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NED LEARNED HOW TO do intramuscular injections from YouTube. The most helpful video, made by a Californian anti-ageing clinic, began with a doctor in a white lab coat making a speech to camera about the beneficial effects of testosterone, and solemnly saying that these drugs should never be used unsupervised, without a doctor’s prescription or for recreational purposes. He brought on an assistant, a young man in underpants and a vest. The young man’s head was cropped out of the shot as he stood next to the sitting doctor. The doctor said that he was going to demonstrate the technique with a sterile saline solution. He held up a syringe containing an inch of orange liquid. To inject into the quadriceps muscle, he said, you divide the front of the thigh into four quadrants by drawing lines up and across the middle of the leg, then inject into the muscle at its thickest point in the quadrant closest to the hip. He took a felt tip pen from the pocket of his lab coat, drew the lines on the man’s leg, picked up the syringe again, uncapped the needle, took the barrel between his thumb and first finger like a dart, pushed it into the man’s thigh with a swift action, plunged down with his thumb so that the orange liquid disappeared in a second, and pulled the syringe out. It looked simple.

Ned had watched this video five or six times. Before he found it, he had watched several series of webcam diaries documenting the hormone therapy of people transitioning from female to male, and as he worked his way through the videos over a few hours, he watched them becoming androgenised week by week, injection by injection, developing beards and muscles and Adam’s apples. The videos moved him, and he was moved too by the community of supporters who offered their encouragement, shared their own experience of transition, and gave praise and feedback in the comment section below each video.

Now he had everything in place, laid out on the desk next to his laptop: the needles and syringes in their paper and plastic sleeves, the vials of yellow liquid, the box of anti-bacterial wipes. He clicked on ‘Play again’ and tried to breathe deeply in through his nose while he watched the demonstration video once more; by the time the video finished, he felt calm and slightly light-headed. He went to the sink in the corner of his bedsit, washed his hands, looked at himself in the mirror, and sat down again. One millilitre of oil, containing 250 milligrams of Testosterone Enanthate: it didn’t look like much, when Ned had drawn it up into the syringe using a thick, nineteen-gauge needle. He twisted that needle off and replaced it with a fresh, twenty-five-gauge needle – the thicker needle to draw the oil with, the thinner needle to inject with – before warming up the oil in the barrel by wafting a lighter under it for a few seconds, and tapping out the air bubbles.

He had decided to pin his right quadriceps. With his jeans around his ankles, he tore open a wipe and swabbed the injection site; the smell of alcohol rose from the wipe while the hair on his thigh became slicked down in swirling patterns. He picked up the syringe, uncapped the needle, and for the next five minutes held it against the skin on his thigh, afraid to push through. Sweat gathered on his temples. He needed to think of it in more practical terms, he told himself; remember how the doctor had just darted it in, with no more difficulty than if he were pushing a cocktail stick into a cherry tomato. That was the state of mind Ned needed to be in: as if he were carrying out a simple mechanical operation, using materials whose properties and behaviour were known and predictable. Never mind that one of the materials was part of his body. He had read a dozen times on the forums that there were no nerve endings inside muscle tissue. He should barely feel anything.

Ned took a deep breath down into his belly and out through his mouth, pinched an inch of skin and fat between thumb and finger with his left hand, and with his right hand pushed the needle in. There was a sharp sting as it broke the surface of the skin, then nothing. The needle sank into the muscle smoothly and Ned continued pushing until it was entirely sunk into his thigh, an inch and a half deep. He let go of the syringe so that it hung out of him and stood up independently. It looked like he had a strange new appendage, a lever or prong, added to his body.

