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For Caro


BEFORE


ONE

I saw her before she saw me. It was better that way. I watched her looking for me, craning her neck to see over the crowd. Trying to match the faces in front of her against my profile picture. That was all she had to go on. No bigger than a passport photo and you couldn’t even see my face properly. Half-turned away from the camera, fringe flopping down over my eyes. It was one of the only photos of me I didn’t hate. She must have liked it too, I guess.

Jonni and Fitz had abandoned me in favour of the mosh-pit with vague promises to catch up with me later. I was glad to be rid of them; I didn’t want them embarrassing me in front of her. Jonni especially had the tendency to say exactly the wrong thing at exactly the wrong time. He didn’t mean to – his brain just worked differently from the rest of us.

I put down my drink and rubbed my palms on the back of my jeans but they were sweaty again a couple of seconds later. I could feel sweat trickling down my back too. It was way too hot to be wearing my hoodie, but I wasn’t going to tie it round my waist like Dad does with his golf jumper. Plus I’d been wearing it in my profile picture, so I thought it might help her recognize me.

I lost sight of her for a little while and for a second there I thought I’d screwed up and she’d left because she couldn’t find me. But she appeared again a minute later – right in front of me. It reminded me of when Jamie used to dive under the sea and then pop up underneath me or grab my leg, pretending to be some kind of sea monster. This was scarier though.

‘Hi! Alex?’ Her voice was bright and clear, exactly how I imagined it would sound. Hers was more of an Edinburgh accent than mine.

She was waiting for me to say something. To confirm that I was actually Alex. She cocked her head to the side like an inquisitive bird in a gesture I’ve seen her do a hundred times since that night.

Somehow I managed to unglue my tongue from the roof of my mouth. ‘Yeah, hi.’ I cleared my throat because my voice sounded strange. She smiled and I’d never been on the receiving end of a smile like that in my entire life. No one had ever looked that happy to see me. There was no sign that I was anything other than exactly what she was expecting. I had no idea how to feel about that.

Sometimes I close my eyes and picture her at that exact moment. Before.

Her hair was long and blonde and shiny, just like in her profile picture. I’d spent so long looking at the picture I’d have recognized her anywhere. Her eyes were blue – cornflower blue if I was going to try being all poetic about it – and they were fixed on me in a way that made me even more nervous.

She was wearing grey skinny jeans and a band T-shirt that you could tell was brand new. Bright white Converse on her feet, contrasting nicely with my scruffy old black ones. In her profile picture she was wearing some kind of flowery top that looked a bit like something my mum would wear. It made me wonder if she’d bought a whole new outfit just for tonight. It made me wonder if she wanted to impress me. And it made me wonder if I wanted that to be true.

She didn’t seem to be wearing any make-up, but maybe she was wearing the kind of make-up girls wear when they want to look like they’re not wearing any. Her cheeks were flushed red, which could have just been down to the fact that the place was a total sweatbox. But it also could have been something to do with me. I knew she was shy; she’d told me in one of our very first messages. I’d said I was shy too.

‘I can’t believe it’s you! In real life! I wasn’t sure you’d show up. My friends think I’m completely crazy, by the way – coming here by myself to meet some random … not that you’re random or anything! Oh God, I’m babbling, aren’t I? Sorry! I’m so nervous. I don’t … do this sort of thing … please tell me to shut up before I embarrass myself even more.’

She talked so fast it was hard to follow, and the support act had just come onstage so there was even more for my ears to contend with. ‘Shut up, Kate.’

Her eyes widened before she caught on and laughed. ‘I’m not normally like this. Honestly. I’m usually much more … normal.’

‘Don’t worry about it – seriously. What’s so good about normal anyway?’ My voice had this new lazy, hazy sort of quality. Like everything was under control and I wasn’t sweating profusely and my heart wasn’t hammering in my chest. I sounded like someone else. Then it hit me: I sounded like Jamie.

‘You’re right. It’s about time I was … abnormal. Hmm. That doesn’t sound so good, does it?’ She paused and I wasn’t sure what she was going to do or say next. I certainly wasn’t expecting her to hug me, but that’s exactly what she did. I’ve never been much of a hugger; I’m a big fan of personal space. I didn’t seem to have much choice in the matter though. Before I knew what was happening, she had her arms around me. I kept some distance between our bodies without even thinking about it. An automatic reflex.

