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Praise for First Time for Everything


‘Funny, touching and fabulous … a little slice of queer joy’


JULIE COHEN


‘A hilarious and heartfelt coming-of-queer novel. Reading this book felt like hanging out with one of my queer besties’


CELIA LASKEY


‘This is a book for anyone who has felt like an outsider – for all of us who have gone through the journey of discovering the people we were always meant to be’


GRANT GINDER


‘A wild novel about rage and joy. Hilarious, tender, raw and heart-stoppingly moving. I adored this powerful, wonderful book’


AMANDA EYRE


‘The characters were so real to me [and] I’m still thinking about them (and wish we were friends). A very relatable journey of self-discovery’


RADHIKA SANGHANI






For everyone else who’s late to the party.
Let’s make up for lost time.
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Queer people don’t grow up as ourselves, we grow up playing a version of ourselves that sacrifices authenticity to minimise humiliation & prejudice. The massive task of our adult lives is to unpick which parts of ourselves are truly us & which parts we’ve created to protect us.


– Alexander Leon, 2020







PART ONE








ONE



Usually when someone’s fondling my balls, I disappear. I try to pretend it isn’t happening. The whole thing makes me so uncomfortable I don’t know what to do, so I just vanish. Mostly they don’t seem to notice, I think. But on this occasion I’m having to answer questions, which makes it trickier.


‘And is this a monogamous relationship, duckie?’ the middle-aged Irish lady is asking. I wince as her thumb slips probingly around the tender bit of the left testicle.


‘Yes, of course,’ I say to the beige-tiled ceiling. Why does everyone keep asking me that? It’s just a normal relationship, like any other. ‘Can you feel the lump? Does it feel bad?’


She ignores me.


‘And are you top or bottom?’


I swallow hard.


‘That’s a very personal question. I don’t really see why it’s relevant.’ She sets me with a look. ‘The GP just said I had to come here because of – you know – the area.’


My heart is thrumming in my neck. This is maybe the worst place I’ve ever been. I’m never coming back.


‘We ask these questions to everyone – to get a better idea of your sexual history.’


‘But this isn’t about sex. It’s about …’


I nod towards my crotch.


Her blue-plastic-gloved hand – the one that’s not currently keeping my scrotum hostage – lands on my arm and squeezes gently. It’s strange to be held in this way, even for a moment – oddly comforting.


‘I won’t be sharing this with anyone, dear. Everything you say is confidential.’


I can’t bring myself to look directly at her, or where either of her hands are, so I focus on my lightly haired, startlingly white thighs. Then on my calves, then on my ankles, where the navy Topman boxers sit loosely, inside the scrunched-up cave of my pulled-down jeans.


‘Bottom,’ I whisper.


‘Thanks, dear,’ she says warmly, removing the hand from the arm. Then, casually as anything, she says: ‘Any fisting, choking or BDSM?’


I make a coughing, wheezing sort of noise and see that I’ve actually sprayed several flecks of spit onto the front of my pale-blue cotton shirt. My face heats up, even though the nurse hasn’t noticed and wouldn’t care anyway. She must see hundreds of scrotums a week. And globules of startled spit.


I try to get it together.


‘No,’ I say, as evenly as possible. ‘I’m just really not into contact sports.’


‘Any GHB, GBL, mephedrone or general recreational drug taking?’ she goes on.


‘No.’ Then I think. ‘What about coffee? Sometimes I have, like, three oat-milk lattes a day and I feel a bit’ – I shake my head from side to side – ‘floopy.’


She ignores me again. ‘Any chemsex orgies?’


‘Is that a band?’


‘Any animal play?’


I shake my head. She’s lost me now.


‘I don’t have any pets … but I’d love a Shih Tzu.’


She gives Old Lefty another good squeeze. I make a ‘Gah!’ noise.


‘Ooh, sorry there, dear,’ she says, almost sings. ‘And do you use condoms?’


Oh, so we are still talking about sex.


‘Yeah, I’m not an idiot,’ I say very quickly – too quickly. My tongue is dry. I swallow loudly and listen as the lie comes out. ‘Well, we use them most of the time. But, like, a few times we’ve been a bit drunk, or it’s the morning and it just sort of … happens. But it doesn’t matter, because Tobbs would never cheat on me.’


I really can’t remember the last time we used a condom – maybe eight months ago?


I glance up. This time, her stare is focused and intense.


‘Do you often take risks like this?’ she says in a low, serious voice.


‘I’m in a monogamous relationship.’ I hear this come out much more West Country than I would like. I’m an urban professional now, not the son of a couple who run a chippy in the arse-end of nowhere. I take a breath, I try to flatten my ‘r’s and shorten my ‘a’s. ‘And I don’t see what this has to do with, with … whatever’s going on down there. This is … something else.’


The woman looks up. Jacqueline is her name, the laminate badge spearing her pendulous bosom informs me. I’ve been in too much of a whirl to notice anything until now, when this sudden, vivid realisation that I’m here, actually here, shakes my vision. This tiny square room I’m in with this woman, her frizz of dyed magenta hair beautifully illuminated by the blue computer screen on the desk behind her, giving her an oddly religious aspect. I really am here, me, Danny Scudd, the most sexless man in all existence, spending Friday afternoon in the STI clinic, the place I’ve always avoided, because there didn’t seem much point in coming.


I look up at Jacqueline, looming over me like a dishevelled Madonna. I feel bad news coming, not in my gut, but in my ball.


‘There’s something there, though, isn’t there? A lump?’


After a few thoughtful facial expressions, Jacqueline says, ‘Oh yes, darlin’, they do feel a little boggy.’


‘Boggy?’ I gasp.


‘Boggy.’ She nods.


‘Does that mean it’s … cancer?’


She stands up, bins the blue gloves. She has a nice face, but it’s tired, drooping like a St Bernard’s. She must be in her late fifties, around my mum’s age. I imagine the bleached barrel that is Mary Elizabeth Scudd spending eight hours a day inspecting young men’s bits, and then coming out with a word like ‘boggy’. She’d probably love it.


‘Oh, heavens, no!’ Jacqueline leans in and winks at me. I get a powerful waft of supermarket-bought geraniums. ‘The bad ones don’t hurt, and if it was cancer I’d feel a lump like a small hard pea attached to the testicle. What we’ve got here is either gonorrhoea or chlamydia. Rejoice!’


‘Ohhh!’ Is this something to rejoice about? That sounds pretty serious to me. I have an impulse to take out my phone and text my best mate Jacob. In fact, I wish they’d been able to come with me; it would have made this awful experience slightly less traumatic. ‘Does that mean I can’t have kids?’


