mirror image of Chris but less pretty: blonde hair tied up in a top knot, big blue eyes. Alex hovers, undecided whether to walk around them to his room and pretend he hasn’t seen them. Either way, he’d look ridiculous.


  He waits, trying to minimise his presence as Chris and the kisser break off after some prolonged and elaborate tongue-twisting. Chris glances at Alex and pushes the other towards the door.


  “Shush, shush. Can’t ever get rid of you. I’ve got to grab some beauty sleep. Work to do, people to see, et cetera.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Text me later, babycakes. Okay?”


  Babycakes? Who ever says that? Have I just seen him squeeze Chris’s arse? Alex can’t help but stare at the two white, shapely globes.


  After his lover has left, Chris turns and gazes at Alex with a perfect arch of his right eyebrow. “Have you seen enough?”


  Alex can’t believe Chris’s cheek, but it’s refreshing at the same time. No one speaks to Alex like that because of his size.


  “I didn’t ask to see you tongue-fuck your boyfriend in the middle of our flat. Sorry, if I intruded.” Alex adds a large dose of sarcasm to those words, but he can’t tear his eyes away from Chris’s elegant and completely hairless body. A montage of what he and the top-knot were doing minutes before he interrupted plays in Alex’s mind. He swallows and shifts to regain his composure.


  Chris crosses his arms as if hiding his modesty from Alex’s sharp gaze and meandering thoughts.


  “Well, I don’t expect people wandering in at the crack of dawn.” He sits down and picks up a pack of cigarettes from the coffee table and lights one then holds the pack out to Alex. “You smoke? Want one?”


  Now it’s impossible to ignore Chris and go straight to his room. Alex sits down at the other end of the sofa, keeping a safe distance.


  “No, I don’t smoke.” He is overdressed in his security guard uniform since Chris is as good as naked and is considering him with wide-open eyes. Alex forces himself to look away from Chris’s very small underwear, which hardly conceals his size.


  Chris holds the cigarette away with his long fingers, while he’s not sucking it like a lifeline. He looks at Alex intently again as if he can bore into Alex’s mind, as if he can access his soul with the intense indigo gaze. Under the bare light from the ceiling lamp, Alex can see Chris’s irises—a mix of dark blue, violet and emerald. Is that anatomical detail possible? The combined hues make them turquoise. Chris wears red nail varnish and a hint of rose colours his cheeks.


  Sensing Alex’s paradox of fascination and restraint, Chris challenges him. “Like what you see?”


  Alex swallows. “No…I mean, yes. You…” Damn the stutter. “You’re nice-looking.”


  Chris laughs, sardonicism clear on his face. “Nice?”


  Nice. Why couldn’t he think of something else to say? Alex opens and shuts his mouth a couple of times but fails to defend himself for using such an innocuous word. He should have known that Chris would find that inoffensive word offensive.


  After several seconds, Chris schools his face to neutrality. “So, what the fuck do you do? Why are you always creeping around in the middle of the night?”


  Alex wants to point out that six o’clock is early morning for most respectable folks but thinks better of it. It’s not the right thing to say to someone who has been staying up all night banging the next pop idol. “I’ve been working.”


  “As?” Chris raises an eyebrow like a question mark.


  “Security.”


  Chris’s eyes roam Alex’s face once more, making him uncomfortable. Once Chris is satisfied with his effect on Alex, he yawns with raised arms and slowly stands. “Well, it’s been a long night. I’ll let you go to bed.”


  He sashays back to his room with the cigarette dangling from his mouth, reminding Alex of the dangerous dame from 1950s Hollywood movies. A femme fatale. Or Glenn Close who boils bunnies. Dead bunnies.


  Alex is out of his mind these days to be so intrigued by his flatmate. He has never met anyone like Chris in his life. He wants to find out more, and he is, without doubt, attracted to his neighbour. Blood rushes to his head, leaving Alex shaken with the realisation.


  ~~~


  “Wow, we meet in broad daylight at last.”


  Chris’s sultry voice startles Alex, whose head jerks up from his lunch of ham sandwiches and water, knocking a spoon off the table. He manages to catch the falling cutlery with his quick reflex.


  Chris strolls into the kitchen area: an open-plan diner-lounge-kitchenette arrangement. The worktop and cooker are in an alcove to the side of the sitting room.


  A sunbeam streams through the open window this late morning, gracing Chris’s dirty-blonde hair.


  Alex almost does a double take because this Chris has no make-up and is dressed in a plain tee and cutoff ripped jeans as though he’s shed his androgyny. The fragrance from his shampoo or body wash wafts through the room like jasmine in the summer. Whenever his flatmate is near, Alex’s keen heart races and his palms sweat. Alex blinks, trying to control his reaction.


  Seemingly ignorant of the effect he’s having, Chris makes a pot of coffee and a piece of toast and plonks himself down across from Alex. The tiny dining table sits only two, creating an intimacy that no one in the flat cares about until now. Chris’s proximity causes Alex’s heart to beat fast once again.
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