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ONE

It starts with a postcard.

‘International Klein Blue, by Yves Klein,’ I read aloud, taking it from my locker and turning it over in my hands.

I thought postcards were supposed to be of picturesque seaside towns with images of clapped-out donkeys or over-ambitious sandcastles and brightly coloured beach huts. This one is just a plain blue square, hardly inspiring.

On the back there’s a note, hurriedly scribbled in red ink.
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This is probably some sort of queer joke at my expense. Yves Klein is no doubt a huge homo. I suppose I should be appreciative that the troglodytes of St Anselm’s high school are raising the bar for my final year, homophobic locker notes of the past were scribbled on the back of detention slips, or bus tickets. A postcard like this is a treat.

‘And so it begins,’ I sigh, opening my bag and shoving it inside.

I take a deep breath and pull my shoulders all the way back, as if readying myself for battle, because being queer on the first day of term at St Anselm’s is the equivalent of being Taylor Swift at a Kanye West concert.

I’m going to use the word unwelcome.

I make my way out into the yard, barging my way through entitled Year 8s and petrified Year 7s like the superior Year 11 student that I am. I make a sharp turn past languages, keeping my head held high as I hurry towards the sanctuary of the art block. Once I’m there, once I’m out of sight of the masses, I know I’ll be safe.

As I turn the corner, I stop in my tracks. The art block looks different this year. What was once a forgotten corner of the school, a perfect sanctuary for outcasts, is now noisy and vibrant thanks to the addition of a brand-new face.

Wait.

I should make it clear that this isn’t a real face, just a painting. Someone has painted the art block wall. Although, describing it as ‘just a painting’ sort of diminishes it, sort of makes it sound like graffiti, like something hastily sprayed under a railway bridge or etched on the back of a toilet door. It isn’t; there are no expletives or political messages or stick-man images of ejaculating penises anywhere. I don’t smell a pissy alleyway just by looking at it. This painting is so much grander than that. Bubble text in bold colours surrounds a face with two sides – one green, the other red. I’m a little impressed. It’s good.

The new addition to our yard means this end of the school is suddenly the place to be, the urban hangout for the pretty kids whose mams buy them the latest Nike Airs and North Face puffas, and let them box dye their hair. There’s even music playing.

Sam Fender.

I think.

I step back into the shadows, pressing my back firmly against the wall. The pretty kids are here, which is utterly terrifying and sort of thrilling at the same time. Being this close means for a secret moment I can taste what it’s like to be one of them.

It tastes like Wrigley’s Juicy Fruit gum.

When the studio door opens, Mr Sharpe, art department, appears, looking all kinds of flustered. Mrs Duncan, head teacher, follows close behind, instantly recognisable by her terrible wardrobe choices. I’ve never seen her at this end of the school. She is the antithesis of art. Creative energy fizzles and dies in her presence.

‘You’re saying you have no idea who did it?’ she says.

Today, her suit is the colour of dog vomit. Seriously. If someone stopped me on the street and offered me a suitcase full of cash to find an ill-fitted trouser suit in this shade of pinkish brown, I would leave not a penny richer. Beneath the dog-vomit suit flutters a purple, frilly, chiffon blouse. She looks like something out of Monsters, Inc. (‘Kids these days. They just don’t get scared like they used to.’)

‘No idea,’ says Mr Sharpe.

I can never tell if he’s a young person who looks really old, or an old person who looks really young. He’s got heavy smoker written all over him.

‘Don’t you have any video footage?’ Mrs Duncan asks.

‘There are no cameras in the department.’

They stop in front of the painting. Her hands are firmly planted on her hips. I’ve seen this stance many times. She’s annoyed. The art studio’s makeover clearly wasn’t planned. Does this mean a student did this? 

‘It’s really quite something,’ says Mr Sharpe, looking at it. ‘Almost Picasso-esque – don’t you agree?’

‘I hardly think that’s the point. We do not deface school property at St Anselm’s. I want the culprit found.’

‘There’s no way—’

‘It will be one of your students, Colin!’

He takes a long, heavy breath, and I can hear his lungs rattling in his chest like a bag of popcorn in the microwave. He really needs to kick the habit. ‘The piece is signed.’ He draws her attention to the bottom right-hand corner.

She screws up her face, leaning forward to read, ‘“Big Red”. Who is Big Red?’

‘I have no idea.’

It takes a second for the name to register in my head.

Big Red.

Hang on a minute.

That was the name on the postcard that had been wedged into my locker.