Jacqueline blinks at me a couple of times.


‘Now, wherever did you get that idea from?’


I shrug. ‘Instagram?’


She shakes her magenta halo. ‘You’re all right, treacle. Never you worry.’


I lean up awkwardly on one elbow, trying to see what she’s really thinking.


‘Are you sure it’s not cancer?’


Jacqueline smiles to herself, some emotion I can’t quite work out.


‘It’s not cancer, dear. Not even close.’


She turns and goes over to a little plastic trolley, opens and closes its drawers, fiddles with packets of things. I notice for the first time she’s wearing Crocs, also magenta, a colour that really fights with the pale-green scrubs.


I lie back on the white bed, pants and trousers still around my ankles, the low buzz of the strip light seeming to get louder and louder. There’s so much spinning around my head I don’t know which thought to settle on. What does this mean? What does any of this mean?


‘How will we know which one it is?’ I say.


‘Which – testicle?’ Jacqueline says, donning another pair of blue gloves.


‘Which STI.’


‘Oh yes!’ she laughs. She actually laughs. Doesn’t she realise this exchange is scarring me for life? ‘We’ll run some tests now, as well as treat you for both.’


She’s standing above me again, this time brandishing a needle.


‘Roll over.’


I do not move.


She smiles again, though with less patience. ‘Roll over, there’s a dear.’


‘Oh – OK.’


I roll around like a giant worm, taking care not to knock the boggy balls. I stick my bare arse up in the air, wondering if this was indeed how I ended up here in the first place.


‘Sharp scratch.’


My eyes are scrunched shut and every muscle I have is tensed as the pain centres in the middle of my right cheek.


‘Try to relax,’ Jacqueline says, in vain. Next thing I know, she’s tapping me on the shoulder.


I jiggle back around, my feet still trapped in the boxer-jean shackles.


‘That wasn’t so bad, was it?’


‘Not compared to choking or fisting, no.’


Jacqueline laughs with such force, I press myself back against the plastic bed, which rattles unnervingly.


‘Oh dear, you boys do make me laugh,’ she says, thumping her ribcage.


I ignore ‘you boys’. But I know what she means, of course.


‘Now, we’ve just got to take a few samples for testing …’


She peels open a little plastic bag and pulls out a little plastic spoon, sort of like one you might get in an ice-cream tub at the cinema. Fondly, I think of the time one Christmas when my parents took me to see Little Women. We had a chocolate-mint-chip each.


This lovely thought is fleeting, however, because then Jacqueline takes hold of my little bishop in a turtleneck with the same lack of interest I might grab a banana on the way out the door. She’s obviously done this many, many times. It’s disorientating, looking down and seeing a middle-aged woman’s hand circling my poor guy.


‘Another sharp scratch.’


I have no time to react, which is for the best.


This is not a sharp scratch. This is a popping open of the pee hole, an inserting of the ice-cream spoon, a terrible feeling, like it’s too big and going to snag on whatever the hell is in there, and then a deep feeling of sickness. I don’t want to look, and yet I can’t look away.


Jacqueline peers at the spoon after she brings it out, her flaking scalp in my face.


‘Oh dear,’ she says darkly. ‘Not enough gunk. We’re going to have to go deeper.’


These are words you never want to hear.


This time, I lie back, crunch my eyes closed and try to hard-core dissociate. I wonder what Tobbs is doing. Has he also panicked in the work loos on a Friday afternoon upon realising his testicles feel bigger and lumpier than they ever have, started to hyperventilate, gabbled excuses to his boss and made an emergency appointment with his GP, who recommended he reroute to the nearest sexual-health clinic?


Unlikely, seeing as he barely washes. He’s authentic and worldly like that. He’s probably too strong-constitutioned to get an STI anyway – that’s what he’d say. Although that does beg the question: if he doesn’t have it, where the hell have I got it from? He’s the only guy I’ve been with for over a year. More than a year. OK, he’s the only guy I’ve ever really been with, if you get my drift. And, if he does have it, does that mean …


I’m good at drifting off, forgetting where I am. But Jacqueline isn’t so hot on extracting the ‘gunk’, and makes heavy work as she dips in a couple more times. I can’t help but be dragged back into this horrible little room.


With a whistle of glee, she decides there’s enough to send to the lab. After that, I’m treated to a couple more jabs in the arm and some leaflets about HPV, and hep A and B, being, as I am, in a ‘high-risk group’ – an NHS synonym for ‘homo’.


‘The tests will come back in five working days or so,’ she says over her shoulder. ‘It could be either, or even a UTI. If it’s chlamydia, then that’ll probably have been gestating for three to four weeks. Bubbling away inside the balls, there. Symptoms of gonorrhoea typically show up shortly after exposure, so you’ll have contracted that in the last few days or so.’


‘No, no,’ I try to correct her, thinking how Tobbs and I last had our typically brusque coitus on Monday night – unprotected. ‘I can’t have just contracted something. I’m in a relationship.’


She turns, clutching a plastic envelope containing tubes of my blood, poo, pee and ‘gunk’. She smiles kindly, though something in the eye is sad. Poor boy, she’s thinking. Poor stupid boy.


‘And it’s not an open relationship, is it? I know you boys are into that sort of thing.’


You boys.


When she says it this time, my brain fizzes gently above the eyebrows. But again I say nothing. I’m sure my facial expression doesn’t even change. I don’t want to make a fuss.


‘No, no,’ I say, though I hear my voice crack. ‘That’s not for me. It’s just a normal relationship.’


Jacqueline shrugs and seals the plastic envelope with a rub of her thumb.


‘Normal’s different for everyone, dear. No judgement. But you do know you’re more at risk being the receptive partner – and having unprotected sex?’


‘Yes, I know,’ I say, maybe too sharply. I’m not sure I did know this, though. ‘Tobbs wouldn’t lie to me; he’s a really nice guy.’


‘Nice guys can catch HIV, too.’


There is definitely some judgement in this.


‘No, no – I didn’t mean that. And, wait, who’s talking about HIV?’ I can feel the fuzz of distress growing, the electric fingertips grasping my temples.


Jacqueline smiles with a genuine warmth. ‘Well, if you’re not always using condoms, it might be worth thinking about PrEP. When taken daily, pre-exposure prophylaxis is ninety-nine per cent effective in preventing the spread of HIV. It’s highly recommended if you’re having risky sex.’


‘I’m not having risky sex! I’m having consensual, loving sex with my monogamous partner!’