He had read about the importance of aspirating the injection, to check you hadn’t hit a blood vessel. The thought of a plume of blood bursting into the barrel made his heart pound, but when he pulled back the plunger only a clear bubble of air appeared. With his thumb he started to work the plunger down. It surprised him how hard he had to push. The thick oil passed through the thin needle slowly, and by the time the barrel was empty he had been pushing down for what felt like a whole minute. His hands were shaking, causing him to stir the needle in the muscle. Finally the black plug of the plunger met the bottom of the syringe, with all the golden oil gone. Ned whipped the pin out fast and felt his thigh ache. He imagined he could feel the oil within the muscle, a little pocket of liquid nestled an inch and a half inside of him. A bleb of crimson had come up at the injection site. Ned wiped it off; the alcohol in the swab stung.


 

TWO WEEKS EARLIER, IN mid-January, he had been walking past the dry cleaner on the high street on a Saturday morning, looking at the people queuing up outside the fancy new coffee shop he hadn’t visited yet, when he was arrested by a familiar voice. ‘Yo, Ned!’

Ned turned to see Darus removing and coiling up his earphones while holding the phone they were plugged into and an empty smoothie cup in one hand and three shopping bags in the other. Darus was smiling, but the sight of him gave Ned the guilty feeling that this was somebody he had let down, who was disappointed in him, and whose text messages he hadn’t replied to. It was the first time they had seen each other in more than a year.

They went into the coffee shop. When they had ordered and sat down, Darus said, ‘So what happened? With your training, I mean? It seemed like you were enjoying the gym so much at the beginning.’

‘Well, you know, I suppose I lost a bit of motivation. I mean, I enjoyed it, but it’s just . . . when I saw myself in the mirror after six months of pretty regular training and there was nothing – I was still so skinny – I felt like my body just didn’t want to do it.’ Darus looked like he was waiting for more, and Ned added, ‘The money got to be a bit much, as well. Thirty-five pounds a week is not nothing.’

Ned could feel Darus’s scepticism. He was anticipating a reply along the lines of ‘And how much do you spend every week buying sandwiches from the coffee shop, instead of making your own?’, but instead Darus said, ‘We could’ve worked something out with the money. I’m just sorry to hear that you lost your motivation, because that’s my job as a trainer, to keep that up. I used to see you sometimes when I was training other people and I could tell that you weren’t completing your routines. Sitting there between sets staring off into space. So I feel bad now that I didn’t do enough to keep you on track.’

‘Oh, it wasn’t your fault,’ Ned said. ‘I’m always starting new things and then letting them slide. It’s just the way I am, I can’t keep up with anything that feels, you know . . . regimented.’

Darus’s nostrils flared a little in response, and Ned felt himself cringe. The first time they met, Darus had told him how much he hated it when people said they couldn’t stick to an exercise programme because they weren’t ‘that sort of person’. It meant they had given up on themselves. Ned had the sense this was a speech Darus had given many times. ‘No, I’m a great believer in people’s capacity for change,’ he said, his eyes shining with defiance – as if Ned had accused him of not believing in that. They had only been talking for five minutes. Darus had fallen into conversation with Ned as he stood by the filing cabinet where the work-out programme cards were stored, and at first Ned had thought that the heavily muscled guy covered in tattoos with the intense manner was simply being friendly. Even when Darus suggested that they could train together and he could show Ned how to improve his work-out routines, it took Ned a minute or two to realise he was proposing that he pay him for it.

Ned had been briefly energised by Darus, by his conviction that everyone had the capacity to decide how he or she wanted to behave. He had stuck to the work-out programme Darus gave him for a few months, and had lost the excess body fat that he put on in his late twenties, the years of sitting at a computer all day with his shoulders slumped forward, eating scotch eggs. But when he missed a few sessions, it felt like all the advances he had made would slip away almost instantly. Inexorably, listlessly, he had dropped off from his routines, and within a few more weeks had stopped training altogether, and started ignoring the messages Darus sent over the next few months. Soon he had let his gym membership lapse altogether.

Sitting here in the coffee shop a year later, Darus didn’t seem to bear a grudge. He sipped his flat white and said, ‘It’s probably true you don’t have the genetics for getting big. You’re always going to be a hard gainer. But that doesn’t mean you should give up on training altogether. Were you putting creatine in your protein shakes?’