It wasn’t a date. We just happened to be going to the same gig so we’d arranged to meet up. That was all. But the way Kate looked at me that night, the way she laughed at my crap jokes and touched my arm, there was no mistaking it. I kept trying to convince myself otherwise but all the signs were there. She liked me.

I got her a Coke and we stood near the back and talked through the rest of the support act. Kate relaxed pretty fast and before long we were chatting about all sorts of stuff. It was just like it had been online, except she was standing right in front of me. It seemed entirely normal and entirely not normal at the same time.

I kept an eye out for Jonni and Fitz, pretty confident that they wouldn’t come looking for me anytime soon. I spotted an empty space on the balcony and ushered Kate upstairs. We squeezed into the space, which was only really big enough for one person, earning a glare from the guy next to us. He didn’t glare at Kate though, and I was glad.

The band came on and Kate grabbed my arm and squeezed. She was surprisingly strong for a girl. ‘I can’t believe this is happening!’ It was the first gig she’d ever been to and to look at her you’d think she’d never been allowed out of the house before. She started singing along to the first song and then abruptly stopped when she noticed me staring at her. ‘Sorry, I really love this song …’ She looked sheepish.

She’d misinterpreted the look on my face. The truth is, I was in awe of her. I wondered what it was like to be the kind of person who’d happily sing in front of a stranger (or in front of anyone, for that matter). I thought it might be nice to be someone like that. But Kate didn’t sing again – not that night anyway.

It was the second time I’d seen Saving Serenity this year and the set-list had barely changed. I was more interested in the girl standing next to me than what was happening onstage. I kept looking at her hands out of the corner of my eye. Her fingernails were nicely manicured, without nail varnish. The only jewellery she wore was a slim silver band on the ring finger of her right hand. They were nice-looking hands.

A couple of times Kate looked over and our eyes met. Neither of us said anything. We didn’t have to, I suppose. Meeting in person had just confirmed things. She liked me and I liked her. It was simple.

It was anything but simple.


TWO

I only really knew the score the day before we met. It had all been fine at first. Kate had posted on the Saving Serenity forum a couple of weeks before, asking if anyone was going to the gig. I’d never seen her on the forum before. I usually just lurked on there, watching other people’s conversations and not bothering to join in, but for some reason I replied to her. I suppose I felt sorry for her – no one had replied to her post after a couple of days and I was going to the gig, so I thought I might as well say so. What harm could it do?

Kate replied with a private message and things went on from there. I kept on expecting the conversation to come to a natural stopping point, but it never did. She looked nice in her profile picture – friendly and normal and definitely not a crazy person. She told me she liked my profile picture and put one of those little blushing face emoticons. I thought that was a bit weird but I shrugged it off.

After a couple of days talking on the forum we exchanged phone numbers (her idea). Kate told me a lot about herself – more than I would have told some random I’d met on the internet. She asked me a lot of questions and I answered them. I only told one lie – when she asked what school I went to – and I’m not even sure why I did that. Maybe it just didn’t seem all that sensible to give out personal information to someone I’d never even met. I said I went to the same school as Jonni – it was the first one that came to mind. It felt like a harmless sort of lie. Maybe not a white lie, but definitely grey at least.

We talked a lot about our favourite Saving Serenity songs and music in general. I introduced her to some other bands I thought she might like and she downloaded the music and listened to it straightaway. She was massively into music, but she confessed (with another red-face emoticon) that she’d only really listened to chart stuff and classical stuff until recently. She played the piano – only grade 7, she said.

From the sounds of it, Kate’s mum was pretty full-on – way too involved in her life. Kate had lied about the gig, saying she was going to Astrid’s house and she’d be home by eleven. Astrid was one of her two ‘best’ friends; I didn’t like the sound of her.

We messaged each other non-stop as soon as we got home from school. It was amazing to me how quickly that connection developed. Because that’s what it was – a genuine connection between two people who had never met before. Mum’s always going on about the dangers of the internet and ‘weirdos whose only friends are on their computer screens’, but she just doesn’t get it. It’s entirely possible to get to know someone without actually seeing them in person. In fact, it’s better like that because none of the superficial stuff gets in the way. You really get to know a person. And it’s easier to express yourself when you’re writing things down. At least it is for me. I like to order my thoughts, and delete them if they don’t make any sense. You can’t do that in real life.

