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‘This is serious stuff’

October 1997

The moon was speckled like a bird’s egg. It hung reliably in the blackness above Will Turnbull and Nessa Grier, who sat side by side on a bench as the leaves fell around them, landing softly on the thick, wet grass. Their knees were just touching, hearts pounding hard.

‘Oh god, I just don’t know what I’m going to do with my life!’ Will cried, running both hands down the soft, spotted skin of his cheeks. His right hand caught the frame of his glasses. They creaked audibly before pinging back against the bridge of his nose.

‘Ouch! That was surprisingly painful,’ he muttered angrily, finishing his cigarette and dropping it on the dewy grass beneath him. He crushed it with the thick rubber toe of his trainer.

‘Jesus, Will, you don’t need to be so dramatic,’ Nessa responded, rolling her eyes and nibbling at her bottom lip nervously. She needed to tell him something and he was about to start ranting. She was sure of it. There was a certain tone to his voice. And when Will started ranting, it was very hard to make him stop. When would she find the opportunity to say those words? To utter the sentence that she feared he’d judge her for anyway.

She fiddled with her long mass of dark blonde hair. She always threw it over one shoulder, en masse, draping it across the back of her neck so it hung down the front of her chest like a scarf. It was a nervous habit, but Nessa enjoyed the way it felt to run her fingers through the ends and feel dozens of tiny knots twist and snap between her fingers.

‘I know, Ness, I know; I just have such big bloody choices to make, you know? This is serious stuff. It’s either staying here and carrying on writing music and going to London all the time to get involved in “the scene” – which is what I want to do because I think that’s the best way to get noticed – or going to some dullard university miles away from here to study for a “proper job”.’ Mocking his mother’s posh voice, he spat out the last two words, while sarcastically wobbling his head from side to side.

‘And what exactly is wrong with a proper job?’ Nessa asked, turning to look at him, her eyes narrowed in suspicion. His handsome profile was illuminated in the luna haze, casting parts of his face in eerie shadows, hiding places for his angst.

Will pulled out another cigarette and lit it urgently, before leaning back on the bench and scratching his head. His thick hair curled around his fingers in great, hazelnut whirls, unravelling slowly when he moved his hand away. A few chocolate-coloured moles were clustered around the base of his neck: a perfect imperfection. These were the things that made him who he was.

‘Oh nothing … It’s just annoying, you know? All Mum goes on about is personal statement this, and open day that, “Oh you’ll love Edinburgh” or “apparently there are a great discoteques in Bath”. I mean, really?! And I’m not being a snob, Nessa, I promise you … It’s just, well, you know I’ve wanted to be a composer for a long time, and it’s all I want in my life – to be someone creative and different, someone a bit, well, special, you know?’

Even in the darkness, Nessa could pick up on Will visibly cringing at these words, but she’d always loved him for his honesty. Someone ‘special’? So many kids wanted to be like Damon Albarn or Kate Moss, anything but a regular person, an accountant or a secretary. But we can’t all be models and rock stars, Nessa thought to herself. Although she was sure that if anyone could pull it off, it would be Will …

‘—And the thought, right, of going off to study business management, politics or some other boring crud would probably destroy me … Yes, that’s right, it would destroy my actual soul, I’m sure of it. I’d no longer be able to write music,’ he concluded triumphantly, crossing his arms. An owl hooted sadly, as if to empathise, and a cool breeze curled through the trees towards them.

Nessa understood where he was coming from, but 17-year-old Will would be fine, and so would 25-year-old Will, 40-year-old Will and so on, and so on, until Will was an old man who religiously ate two boiled eggs for breakfast and always fell asleep in front of Countdown. He was the kind of person who would always be fine no matter what he did.

She knew this because:

A) Will had rich parents, and by rich, she was talking a ‘£3m house in the countryside, five cars on the driveway and a hot tub in the garden’ kind of loaded: a kind of wealth that she could never get her head around. Her youthful naivety led her to assume that this would make him essentially immune to serious problems for the rest of his life.

