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‘I prefer neurotic people. I like to
hear rumblings beneath the surface.’


– STEPHEN SONDHEIM












One


I wish I looked good wet. You know what I mean. Some people wade out of the sea in full photoshoot mode: a vision, sparkling rivulets of water clinging to their tight torso. Stepping out of the shower is their peak aesthetic; hair wet, smooth and glossy, slicked down their back like paint, or tumbling into perfect, glistening curls. Water gathering at the tip of their nose, yes, but adorable somehow, diamond droplets swelling then falling, gracefully, delicately.


Me? Soaked, I look like I’ve just heaved myself out of the Union Canal, after fighting a dog. My eyes disappear, my face bloats, and my hair spikes into a soft-rock guitarist’s wig. Droplets don’t nestle on my face, water sluices down it, cascading off my too-spiky features. Nosferatu auditioning for a shampoo commercial, basically. And that’s how I looked, trying not to appear flustered, strangely drenched from the short walk from cab to pub. I’d not bothered arguing with the cabbie, who was adamant the safest place to stop was halfway down the street and not right outside. So much for June. Foiled again by Edinburgh’s microclimate – never satisfied until it’s found somebody’s chips to piss on. Wherever you live, whatever you think you know about June, it does not apply in my hometown.


This wasn’t one of our usual places, we were at least half a generation too young to be here, and the staff uniform of Hawaiian shirts felt sad rather than ironic. There they were. Daisy and Tam. My team. The crew. My rock and my hard place. I stood and took them in for a few seconds, perched on high stools peering down with amiable imperiousness – two swans realising they’d followed the breadcrumbs into a pigeon coop by mistake – both trying to talk over each other. Daisy gesticulating in chaotic semaphore, Tam shredding his paper napkin in frustration as he failed, again, to interject. Then, the punchline, and the eruption of their bawdy laughter that turned heads three tables away. Followed by the primal urge, mine, not to miss a second more of it, to be right there in the middle of the two people I loved the most. Wet or not, time to make my entrance.


As she always did, Daisy waved exaggeratedly like she was welcoming me back from the Somme. I returned my usual greeting, a coquettish wave and a clutch of my imaginary pearls. We revelled in our clichés. As I approached, her smile briefly dropped in recognition of my sodden frame, realising this was perhaps her fault. Rain couldn’t dampen the swell of joy I always got from seeing her, though, so we kissed hello, exaggerating our ‘mwah’ like fashion designers.


‘Leo! You’re never late! Hang on. Oh God. I’m sensing this drowned rat look is down to me.’


‘Please never get a job as a satnav. You said to meet in the bar where Tam got the two investment bankers to pay our bill. In the West End.’


We never called bars or restaurants by their actual names, only labelling them according to whatever scrapes we’d got into last time we were there. The Bar Where Daisy Threw Up Into a Martini Glass. The Pub Where Tam Lost a Shoe.


‘Are you mad at me? Please don’t be. Sorry. I forgot that happened twice. You know how bankers love a bit of Tam. I meant East End, obviously. I was sweating over a seat plan for a work barbecue and texting at the same time. Big beer company thing. My head was up my hole.’


Tam finally glanced up from his phone. ‘Literally organising a piss-up in a brewery.’


‘It’s a private garden, actually. For four hundred people.’ Daisy didn’t usually get things wrong. She was hyper-organised; it was her entire living. Her kitchen had fancy cupboards that unfolded into all kinds of impressive origami formations. We’d spent many afternoons at university eating instant noodles and watching extreme organising programmes featuring people who couldn’t throw away receipts from 1977, and Daisy had been categorising her socks ever since. She could locate any item in her flat within forty-five seconds. ‘Four hundred! And three hundred and ninety-five of them are men. They all call me sweetheart, and instead of choking them to death, I have to giggle. Giggle!’


‘Our Daisy does not giggle, not even for us.’ Tam leaned in for a kiss but recoiled slightly from the wet fabric of my coat. ‘Poor Lion, you’re soaking. Don’t get my shirt wet or it’ll be nipples o’clock.’


‘Oh no,’ I said, disrobing and trying to wring out my fringe at the same time. ‘Then everyone will be looking at you, your worst nightmare.’ I blew him a kiss to neutralise the dig, and he blew one back in mock consternation.


Daisy slid a glass to me, dripping with condensation and the ghost of an ice cube inside. They’d been waiting ages. ‘I asked the barman if they had anything … y’know, booze-free, and he laughed and told me to suck the juice out of his bar cloth.’


‘Maybe he’s practising jokes from his Fringe show,’ I said. ‘You should’ve marked him out of ten.’


Tam beamed the watery smile of a man two drinks ahead and not listening. ‘You know, there’s an alternative timeline out there where Leo drinks lager. I wonder which one is having a better Friday.’


Bloated by gas and gluten? Not in this cardigan. Tam was always invoking the multiverse theory to cajole us into spoiling ourselves. Having an extra pudding (Daisy), blowing half the mortgage on denim (him), and getting reacquainted with tequila (me), even though I hadn’t drunk in years.


Daisy giggled. ‘Maybe I should’ve sucked his cloth. Can kitchen spray make you high? Lion, remember we tried to sniff aerosol when we were thirteen but did it wrong and I sprayed Lynx in your eye?’ I’d known Daisy a long time. Half the scars on my body came from bumps and dares she made me do.


After a quick dash to the loo to blast my soaking bones with the hand dryer, I properly took in their crooked smiles and glassy stares. The eternally naughty schoolchildren. And hammered ones at that. It was 7 p.m.


‘Are you two day-drunk?’


