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For all my siblings


Prologue

Sometimes I think about her, about what she’d do if she knew what was happening to me. I lie in bed and fantasize about her turning up at the door. Geoff and Jeff would be all funny at first but then they’d let her in and call me to come down, and when I walked in her face would light up at the sight of me and she’d start to cry. She’d tell me she’s sorry. That she’s been sorry every single day since she gave me up, that she’s never forgiven herself. She’d tell me that she wants me back.

She’d tell me that she’d stop what’s happening to me.

Sometimes I think it so hard that I end up dreaming about it, and when I wake up I have to remember that she didn’t turn up last night at all. In fact, she hasn’t seen me once since she handed me over and probably never will.



Today started with the same old sickness. I can only make it go away if I distract myself with routine: I wash, get dressed and sit at my computer, moving bits and pieces around in the graphics I’ve made for a school thing. My art teacher seems to like me, says I’d be really quite good if I set my mind to it a bit more. What he doesn’t understand is bringing one of those big plastic folder things into school with your work in would be virtually impossible for me. For a kid who tries to make herself invisible on her way to school, carrying a big folder which basically says ‘I’m a keener and I want you to know it’ is practically asking to be shat on.

I try to leave the house at exactly eleven minutes past eight. I’ve worked out that gets me to the bus stop just as the bus is pulling round the corner, meaning that I can get on last, once everyone else has already sat down. Of course it sometimes means I miss the bus altogether which I take as a sign that I shouldn’t go in that day and usually go off to find Dean.

Today though, I get there just on time, as the last person is about to get on, and I force myself to stand behind them. I’m hoping the driver won’t have a head fit about letting me stand right up front by him. Sometimes they don’t like it. I get on and pay my fare and am standing in prime position next to the driver with my back to the rest of the bus. I thought I saw the flash of Riga’s bright red backpack but I’d rather not turn around to check. I breathe in for five and out for seven, which sometimes helps, and hope the twenty-five minutes on the bus goes fast. I pull up my hood and put my headphones on. Even though I’m not playing anything on my iPod, I want it to look like I am. I can’t afford not to be able to hear what’s going on behind me. It’s a mistake I learnt the time I had pizza wiped into my face and hair. I find I can’t listen to mr scruff any more.

I look out of the front window and into peoples’ cars, imagining what they’re like and adding the dialogue to people I can see talking to each other.

‘Excuse me?’

I jump, not used to being touched without something bad following it. I turn around and see this tiny girl, scared-looking.

‘Sorry, I just saw that you’re on the way to St Martin’s from your jumper?’ She points to the emblem peeping out from under my coat.

‘Yeah?’ I reply, my voice quiet but hostile.

‘It’s just, it’s my first day there and I was wondering if you could tell me when to get off the bus? And, like, where I’m supposed to go?’

She smiles and the corner of her mouth twitches a little bit. I look quickly behind her, wondering if this is some twisted shit Riga has set up. But that lot are obviously all upstairs. In fact, me and this girl are the only St Martin’s kids on the lower deck.

‘Yeah, no problem,’ I manage, my voice still just a little bit too quiet.

‘Thanks!’ she beams, seeming genuinely pleased to speak to me. ‘I’m Emma. Had to transfer from Colchester High School because my parents can’t afford it any more. I’ve never been to a girl’s school before. What’s St Martins like?’

I wonder whether to lie to her like you’re supposed to, tell her it’s a great school and that I’ll introduce her to all my friends and make sure she’s OK, and that hanging around with me will help her rather than blacklist her. I decide on a bit of truth and lie mingled together.

‘Its OK I suppose, pretty much the same as any other school. There’s some bitches around but you should be fine.’

‘How come?’ she smiles.

‘Because you’re not funny-looking, you don’t have acne or bad breath, and you’ve got that mysterious, new-girl thing going for you. Trust me, you’ll be fine.’

‘Hope so!’ She’s a bit calmer now, smiling properly. ‘Alright if I walk in with you? Think I’m meant to go to the reception but I’m not sure where that is.’