B) He had a magnetic, charismatic quality about him that would always see him rise from whatever gutter of shite he may slip into and come up smelling like a branch of The Body Shop. It was just how he rolled.

C) He was also in possession of boyish, mischievous-but-not-too-obvious good looks, which made everyone simply adore him the moment they saw him.

So, as far as Nessa was concerned, listening to Will having a crisis about his future was hardly igniting her sympathy. If anyone was facing a crisis it was her.

A year ago things would have been different. If she still felt now as she had then, Will’s talk of going away to university would have left Nessa with a cotton mouth and a distinct feeling of unease. She would have imagined holding on to him while they sat on that bench, trying not to let him go as life began to prise them apart. It would have felt a little like the end of the world.

Before now, the thought of Will moving away and building himself a new life would have resulted in her running home to sob into a pillow while listening to ‘Creep’ by Radiohead, because, in her own way, Nessa had fallen for Will a considerably long time ago.

She was sure it happened the first time she was asked to sit next to him by her ageing science teacher in Year 8. Working in partners, the class had been challenged to build a basic circuit using coils of metal and a tiny light bulb. Nessa had liked the way Will smelled a little bit of cinnamon and home cooking, with a hint of Lynx too. And when someone threw their shoe at the back of his head and called him a ‘boff job’ he turned the reddest she’d ever seen a human go. She knew immediately that she wanted to take him under her wing and make sure he was OK.

As they grew older, and Will had got cooler, and taller and more handsome, with every passing week, Nessa was just waiting for the right moment when she could kiss him. But now she had competition. Even the popular girls who had mocked him callously wore intrusive perfume and provocative lipstick when they were around him these days. They fluttered their eyelashes, showing off in ways that made her shudder quietly behind the door of her locker. She felt invisible. How would she tell him?

Nessa had rehearsed it in her bedroom many a time, with a variety of different approaches ranging from the sudden snog to the breathy confession of love, but something had always got in the way. When Will was 15, it was a girlfriend called Sophia, who was really good at maths, wore expensive-looking leather shoes and pronounced ‘pressure’ in a way that made it sound like ‘prushha’. Trials for the England rugby team meant he was never around at the weekends anymore. And then, when that had gone wrong because of an injury, it was his love for smoking weed, which saw him holed up in his parents’ attic for six months, writing music he would never let her hear and acting like the archetypal tortured artist. Nessa had fantasised about going to visit him and discovering one of his songs was about her. It made her blush with embarrassment now just to think of it. It had been so silly! Now he was just, well, Will …

She had managed to move on eventually, because Will was so horrendously unavailable and Jake had come on the scene. Gorgeous Jake. He’d started at her school late, having moved from an arch-rival technology college on the other side of town where the girls pierced each other’s ears in the toilets and smoked menthols. His combination of olive skin, dark hair and brown eyes made him impossibly attractive to her. This, coupled with a lovely shyness that was occasionally pulled to one side like a curtain, to reveal a sneak glimpse of who he really was: full of kindness, with a wicked sense of humour. He had finally enabled her to divert her attention elsewhere. She was sure that Jake was perfect. Perhaps she had outgrown Will, she had thought. Yes, it was just a phase, she was sure of it …

‘What are you going to do, Ness? College, or something like that?’ Will had asked, before turning towards her and wiping an eyelash from her cheek. He balanced it on the tip of his thumb and studied it. It was only visible because of the moonlight, which lit it up in silver. Moments later, he blew it away, into the autumn night air. Nessa had felt a shiver of something against her skin at his touch, and the hairs on the back of her neck rose on end. She didn’t like it when that happened. Not anymore.

‘Well, the college thing, that’s what I need to discuss with you actually. I—’ Nessa started to speak.

‘Oh, and that’s another thing,’ Will interrupted. ‘Even if I do get to stay at home and follow the song-writing stuff, I genuinely worry that I may go insane because of my parents. They are mad as a box of frogs, they really are. There’s really no ideal solution here,’ he said, speaking fast and frantically, his hands illuminating his words.