I open my bag to find it resting on top of my make-up bag, staring right at me.
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I take a step closer to look at the name on the wall. It’s written in the exact same way as on the postcard. The stalk of the ‘d’ arches over and under anticlockwise, encasing the name in a circle. I hadn’t noticed this, the artist’s signature, before now. I hadn’t thought a homophobic locker note required an artist’s signature. But now I do. Or, actually, now I don’t – because I don’t think this postcard is a homophobic locker note, not if it’s from the same person who painted this wall. The face looking back at me is nothing short of a masterpiece, way above the talents of St Anselm’s regular homophobes.

‘Is everything OK, Roman?’ asks Mr Sharpe.

I’m suddenly aware of how close I’m standing to them, to it. 

‘Totally fine, sir.’

Mrs Duncan’s crinkly eyes thin at the sight of me. ‘Ryan Albright.’

The crowd of pretty kids laughs, and I shrivel up like a prune. I hate that she calls me Ryan. It literally gives me goosebumps. She could change my whole high school experience by acknowledging my real gender. I don’t care about official documents and exam papers and library cards. If she called me by my chosen name, Roman Bright, it would send a message to the rest that I am just as valued as them; that non-binary queer people are valued at her school; that non-binary is a real gender, not just something I’ve made up like the time in Year 8 when I pretended to have gout to get out of PE (we were studying the Tudors in history at the time). But I think she suspects it’s something I’ve done to get attention. The thing is, attention isn’t something I have in short supply these days.

She points at the wall. And she doesn’t even have to say it. I know exactly what she’s thinking. Herein lies the main problem to being the most conspicuous person in school: everything is automatically your fault.

‘This has nothing to do with me, miss.’ I shove the postcard back into my bag because, actually, this does have something to do with me. Only, I’m not quite sure what.

‘This isn’t Roman’s hand,’ says Mr Sharpe.

Thank God for him – caring, human, Mr Sharpe. He may stink of cigarettes, but he’s the only member of staff who actually gives a crap about me. He even calls me by my chosen – my real – name, which is something everybody else seems to have trouble with. I can’t hold his addictions against him.

‘And I don’t have any students called Big Red,’ adds Mr Sharpe.

‘Please be sensible, Colin,’ says Mrs Duncan. ‘Someone is obviously hiding behind a pseudonym.’

For some reason this causes the crowd to laugh again.

(Pseudonym. I guess it’s a funny word.)

‘Haven’t you all got classes to get to?’ she says, turning towards them. ‘Away with you. Away! Just because it’s first day of term doesn’t mean it’s too early to start issuing detentions.’

I bury my chin in my chest and turn my back, hoping to melt away with the rest of them.

But then . . .

‘Not you, Ryan,’ she says. ‘You’re coming with me.’

Bugger.

Mrs Duncan’s office. I hate it in here, mainly because of the anatomy diagram she has on the wall beside her desk. I’m still traumatised by the sex education class she gave in Year 9, where she held it against herself to point out where everything was. Meaning, I now know with unnecessary precision where her cervix is.

Nobody needs to know where their head teacher’s cervix is.

Next to the anatomy, there’s a crucifix. They were both used simultaneously because heaven forbid anyone discuss the anatomy without a crucifix present. St Anselm’s is very much that kind of school. We indulge in all of the punishments of Catholicism, but none of the rewards.

Actually, after four years here, I’m starting to wonder if there are any rewards.

‘It wasn’t me,’ I say, before she can accuse me.

She nods her head to acknowledge I’ve spoken, but doesn’t confirm or deny whether she believes me. ‘Please, take a seat,’ she says, triangular nostrils flaring. Her voice is all sticky behind her nose, like she has a permanent cold. ‘I would like to have a chat with you before classes begin. This is the beginning of a new year – a fresh page, if you like, where all past misadventures are forgiven.’

But never forgotten, I think.

‘I would like you to assure me, here and now, that we won’t have a repeat of last term. School is for learning – and to do that you have to be here.’

I feel like she’s staring into me, looking under my skin at my most vulnerable parts, my rubbery tubes and pounding heart. Surely she knows that last term was the worst time of my life. Surely she knows I didn’t plan to take all that time off.

‘Yes, Mrs Duncan.’ Of course, Mrs Duncan. And how does it feel to have a heart the size of a maggot’s testicle, Mrs Duncan? 

‘Good.’

I smirk, and she looks at me like I’m worse than dirt. 

‘Is something funny?’

‘No, Mrs Duncan.’

She stands, brushing the creases out of her suit, making tiny flicking movements as if she’s swatting an invisible fly. Her fingers are long and bony, like Twiglets. I hate Twiglets because I hate Marmite.

And I hate her fingers, because I hate her.

‘That will be all, Mr Albright.’