‘Oh my, Miss Falconer,’ squealed Tam. ‘I love that “why haven’t you done your homework” voice! Only thing I miss about teaching. We’re not day-drunk. Are we, Daiz?’


‘No! More … um, afternoon tipsy. I knew you’d be snowed under with last-day-of-term shit. I had a half day and Tam’s consultation fell through.’


‘Memorial Japanese garden, big job.’ Tam shrugged. ‘Customer’s inheritance was smaller than they thought, so they didn’t fancy remembering the dear departed after all. So we met for coffee.’


‘Which you … poured into a martini?’ I was joking, these sly digs were our main energy source, but even after all these years, I sometimes felt tiny prickles of jealousy when I arrived to the fun a wee bit later than everyone else. The more I looked at them, the more elastic their movements became. This was the trouble with not drinking: watching the world turn to jelly before your eyes. ‘End of term is next week, by the way. I’ve been loitering with zero intent in the staffroom since about half-two.’


Daisy blinked rapidly, realising she had, again, dropped a clanger. ‘God, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Of course it’s next week. Lion, I’m worse than one of those mums who gets on the news for sodding off to Zakynthos and leaving her kids with only a loaf and squirty cream to last them two weeks. I’m so sorry!’


I was graciously accepting her apology – knowing it wouldn’t be the last of the evening – when we were interrupted by one of the bar staff, looking horrified to be carrying a silver tray, upon which wobbled three glasses of prosecco.


‘Have we walked into a wedding dress shop by mistake?’


The waiter looked at me with murderous eyes. ‘Aye, very good. Guy over there sent these. With his compliments. For you in particular, apparently.’


I didn’t know what to say. Not that it mattered, he wasn’t looking in my direction – the target was Tam. Obviously. A few tables away, an attractive man – a good decade older than us, out of my league but nudging the underbelly of Tam’s – raised his own glass of prosecco and smiled. Daisy already had a flute halfway to her lips when Tam gently grabbed her wrist.


‘Nope, don’t drink that. Sorry. Send it back. Thank the, uh, gentleman but I can’t accept.’


Tam had never turned down a free drink in the decade-plus I’d known him. He was a sucker for a compliment, especially from a stranger. Tam could easily have acted in a soap or worked the changing rooms at the big H&M if he hadn’t gone into teaching. He had peacock tendencies, but I suppose if I looked like him I’d have fanned out my feathers too.


‘I’m a new man.’ He looked very serious. ‘No more drinks from randoms.’


I laughed. ‘You’ll be dead of dehydration by August.’


Tam’s eyelash fluttering and ability to tune out dull conversation had kept us in gin and tonics throughout our twenties. Nobody could resist telling Tam ‘this one’s on me, gorgeous’.


Daisy made a desperate grab for the tray but the barman was already backing away with a shrug. ‘Whoa! Let me drink mine.’


Tam peered over his shoulder to see if the man was still looking. ‘No! Because he’ll come over. It should just be us. Tonight is about Leo! Here’s to the end of term!’


I tried to calculate how many martinis were swimming inside them, and how long I had until they were talking backwards. ‘Again, you’re a week early.’


‘Besides, if he’d really wanted to impress me, he’d have sent champagne.’


This would sound arrogant to casual eavesdroppers, but Tam attracted ice buckets like picnics drew wasps.


‘I don’t think it’s the kind of place where they have champagne on ice, Tam; they just run the prosecco under the cold tap for ten minutes.’


‘Actually, champagne would be very fitting, because I have some news.’ Tam took a deep breath, held out his left hand and tapped his ring finger. Upon it … nothing.


‘Had a French manicure? Engaged to the invisible man?’


‘Not the invisible one, no. Fabrizio proposed. I didn’t want a ring.’


I ricocheted between shock and euphoria. Happy for Tam, and what would be a licence to spend a fortune, his favourite pastime, but how long had those two been together? Was it even two years? I wasn’t sure I’d actually heard them have a conversation any deeper than agreeing to order a pizza and a pasta dish and split them. They called each other ‘babe’ a lot; Daisy and I would always share a quick grimace whenever they said it. Extra points if Tam saw us doing it.


But it was bound to happen. They were both achingly photogenic, and Tam had dropped enough hints; every time he saw a canapé he’d exclaim how perfect (or unsuitable) it would be for a wedding. Daisy was smiling. Kind of. More of an embarrassed smirk, maybe. She already knew!


‘I got this instead.’ Now I knew why usual tight-hugger Tam didn’t want my wet, mangy coat sullying his beautiful shirt, as blue as the summer sky I hadn’t seen for far too long. He thumbed the collar. ‘Prada. More practical. It’ll give me much more pleasure than a ring.’


‘What about the wedding? You gonna tie a Gucci sock round your finger?’


I’d been ribbing Tam about his materialistic side for years, but he took it in good fun, reminding me that collecting secondhand knitwear wasn’t a personality. ‘I’ll insist on a ring for the big day, obviously.’


I was hyper aware Daisy wasn’t joining in. She was staring at her phone, scrolling, brows knitting together and springing apart in reaction. Any light prodding went ignored so Tam seized the opportunity to reveal his wedding plans. It would be in Italy, in August the next year. Italy. Glamorous. August in Italy. Hot. I mentally scrolled through my wardrobe – it took all of five seconds – checking for suitable outfits. We only got seven minutes of summer in Scotland, I’d never bothered building up a seasonal ‘look’. I had two pairs of shorts, one which grazed my knees and a considerably more teeny-weeny pair that grazed … actually, never mind.


‘Won’t your mum and dad want something more … um, Hindu? And more local?’