‘Listen, Will, I—’

‘I know you want to tell me something, Nessa, but actually there is something I urgently need to tell you,’ Will insisted, turning towards her and looking really serious now. ‘And I’m a bit worried that if I don’t tell you right this very moment, I may never gather the balls to say it ever again.’ His brow crinkled in concentration as he lit yet another cigarette, cupping it with his free hand to protect the golden flame from the wind.

‘You do realise that if you keep smoking at this rate you’re going to die, like, tomorrow or something?’ Nessa said, aggressively, batting a cloud of smoke away from her face.

‘Sorry,’ Will responded, moving his cigarette away from Nessa so the smoke poured towards the playground.

‘So, what do you want to tell me?’ Nessa asked, watching Will stand up and start pacing the grass ahead of the bench frantically, the hot, orange light coming from his cigarette dancing in the air.

‘Oh, fuck, here it goes,’ he said, as if he were about to jump from a diving board.

‘Here what goes?’ Nessa asked, starting to feel a little frustrated because she needed to say her big thing too, and he was getting in the way of that and had been all evening with his paranoid melodrama.

‘One of the reasons I am freaking out so much Ness, about this big decision to do with going away to uni or staying here, is, is … well …’

‘Oh, Will, come on, please get on with it, I’m starting to feel cold!’

‘OK, OK, it’s YOU Ness …’

‘What?’ Nessa had asked, totally confused.

‘Oh shit-dog, I’ve said it now!’ Will exclaimed, taking a long, deep drag on his cigarette.

‘Me what?’

‘Right. Here it goes …’ Will took a deep breath and walked over to the bench. He took one of her slender hands in his own, rather dramatically.

‘Ever since we first met we’ve been close, right?’ he asked. Nessa nodded in agreement, a look of concern in her eyes. Surely he wasn’t? She would have killed for this before, she really would.

‘And you really took care of me at school when everyone wanted to punch me in the face.’

‘Well, you know, it would have helped if you hadn’t brought quails’ eggs and camembert in your lunchbox, but you were too cute to abandon,’ she said, smiling warmly at Will and poking him in the arm with her index finger. He instantly shrugged off her teasing, his face becoming serious again.

‘But as we got older, Nessa, I started to see you differently. You helped me to be less “camembert-like” and a little more like “cheddary”, and I mean that in the nicest possible way. There is absolutely nothing wrong with camembert – in fact it’s a highly delectable cheese – but I learnt that sometimes you have to be cheddar-like, just to get along …’

Nessa wrinkled her face in confusion. This cheese analogy is terrible, she thought.

‘OK, the cheese comparison thing isn’t working, but what I think I’m trying to say is that you can’t get through life at our school being naive and ostentatious in the way I was. Sometimes you have to kind of muck in and settle down, and I think you saved me, you know?’

‘That’s very sweet, Will, but it was all you. And I love camembert, by the way, you don’t have to not have it any—’

‘So, anyway, there was that, and then not only were you my best mate, and really funny and all that, but you became very, very beautiful, didn’t you?’ Will laughed in embarrassment and looked down at the ground as he said this. Nessa had felt her stomach plunge sharply. She didn’t know whether it was a bad plunge or a good plunge.

‘I mean, look at you now; you are just gorgeous. It’s insane. And then that terrible, unspeakable stuff happened to you a couple of years ago, and I realised then how much I care about you, but it wasn’t the right time to say cos you were struggling so much, and oh-my-god-I-think-I-love-you.’ Will said, suddenly grinding to a halt and going quiet.

‘You have got to be kidding me,’ Nessa said slowly, laughing to herself. She gently pulled her hand away from the warmth of Will’s, which had become decidedly sweaty.

‘Er, no, I’m not,’ Will responded, a little doubt in his voice now. He pulled his own hand back, clearly unsure of what to do with it. He twitched around a little until he decided his left pocket would be the best place for it.

‘For fuck’s sake, Will!’ Nessa shouted, frustration teeming through her veins. It boomed out from her chest, the feelings had come from nowhere. They shocked her. The sentence bounded around the playing field, and echoed against the thick row of trees that separated it from the road, coming back to haunt her once again. She wondered why her life felt like a series of missed trains, a merry-go-round of toil and frustration. Drama, drama, drama!