I realise I’m breathing quite hard, staring at her wide-eyed. As if this whole scenario wasn’t embarrassing enough already, now I’m making a scene. Tobbs would hate it. He hates it when I get like this.


Jacqueline taps me on the knee. ‘Well, let’s wait and see, shall we? No use worrying about something that might be nothing, is there?’


‘Try and stop me.’


She smiles again. ‘Pop your pants back on, lovie.’







TWO



So – hi, hello there. I’m Danny Scudd. I guess we know each other pretty well already – although I wish we didn’t. Welcome to my life. As you might be able to tell, it’s all going swimmingly.


Though you might have an idea of what parts of me look like, let me paint a picture of the rest:


I’m twenty-seven, pasty-faced, with fine, lank light-brown hair, and am both skinny and fat at the same time. You know: arms like spaghetti but somehow still a belly. Basically, it’s the body of a teenage boy waiting to develop into itself, to inhabit itself properly, to take ownership. That hasn’t happened yet, and I’ve pretty much given up on it ever happening. Of course, I could exercise, but I just feel like that’s not for me. I don’t look good sweaty.


You might think I wear glasses, but I don’t. I just have that demeanour. It makes sense, though. I squint at words all day long. I’m the content editor at this sort of culture app. It’s called – wait for it – CULTRD. It’s basically a listings app that you can filter by interest, location, price, etc., and then me and my team make these articles, photo galleries and videos that pop up to show you something vaguely related. They’ve been getting more and more ridiculous in the three years I’ve worked there: ‘Food Diaries: Orgy Edition’ and ‘GoTHICC Abodes: 10 Hot Hotels to Die In’ are just two of the pieces I’ve published this week. If you’re wondering how this makes any money, at the end of the photo gallery it then links you to all the Hiltons in the area. When I was younger, I wanted to be Teri Hatcher in Lois & Clark: The New Adventures of Superman – you know, hunting down the story, exposing the truth, that kind of thing. Anyway, this is where I’ve ended up.


I dress like every other guy like me: long-sleeved cotton shirts in inoffensive colours, jeans and trainers. Sometimes I go wild and mix it up with a plain T-shirt in a pastel shade. If you saw me in a line-up, you probably wouldn’t remember me if you had to identify me later. Not that I’d ever get arrested for anything. Except maybe lurking in plant shops.


In the waiting room of the clinic, however, I stand out like a sore pee hole. I’m fidgeting, shaking my leg up and down, sweating quite a lot around the neck (not a good look for me, as discussed).


It’s even more depressing than the little cell where Jacqueline’s been poking me. It’s violently lit and reeks of ammonia. Sad plastic Halloween decorations span the tired beige walls: black and orange bunting, stencils of bats, witches and skulls. Is this what I’m paying my taxes for? There’s no natural light, except from the sliding glass door onto the street that beeps as people enter and leave. A Jeremy Kyle rerun plays on a screen overhead, and the two guys sitting under it are loudly trying to work out if the woman on the show is lying to her husband about giving up crack. What are you in for? I wonder.


Even though it’s my balls that are the issue, my legs felt wobbly when I left Jacqueline, and I sat down on the edge of one of the slidey chairs bolted to the floor in rows. She’s given me a prescription to pick up from a pharmacy down the road, but I just need a minute to calm myself down. To rearrange the guys. To breathe.


Sometimes this feeling comes over me like my bones are rattling to be let out of their skin casings. Like some witch’s fingertip is pressing my temples tight and shooting electricity through them. It happens at times like this. Or sometimes when I have too many oat-milk lattes. It’s just one of my weird things.


I sit here, eyes closed, subtly feeling my hard left ball.


What if Tobbs really has cheated on me? I can’t even entertain that. He’s the one, I know it. He’s everything I’ve always wanted but never managed to find. He’s much cleverer than me, more worldly, more handsome – well, handsome if he tried, but he doesn’t give a shit what other people think about him, so he doesn’t really wash or change his clothes that often. It’s part of his whole rugged-reporter thing. Unlike me, he’s an actual journalist. He works at this lefty newspaper he refers to as ‘the Factory’, writing about things that really matter. He’s brave. He’s authentic. And he likes me. Me, Danny Scudd from the chippy in Whistlecombe.


What if I’ve had something for ages and given it to him?


No, that would be almost impossible. Tobbs is the only guy I’ve, like, you know, done it with. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve done other things with people. Just not it. I did kiss that homeless woman last year at the work Christmas party at 2 a.m., when I was outside in the smokers’ area, trying to smoke but just stifling coughs. I told her I loved her and gave her a tenner. Lucky woman. Possibly unlucky me. Can you get chlamydia from a kiss?


And when I was younger, there was someone – but that was a long time ago. It can’t be him … can it?


I run over these scenarios again and again. Each time, my chest tightens and my guts do acrobatics. Maybe this is the sort of information I should have disclosed to Jacqueline. That, and one other vital nugget: maybe I should have told her that, in all my twenty-seven years, I’ve never been tested before. That this was it, my first time.


Maybe I should have told other people this vital information, too. Tobbs, for example. Or the homeless woman.


Or myself.


Maybe I should have told myself instead of putting it in that neat little box in my mind where I put stuff to forget about it.


There are some muted yelps, and I open my eyes to see the mother opposite hauling her little daughter off her seat and towards the sliding exit doors, scowling at me evilly. It’s only then I realise I’m sitting here with my hand down my pants, heavily breathing.


Another win today.


I withdraw the hand and put it into my pocket instead.


My heart makes a tiny slope downward as I retrieve my phone: no messages.


I’d texted Tobbs when I was leaving work saying I was feeling funny and going to the doctor’s. As usual, he’s read the messages but not replied. It’s fine. I’ve got used to it. He’s a busy guy, and maybe I do ‘over-text’ a bit. He says it stresses him out, and I’ve tried to cut down. I’d only sent him a few earlier. Really short ones. Mostly a couple of words. He normally replies in one big block that he’s really thought through, because he’s a real writer.


I mean, it’s totally fine. I know he likes me. Maybe even loves me.


Instead, I message Jacob, who replies immediately.


WTFs a boggy ball?


Gonorrhoea or chlamydia or maybe a UTI


WTF??!
Babe, how the hell do you get a UTI in your nut?
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I dunno
Ask Jacqueline


Who?