‘I don’t think they’re expecting anything traditional from me. My brother’s got that covered. And my mum’s always wanted to go to Italy.’ Tam winked at me. ‘I’m paying for the flights, we’ll be travelling together. All of us. You, Daisy, significant others. Patels and pals on tour.’


If I had as much credit card debt as Tam and Fabrizio I’d sleep for precisely one hour a night, sixty minutes of unfiltered nightmares. But Tam could never leave anyone out, and he and Fabrizio, chief critic for a listings mag and thus fond of swishing about grandly, both liked their gestures big and bold.


‘Jesus, Tam, how many flowerbeds will you have to dig over to pay for that?’


‘It’ll be fine, I’ll start smuggling vodka into pubs in sun cream bottles, like we used to at Pride.’ He swatted away my concerns as he might a bluebottle from his picpoul. ‘I like the idea of arriving in a flock. It’s chic. Don’t get the abacus out, Lion. You can congratulate me now, if you like.’


I raised my lukewarm glass of lime and soda. ‘Sorry, Tammy, that’s so generous and lovely. Congratulations. You’re made for each other.’


Tam beamed, easily placated. ‘I’m really sorry about the end-of-term thing, I’ve been out the game too long. I work to a different timetable now. This time next week, we’ll have another go. Somewhere nicer.’


Ah. There it came, that little extra effort to swallow, the invisible grit in my eye. ‘Can’t. It’s Dad’s anniversary.’


‘Oh, baby.’ I couldn’t bear seeing Tam’s face crumple into sadness; such a waste of his looks. I was an ugly crier, but it was no big deal; not much of a shift from my regular resting face.


I guided us back to the upcoming nuptials, conspiring over how we could make his father’s inevitably heartwarming speech less embarrassing, settling on engineering a volcanic eruption timed with his favourite joke, that Tam was the first of his kind in the family – by which he’d mean gardener, not gay. There’d been a great uncle in Bhavnagar with a large hat collection who never married.


When Tam slipped off to the bathroom, I gave Daisy’s wrist an affectionate squeeze. ‘Oi, this is the doomscroll police. Come back to us.’


I had a distant relationship with my phone. I wasn’t on socials, so lacked an emotional crutch when conversation lulled or I found myself alone and conspicuous, waiting for someone – or rather two certain someones. I didn’t think for a minute any of my students would remotely care what their drama teacher got up to in his spare time, but since Mr Foreman from maths had been found wearing cycling shorts on a dating website – ‘Passions: French cuisine, nature, spelunking’ – he’d been known as Spunky Frogs’ Legs. Better to stay offline.


‘You knew, didn’t you? The proposal.’ I saw a light flicker on inside her, like a fridge door opening, then a traitor’s grimace. ‘You were there!’


‘Not intentionally. I didn’t know he was gonna do it. It was a couples’ thing. Me and Seb, Tam and Fabrizio. Cocktails. You don’t drink those. And you don’t have anyone …’ She tried to pull back from the edge of that particular cliff. ‘I promised not to say. He wanted to tell you himself.’


Not drinking, not being on social media and not having a partner was, to my friends, like I’d checked out of the twenty-first century. It had been three and a half years since I let Peter go. I say that like he didn’t want to go, but he did, very much; I’ll never forget the vim in his eyes when he’d unplugged the kettle and packed it in a box, reminding me, ‘I bought it with the John Lewis gift card my granny gave me, remember?’ I had as much luck finding someone suitable enough for one of their ‘couples’ things’ as I did winning the giant teddy at the arcades with that big metal claw. Not even a near miss. I didn’t want to win anyway – once you snag the prize, you stop playing, and there were plenty more games to come.


I decided not to give her a hard time. ‘How was it, then? The big yes?’


Daisy brightened, relieved to expel the gossip at last, like trapped wind. ‘It was really sweet, but Fabrizio’s not a natural at the old public speaking. To say he writes for a job, I mean. He read something off his phone. A poem.’


I’d always imagined myself sharing that moment, a tear forming in my eye, sweeping violins as I turned to my other half or – for better dramatic effect, actually – an empty chair. Lost in the beauty of the moment. Never mind. Daisy assured me her boyfriend Seb had filmed it – although it was hard to hear everything because Seb kept whooping and hollering positive affirmations. He had a life coach.


‘It killed me keeping the secret, Dandelion. In twenty years it’s only the second thing I’ve not told you.’


Daisy kept confidences like colanders hold water so I found this very hard to believe. ‘What was the first?’


‘I’ve forgotten, washed away on a tide of prosecco. But it must’ve been juicy. Get me drunker and I’ll remember.’


A challenge nobody could win. Her phone started going full angry vibrator in her hand.


‘Just take it, I don’t mind.’


‘Thanks, Lion, I’m so sorry. God, another sorry. I’m spitting them out like a machine gun.’


She stalked off to the toilet to ‘focus’ as Tam returned sporting the grin of a CEO who’d won a billion on insider trading.


‘That’s Seb driving her mad, I assume. What they arguing about this time?’


Tam squeezed the lime from his gin and tonic right into his mouth. ‘Daisy alphabetised her paperbacks but Seb reorganised them by colour and then … he turned them round so only the edges were showing. He saw it on a makeover show at 3 a.m., pissed.’


Any minute now, Daisy would return and say she was leaving, to make up a bed for Seb on the sofa.


‘It’s so she never knows what time he gets in, you know. Doesn’t have to face the truth.’


‘I know, she’ll be calling you in tears later, hope you’ve no plans.’ Tam was slurring now. By my calculations, he was five minutes away from peeling himself off that stool and slithering into a cab.


‘This isn’t about the paperbacks, is it?’