I shake my head. ‘Not such a great idea.’

Her face falls. She’s hurt.

‘Do you have to be somewhere else early or something?’

‘No it’s not that.’ I wonder what I’m supposed to tell her. How do you explain to someone that in a couple of hours they’re going to realize that you’re a freak and that they don’t want to be seen with you? That if they walk with you from the bus into school – one of the worst bits of my day – they might get caught up in whatever Riga has planned for me. That if she walks in with me she’ll instantly be labelled as my girlfriend, effectively ending her chances of being accepted into this school in any way.

‘There’s some girls who don’t like me on this bus. If you walk in with me then they might …’

She looks twitchy like everyone does when they talk to me. I can see the little battle going on in her head – being a nice enough person to see that I seem alright, but wondering what it is that makes people not like me. Who wants to start a new school as the friend of the freak girl?

‘That’s shit,’ she manages, then finally finds my eyes. ‘But sod it, I’d rather walk in with you than get lost!’ She smiles at me again and my stomach lurches. This is the nicest thing that’s happened to me in weeks, not to mention the longest conversation I’ve had in a while with someone my age that isn’t Dean. I smile tentatively back at her and feel the tingle in my fingers. The bus is just pulling up to our stop.

We jump off first and I stride away, hoping she’ll be OK with walking quickly. She keeps pace with me as I keep my eyes to the ground. I can feel the tension bouncing between us. I hear the others get off the bus behind us, laughing and joking loudly, and just as predicted.

‘Oi, you fat dyke, found a girlfriend finally?’ Riga’s voice swims effortlessly above the other noise and is followed by people laughing. It always amazes me how a person with such venom inside her could have such a beautiful voice, like black treacle. Emma looks around and realizes it’s her they’re referring to.

‘Those the girls?’ she whispers and I can see she’s scared. We pick up our pace and make it to the entrance hall. I push her quickly towards reception, glad I have an excuse not to have to do the corridors yet.

‘So this is reception,’ I say lamely, trying to ignore the fact that I practically made her run into the school.

‘Thanks.’ She sort of turns away from me then, heading towards the door, and I realize I’ve freaked her out. That was it, a chance at a friend, and once again it’s been impossible to keep up for longer than five minutes.

‘I’ll see you around then,’ I call towards her, but she’s already hurrying off. She turns slightly, raising her hand in a little wave without actually making it all the way round to face me.

I feel my face flush. I can’t work out whether I’m upset or just embarrassed or angry because I’m embarrassed. I’m just sick of the feeling that I’ve done something really bad all the time, like I’ve inflicted weirdness once again on to someone who stupidly mistook me for a normal person. There’s a tiny bit of me that knows really that I’m not that weird, that it’s a bullshit bitch that people see me this way. But there’s a much bigger part of me, which gets harder to ignore every time something like this happens, that tells me they’re right. There must be some reason that people don’t like me. I must be different, and not in a good way. I must make people feel bad. And that’s totally my own fault.


PART 1

BRISTOL


Liv

The Waterfront, 10pm

She really was on one tonight, I could tell by that mad glint she gets in her eye. I wonder what had set her off this time? Maybe her mum had commented on her weight again. Or maybe it was just the end of term and the fact that she doesn’t have school as her dominion any more. Whatever it was she could hardly contain herself, sashaying down the waterfront like her arse had a mind of its own. Me and Grace kept a safe distance walking behind her and trying to ignore the comments from pissed blokes on either side.

‘Have you said something to her?’ Grace whispered.

‘No. You?’

‘I don’t think so, its hard to remember.’ Grace’s face was a picture of anxiety. She was newer to the world of Mini I suppose, less used to the head-fuck rollercoaster that went with it.

‘I told her a dress didn’t suit her when we went shopping last week, do you think that’s what it is?’

‘Chill out, Gracie.’ I laughed.

Grace was actually going a bit pale. Mini’s hot and cold act never ceases to amaze me. Grace was crapping herself and Mini hadn’t even said a word; the girl’s got some serious skills.