I pick up my bag and walk towards the door, but before I reach it she takes in a sharp breath and says, ‘And please, wash that ridiculous make-up off your face. This is a high school, not La Cage aux Folles.’

I leave without responding. There’s no point even trying to have the last word with her. As I walk along the corridor away from her office, I take out the postcard once again, twisting it between my fingers. Front to back. Front to back. Yves Klein. Big Red. Blue square. Red circle. Yves Klein. Big Red.

Am I supposed to know what this means? 

		
	


TWO

There’s someone sitting at my table in English class. How annoying. I always sit alone.

‘Hi,’ he says. I can barely see his face under the mountain of hair. ‘The teacher told me to sit here next to Ryan Albright.’

I slide my sunglasses to the end of my nose. ‘It’s Roman,’ I say. ‘Roman Bright. Google me.’

‘Beau Greene.’

I recognise the name. He joined our school last year, summer term, which is weird because a) who starts a new school halfway through GCSEs – and b) who starts a new school in summer term? I never had to sit next to him in English class last year. I never had to sit next to anybody, which is the way I like it. I can’t understand why he’s here now.

‘Pleasure, I’m sure,’ I lie.

He looks half asleep, with bloodshot, dark-ringed eyes, and hair that may as well have been left out overnight in the rain. I’m going to throw caution to the wind here and assume he’s already on drugs. He seems very much that kind of boy – you know, the kind who wears a hoodie instead of a coat, and spends lunchtime sniffing the gas in his lighter, or vaping down the side of the art block, blah blah blah.

(For the record, I’m anti-drugs. This is because I have an addictive personality, which is something I discovered last Christmas when I ate my entire body weight in lebkuchen – you know, those sugary/cinnamony German biscuits? If I took drugs, Lord knows what would ensue. I’d probably get a crippling addiction, and it would take me years of therapy and rehab – in that well-known celebrity facility, The Priory, of course – to get over. I’m doing my future self a favour by steering clear.)

(Beau Greene’s future self hates him.)

(Actually, it looks like Beau Greene’s present self hates him.) 

He stretches out a hand, all sweaty palm and dirty fingernails, pointing it at me. ‘Is it real?’ he says, his face flushing as if he’s containing a fit of laughter.

‘Excuse me?’

‘The coat.’

‘She’s a cape,’ I say, pulling my shoulder up to my chin. ‘Not a coat. Her name is Marlene, if you must know, after Marlene Dietrich.’

He snorts. ‘Um . . . OK?’

I take a seat, shuffling the chair so it’s at the furthest edge of the table. You could literally fit another chair in between us, because I don’t want to be anywhere near someone who doesn’t appreciate a vintage genuine rabbit-fur cape, named after a screen legend goddess, when they see one.

There’s a fresh workbook on the desk, flat and clean. It’s peach. I write ROMAN BRIGHT in the box on the front in capital letters with my new multi-coloured pen, and draw wings around it. Drawing wings is my thing. I’m sure Orla, the school psychiatrist, would say this represents my need to fly far away from here.

And she’d partly be right.

Although, there is another reason why I always draw wings . . .

‘You could see that from outer space,’ says Beau Greene, smirking like he’s just said something really smart.

I don’t respond. I think it’s important I set some sort of boundary right now. He needs to know that just because we’re sitting together, that doesn’t mean we are in any way friends.

Underneath my name I write: Year 11.

Writing it down like this makes it so much more real. I’m back. I’m here, in the place where everything happened. It’s sort of a big deal.

I feel my anxiety rush through me, and suddenly it’s like I’m on the kamikaze slide at Wet N Wild, and I’m plummeting eighty feet towards the water.

‘You’ve got really neat handwriting,’ says Beau Greene.

So the silent treatment clearly isn’t working. It’s time to bring out the big guns. ‘What?’ I say, giving him my death stare.

‘My handwriting hasn’t changed that much since primary school.’

He holds up his hand where he’s scribbled something in blue ink.

He’s got that right. I know six-year-olds who can do better.

Don’t do drugs, kids. Don’t do drugs.

‘Good for you,’ I say, my eyes boring holes into his very soul. 

With this I think he gets the message, because he turns his attention away from me out of the window to a bunch of Year 7s who are about to start the trauma that is high school physical education.

‘Ah, Ryan,’ says Ms Mead, plodding towards us. One eye is looking at me. The other (the glass one) is on the Year 7s outside. ‘I trust you’ve had a restful summer.’

‘I usually work alone,’ I say, ignoring her faux well wishes, because I really don’t need a Beau Greene in my life right now. ‘I’m happy to work alone.’