Tam sighed with disappointment. ‘No. They lowkey messed up the proposal, to be honest. Don’t say anything though. She caught Seb chatting up some yah girl from the uni. Same old. Poor Daiz.’ Tam shivered at the memory. I’d witnessed enough of Seb and Daisy’s showdowns to know they never happened in quiet corners; it would’ve been a popcorn moment. ‘Look, what’re you doing tomorrow, assuming you’re not reassembling Daisy’s heart in front of A Chorus Line or whatever? Fancy coming shopping? Early wedding prep?’


Daisy reappeared, her frown lines set in concrete, slamming her handbag on the table. ‘Of course he doesn’t. He can’t go into town on a Saturday afternoon and trail round after you. He’ll see all his students, shoplifting. Too horrifying.’ I actually had zero plans, and being Tam’s bag carrier didn’t seem too bad – even if we did spend most of our time together running his many errands, he always chose good lunch venues.


I didn’t have a chance to answer anyway; Daisy was thrusting her phone into my face. I caught two words of the text she was showing me – ‘hysterical’ was one.


‘Literally every woman I was just chatting to in the toilets thinks Seb should be clawing his way out of a shallow grave somewhere outside Linlithgow.’


‘I’m not sure you should listen to wasted girls trying to have a piss in peace, Daisy.’


‘Oh, I dunno, Tamish, why shouldn’t she? I trust their authority.’ If I kept them talking, maybe I could hang on to them a while longer. My lime and soda hadn’t even activated my acid reflux yet. ‘Westminster has the House of Lords, Holyrood has ten Lauras in the Silk Rooms toilets. Send him down!’


‘Exactly, Lion! Toilet gurus taught me everything I know about men. Anyway …’ I knew what was coming. Exit Daisy Forbes. ‘I’m heading. Please don’t be mad at me, Lion. Why don’t we have lunch Sunday? I’ve got some time between my HIIT class and an argument with my mum about something my dad did in 1997.’


Almost every lunch Daisy and I had eaten in the last year or two had been sandwiched (ha!) between two other appointments. Sometimes in cars. She must have had permanent indigestion. ‘Sure, sounds good.’


‘Barry. I can’t wait to have a proper catch-up.’ She leaned in and lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘I’ll play you the video of the proposal and you have to pretend it’s gorgeous, okay?’ Laser focused on the argument she’d be having in about thirty minutes’ time, Daisy swept out into the wet evening, the open door sending us an unseasonal gust of wind to fill the space where she once was.


‘That’s that, then.’ Tam looked at me thoughtfully. ‘How are you?’


‘I’m brand new, cheers.’


Tam chuckled. ‘Good.’


From over my left shoulder came a scream somewhere between blood-curdling and excited. ‘Oh my God! Mr Patel!’


I turned to see a skelf of a lad, no more than eighteen, skip over, then fling his arms round Tam who tried his best not to recoil. ‘You were my fave teacher. Remember me? Archie? Archie Lockhart?’


Tam showed every one of those glorious teeth in a smile wider than the Forth Bridge. ‘Of course I do!’ He didn’t. Not a bit.


‘Oh my god, it seems like such a long time ago, primary seven. Can’t believe it! My sister said you gave up teaching! Why? You were brilliant.’


This was the teacher’s curse, but didn’t happen often, if you were lucky; I usually tried to make sure I socialised in dives no underage drinker would be seen dead in, but once your students came of age, the chances of an unwelcome reunion rocketed. Tam answered young Archie’s questions with the guarded discretion of a diplomat caught in a brothel and made polite enquiries about Archie’s life since they parted company eight years earlier. Archie turned to me briefly and smiled, perhaps recognising me as the teacher who’d booked him for smoking in the girls’ toilets once he’d made it to high school, but more than likely not.


‘Anyway, lovely to catch up, I’m here with my pals.’ Tam and I spotted a group of embryos in tight sportswear choking down alcoholic ginger beer. ‘See you around?’


Once the lad departed, Tam groaned as if looking into a mirror and seeing Yoda look back at him. I rubbed his arm. ‘First time, huh?’


‘I forget they grow up, become real people, get reeking in bars.’


He hopped off his stool, made a show of rearranging himself, running his finger round the inside of his waistband to make sure his shirt wasn’t untucked, sliding his watch round to be face up. ‘You wanna head somewhere else?’


I could tell his early start on the martinis was catching up with him. ‘Let’s call it a night. Catch up tomorrow?’


‘You don’t mind?’ He looked grateful.


‘Nope. One of us will be getting a call from Daisy soon anyway.’


‘You mean you will. Hopefully she won’t leave it too late. You might be back home and tucked up in your own bed by sunrise. I’m sorry I’m bailing, I’m useless. Let me know about tomorrow. It’s ages since we did a gays-go-shopping day. We can get the train through to Glasgow if you want. Ooh, how about a drag brunch?’


‘Sounds great.’ I leaned in for the kiss, steadying Tam as he wobbled.


‘Goodnight, gorgeous Leo.’


And he was gone. My hair was still damp.


Daisy’s tearful phone call came at 2.30 a.m. Tam’s hungover apology and cancellation landed eight hours later. I wasn’t surprised, or even disappointed. It was comforting, in a way, to know they never changed. That’s what I loved about them. And I suppose the fact I knew them so well, yet loved them all the same, was exactly what they loved about me.