Nurse Jackie


Shut up that’s her name


Just clocked that it is


I literally live for Edie Falco


You live for anyone called Edie


TRUTH
Edie Sedgwick
Little Edie Bouvier Beale
Edie Piaf
Every Edie is iconic
That’s why we’re both Edies


Anyway, can we just rejoice that I’m not dying


Babe, you’re dying every week


In the Sylvia Plath sense we are all dying


HARH HARH Fight Club
SUCH an erotic film


Can we please not use the word ‘erotic’ right now


Sensual
Sexual
Sexy
Sex
Sexxxxxxxx


What are you doing now?


Oh, just sauntering about my fabulous life
I need to get some quail eggs
Where the hell does one procure quail eggs in Bow?


Wanna get drinks to celebrate my boggy ball?


As long as it doesn’t come as a side order


I said no sexy talk


I cannot help but arouse the sentiment
Are you still near werq?
I’m in the area


Yas Gawd


We can sipple supple tipples in the post-gay media hellhole of Soho


Yas Gawd


I’ll be right there
Love You Little Edie
XOXO Gossip Gay


Love you too Jay
XXX


I click my phone to black and head out towards the pharmacy. The image of my parents battering cod behind their shop counter back in sleepy Whistlecombe floats across my mind.


Is this the sort of life they imagine I lead in the big city? Is this where they envisage I spend my Friday afternoons? Is this what they say when they brag about their son having a ‘fancy job in London’ to the Rileys next door?


Maybe.


Maybe maybe maybe.


Everything is maybe.


Boggy ball – maybe.


Cheated on me – maybe.


Going to text back or call me – maybe.


Nothing is certain. I wish they taught you this in schools rather than just the Second World War and bloody Henry VIII. No one prepares you for this stuff or how to deal with it. Which is why in this case, as in many others, I’m choosing to deal with it with my best friend … and eight flirtinis.







THREE



As usual, Jacob is not ‘right there’.


Standing on Old Compton Street in the rain, I’m reminded how ‘the gay district’ is really now the bougie media professionals’ district with a gentle peppering of gays. Their square-toed wedding shoes and toothpick-thin heels dart across the slicked silver cobbles, hiding their last-minute Halloween costumes under daily tabloids. I press myself into the wet wall, and keep checking my phone. Still no response from Tobbs. I hate how I’m always waiting for people because I never have any reason to be late to anything.


Then, above the waves of media mediocrity, wades the heron. The stalk. The pink flamingo.


I see Jacob some distance away. Though already six foot four, with heels and hair they’re scraping the mile-high mark. Jacob calls Halloween ‘Gay Christmas’, and is dressed appropriately: Naomi Campbell-thin body sheathed in a silver mini-mac with giant lapels and ten metres of bronzed, glossy leg sticking out the bottom – no evident clothing beneath – long black braids threaded with silver, falling from two bunches perched on either side of their head. ‘Alien stripper realness’, as they’ve previously described the look. Their entire being glitters in the street light and neon peep-show signs.


They walk straight towards me, then act like they’ve only just seen me.


‘OH MY GOD, HI, ANGEL!’


They fold in half in order to wrap their long arms round me and kiss me on the lips with a MWAH! Then they are cobra-upright again, looking in the mirrored back of their phone.


‘Prithee, my lip gloss!’


‘“Right outside”?’ I say with finger quotes.


They loop their arm through mine.


‘Très pardonne-moi. I forget you don’t like to go in alone.’


‘Guys sitting by themselves in bars are creeps.’


Jacob tugs me towards two especially moody bouncers.


‘Not guys as cute as you, bébé.’


Three drinks down, and I’ve almost managed to dissociate successfully. Even if the crowd in this gross, dark, loud, sticky, narrow little bar are making it difficult. They’re all merrily milling around in their standard gay-guy uniform of a vest plus something else: a vest plus devil horns; a vest plus angel wings; a vest plus impressive Buffy prosthetics. One guy in a harness and an Alice band with little grey felt circles on actually said, ‘I’m a mouse – durh,’ when Jacob asked him what he was meant to be. On the bar behind us, an absurdly muscular go-go dancer wiggles about in only a jockstrap and Nike Airs.


With his buttocks directly over my head, I’m saying something like ‘… And she was, like, “Are you quite sure this isn’t an open relationship? I know you boys like that.” YOU BOYS! Why does everything have to be about sex the whole time?’


I’m not sure when exactly, but at some point, Jacob pulled a selection of what I can only assume are alien instruments of torture from their clear plastic backpack and put them on the table between us. One is a purple tentacle. Another, a lifelike human forearm. Most, however, are more phallic in nature.


‘Sex doesn’t have to be this terrifying thing, you know, angel?’ they say, stroking an unnervingly realistic vein on one member.


‘I don’t think you realise how traumatic an experience it was, Jay,’ I say, unable to look away from the vein.


‘Did she give you the whole “Have you been fucking seventy guys in a heroin squat again” chat?’


‘Yeah!’ I splutter. ‘What’s that about? I don’t even know what some of those acronyms mean. BDSM? GHB?’


‘OMFG? And did she poke you, too?’


My eyes scrunch shut reflexively. ‘Jay, don’t even. It was awful.’


‘Totally heinous,’ they say in Californian. ‘And where did sweet Nurse Jackie pluck the term “boggy balls” from, one has to wonder? Are you quite sure she was an actual nurse?’


I consider this for a second. It would be very on-brand of me to walk into a vet’s, drop trou, and ask them to examine my rock-hard plums.


I nod my head. ‘Yep, that’s what she called it. She also used the word “gunk”.’


‘Shivers,’ Jacob says. ‘Actual shivers. Why didn’t you go to Dean Street instead of this weird, ratchet walk-in clinic?’


We’re right around the corner from there now.


‘What happens on Dean Street?’


Jacob tilts their head at me like a dog who’s just walked in on you trimming your pubes in the bathroom. ‘Dean Street Sexual Health Clinic, babe. The number-one STI stop-off for us queers. Come on, you’ve been there.’


‘I don’t think I’ve heard of it.’ I shrug, as casually as I can. ‘I mean, I’ve never been tested before today, so I’m not exactly a proper gay – or whatever.’


You never really know what Jacob will do next. And though you can pretty much bank on it never being subtle, it doesn’t tend to be violent. On this occasion, however, they break precedent.


My left cheek is suddenly stung as if by a giant bee. Except the bee is the purple tentacle. It takes me a second to realise what’s happened; they’ve smacked me with it. It’s more rubbery than expected. Around us, several men cheer.


Before I can react, Jacob has me by the shoulders, shaking me.


‘WHAT THE FUCKING FUCK, DANIELLE!’ they shout. ‘DON’T TAKE RISKS WITH YOUR HEALTH!’


I make an odd wailing noise and battle them off with a slew of little smacks.