‘OK, OK, there’s no need to get angry,’ Will had responded defensively.

‘Listen, I’m pregnant …’ she said, through gritted teeth. She realised, at that moment, that her hands were balled up into fist, resting at the top of her knees.

‘What?’

‘I’m pregnant, Will. Just three months gone so far, but I—’

‘What the fuck? Who’s the father?’ Will had asked.

‘Jake … obviously.’

‘Jake?? Jake?! I didn’t think it was anything serious, Nessa. The guy’s got nothing to offer you, he really doesn’t …’

‘I beg your pardon, Will?’ Nessa said furiously, starting to feel tears well in her eyes. She knew he would go off on one, she just knew it. That’s why she had waited so long to tell him.

‘I’m sorry. I just, I knew about you and Jake, but I thought it was just a bit of fun. And now, guess what? You, the love of my entire life, are sitting next to me, 17 and pregnant. Oh, and the father of your child is an 18-year-old lad who dropped out of school and works at the local butcher’s shop. I mean, what the fuck, Nessa?!’

‘I think you need to put your filter on, Will, and consider what you’re saying before I slap you across the face,’ Nessa growled, crossing her arms angrily and resting them on the top of her ever-swelling stomach. She could only just feel the very beginnings of a ‘bump’.

‘I’m sorry, Nessa, I’m really sorry. It’s just you’re so clever, and talented. You have your whole life before you and you’re too young to have a baby, surely? You’ll miss out on so much; it’s a tragedy. And Jake, I mean, really? Do you even love him?’ Will questioned, incredulously.

‘Yes, I love him, of course I do. He’s the best thing that has ever happened to me.’

Will sighed loudly, and played with the gravel beneath the bench with his feet, his face angled towards the ground.

‘We’ll be fine, Will. Yes, it’s a little unconventional, and yes, ideally it would have happened later on, but now it has happened, it’s all I want,’ Nessa said, realising she was smiling as she finished her sentence. She placed both her hands on her tummy and rubbed it softly, little bursts of excitement exploding in her heart like fireworks. Will tutted.

The pair sat in silence for a while, still side by side but a little more distance between them. The trees moving gently in the wind and the birds flitting amid the branches sounded strangely soothing, like an orchestra tuning up for a night-time symphony.

Nessa thought about what Will had just told her, news that she had longed for over the course of a few years. Had she known this was coming a long time ago, she would have been the happiest girl alive. Had he told her that he ‘loved’ her, just a year prior, she would have jumped into his arms. But it was different now, she’d fallen for someone else, and he was wonderful. And even more than that, it hadn’t taken Jake four years to realise what she was worth.

After a few minutes of awkward quiet, Will spoke up.

‘I might regret saying this, Nessa, but I have to say it anyway because I care about you. I think you should consider it …’

‘What’s that?’ Nessa asked.

‘I think that, given your history, the fact that you’re adopted, and the horrendous things that happened to you a couple of years ago … Well, I just think—’

‘What do you think?’ Nessa hissed, probing him angrily. Swirls of emotion moved around inside her.

‘I think you are desperate to be loved, Nessa. You are desperate for a family of your own, and desperate for something that will make you feel safe and secure …’ he said, trailing off and looking at her nervously.

‘You know what, Will? You don’t have a fucking clue what I’ve been through, and how it feels to be me. You have the most privileged life; in fact it makes me sick. Don’t you dare, ever, make judgements about what I’ve been through from your big, fat, ivory tower. Go fuck yourself,’ Nessa growled, her friend flinching as she spoke.

And with that, Nessa walked angrily towards her house.

‘Oh, Ness, come on!’ Will shouted, as he watched her silhouette bound away from him.

‘Nessa! Please come back!’

‘Nessa!’

‘Nessa?’

And with that he sank back down onto the bench with a great sigh, pulling another cigarette from his pocket and shoving it between his lips.
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