‘Are you two fannies fucking coming in or what?!’ Mini called over her shoulder, clocking our faces. ‘Jesus, what’s wrong? You’ve got faces like arseholes!’

I ran to catch up with her, putting my arm around her waist and making her slow down.

‘Chill bitch! The night is young!’

Her shoulders relaxed as she leaned in to me.

Mini

Outside the Gents I leaned up against the wall and crossed my ankles, pushing one hip out to the side, playing with my hair. It worked of course, I could feel the eyes of pretty much every single bloke that passed. One complete hottie guy was walking down the stairs. He was tall and dark, a walking cliché, catalogue model or what. His cheekbones were practically cutting into his skin, and even in the low light I could tell that his eyes were green. He was wearing this light, cashmere sweater thing that clung to him slightly and his hair was all floppy, but not in a shitty indie-boy way. He was older, maybe in his thirties. Even better. I turned my eyes carefully away and pouted ever so slightly, my fingers twisting through a strand of my hair. He was slowing – perfect – and as he stopped in front of us, I looked up, making sure to use the falsies to full effect.

But he was looking at Liv.

Liv

Some dickwad had stopped in front of us in the queue, doing that retarded sex-stare thing. He was good-looking, sure, but he was fucking ancient, his eyes gently wandering up and down me.

‘The Gents are over there,’ I gestured. ‘And my face is up here.’

He held my gaze. ‘You’re beautiful,’ he said in a voice that rang like metal. ‘I’ll come find you later.’

As he disappeared into the Gents, I shrugged at the others.

‘What the fuck!’ Mini screeched. ‘“You’re beautiful, I’ll find you later”!?’ That’s a classic. Your face Liv, you looked totally terrified!’

‘No I didn’t,’ I stated, truthfully. But she was already moving, pulling Grace by her dress to the front of the queue.

‘Fuck this,’ she yelled, ousting a couple of girls from the front. They started to protest then fell silent in the face of her death stare.

Mini pushed Grace into one of the cubicles and stood waiting for me to follow, before slamming the door and locking it.

‘Right,’ she said brightly. ‘Who’s got the MD?’

‘I thought you said …’ Grace began quietly but Mini cut her off.

‘Well I’ve changed my fucking mind alright, Gracie? Is that allowed?’

I pulled the baggy from my purse and opened it up. Neither of them had done this before, despite what Mini claimed, but I knew not to offer up advice. Not to Mini anyway.

‘Bit less,’ I muttered to Grace as she went for a dab. ‘Best to go in gently your first time.’

I looked at Mini as she took a massive pinch from the bag and sucked her finger greedily, only the slightest wince at the taste. Her eyes didn’t leave mine.

‘Pussies,’ she said, the trace of a smile playing at the corner of her mouth, then flounced out of the cubicle to the mirror.

Mini, 1am

He pushed me hard up against the cubicle door, holding my wrists. Transferring both to one hand above my head he traced slowly down my dress, pinching my nipple as he did. He kissed me then, hard, with too much tongue, but I couldn’t move. I shifted my feet, trying not to unbalance him. Releasing my arms he used both hands to pull up my dress. My arms floated down, I didn’t know what to do with them, and finally they settled on his shoulders, which were damp through the cashmere.

He leaned into me, his thing hard against my thigh, and kissed me again. His hand came up to my face and grasped my chin tightly, forcing my head up as he kissed slowly down my neck. His other hand crept towards my pants, trying to shove his hand down the front. Suddenly I couldn’t breathe, and I couldn’t move with him holding my chin back like this. I couldn’t even see his face. When he’d kissed me on the dance floor I’d realized that up close, his skin wasn’t great, small pockmarks at the sides. His breath smelt like spirits.

‘Just enjoy it Mini,’ I coaxed myself. ‘It’s meant to be fun. Think about being able to tell the girls afterwards.’

He’d reached inside my pants by then and was absentmindedly rubbing hard. But I was dry as a bone. What was wrong with me? I knew girls are meant to get wet at this point. I must be fucking deficient or something. He wasn’t deterred though, he was just rubbing back and forth, hard, too hard. It fucking hurt in fact. I tried to breathe, my hands still resting limply on his shoulders. And then he let go and relief spread quickly through me. But he was undoing his jeans.