‘Pleasecanyoujustsitdown!’ I hiss.


My heart is beating in my neck so powerfully I can barely hear the throb of the electronic music. I glance around, certain everyone is staring. Some actually are.


Jacob resumes their position on their stool, back straight, hands folded demurely in their lap – if ‘demure’ is a word that can ever be applied to Jacob. As usual, they don’t even look around. They genuinely don’t care what other people think of them or their behaviour. I fight inside myself about this: at best, it’s inspiring, and I find myself doing and saying things I’d never normally do. At worst, it’s this. This moment right now.


‘Dan, I’m not joking,’ they say in a steady, cautious voice. ‘You’ve got to be careful. Especially because you don’t know who else Tobbs is—’


‘He’s not cheating on me!’ I whisper fiercely. ‘He’s a good guy.’


‘Good guys get STIs, too, Little Edie.’


‘I don’t have an STI. It’s just … just—’


‘A boggy ball?’


‘Exactly!’


We sit in silence for a few heartbeats. Maybe five for Jacob, fifty for me, as the organ beats its rapid pulse. We sip our drinks. The vest gays dance. My forehead buzzes with electricity. It feels like it’s scrambling my brains. I really just want to scoot past this whole thing, pretend like this entire day never happened.


To cast the spotlight away from me, I look down at the mortuary of limbs and say, ‘Why do you even have all these thingies?’


Jacob regards me carefully, possibly deciding if I’m in the right state for the truth.


‘I just bought them round the corner,’ they say. ‘For my workshop at the Royal Academy next week. “Decolonising Colons – and Other Queer Sex Mythologies” – you can come if you want?’


‘Hmm,’ I say, and go back to sipping my flirtini.


They deliberately tried not to make it sound pointed, but how could it not? Jacob is oblivious to my discomfort, or pretends to be.


I know what you’re thinking: how is a white-bread nobody like me friends with an extraterrestrial princess like Jacob? Well, we’ve always been friends, ever since we used to dress up at preschool in the Methodist church back in Whistlecombe. They come across as a skilfully crafted performance piece: Jacob Jamal Diaspora, artist, teacher, visionary, which is how they rebranded themself shortly after starting at Central Saint Martins, managing to carve out a niche in small pub performance spaces and the Twittersphere ever since.


To some degree, they’ve always been this person – they were just never able to embody it fully while we were growing up. So I don’t see them the way the world sees them, because I remember all the versions they tried on while on the way to this one. I remember their emo phase. I remember when they were just Jacob Jones, the only mixed-race kid in our school, town, county, it seemed. I remember when they were eye-catching for reasons beyond their control. I remember when I came out to them in the kids’ play park, drunk on Scrumpy Jack. And when they didn’t have to come out at all. I remember standing next to them at their mum’s funeral, holding hands so tightly, even though we weren’t speaking at the time. I remember when we watched the seminal cult camp classic documentary Grey Gardens over and over and over again and play-acted the leads: Jackie O’s neurotic cousin Little Edie and her eccentric mother, Big Edie. Guess who played who.


I remember all of it, and then they aren’t the character the rest of the world sees – they’re my best friend. Alien strippers do not land on this planet in finished form; they evolve, just like us awkward Earthlings.


They’re still staring at me as they sip their flirtini.


‘Jay,’ I say to them, ‘I just want a normal life.’


Jacob’s hand reaches out and squeezes mine.


‘There’s no such thing as “normal”, babe.’


Are Jacob and Nurse Jackie in this together?


‘Oh, you know what I mean! I just want a husband and kids and a flat, and do, like, arts and crafts with them on the weekend, and maybe go to a National Trust property and be able to pay for everyone to have one of those little ice creams in a cardboard tub.’


‘The ones with the tiny plastic spoons?’


I shudder. ‘That’s what I want.’


‘And do you think Tobbs is the one to give it to you?’


‘Look, I know you don’t like him—’


‘I don’t like the sound of him,’ Jacob objects. ‘How can I dislike a man I’ve barely met? You never let me near him!’


Is it any wonder?


‘Please,’ I say slowly, ‘can you just support me in this?’


Jacob is visibly forcing their lips to stay shut.


‘Of course, babes. All I want is for you to be happy. Same as any mother.’


‘Yeah,’ I say, sighing. It must be written across my face that I’m not even that.


Suddenly the dance floor seems to be crammed full of only couples. All beefy, all snogging in a hypersexual, carefree manner. Tobbs would never snog me like this on a dance floor. Tobbs would never snog me like this anywhere. Is it even possible for two guys to have a really happy relationship together, like straight people do? I don’t know of any. Will I ever get to buy a branded tea towel at Hampton Court on the joint account?


I check my phone again. Still no reply.


‘Where’s that boy gone?’ I say, sounding just like my dad.


I look up, and Jacob is smirking.


‘You went proper West Country then,’ they say, vowels slipping out long and tinged with hay and mackerel, just the same.


Despite how shit I feel, I’m smiling.


‘Whatever, Alice Tinker!’


‘Shh!’ Jacob holds up a finger to my lips, silver acrylics glinting. ‘They must never know our origin story.’


I grab the hand and thrust my other one out dramatically.


‘Grown from the same shit heap, we was!’ I gasp like an aged Devonian witch. This is a whole bit we do.


‘Two roses, plucked from the pyre!’


‘Two thorny sisters, flown from ’twixt they cometh!’


‘That’s enough now. Let’s get shots.’


This is the part of the night that really starts to dissolve.


We have maybe four more drinks and three more shots, and next thing I know, Jacob is dancing in circles around everyone, waving the tentacle and forearm, spinning and loving it as people click their fingers, yell ‘YAS, QUEEN!’ and film it all on their phones. As ever, I stand there, semi-swaying along, until, eventually, I’m drunk enough to join in. When this happens, it feels like it’s me and Jacob against the world. I’m proud to call them my best friend, proud to be lifted out of the me I feel so uncomfortable in.


Suddenly it’s 3 a.m. and I’m staggering towards Tottenham Court Road Tube, Jacob swaying around in the street behind me having half-bits of conversations with anyone and everyone we pass.


‘I mean, he wouldn’t cheat on me, Jay,’ I’m slurring. God, why am I saying this? ‘He just wouldn’t. On Monday, he nearly said he loved me. I’m sure of it. That was our one-year anniversary. Nope, nope, nope, he wouldn’t do that. He’s not like that.’