Two


There are two types of people in the world: those who think they’re the centre of the universe, and those who know, beyond all doubt, that they’re not even close. Life has hierarchies. All social circles have their main players and supporting roles. It’s not always a bad thing. Supports are important, they keep the roof from falling in. There’s even an Oscar for them. Chicago – for example. Nobody’s going to deny Catherine Zeta Jones steals the whole damn thing. Well, maybe not nobody. I put this to my mother one Sunday afternoon, who responded that Renée Zellweger had been ‘a revelation’ and that my preference for Catherine Zeta Jones was British bias. She did concede, however, that at least Jones was Welsh and not English, which would’ve been the final insult. Regardless, not everyone can be centre stage; some of us aren’t built for it. These hierarchies are flexible, though, depending on who we’re with. Sliding scales. In some rooms we’re kings, but a few steps in another direction makes us serfs again. I always had a knack for not only knowing my place, but accepting it, shrugging off being picked last for football, coming third in writing competitions or being a regular victim of queue jumping. I was the type of man you’d have to search for in a group photo.


Daisy was epicentre to her core; she drank wine like a camera was on her. She was now the lone woman in our tiny circle and, like all friends you can’t live without, started out as an enemy. Well, not really, I was only eight, but I used to be so jealous. No, hang on, envious. She wasn’t overly popular, but even from a young age had the air of someone unwilling to be fucked with. Her parents’ separation turned her into the most nihilistic eight-year-old imaginable. At school, I feared Daisy until she made it impossible for me to do anything but adore her. We finally bonded over our mutual love for pop music; mine unabashed, hers a secret because worshipping Steps clashed with her ambition to headline Glastonbury someday. At eleven, she offered to be my first girlfriend. Well, girlfriend might be overstating it – we tried scissoring, fully clothed, in her summer house but felt nothing through our tarpaulin-weight kids’ jeans out of Next.


‘I think you’re gay,’ she’d said after fifteen minutes of urgent frotting. ‘I can tell. My granny does the tarot. I won’t tell anyone.’


Our sexual awakenings began in earnest. Daisy, with non-regulation ‘Dad said I could do it’ dyed hair and huge DM boots, was a curiosity. This made her desirable. Back then, I couldn’t think of anything hotter than being drooled over by boys with bad skin in unironed school shirts yellowing under the pits from twenty squirts of Lynx. Nobody drooled over me; I gave St Bernards cotton-mouth. The limelight and Daisy were never far apart, but her main competition these days was Tam, especially now he was in the throes of planning a wedding.


I’d resented Tam at first when Daisy turned our twosome into a triangle. She’d stumbled into him in the uni bar, dragged him over and did her usual ‘Look, Leo, another gay! He’s funny!’ introduction. For a moment I was struck with anxiety. Now she’d found a good-looking one, it occurred to me Daisy may no longer need me to fetch her a latte and two Hedex every Sunday morning, but Tam had immediately disarmed me with a slightly mean joke about a mutual enemy. I didn’t need to tell him I hated this person – a pig’s carcass of a man who studied sports science and flapped his wrist whenever I walked by – Tam just knew. So he stayed. You can’t let the good ones go.


I was happy with my spot on the sidelines, grateful to take in drama rather than create it, the clean-up operative who put everything back together again, steering the ship away from icebergs. My last flirtation with centre stage was when Peter left, but this was quickly usurped by a pregnancy scare for Daisy – not hers, but a woman Seb was dating just before he met her, he said – and Tam’s then-boyfriend returning to his ex, which left Tam homeless and needing my spare room. Just like that, I was back in my supporting role.


I knew my place at work too, took comfort from it. Experiencing school as a teacher was a world away from my awkward teenage years, remarkable only for being tall. Dare I say I was cooler now? Being a drama teacher suggested more interesting depths than the top layer of the onion portrayed. I told myself that students enjoyed my classes more than double chemistry – and I was the only classroom to offer geometric-print beanbags and a thinking corner.


My assigned role here at Bucklemaker, Edinburgh’s most arty and liberal high school, was sassy creative with theatrical tendencies. Why fight the stereotype? It had its advantages. If I rolled my eyes, it was on-brand, but any sociology teacher who pulled the same act would be labelled difficult. My (vanishingly rare) strops were a genius’s outbursts; in anyone else they would denote a breakdown. Perched next to me on this particular ledge of the pecking order was Mica.


‘Morning, peasants.’


In she strode, that last day of summer term, clutching her school-branded thermal cup which, judging by her wired expression, must’ve contained her second triple shot of the day. The end of summer term wasn’t as much fun as you’d think: too much exuberance. Somebody always got cocky and ordered a Chinese takeaway to afternoon registration, or shagged in a cupboard, or broke a leg. Nobody wanted to be the teacher dashing to A&E and missing end-of-term drinks.


‘Hello, handsome.’ Mica flicked my ear as I muttered my hellos. I liked Mica because, aside from lying that I was handsome, she was very direct – for instance, she’d correctly identified the wee patch of vitiligo at the corner of my mouth within seconds of meeting me. I knew where I was with her. We were quite different – I’d only been inside a nightclub after 5 a.m. twice, while she’d spent most of her twenties experimenting with ecstasy before having her daughter fifteen years ago. A decision she regretted, she joked, once she realised it would mean never again having possessions she could truly call her own. Mica, however, considered us similar – we both had one eye bigger than the other, and neither of us ever agreed with the public when picking Strictly winners. We were also, as she loved to point out, two sassy best friends who were much more interesting than any of the lead personalities jostling for attention in that staffroom.


‘Six sweet weeks of nothing. You excited? You still haven’t told me what you’re doing.’


The only thing in my diary was helping Tam with wedding travel plans, and pretending to enjoy the plays, gigs, and Fringe comedies that his future husband could give me free tickets for, to say thank you. ‘No major plans. Just gonna enjoy summer in the city.’