‘Come on baby,’ he purred, and his hand went to the top of my head, pushing gently and then more firmly down. I began to crouch, my legs juddering with the adrenaline. He was getting his dick out. It was right there in front of me.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. The cubicle began to swim as I felt myself retch.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ I mumbled, ‘I don’t feel well …’

I fumbled with the lock, which finally sprang back, catapulting me into the bathroom. I took three stumbling steps and managed to stay on my feet. As I glanced into the mirror opposite, he was still there, dick completely limp now in his hand, a look of utter astonishment on his face. My eyes were wild, pupils huge. My hair was a mess, and my make-up.

‘Stupid bitch,’ he spat, as he did up his trousers.

I looked down at the sink, trying to figure out whether to stand my ground or run. I wasn’t sure I could make my legs move. When I could finally look up again, he was gone.

Liv

I was sat making bombs on the stairs. The MD was making the process seem really important and beautiful somehow. I watched my fingers in awe as they expertly ripped the rizla, each dainty square allowed a tiny sprinkle, a delicate little twist of the paper and the little bundle of happiness sat pretty on my palm. Easier to take inside the club this way. I swallowed two and put the rest in my trouser pocket, trying to work out how to make Grace catch on to what to do without making a tit of herself.

Just then Mr Abercrombie from before stormed out of the Ladies. He was doing up his jeans.

I raised my eyebrows and smirked, covering my chest with my arms. He didn’t deserve to look. He seemed a bit crazed, his breath coming out hard. He was sweating a little.

‘Your friend is a fucking slag, a tease,’ he spluttered at me, spit escaping his lips as he emphasized.

‘I think you might have contradicted yourself there,’ I replied calmly. No one spoke about Mini like that, even if they had a point.

‘You little girls, think you know it all don’t you?’ His voice was barely more than a whisper but it cut through the background noise, making the hair on my arms stand up. ‘You’re all clueless little cunts.’

I held in the urge to spit on his face. Instead I just stared expressionless, letting him watch my nonchalance. But as I did a tiny bead of sweat trickled down my forehead. I brushed it away slowly and carelessly. My legs began to shake.

His face was so close to mine, I could see the tiny spot scars on his cheeks, the plaque on his teeth.

I leaned back dramatically and then jerked quickly forwards omitting the best fake sneeze I could muster, spitting on him. I covered my face in mock horror.

‘Shit! Sorry! Hay fever I guess!’ I started to laugh, watching him as he shook his head in disgust and started back up the stairs, muttering. I couldn’t stop; I must have been more fucked than I thought.

After I’d calmed down I made my way down to the Ladies. Mini was at the mirror frantically applying lip-gloss. There was a small stain on her right thigh.

‘Hey babes,’ she quipped, her voice slightly wavery, but not too bad. ‘Was just so totally naughty with that fit guy from before! You don’t mind do you?’

She turned to me then, her eyes a challenge. She must have heard what had happened outside.

‘Nah.’ I pasted a smile on my face. ‘Plenty of sausage in the butchers.’

‘Cool.’ She smiled then too, turning back to the glass. She did her mirror face, raising her eyebrows a little and pouting, then fingered through her hair. There was a dodgy bit at the front which she expertly twisted behind another strand.

‘Right! Time for another drink.’

‘Mini …’ I started but she was walking past me.

‘Don’t fucking whine, Liv! Come on, we’re gonna have to find you a man if you want to keep up!’

She grabbed my hand as she passed. She was cold, slightly clammy.

‘Here,’ I said, pulling one of the bombs out of my pocket, ‘take this. It’ll … liven things up again.’

‘Babe, you’re a star.’ She laughed, raising it to her mouth, then turned away from me and swallowed. But afterwards her hand dropped to her side, and the tiny parcel fell to the floor. I didn’t look at it, just followed her out.

Grace

Mini and Liv appeared on the dance floor, their arms around each other.