‘Have a lovely evening, madam!’ Jacob is shouting. ‘Boris Johnson is my style icon, too!’ Their arm is around my neck, their silver form pressed against mine, their sweet, citric breath in my face. ‘What is he like, then? Seeing as I’m not allowed to kiki with him.’


‘Well – you know – he’s, like, a genius.’


‘Oh yeah, is that why he doesn’t reply to your texts?’ Jacob snorts. ‘Doesn’t sound too clever to me.’


‘He needs his space,’ I say. ‘To – like – think. And stuff.’


I fumble in my pocket for my phone. Two missed calls from MA & PA HOME.


‘Still no reply?’ Jacob says, a little too righteously.


I put the phone away.


‘He’s probably on a late shift and forgotten to tell me. Or, like, interviewing someone famous. Stop making such a big deal about it. There’s no such thing as normal.’


‘Ain’t that the truth.’


My heart does feel heavy, though … but it could just be the shots.


‘You know what you’ve never told me?’ Jacob says as the wide, white entrance to the Tube looms.


‘What?’


‘Is how big Little Tobbs actually is.’


‘Oh my God, Jay!’ I shout, causing a cluster of budget Disney princesses to turn and stare. ‘Like, I don’t know. Not small, though! Why do you even want to know? That’s the problem with gay culture. Everything is so oversexualised! All anyone wants to know is how big everyone’s dicks are. No one cares how kind you are, or how often you call your mum.’


‘When did you last call Mary?’ Jacob laughs.


‘That’s not the point!’ I snap as we unsteadily totter onto the escalators. The sudden movement takes us unawares and we hold on to each other. Around us, everyone is pressed together, laughing, shouting, singing.


‘What is the point, Little Edie?’


‘The point is …’ I say, unsure what we were talking about now. ‘The point is …’


‘The point is, why are you so ashamed of it?’ Jacob says, releasing me and staggering towards the barrier.


‘Ashamed of what?’ I shout after them. ‘Jay! Ashamed of what?’


But they have scanned their card, waved a hand and marched off into the tide of people. Farewell to the pink flamingo.







FOUR



The room looms blearily into focus. Although much of it is obscured, and I immediately start to panic that I’ve had a stroke or my retinas have detached and now I’m blind forever. The electric fingers dance across my temples, as they always do on a hangover.


I sit up straight, and the darkness drops away. I blink several times and realise that I am not blind. I was just lying face down, like a corpse in a canal. I must have just fallen onto the bed and stayed like that all night.


Though the edges of everything seem watery, undefined, they are at least visible: the clothes being puked from the chest of drawers onto the small amount of floor around the bed; the white sash window to the left; the curtains that are barely tugged closed; and the plants. Oh, the plants.


If you popped your head in here, just for a second, you might not realise there’s any furniture at all. In fact, you might not think this is a room used for human habitation. Most space, if not covered in clothes, is covered in plants. I’ve got a bit of a thing for them. I know it’s got maybe a little extreme, but I like them. They calm me down, and they remind me of home.


Between the velvety foliage of the green-and-red calathea and the delicately patterned, church-window-like leaves of the prayer plant gazes the holographic triptych of Dolly Parton. It’s one picture, but, depending on what angle you look at her from, Dolly can be seen doing different things: Dolly holding up her palms like the Virgin Mary, only dressed in a sequinned minidress; Dolly tending sheep in a meadow, lulling them to sleep with her guitar; Dolly typing at an altar in her 9 to 5 eighties get-up, with head turned to us, plastered with a knowing look – ‘Yep, I’m about to bury my boss. Amen, children!’


Other than the plants, this is my best purchase to date. I got her at Brixton Village Market for a fiver. She’s always there, watching over me benevolently. I wish I could say she’s seen some ungodly things happen in this bed, but she’s been mostly spared. She’s never even seen a slither of Tobbs’s bum cheek, because he doesn’t like to sleep here. The worst thing she’s seen is me going at it under the covers to some amateur stuff on my phone, like a teenager.


Speaking of which: I root around for my phone in the duvet. Tobbs has replied at last! Quite curtly, but at least he’s acknowledged me:


What’s with all the messages and calls, boyo? You know it stresses me out. Tell me at the screening later. T


Tobbs was really sweet last week and got these tickets for a documentary screening at the Curzon at 2 p.m. for our anniversary. I think he got them through work.


It could just be the booze, but the thought of actually confronting him about my trip to the clinic makes my stomach swirl. He always says I’m making drama, so maybe I don’t have to tell him. Maybe we can just have a romantic afternoon out together. We so rarely do that nowadays …


The thought of Tobbs leaning in and kissing me with his smoke-infused breath starts to have, um, an effect on me, and I reach down and give Little Danny a tug.


‘Morning, party animal!’


As often happens, because she owns the flat, Laura bursts in unannounced.


I scream and grab the bed sheets. She screams and walks into the door frame.


‘Laura, Jesus Christ! Why don’t you knock!’


‘It’s twelve-thirty!’ she shouts, rubbing her forehead.


The wide whites of our eyes meet tentatively.


‘Sorry,’ she says, scanning the scene, my embarrassed expression and sheets drawn up under my chin. The brows of her round, Home Counties face furrow. ‘Do you want breakfast – well, brunch?’


‘Yeah, yeah. Thanks. I’ll be out in a minute.’


She smiles and makes a big show of closing the door.


My hand stayed where it was throughout the conversation, frozen in encircled fear. I unfurl the fingers. In doing so, I knock my enlarged scrotum. I’d temporarily forgotten about that. God, still big, still boggy. Let’s hope these antibiotics do the trick. Nurse Jackie’s words roll around my mind again and I have to concentrate really hard to make them roll out again. No use worrying …


I untangle myself from the sheets, find my hoodie and pyjama bottoms, make a prayer to the hologram.


‘Sorry you had to see that, Dolly. Please forgive me. Amen.’


‘EAT IT, YOU SLAG!’ Luke is shouting from the sofa.


Without needing to see more, I pull the drawstrings of the hood tight, scrunching out the violently bright kitchen–living room before it fully comes into view.


Laura’s decorating is nice, but not really to my taste – and not just because there aren’t enough plants. The cream walls are sporadically interrupted with white hearts twisted from willow, and laser-cut beech words saying things like ‘Family’, ‘Love’, ‘His & Hers’. There are even framed sayings that I had first assumed came with the frame: ‘Love is an everyday practice,’ ‘Live the life you love’ and ‘The journey of life starts and ends with love.’ Everything else is white or cream with hints of gingham, a dazzlingly twee palette difficult to deal with even when you’re not on the verge of death.


‘YOU TAKE IT IN THE ARSE, YOU KIWI BASTARD!’