‘Said nobody ever.’ Mica’s laugh cut through the air like wire through an Orkney cheddar. The entire social sciences department, lined up against one wall like the front row of a circus, flinched. ‘What, two sunny days on the Meadows, forty days of rain, getting crushed by tourists in every pub? Stop it. They’re not plans.’


Mica did the same every summer. Two weeks seeing family in London ‘with actual summer weather’, two weeks somewhere blisteringly hot abroad, and the remaining two weeks arguing with her daughter in their Morningside flat and texting me to join her for drinks at a festival pop-up. Sometimes I’d go.


‘You live like an extra in your own life sometimes. Up your main character vibes, I keep telling you.’


She did indeed. Constantly. I didn’t really do plans. I waited for things to happen, preferred to be asked than to arrange. Made life a bit of a mystery tour; I quite liked seeing where I might end up. Plus, if you don’t ask, nobody can say no. I didn’t mind my diary being blanker than a mannequin’s stare anyway; made a nice change from term time.


‘Look at this lot,’ said Mica at a volume that would be mildly disrespectful at a funeral and gesturing in the general direction of our colleagues. ‘Waiting for an audition that’s never gonna come; centre stage is where the fun’s at, babycakes.’


‘Drama analogies, Meesh? On the last day of term? Come on.’


‘So long as you’re hearing me. Fag?’


‘Please don’t call me that.’


‘Every time. Don’t you get bored of that joke?’


‘No.’ I followed Mica to the fire escape and we shuffled round the corner of the building until we overlooked the car park, the only place on campus you couldn’t be spotted from a classroom. She lit up and I breathed in deeply, enjoying that warm, toasty scent when someone first lights a cigarette – precious seconds before the smell becomes an acrid blend of formaldehyde and crematoriums. Crematoria? Whichever.


I didn’t smoke. Mica didn’t smoke. Officially. But we had the Emergency Cigarette Protocol. We co-owned a packet of cigarettes, kept in my locker. Occasionally, if we’d had a bad day, the protocol was invoked. Only one of us was allowed to smoke, the other would have to watch. We weren’t allowed to smoke at any other time, and if both of us needed a cigarette, it would cancel out the craving and we’d agree not to bother. Our reasoning was, if we smoked like this, only together, but never actually at the same time, we’d never get addicted (again). It was hardly worth it anyway, really. If the students smelled smoke on you they’d give you hell all day. We tried smoking wearing a surgical glove for a while, before admitting it made us look unhinged. Instead, Mica had a bottle of awful supermarket perfume in her desk – another deterrent as it masked the scent of her regular Black Orchid – and I had a can of talc-scented Mitchum so, post-protocol cigarettes, I had the whiff of a newborn fresh from a nappy change.


‘Why are we hitting Miss Nicotine today, Meesh?’


‘April’s last day before mat leave, isn’t it? New face next term. I hope we don’t get one of those strategy types who wishes they’d applied for The Apprentice.’


‘Shit, yeah. Results driven. A disruptor. Asking what we think of the syllabus.’


As one of the deputy heads, April looked after the arts subjects, but she was fairly hands off. Fairly everything off, really. We did as we liked, got through the year well enough not to make the front of the Evening News. Our only taxing duties were, for Mica, to arrange an art show, music teacher Joe – known as Joe Music for obvious reasons – would throw together a recital, and I’d have to stage an end-of-year performance for parents to dutifully film on their phones. So long as nobody died, April was happy. Maternity covers made us nervous. Her understudy might want to keep things ticking over, fine, but there was always one teacher who’d overdosed on Everybody’s Talking About Jamie or Dead Poets’ Society and was desperate to inspire a West End musical, or who thrived on extra paperwork because it made them look busy.


April’s office looked like three filing cabinets had been fucking in it. She was sitting catatonic, staring into the chaos, a stapler and folder of coursework resting on her bump.


‘I’ve been looking for this for five years,’ she said. ‘It had to go to mitigating circumstances in the end. I hope he got into St Andrews.’ She sniffed up. ‘You could’ve invited me outside and blown smoke in my face.’


‘How you doing?’ I said. ‘Emotional? Ecstatic to get out of here?’


‘All of it. I know this sounds old-fashioned, but I can’t wait to sit at home and stare at my baby. Even if they’re a crier. It’s gotta be better than this.’


April had no idea who’d be replacing her, and didn’t seem to care, as long as they didn’t burn the place down. ‘Or maybe I hope they do.’ All she asked was that we didn’t throw her under the bus. ‘If they ask about my … processes, say you’ll check and get back to them. Then avoid them until the end of the academic year. Okay?’


Like everyone going on extended leave, April was worried she’d be exposed as an impostor and banished to the corner of the staffroom where the blinds were stuck shut or worse, given a registration group of her own – calling out attendance gave her hives, she said.


‘Be nice to them, but not too nice to them,’ said April shooing us out of the door to start the day, ‘remember, every time you betray me, a puppy gets stung by a wasp. Love you.’


Six long, chaotic hours later, Mica heaved her bag onto her shoulder like it contained all the world’s problems. ‘You coming to the pub?’ She saw my face. ‘Oh fuck, why not? Don’t leave me with Emerald.’ The head of art, prone to melodrama – Emerald refused to eat in the staffroom because the defibrillator next to the coffee cupboard reminded her of the fragility of the human heart. ‘She’s dying to fill me in on how her husband always stays late at work since his supervisor got implants.’


‘I can’t. Mum wants me round. I didn’t realise Emerald was the suspicious type.’


‘You kidding? She phones the husband’s office putting on funny voices to check he’s still there. This is the level of chill I’m dealing with. None. What’s going on with your mum that’s keeping you from buying me sixteen Bacardis?’