A few days before the gig, Kate asked if I wanted to meet her there. My heart did a little jump. I didn’t want to think about what it meant, my body reacting like that. Things were confusing enough already.

I told her I was going with Jonni and Fitz, but I’d be up for meeting her. She was really happy about that. Then I sat back and tried to picture what it would be like, meeting her in person. Talking to her. Looking at a real person instead of a tiny profile picture. I could kind of get my head around me looking at her, but as soon as I started thinking about her looking at me, well … that’s when it all got a little hazy. Would she be disappointed? Had she built up some false idea of me based on what I’d told her?

We texted each other constantly after I got back from running the night before the gig. We always texted, never called. The thought of a phone call was terrifying to me. I never even called Jonni and he was sort of my best mate (not to say that I was necessarily his best mate). Anyway, I was just about to say I was off to bed when Kate texted something that confirmed the suspicion that had been lurking at the back of my brain. I stared at my phone and tried to work out if there was any other way to interpret her words, but I was kidding myself.

I went to reply, to set her straight, but none of the words were right. I kept on typing and deleting them, trying to find a way to say it – a way that would make her still want to see me at the gig. But I couldn’t do it. There was no way out. In the end I turned off my phone without replying.

I couldn’t sleep that night. All I could think about was Kate’s message and what the hell I was going to do about the gig. It was the kind of text Jamie probably gets at least once a week from his various conquests.

You’re really different from other boys.

In a parallel universe, a different version of me was thrilled to bits.

In this universe, I was mostly devastated. Kate was right: I was different from other boys.

I was a girl. I am a girl.


THREE

The most embarrassing moment of my entire life was when Mum came up to my room a couple of years ago, acting all suspicious. I was sitting at my desk doing some homework and she hovered next to me. Then she asked me if my bin needed emptying, before perching on the edge of the bed.

‘Yes? Can I help you with something?’ I was busy colouring in a chart for my geography assignment. Any subject that involves colouring in instead of thinking is OK by me.

Mum didn’t reply so I had to turn to look at her. She was fiddling with her wedding ring, a nervous habit of hers. Not that she’s a particularly nervous sort of person. She flashed a smile and asked how I was getting on with my homework.

I narrowed my eyes. ‘Fine … why?!’

She sighed and tucked a stray bit of hair behind her ears. ‘OK, fine. You got me. I’m not here to ask about your homework. Not that it looks particularly arduous!’ I gave her a look which she obviously interpreted correctly because she went on, ‘OK, OK! I’ll say what I’ve got to say and leave you to it.’ More fiddling with the wedding ring – twisting it round and round her finger. ‘There’s something I’ve wanted to say to you for a while now, but it never seems like the right time and I know what a private person you are … but I’m still your mother. And it’s my job to be grown-up about this stuff, I suppose. So I’m just going to say it and we’ll go from there, OK?’

I knew, I think. At least, I suspected. There weren’t many subjects that would cause this level of awkwardness in my normally calm, level-headed mother. I said, ‘OK,’ but I didn’t mean it.

A big deep breath and then she launched into it. ‘Alex, you know how much we love you and how proud we are of you, yes? Well … we’ll love you and accept you no matter what. It’s really important that you never forget that. I’m not going to ask you or embarrass you so please stop looking at me like that, but if you’re confused about your sexuality–’ We both winced when she said that word, ‘–or if you’re worried or want to talk about anything at all, I’m here. And your dad is too. Even though he’s not here right now. Obviously. So. To sum up, we don’t care if you like boys or girls or both or neither or … anyway. You understand what I’m trying to say, don’t you?’

I was horrified. ‘Muuuum! I’m not … why would you think I was …? Can you just leave me to get on with my work? Please?’ I wanted her gone. I wanted to forget we’d ever had this conversation, if you could even call it a conversation.

She held up her hands. ‘Fine! I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but I had to say it. I’m sure you can understand that.’

I’d already turned back to my homework and was furiously scribbling with a black pencil in a column that was supposed to be red. ‘Yeah, whatever.’

I could hear her stand and move towards the door. There was a few seconds of silence and then, ‘I love you, Alex.’

‘Yeah.’

The door shut quietly and my head met the desk. I felt like she’d broken some sort of unwritten pact we had – Mum and I didn’t talk about that kind of stuff. We just didn’t. We talked about TV and took the piss out of Dad. This was … wrong.