‘Gracie!’ Mini yelled, waving me over to their spot.

I joined in as they danced, Liv’s arms twisted around Mini’s waist, their legs intertwined. Mini smiled, raising her arms into the air. I felt a familiar pang of jealousy as they danced closer and closer, giggling at each other. Liv leaned forward and kissed Mini on the lips, slowly. Mini kissed back, her tongue darting into Liv’s mouth for a second. They broke apart laughing like nutters, falling into each other. The guys around us were beginning to look and cheer. Which was the point I suppose.

Liv looked round and spotted me dancing on the spot. She pulled me closer and we danced all together, our arms around each other. Mini reached up with her camera and took a picture of us from above, and then one of our shoes, dancing together. They’d be up on Facebook tomorrow, ‘Naughty night out.’ or something similar.

Liv broke apart and started pulling Mini’s hand.

‘I want a fag!’ she yelled and we followed her towards the smoking area. They held hands all the way. I followed behind.

Mini

The fresh air was good, clearing my head, and blowing away the smell of the guy from before. I squeezed both the girls, happy to be altogether.

‘We need a plan for this summer,’ I said.

Liv was lighting her fag but she raised her eyebrows in a question.

‘What kind of plan?’ Gracie asked, her face all earnest.

‘We need some men!’

Liv spluttered. ‘Oh, no, no, no, I don’t want a boyfriend!’

‘Oh, come on you bitch! We’re sixteen fucking years old!’

‘Keep your voice down!’ Grace hissed, glancing at the bouncers.

‘Oh, chill Gracie, for fuck’s sake! I just mean, it’s about time we had some hot men to take us out, pay for shit, treat us right, don’t you think?’

‘I don’t need a boyfriend to keep me satisfied.’ Liv laughed. ‘Where’s the pleasure of shagging the same man all the time?’

Grace giggled as if Liv had said something naughty. God that girl is naïve.

I pouted. ‘Why are you being such a dick? Don’t you think it would be fun? We could go out looking together, maybe even go out with friends … or brothers!’

Liv screeched. ‘Eewwwww, no fucking way! That’s so weird!’

‘I’d like a guy to be with,’ Grace stated sweetly. ‘Someone who really understood me, who I could talk to like a friend.’

‘See?’ I said, turning back to Liv. ‘Grace is up for it. No excuses. This summer we’re going to find boyfriends. It is your mission. You have to do it Liv, you just have to!’

Liv scowled and I glared at her: a warning.

‘Fine! Fine. I’ll do your silly little mission! Find a boyfriend, got it.

I whooped, throwing my arms around Liv. ‘It’ll be so much fun, you have no idea! And a healthy bit of competition! You in, Gracie?’ I looked over at her sharply.

‘Yes!’ she squeaked. ‘Of course I am!’

I pulled the girls back towards the dance floor. ‘No time like the present.’


Grace

Horfield Dance Studios, 7.45pm

‘Higher, Grace! You’ll lose marks if it’s barely at forty-five degrees! Hold it … hold it, Grace! I’ve never seen you fall out of the arabesque before. What is the matter with you?!’

Miss Reed was red in the face even though she hadn’t moved an inch this entire class, unless you count exercising her mouth.

‘I’m sorry, Miss Reed. I didn’t sleep very well last night.’

‘Lack of sleep is no excuse.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘You’re unlikely to sleep well the night before your Grade Eight examination next week are you, but we cannot let that affect your performance. It will be a travesty if you don’t get the distinction grade you fully deserve, do you understand?’

‘Of course, Miss Reed. I apologize. I’ll do better.’

‘Well, cheer up. Just doing my job, darling.’

She was right. If I was going to achieve the excellence required for the Grade 8 examination then I was going to have to stop going out with Mini and Liv. My head was swimming when I got up this morning and I looked just awful. I’m not entirely sure I could face that conversation with Mini though. It’s not like the nights out are exactly optional.

Zayne stood in the corner waiting to rehearse the duet. If possible he looked more atrocious than me. His brown skin had a slight green tinge to it. I wonder what he’s been up to? I can’t see him in Oceana like we were last night so it can’t be a hangover. He caught my eye then and his beautiful smile completely changed his face.