‘Dad’s anniversary.’ One more brief spell as a leading man, a year after Peter left. My dad died. Cancer. I missed the last few days of term that year, spent them holding my father’s hand for the first time in my life, watching petals drop off the flowers someone had brought. Someone. Peter, I mean, clawing his way back in. Arm round my mum’s shoulder. ‘Anything you need, Dawn.’ Ever the suck-up.


Mica saw the game was lost. ‘Okay. But I wanna see you during these six weeks, you hear?’


‘I hear you.’
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My dad and I were very different. He liked watching the boys boot them in at Easter Road and I preferred the high kicks of the ‘Mein Herr’ backing dancers in Cabaret. But there were sweet overlaps. When I’d beg to play my Steps CDs in his dusty Mondeo, he’d jig along. He’d claim he liked the brown-haired lassie best, just like me, although even then he knew we’d spend very different evenings with her, given the opportunity. He wasn’t too bothered I was gay so long as I didn’t end up on drugs or living in London, especially working in fashion. He’d been to London twice and both times claimed to have seen someone doing cocaine in the café of a now defunct clothing store on Oxford Street.


For most of my teenage years, my mum’s time was taken up with my brother Duncan, whose hobbies included getting into fights at bus stops, stealing pints from men big enough to slice him in two, and talking his way into the knickers of girls he’d blank once he got what he wanted. A mother’s worry can only spread so thinly, so it was Dad I came out to on a match day, standing outside the Cabbage & Ribs pub, aged fourteen. I remember trying to get the words out as Coca-Cola bubbles whooshed up my nose like caustic soda round a U-bend.


My dad had looked round to make sure nobody else heard, then said, ‘You’re sure about that, then, son?’


‘Aye.’ I always said ‘aye’ to my dad; he only ever said ‘yes’ if he was wearing a tie.


‘Alright, then.’ That was that. He took my mum for a Chinese a few days later and must’ve told her; she brought back a bigger bag of prawn crackers than usual and said I needn’t share with Duncan if I didn’t want. Which I very much didn’t.


When Dad died, my brother and I were surprised to be left a bit of money; we’d always assumed that, aside from the house, they hadn’t a pot to piss in. At the wake, Mum, brandishing a polystyrene plate overloaded with vol-au-vents said, through pastry-encased teeth, ‘Your brother’ll pish all his up against the wall, son, and that’s up to him, but do something decent with yours, put a wee deposit on a flat somewhere.’ I got a bargain on Salamander Street in Leith from a rail-thin divorcé who was having trouble selling because prospective buyers were put off by the scrap yard opposite – there wasn’t a brand of fridge on the planet that I hadn’t seen there in its final rusting place.


Mum struggled with widowhood at first; she still warmed up two kinds of pie every evening and her idea of therapy was to sit cross-legged on the floor listening to ‘At Seventeen’ and smoking a Benson & Hedges right down to its balls. Gradually, she came out the other side, went back to work. She was getting there. The only problem was my brother: every few months he was chucked out by whichever woman he was lying to at that time, and would return to his childhood bedroom, demanding beige, high-saturate dinners. He couldn’t do anything for himself – he’d gawp at the microwave in terror, like it was the control deck for Apollo 11.


On the one occasion Tam came face to face with Duncan, at Dad’s funeral, he took me aside and said, ‘Maybe this isn’t the time, but you can’t be related to him, you just can’t. Do you want me to get a DNA swab test?’


I never saw flowers in our house until my dad was dying; I always think it’s a shame the person being commemorated never gets to appreciate their beauty, but now I always took a bunch for my mum. I walked through the unlocked back door into the kitchen with a bouquet I knew she wouldn’t have a vase big enough for, and the first thing Mum said was, ‘Harvey Pearce.’


‘Hello to you too. What?’


She shoved aside the laundry basket she’d been rummaging in, got two mugs out of the cupboard, and flicked on the kettle in one fluid movement. ‘Rab and Lynda Pearce from the flats. Mind them? Harvey was the son. There was a girl, too, Emma. Mind?’


I did. Harvey was in my class, and we played together; our parents were pretty close. They’d moved down south when I was about eleven and they became names on Christmas cards. ‘Did they come to Dad’s funeral?’


‘Rab and Lynda did.’ I could feel Mum getting irked I didn’t have instant recall of someone I’d barely thought about in two decades. ‘Not Harvey.’


‘Come on, Dawny, out with it. Is he dead?’ There couldn’t be many reasons she was bringing him up; the only texts she sent me were updates on who was ascending to the angels that week. I’d had to delete the family group chat.


‘Stop calling me Dawny. It’s disrespectful.’ She stirred the coffees forcefully to show her disapproval. ‘He’s not dead, drama queen! He’s moved back to Edinburgh. For work. You should give him a call.’


I conjured up memories of Harvey Pearce. They were faded, replaced by slideshows of good places to get a curry, every millisecond of the London revival of Company, and names of every student I’d ever taught, but the haze started to lift and a few things came into focus. He didn’t like to get his hands dirty, he had a year-round penchant for shorts, and enjoyed arguing over who got to command his Lego space station. I couldn’t imagine Harvey was desperate to relive these highlights. ‘Yeah, maybe.’


‘I said you would.’


‘Who to? I mean, to who? No, to whom?’


My mother went back to folding laundry – Superdry polo shirts, my brother was back. ‘Lynda! I said you’d call. No, hang on. She said Harvey would call. I gave Lynda your number. Looks better if you call him first.’


I sat at the tiny, battered foldaway kitchen table to avoid towering over her and sipped my coffee. Bloody sweeteners in it. I’d never taken sugar or anything like it, ever. ‘Nobody phones anyone anymore. How does it look better?’