Luke’s clipped Surrey accent really brings out every word of his beautiful poetry.


‘Lukey, stop it,’ Laura sighs in that half-flirty-little-girl, half-tired-motherly way she reserves for him – and for the other men in her life.


My hands reach for the familiarity of the back of the IKEA kitchen chair, the edge of the IKEA kitchen table, the same weight and clatter of the IKEA knife and fork.


‘Danny-boo, where are you?’


Laura seems to be prising open my protective hooded shield. I make no attempt to resist. Her face is in mine, all rosy cheeks and wholesome, tumbling brunette locks. Kate Middleton of South London, she is. Her summer-picnic-in-the-park sky-blue eyes sparkle, though there’s a hint of worry in them, some clouds coming.


‘There he is!’ She smiles and ‘bops’ me on the nose with an index finger.


The movement is enough to make my stomach roll. I rub my eyes and forehead. How does her hand smell so powerfully of potpourri?


‘I made bats!’


Like the inverse of a night sky, the white IKEA plate before me displays two fat, softly ochre bats, their blobby wings fried motionless mid-flight. The rendering is genuinely impressive. Laura’s level of domesticity is honestly startling to me, even after five years.


‘Happy Halloween!’ she sings with a slightly manic edge, waving the spatula a little too much.


‘Oh, lovely,’ I say. ‘Thanks.’


‘You’re welcome!’ Laura sings, picking up another plate of ‘bats’ and taking them over to the living-room area. ‘I just thought it would be, you know, nice.’


Without needing to look, but still doing it anyway, I glance over to where Luke is sprawled on the sofa in just his loose chequered boxer shorts. His arms are up around his fair hair, hands dangling over one sofa arm, his legs spread wide, feet lolling off the other end. He looks like he’s been moulded from Play-Doh – his whole muscly bulk is uniformly pink and matt. His massive frame makes the sofa look like a doll’s-house item, a Sylvanian Family situation, slowly getting crushed under the sheer volume of this big pink giant. His chest and stomach glisten with a fuzz of golden hair, and I can literally see a slither of his dong through the gap in the boxers as he continually readjusts the guys. He really doesn’t care who sees. In fact, I’m pretty sure he likes it. All fun and games, Dazzer, just like at school.


‘PASS IT, YOU USELESS PRICK!’ he belts at the flat-screen. Mountain-framed men that look exactly like him leap on top of one another on the green pitch. I do not follow the ‘rugger’, and it amazes me how he manages to find a game every single time he turns on the TV. Which is every minute he’s in the flat.


‘Here you go, my big strong man,’ Laura says, sliding a plate onto the coffee table in front of him. ‘Happy Halloween!’


‘Ref’s a fucking ponce,’ Luke says in thanks.


‘Lukey, come on.’ Laura squeezes his thick, veiny anaconda wrist and glances over at me nervously.


I don’t react. He’s always saying stuff like this.


‘Coffee, Danny-boo?’ She’s now sitting opposite me, dusting bat flour off her red-and-blue Cath Kidston apron. ‘And there’s blueberry compote. Your fave.’


She smiles with a lot of teeth and bobs her shoulders.


‘Thanks, Laur.’


She really is a sweetheart, even if she is a bit overly gooey. We’ve known each other since secondary school, when we weren’t really friends, but, she assured me, she knew we would be one day. She was in the Girls with Pearls netball crew. I existed on their fringes, trying to be as invisible as possible. Meanwhile, Jacob flitted between art-room weirdos and sexually ambiguous stoners, making everyone suspicious but generally keeping them amused enough to evade attack – not completely, but mostly. A bedazzled social butterfly from an early age.


It was only after uni that Laura and I ended up reconnecting, when I moved out of halls and needed somewhere to live. Luckily, her parents had bought her this flat as a ‘starter home’ for her and Luke. This is a term I have yet to fully grasp the concept of – it’s nicer than my parents’ house, and they’ve been there thirty-two years.


‘How was your night on the razz?’ Laura says as I drizzle the purple-blue syrup all over the cheerful wings and tubby torsos. ‘With Jacob?’


Though my brain is dead and my eyes are heavy, they still flick to her, and she gets the accusation.


She holds up her hands. ‘I didn’t say anything!’


‘They really aren’t as bad as you think.’


‘Oh, does he have a boyfriend now?’


‘Laura.’


Her fingers flutter; she brushes hair back from her face.


‘Oh, I’m sorry – I just don’t get it!’


I munch the left wing of the first bat to die today.


‘You know it’s the gender-neutral pronoun Jacob likes to use,’ I say in my usual timid form of protectiveness, while knowing full well that Jacob doesn’t really care that much about pronoun specifics. Once, they said, ‘He, she, they, gurl, kween, betch, mate – I’ll take ’em all!’


Laura’s arms are now folded.


‘Well, if he wants to be gender-neutral, why doesn’t he change his name?’


I suddenly feel under attack. I’m chewing the bat wing like it’s made of iron.


‘Because it’s not about them adopting a fake identity, it’s about being themself. You wouldn’t refer to yourself as “he”, would you?’


‘No!’ Laura scoffs. ‘Because I’m a lady.’


‘What makes you a lady?’


Laura sighs, looks heavenward. ‘Oh, Dan, don’t start this again.’


The immediate fear that I’ve gone too far dances wickedly around my skull. I’ve said too much, been too aggressive. This will just give her and Luke more fuel for talk before they go to bed – and for me to overhear through the wall. ‘Jacob’s a bad influence on him. Everything is always so complicated. I just feel like I can’t say anything …’


I try to chew more calmly.


Maybe she’s right. Maybe Jacob is a bad influence on me. I do always seem to pick holes in what she says after I’ve been hanging out with them. Like when we had that argument about coming out. Laura didn’t get why queer people have to make a big thing about it, because straight people don’t come out. I felt like the answer was obvious until I listened to her for a little bit. But then I told Jacob about it and they went mental and said this was why you can’t live with straights. I said some of it to Laura, and she was like, ‘Well, that’s not very PC to straight people.’


It did confuse me, though. It made me question which I should be going for: be a gay version of Luke and Laura, try to get married, adopt a kid, etc. Or don some kind of sheer, glittery top and start voguing while yelling, ‘PRIDE IS A RIOT!’ like Jacob. Not that I’d ever do that.


‘I hope you’ll be perkier for our little soirée this evening,’ Laura says with deliberate perkiness.


I look up.


Her face falls. ‘You’ve forgotten.’