Zayne is slim but muscular, years of ballet honing his body taut. His skin is this exquisite chestnut colour, his almond shaped eyes just a shade darker. I blush every time we do a lift, even though I’ve danced with so many other partners before. There’s something about his hands, they’re almost too large for his petite frame. It feels like he can be touching so much more of your body with one hand than is strictly necessary. And the way he seems to be able to make eye contact with you during every lift – it’s so reassuring.

But right now he looked rough. There were dark shadows under his eyes and his hair looked greasy, which is odd for Zayne. Usually he smells like soap.

‘Maybe we should try the duet instead.’ Miss Reed’s voice cut into my daydream. She’d obviously noticed where I was looking. God I really need to start concentrating!

‘Zayne! Sweetheart, look alive won’t you? We have less than a week to get this girl ready for the exam and I know you care just as much as we do. So. Into position for the first lift, eyes to each other, remember the story behind this duet, you must feel each other, feel the connection of your heartbeats, you are at one, a joining of two loving hearts.’

The corners of Zayne’s mouth were twitching as Miss Reed completed her speech, the tiny held-back smile making his eyes sparkle. He winked.

‘One, two, three and elevate, two, three. Grace, neck further back, extend! Beautiful, eyes to each other, feel it, FEEL IT!’

Zayne has the ability to make you feel completely weightless, a feather to be placed in a delicate position.

‘Zayne? Zayne are you all right? You don’t look well. Bring her down, bring her down!’ Once again Miss Reed’s voice cut through my little moment, and as it did I felt Zayne’s hand slip underneath my thigh, throwing the balance completely off. He just seemed to crumble, his usually steady hands simply letting go of me. I threw my arms out wide trying to regain my balance and managed to land on my feet, jarring my ankle a tiny bit.

‘Oh, Christ!’ I heard Miss Reed exclaim, and when I looked round, Zayne was on the floor, his eyes shut tight, and his skin almost chalk white.

I crouched over him, watching his face as he opened his eyes. There was a moment of confusion there before he realised what had happened.

‘Shit. I’m so so sorry Grace, did you fall? Did you hurt yourself?’ Zayne started sitting up. Instinctively I put my arms out to help him, feeling the taut muscles in his lovely back.

‘No, no.’ God, I was blushing. ‘I’m just worried about you that’s all. What happened? Did you take something last night? Drink too much?’

Zayne finally looked normal, his face creasing as he smiled.

‘Let’s get out of here for a minute. I need some air.’



‘If you must know it’s Ramadan … I didn’t manage to eat before sunrise this morning, my blood sugar obviously got really low and I fainted, like people do when they don’t eat all day. It’s just one of those things.’ Zayne crossed his arms around himself, shivering slightly.

We were sat on the bench outside the dance studio. The air had started to cool down quite a lot and I was wearing his jacket. It smelt like cigarettes and his deodorant. I honestly didn’t know what to say to this. I mean, not eating all day just seemed completely unnecessary to me, but how does one say such a thing when it’s quite clear you have absolutely no knowledge of the religion? I knew Zayne’s family was Muslim, but what that actually entailed beyond the stupid stereotypes in my head, I had no idea.

‘Could you maybe tell your parents you’re struggling with the whole fasting thing? I mean … it’s optional, right? Its not as if you stop being a Muslim just because you don’t fast during Ramadan. Or am I getting it wrong?’

Zayne’s face was darkening, I was obviously saying completely the wrong thing.

‘Grace, you don’t understand. Fainting today would just be another example of my lack of strength. Do you know how long it took me to be able to tell my parents I wanted to dance? And not just dance but ballet dance? In their heads that’s on a par with cutting off your balls and living as a woman. I’m not who they want me to be. But do you know what? After a while they let me, obviously knowing that it was making me miserable not to dance.’

‘Well … It sounds like they’re actually supportive, want you to be happy.’