‘You’re in Year 11 now, Ryan. This year I’d like to encourage more critical debate from you. And you’re hardly going to do that on your own. Lucky you have the lovely Beau Greene to work with – this will be his permanent English class . . . something to do with numbers . . .’

She trails off and walks away.

‘Sorry,’ says Beau Greene, the corners of his mouth turned up, which tells me he isn’t sorry at all, not one bit.

‘Don’t be,’ I say. And I mean it. I don’t need his crappy, half-arsed apology.

Not one bit.

The door smacks open, and the white noise of a busy corridor on the first day of term fills the room like trumpets.

Send in the clowns.

First come Carl Oswald and Liam Jones, arseholes of the century. I tense up as their laughter finds my ears like a familiar song: a mean schoolyard rhyme, or ‘Dude (Looks Like a Lady)’ by Aerosmith. I hate that one. Next is Tyler ‘Spudz’ Hudson, the biggest arsehole of them all. As far as bullies go, he’s pretty terrifying: well over six foot and built like a brick shithouse. He’s the type of kid who’d beat your face until it resembled an omelette, and then carry on with the rest of his day like nothing had happened. I think it’s highly likely he’s a sociopath. Last time I saw him he was emptying a bottle of Coke over my head in front of the entire dinner hall. I remember it like it was yesterday. I remember the laughing faces of students and staff. I remember the feeling of wet, sticky fluid tangling my hair into knots. I remember the pain and humiliation. It twists in my chest and I grip my hands into fists.

‘Look at the state of that,’ he says, bringing me back to the present. ‘Why are you wearing your mam’s coat, Brighty?’

‘Because I was going to wear your mam’s, but I don’t wear polyester,’ I shoot back.

‘Do you want to be a woman?’

‘Do you want to be a human?’

I’m trying to show him I’m stronger now. This isn’t last term. I’m not the same person I was then – I won’t be humiliated again.

‘Could you get any gayer?’

‘Oh, I hope so . . .’

Unable to think of a retort because he’s a complete and utter zygote, he just scoffs and turns to take his seat.

He really is a gargantuan arsehole. Professor arsehole. Knight Commander of the British Empire arsehole.

More of them come in, hooting like hyenas: Charlene Franklin, with her plain face and swishy ponytail; Jonny Dale and Norman Stokes, tech geeks, could easily pass for Year 7s; perfect Wynter Brown, and her harem of broken dolls – Gemma Crow, Sheryl Higgin, and Natalie Elliott – each one looking more like her now than they did before summer. (I didn’t think this was physically possible.)

They all assemble like Shakespearean actors, readying to take part in the play that is my life.

(What would the title be – King Queer; As You Don’t Like It; All’s Well That Never Seems to End Well?)

In they come, bringing with them a bucketload of all the crappy school stuff I’d almost forgotten, metaphorically dumping it over my head like some brown, sticky soft drink (which shall remain nameless).

I knew the first day back was going to be hard, but why does this suddenly feel unbearable? 

I turn away to place Marlene over the back of my chair. As I do I notice the hairs on my arms are raised. I swipe my hand over my bumpy skin, but it doesn’t flatten. There’s electricity pumping through me, like I’ve been plugged in to the wall.

And looking back over my shoulder, turning in slow motion, I understand why. I’m having a supernatural experience, like a ghost has just entered the room – a really hot ghost with golden hair and dreamy eyes and a smile you could get lost in. I swear I can hear music, like he has his own rhythm, and it’s dulling the noise of the classroom, making it unimportant. Only he is important: JJ Dixon, aka the male lead, aka the closest thing I ever came, and probably will ever come, to a romcom sort of romance.

My hand automatically reaches to the underside of the table to the heart shape I etched there with my biro last term, the initials R and JJ inside.

And I know exactly what the Shakespearean title of my life should be – Roman and JJ, the tale of two star-crossed lovers (directed by Baz Luhrmann).

I smile.

He sees.

His hair is cut, his coat is new, his shoes are shiny; he’s all preened and perfect for the first day back, and the butterflies in my stomach grow feathers and bones, they grow into a flock of swallows, bending and diving as one as they migrate south of my trouser belt for the winter.

Be still, my beating testes.

He presses his lips together, but I don’t know if it’s a smile or not. And I really need to know if it’s a smile or not. Like – really.

‘Quieten down now, Year Eleven,’ says Ms Mead, stressing the Year 11 part.

The class cheers, like the lights have gone down and they’re ready for the film to start. But I’m still staring at the back of JJ Dixon’s blonde head, wondering if that was a smile or a snub.

And how can I be losing my mind over him already? 
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