I make a big show of fake-remembering. ‘No, no, of course I haven’t. It’s just, Tobbs invited me to this screening …’ Laura looks bereft and furious simultaneously. It’s actually quite scary. ‘But I’m sure we could just come straight afterwards.’


Her expression immediately changes. ‘Oh, good! That’s sorted, then! Everyone’s confirmed: Simone and Sim, Georgia and Gerry.’ She raises an eyebrow. ‘And Zain.’


Zain.


The right wing pauses on its fork halfway to meet its doom in my mouth. She waits to see my reaction. I purposefully try not to react, but I can feel my face heating up. How many times do we have to have this conversation?


‘Oh, cool,’ I say.


‘Cool and single.’


Laura’s sipping her coffee and giving me Emma Woodhouse vibes. Zain went to uni with her and the rest of her gang and will be the only other gay guy at the party. It’s always just the two of us – and everyone else’s whispers. Despite how clearly wrong we are for each other, Laura’s been trying to matchmake us for at least three years. Something about him, or maybe just the situation, makes me feel deeply uncomfortable. Jacob has a term for guys like him: ‘intimigays’.


‘Apparently, him and Rufaro had a mega-blowout, and Rufaro was all like, “If I see you again, I’ll kill you,” and Zain was like, “Is that why you banged my brother?” Anyway, he’s on the market again.’


‘Laur, please.’


‘Aaaand his play just got commissioned by the National. He’s basically this generation’s William Shakespeare. I’ve always thought you guys had a bit of a thing.’


And the wing is dust.


‘I have a boyfriend.’


‘Oh yeah, I know.’ She’s all dismissiveness, then suspicious, probing. ‘How long have you been going out again?’


‘A year!’ I’m trying hard not to sound exasperated. ‘We had our anniversary on Monday, remember?’


‘Oh yes, the Chinese takeaway night.’ Her eyes flick to Luke, letting me know how many more conversations I haven’t overheard. ‘True romance.’


‘He’s who I’ve chosen to be with, OK?’ Now I’m looking at her, trying to measure my voice so I don’t sound as angry and upset as I’m becoming. This probably isn’t the best time to mention the boggy balls. ‘He’s just got, like – stuff. He went to boarding school.’


‘Nothing wrong with that, Dazzer,’ Luke says in my ear, scaring the life out of me.


His bulk has loomed up behind me. I can literally feel his dick pressing in between my shoulder blades. Now his big clay hands are massaging my neck, my upper arms, in motions so powerful I undulate back and forth with their crushing rhythm. ‘You gonna eat that, Flops?’ He points at the second of Laura’s bat pancakes.


She shakes her head and offers it up to him. ‘All yours, Cotton Tail.’


These are just two of the many nicknames they have for one another. There’s also some Enid Blyton ones.


‘CALL YOURSELF A FLY HALF, PUSSY?’ He’s back on the sofa, yelling and chewing.


Laura looks at me.


‘Danny-boo, I’m just saying this because I love you. We love you.’ She reaches out a hand and takes mine. Why do I feel bad news coming? Those clouds over the picnic in her eyes are rolling in, heavier and darker. ‘We’d love to see you settled, with someone, you know? Being with Lukey is honestly the best thing that’s ever happened to me. And, you know, we’re not twenty-two anymore.’


I’m not really sure what to say to that. I want to say, ‘It’s different,’ but don’t know how to, or even if it’s true.


‘We’re only twenty-seven, though,’ I say. My shoulders are now hurting, along with my head and balls, and soon, I suspect, my heart.


‘Mama Clifford had me when she was twenty-one.’


I swallow audibly.


Something in my brain aligns. ‘You’re pregnant.’


Her other hand comes to join the first, squeezing mine with both thumbs. It’s only then I notice the ring. The stone is actually startlingly enormous. The shine off it hits the back of my retinas, and my stomach swirls again.


‘And engaged!’ she squeals. ‘Lukey popped the question last night! You’re the first person we’ve told – well, except for our parents, obvs. And the work gang, I had to tell them. And, like, Andrea and Wills from school, because we always said we’d get married and preggo at the same time. And, well, they beat us to it with the wedding, but not the baby!’


I’m very aware of the roar of the crowd and the pithy statements from the commentators on the TV. Why do I get the impression this is the sort of news Luke might forget to share until he has returned from the honeymoon, holding his twelve-pound bruiser in the crook of one enormous arm?


‘Oh – wow.’


‘We’re going to tell everyone at the party tonight!’


‘Oh, Laur.’ I smile at her. She was born to be a mother; I am genuinely happy for her. But I still feel uneasy. ‘That’s so great.’


‘Thanks, Dan. Due in May. We don’t know the gender yet.’


‘The sex,’ I say, without thinking.


‘That’s what I said.’ Laura cocks her head.


‘No,’ I say. ‘“Sex” refers to the biological body; “gender” is socially constructed and ascribed at birth.’


Laura’s face darkens. Here’s the storm.


‘Look, Dan, we need to talk to you about something.’ I glance over at Luke. Again, he seems not so concerned with this announcement. Who came first, I wonder, the baby or the proposal? ‘We want to make this place into a home, a real home, for our family, and we were just thinking, maybe seeing as you’re not really, you know, at the same stage in life, if you’d be happy to, you know …’


She trails off.


‘TAKE IT, ARSEWIPE!’


The crowd roars.


‘You want me to move out?’ I say.


‘No, no, no!’ Laura leans in, really presses into my hands. ‘It’s not that we want you to move out, it’s just we need the space, you know? Like, to make a room for the baby.’


Weirdly, I say, ‘But where will my plants go?’


This breaks the tension. Laura laughs and dips her face to the table, her brown hair spilling over the plate, now bat-free and blueberry-stained. She looks up, beaming.


‘You don’t have to go right now. Just, you know …’


‘Over the next few months?’ I proffer.


‘Weeks.’ She smiles. ‘We’ve ordered the cot already.’


My mouth must be open, because then she giggles and bops me on the nose again.


‘You are funny! More coffee?’


She’s up and at the counter, busying herself. Then she’s turned and is looking at me.


‘In all seriousness, Danster, it might be good for you.’


With a horrible sinking feeling, I realise I’ve heard her saying this exact sentence to Luke through the wall. Only now does it make sense. How long have they been planning to say this to me? Well, how long has Laura been planning to?


‘Being homeless?’ I manage to say. I feel sort of in shock. ‘That’ll be good for me?’


‘No, no, no!’ She picks up my mug, pours in more coffee, even though I haven’t touched it. ‘Going out there, finding your way in the world, you know? Who knows who you’ll meet.’
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