‘More welcoming.’ A long tube of ash fell off Mum’s cigarette into the basket of clean shirts. ‘He’s on his own. I said you’d be free tonight.’


‘Tonight?! What about Dad’s anniversary?’


‘Peter’s taking me out for a Chinese.’


Hearing his name was like that ‘sharp scratch’ the nurse always warned you of when taking your bloods. Every time. My breakup with Peter had been decisive, clean – but Mum never acknowledged the memo. Post me, Peter had thrived, marrying ‘Ben’ a year to the day after we gave up the flat. A doctor, too! Mum always liked Peter – everybody did – and after Dad died I didn’t want to deprive her of her few remaining connections to happier times (for her, anyway). I tried not to begrudge her visits from my ex, and his new husband’s daughter, Ava, who my mum doted on. So long as our paths never crossed, I could handle it. My eye still twitched, though.


‘I could’ve taken you for a Chinese.’


‘You’re not adventurous with the menu. It’s embarrassing. You can eat spring rolls any time.’ Head tilt. Here it came. ‘Your dad wouldn’t want your old friend sitting in the house by himself, would he?’


I remembered Harvey Pearce on his bike, chapping at the door, asking me out to play, a melting Calippo in his hand. I didn’t like the idea of him now, as an adult, behind a door nobody was going to knock on.


Mum read my face like it was the menu at the Happy Rickshaw. ‘I’ll get you this number.’
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Having no social media presence of my own, Daisy and Tam volunteered to scour all channels for me, to make sure Harvey didn’t have any racist tattoos or was a football bore – but there was nothing.


‘I’m getting a plumber in Kirriemuir and someone from Essex who does slightly out-of-time formation dancing with his two brothers,’ said Daisy over an emergency video call. ‘They’ve got bright white hoodies on. Why on earth wouldn’t you have social media unless you were trying to hide something?’


‘I quite like the mystery of it,’ said Tam. ‘Look, if it gets too “straight male”, text us and we’ll FaceTime and camp it up and be, like, egregiously annoying, so he’ll run a mile.’


‘So … you’ll both act completely normally, then?’ I blew the obligatory kiss. ‘Look, if he murders me, promise you won’t start a true crime podcast.’ Daisy laughed like a hairdryer on a cool setting, Tam hung up.


I figured Harvey would be as keen on this enforced reunion as I was, so I decided to text, make myself sound busy and offer a vague promise of a meetup one day. Eventually. Within seconds, my phone rang. I jumped. I’d forgotten it could do that; it had been on silent since 2014.


‘Uh, hello? Leo?’


Harvey. Obviously.


‘Harvey Pearce! I believe our mothers have been conspiring.’ I used my most calming parents’ evening voice, reserved for weary parents in need of some good news after ten rounds of disappointment.


A short chuckle. ‘I thought I’d grown out of my ma making playdates for me, but no. Horrendously embarrassing. Sorry.’


He sounded nice enough. Weary, apologetic, the voice of someone behind the ticket window of a railway station dealing with his eighth complaint of the day about a missed connection at Dundee. But there was something else.


‘You sound totally English now!’


He laughed gently. ‘No! Don’t worry, I still roll my Rs.’


For some reason, I blushed.


‘Look, you don’t have to,’ he said, sounding slightly more Scottish. ‘But I’m free tonight and Mum’s expecting a report back.’


‘As a teacher, I strongly encourage you to finish your assignment.’


We arranged to meet in the safest straight pub I could think of, in the West End, the heterosexual heartland. Just the right side of showy, monogrammed paper coasters, a mixed crowd, and decent alcohol-free beers so I wouldn’t be guzzling fizzy water all night. Somewhere a straight man could feel comfortable but not in charge. I foresaw the standard evening for two old acquaintances: a round of drinks each to reminisce and realise you’ve nothing in common anymore, before an ill-advised third you agree to out of politeness, sipped in harrowing silence. One thing I missed about alcohol: being able to talk shite through an awkward lull.


I realised, walking in, that I had no idea what he looked like now. It didn’t matter; the moment I was in the door, an elegant, toned test-tube of a man called out. I recognised the aged-up face of the ten-year-old I’d known, clear bright blue eyes crinkling as he said hello, handshake strong and sincere. His body had morphed from the hazy sack of meat we carry around in childhood into a svelte, well-maintained machine, everything in perfect proportion, heightening my own oaf complex. I could feel my sense of balance corrupting, my limbs stretching like strands of chewing gum. He was a pristine filament of flesh, muscle and 100 per cent cotton, not a hair out of place, he must’ve floated here. Everything fit perfectly: a long-sleeved T-shirt, in navy, no stains or lint or worn cuffs like most of my wardrobe. His jeans looked expensive. His trainers gleamed so hard I had an urge to stamp on them.


His first words: ‘You’re tall.’ Disappointing.


‘Oh? I was five-seven when I left the house.’ Ten points to me.


‘Sorry, that was a dumb thing to say. You know you’re tall. I’m an idiot.’ Redemption!


‘It’s fine.’ I noticed a theatrical roll of the eyes. Hmm. A slight hunching of the shoulders while he called himself an idiot. Self-deprecating.


He didn’t ask about my vitiligo or question that I wasn’t drinking, which suggested he’d been briefed beforehand.


Hang on, was this a setup?


My mother had never taken an interest in my love life, beyond wondering why I hadn’t snared Tom Daley before he was snapped up. Was Harvey Pearce gay? I quickly scanned internal childhood footage for limp wrists, interest in the Spice Girls, or liking trains, but came up blank. I decided to look out for the usual giveaways.
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