I struggled to sleep that night, thinking about my reaction and wondering what Mum made of it. Did she believe my denial, even though I hadn’t said the actual word I was supposed to be denying? Or did it just confirm what she clearly thought was the case?

I was angry. Mum and Dad had clearly been talking about me behind my back, thinking there was something wrong with me just because I wasn’t the female equivalent of Jamie. He brought girls home all the time. Two years older than me and the kind of good-looking that’s impossible to ignore, Dad’s always saying Jamie’s a chip off the old block (and Mum’s always saying, ‘You wish’). Clearly they thought he was doing his teenage years properly. Sowing his wild oats or some such bollocks. But it was hard to believe Dad would have been cool with me bringing random boys home. That’s how it works – one rule for boys, another rule for girls. So maybe they just wanted me to have a boyfriend – a boring, responsible one who wore shiny shoes and had a neat parting. Whatever it was they wanted, they obviously thought there was something wrong with me. Never getting in trouble at school, never drinking or taking drugs or missing my curfew … that wasn’t good enough. That wasn’t normal enough for them. And according to them, there was only one explanation: I was gay.

How dare they? How fucking dare they? I could just picture the two of them sitting at the kitchen table, drinking tea and listening to Radio 4. They did it every night – Mum called it ‘us time’, which was kind of sickening. They weren’t supposed to be talking about me though. I’d done everything I could do be the best possible daughter but they still weren’t satisfied.

Gay. I rolled the word around in my head, testing it. It was a ridiculous idea, plain and simple. I’d had pictures of boybands and actors on my wall a few years ago. I thought the drummer in Saving Serenity was pretty hot. Anyway, Jonni and Fitz were boys, weren’t they? And they’d been round to our flat at least twice. So what the hell was the problem?

There had been a time last year (about two weeks, to be precise) when I’d wondered if I fancied Jonni. There was nothing really wrong with his face, he looked nice when he smiled, and he had reasonably interesting things to say, which was more than could be said for Fitz. Still, I couldn’t muster up much enthusiasm for the idea and the thought of kissing Jonni kind of turned my stomach. But that wasn’t because he was a boy, it was because he was my mate. You don’t go round randomly kissing your mates.

The thing is, there was no way on earth Jonni would have ever kissed me. It couldn’t have been more obvious that he didn’t think about me like that. Sometimes I think he even forgot that I was a girl at all. He’d be talking about some girl or other (usually the pathetic groupie-types who hung around Bristo Square hoping to bag a skater boyfriend) and he’d say something unbelievably crude and me and Fitz would both laugh but then Jonni would look at me funny and say sorry. As if I cared.

If I’m being brutally honest with myself, I knew that Jonni and Fitz weren’t that keen on me hanging out with them all the time. They didn’t mind at first, when I first turned up at Bristo Square. I was a bit of a novelty, I guess – a girl who could actually skate. And we were into the same kind of music so we had a fair bit in common. But when I started turning up every day after school (and started showing them up in front of the girls), they didn’t seem so happy. I didn’t realize anything was up at first – only when Jonni texted that they weren’t going to be at the Square after school one Friday and I went anyway and found them there, just like always. Jonni tried to cover it up, saying he’d changed his mind at the last minute, but I knew the score. I was hurt but I was never going to let him see that; I just shrugged and said ‘whatever’.

After a couple more incidents like that I knew Jonni was trying to phase me out. The novelty had well and truly worn off for him. This was only a couple of months before I met Kate and I was pretty down about the whole thing. Maybe not depressed, but definitely not happy. I’d thought that meeting Jonni and Fitz might be the start of something good for me – a new life away from school. Skating at Bristo Square was my escape. I felt like I was finally fitting in, like I’d found my place in the world.

Getting the tickets for the Saving Serenity gig was pretty much a last-ditch effort to impress the boys. I said I’d won them in some competition I saw online, but the truth is I used most of my birthday money. Jonni hadn’t seemed all that impressed and wouldn’t even commit to turning up. But then Fitz texted the day before the gig to say they’d meet me outside. Like I should have been honoured by their presence or something. It was a pretty desperate move, I suppose, buying those tickets. And if you look at it in a certain light it might seem like I was trying to buy friends. That wouldn’t be quite fair though. Loads of things can look bad if you look at them in a certain light.
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