‘They do, they really do. Mum even came to my last recital. She didn’t quite have the words to say it but I could see she was proud.’

‘So, what makes you think they’re disappointed in you? Anyone can see you’re a wonderful dancer.’

‘I make up for the dancing by being a good Muslim everywhere else. I go to Mosque, I follow the sentiments of Ramadan to the letter, more so than any of the other boys my age. Now when my parents speak to relatives or friends, it’s my religious piety they can talk about, and not the fact that I wear tights and touch girls when doing lifts. You see?’

‘I understand. I think.’

The sun was beginning to set, one of those beautiful summer sunsets when the sky looks like someone’s having a joke with you. Like it’s been painted. It was making everything slightly pink, even Zayne. His lips were wet and I suddenly wondered if I should lean forward and kiss him, just gently, just for a second. My body felt like it was being pulled towards him. I was already leaning forward when he stood up quickly.

‘I should go, it’s getting a bit late’

‘Zayne its only nine. Why don’t we go somewhere? I know a place.’

I was speaking too fast but I knew if he walked away that moment he’d be gone, and this evening would forever remain the one where he fainted and I tried to kiss him.

‘Come on. It won’t be a late one, I promise.’ I smiled then, trying to keep any trace of weirdness out of my face. He looked straight at me for a couple of seconds then returned my smile himself, draping his arm over my shoulder and giving me a quick, dry peck on the forehead.

‘OK, then. Why not.’

His arm was making it difficult to walk properly but I didn’t care. The place where he had kissed my head stung a little as we headed down the hill.



We sat in one of those weird chain pubs across from each other nursing our Cokes. It was sort of awkward. I think he was embarrassed at how much he’d let out earlier. Plus, fainting in front of someone is never going to be anyone’s favourite thing. He met my eye for a second and smiled shyly before looking away. I suddenly realized we’d probably never been together out of the dance studio before. We’d certainly never been for a meal.

‘So, shall I go get us a menu from the bar?’ he asked. I nodded a bit too enthusiastically, cursing myself as he got up. I watched him go. He looked like all dancers look when they walk: poised, lyricism even in the movement of going from A to B. He held his arms a little too stiffly, his hands delicately placed as if he was about to raise them above his head into position. He was so beautiful. His deep skin such a lovely contrast against his white shirt.

Zayne

Fuck. I wanted to tell her, I really did. She’s the first person I’ve ever actually imagined speaking the words to. I tried it out in my head now as I walked to the bar: ‘I’m gay Grace, no one knows and I’d appreciate it if we kept it that way. I’ve tried to deny it but I think I’m ready to accept it about myself. I was born this way.’

I imagined the initial shock on her face, and then that beautiful smile rearranging her features. ‘That’s fine Zayne,’ she would say. ‘You’re my friend and it doesn’t matter if you’re gay.’ That’s what she would say. I’m sure of it.

She’s a bit old-school, Grace, but she’s not a prude, and from our conversation earlier I can tell she really cares about me.

I was definitely going to tell her.

I stood at the bar and looked up and down for some menus. I noticed a guy standing a little way down from me with one in front of him and edged towards him.

‘Are you using that?’ I asked, gesturing.

‘No, not at all, help yourself,’ he said, holding it up for me. Our fingers touched as he passed it over. I looked up into his face. He was smiling as he held on to the menu, teasing me slightly.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked, still smiling.

I don’t know why but I couldn’t stop smiling back. It was just, no one had ever assumed my sexuality and got it right before. This guy was flirting with me, I could feel it. I wondered whether it was the decision to tell Grace which had changed my demeanour somehow.

‘Zayne,’ I replied. ‘And someone’s waiting for me.’

‘Shame.’ He was still smiling. ‘I’m over there with some friends if you fancy a drink later.’ His voice was smooth but not sleazy, he seemed genuinely interested in getting to know me. He touched my hip once, gently, a promise of something.

I nodded and turned away, this goofy grin still plastered on my face. Grace was watching from the table, a look of complete and utter horror on her face, her mouth gaping. I saw the realization in her features as she continued to stare, dumbstruck.
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