‘Yeah, right from the beginning, but I didn’t really feel any difference.’

‘Hmmm. Well, I hope you decide to come back to it one day, and I’d love to train you again if you do.’

‘Cheers, man. I’ll think about it.’

A pause. Darus had twisted the sugar sachet into a ribbon between his fingers. He looked up and met Ned’s eye. ‘You know, there is another option for low-T guys like you.’

‘What’s low-T?’

‘Testosterone. That’s why you don’t have any muscle mass.’

Ned bristled slightly at the suggestion. ‘How do you mean?’

‘If you have more of it, your muscles can absorb more protein. That’s why guys have naturally different body types, it’s how much testosterone your body produced when you were growing up. If I met your dad and your brothers, I bet they’d have the same build as you, right? Skinny arms, tall and thin, narrow shoulders?’

‘I don’t have any brothers,’ Ned said.

‘But your dad is like that, right? So that’s just your genetics. That’s what you’re working with. And even if you trained like a beast six days a week and ate all the protein in the world, you still wouldn’t get big. You can make some gains, but there’s only so much.’

‘Right. It’s depressing, isn’t it?’ Ned said.

‘But what I’m saying is, there is another option. You can give your genetics a boost.’

‘Like what?’

Darus leaned in across the table, checking with his eyes that they weren’t being overheard. ‘You remember Charlie from the gym, right? The trainer with those veins that bulged out of his arms? How do you think he got like that?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Well, what do you think about the guys you pass in the street who make you shrink back when they walk past, and you just know your girl is looking at them? Basically the guys like me, I mean.’

‘I’m not sure –’ Ned said.

‘Okay, let’s say this is the jungle. You’d be a beta male, right? No offence, but that’s just scientific fact. Right now I mean the guys who’d be the alpha males in the pack.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Let me tell you, it might be natural for a few of them, but the other seventy-five, maybe eighty per cent of those guys are on steroids. When you turn on the Premiership and they take their shirts off and they’re completely ripped, not a shred of fat on them, sixty per cent of those guys have been on steroids in the off-season as well. When you see pretty-boy actors with those big fucking arms swelling out of their t-shirts, and when you see squaddies hauling their big backpacks on the train, 100 per cent of those guys are on steroids. Everyone in the film industry knows it, everyone in the military knows it. But no-one admits it.’

‘So what are you saying?’

‘I’m not suggesting anything. I’m just saying, if you wanted to know how to give your training a boost, I could tell you how to run a cycle where after ten days you’d just feel, like, Grrrrrrrrr!’ (Here Darus sat back, brought his clenched fists together in front of his body, tensed his chest and biceps and set his face in a snarl, showing his teeth.) ‘You’d feel like a fucking grizzly bear ready to rip somebody’s head off with your bare hands. And you’d be smashing those pull-ups and chin-ups, then be ready to do another set with twenty kilograms strapped around your waist. It can’t work miracles, but after sixteen weeks, if you’re training and eating right, you could look like . . . well, like someone who’s still tall and lean but is on the way to getting seriously ripped as well. Someone with some power in their arms. And you’d feel different.’

‘Isn’t it illegal?’ Ned said.

‘Nah, hardly: over here, it’s like class-C drugs or some shit. The same as prescription medicines. So no-one gives a shit unless you’re literally dealing it to schoolkids in huge quantities.’

‘But isn’t it dangerous?’

‘Look, I’m not going to push it on you or anything. You’ve got it use it right, but if you do, it’s amazing stuff, and honestly I recommend it just as a health product for almost anybody. Here . . .’

Darus reached into the pocket of his tracksuit bottoms for his phone, tapped at its screen with his thumb, and said, ‘Go here and read the threads that are pinned up at the top of the forums. They’re called, like, “Information for newbies” or “Introduction” or something like that.’

Five seconds later, Ned felt his own phone twitch in his pocket.
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