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Dedication

​ This collection is dedicated to Scott, Karen,
Toni and all of the other youth workers and volunteers who have
helped with BYOU, as well as the members themselves. Thanks for
being a supportive group and an entertaining, if chaotic, break
from everyday life once a week.



Introduction

​ Hi there! Before you read this collection,
I'd like to introduce it and explain a few of my thought processes
behind creating and publishing it. I'd also like you to know that
whatever your identity is, you are welcome here. Whether you're an
LGBT+ young person looking for representation and help, an ally who
wants to learn more or a parent trying to find out ways to support
and understand your child, I'm glad you're reading this.

I'm a transgender and
bisexual person, so I understand the struggle of trying to find
good LGBT+ representation in media (although it is getting
better!). I also know that it can be hard to find the resources and
information you need when education is sometimes lacking and
services aren't advertised well, or at all. This collection is my
attempt to combat these issues and bring a little bit of fun and
hope to your day.

You may have already
skimmed through the book and noticed that I've put content warnings
before each short story. This is something I haven't done before,
but I felt it was especially important for these stories, as many
cover potentially distressing topics. Reading through each list
should give you the space to choose whether you read that story or
not. As a side note, these stories are all in pre-Covid-19
settings—I think we all need a bit of a break from that particular
aspect of life right now.

All in all, I hope
this collection helps you—I know it would've helped me a few years
ago. Feel free to read on and enjoy!

-Oskar
Leonard.


 


 


Summer Solitude

​ LGBT+ Groups

 


Content Warnings:

 


Social Anxiety

Mention Of
Unsupportive Family

Mention Of Alcohol

Mention Of Underage
Drinking
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Summer Solitude:

 


Charlie, they/them

 


Friendly conversation
flittered around the corridor. Summer plans and holiday
destinations and everything else you'd expect from the last week of
high school before summer.

I really wanted to join in, you know. More
than anything. But, instead, I found myself standing silently by
the other students gathered around the door to Room 0010. I studied
the rather boring, plain wall opposite me.

With summer approaching like an unstoppable,
juddering freight train—like the one that rushed past the park in
the middle of town—we waited for the last session of our school's
LGBT+ group.

Mrs Linn would arrive soon. Then we'd all
file in, still chatting and joking. Introductions, then
discussions. Everything ran smoothly, unlike most lessons in our
high school. There again, our group was far from being a lesson.
We'd have a few minutes for reflection or meditation, whatever you
wanted to call it—that was an addition suggested by one of the PSHE
teachers. Then, we'd leave. Still chatting. Still joking. Off to
the last lessons of the day, then home.

Home. Or the awkward quiet of an
unsupportive house.

"Yeah, going on holiday this year. Dad swore
he'd take us somewhere nice, like, but he said that last year."

"Where'd ya go last year?"

"Park down the road. Ay, is that Miss?"

Catching that last little snatch of
conversation, I jolted my view away from the wall. Was she here?
Looking up, I saw only the passing crowd of black-blazered kids
drifting down the corridor in little friendship clumps. None of
them looked at us. Their eyes stayed down, or on each other, their
mouths constantly curved into half-smiles which anticipated corny
jokes and cornier insults.

Was it because they knew it was an LGBT+
group? Or was it just teenagers being teenagers?

It was so hard to tell. Straining my eyes, I
glanced further down the corridor. Kids, kids, kids… wait. That
soft-looking, light-brown hijab. Those chunky, cherry-red glasses.
Could it be?

Did… did I want it to be Mrs Linn?

There was nothing I enjoyed more than the
LGBT+ group's weekly meetings. Friday lunchtimes were blissful
because of them. But this one was different. This one meant that
everything was over. The safe space, the warm classroom, the
friendly faces… they'd all be gone for six long, excruciating weeks
of loneliness. Six weeks trapped at home with parents who didn't
really know who I was. Six weeks to sit, and think, and wish I
could be back at school.

Everyone would call me crazy if I told them
that. Even among people like me, I still didn't really belong. I
didn't talk. I didn't chat. I'd tried but getting a word in
edgeways was more difficult than some exams. They were a chatty
bunch, between ten and fifteen kids showing up on any given day. I
could tell you all of their names, but I don't think they could
tell you mine. I only whispered it during the introductions, and
nobody paid attention anyway.

This was my support. My 'rock'. A group who
I didn't really talk to or interact with. Sometimes, life just
didn't make sense.

"Hey, guys! Everyone looking forward to
summer?" Mrs Linn was full of the holiday spirit, which seemed to
have completely bypassed me. "Is the door locked?"

"It always is, miss," someone replied.

"Just checking!" Bright and smiling as ever,
she took a key from her staff lanyard (yellow; easy to notice, I
suppose) and rattled it around in the door. It opened with the
usual click.

Not unlike a herd of cattle, we were ushered
into the room by the smiling teacher. Three Year 7s (their names
blinked in and out of my memory, disappearing at that particular
moment) surged forwards and threw around some chairs. Nothing to be
alarmed by.

That was just their version of 'getting the
room set up'.

I hovered by the door as everyone put their
bags down, slouching into mostly cracked and graffitied plastic
seats. As ever, I needed somewhere to sit. Also as ever, I had no
idea where to sit. Somewhere between friendship groups, but not too
close to anyone… I was putting way too much thought into this.

As ever.

Sighing quietly, I navigated around the
minefield of chairs, coats and bags. Tables had been haphazardly
shunted pretty much everywhere. It was a health and safety
nightmare, but Mrs Linn didn't seem to mind. She was just nice like
that.

The blinds were down, to give us some sort
of 'privacy' or 'security' or something of the sort, despite the
obvious posters plastered all over school saying 'LGBT+ Group -
Join Now! - Room 0010 - Friday Lunchtimes!'. They were trying, I
guess, but they could have done with putting a bit more thought
into it.

You could tell they put some effort in,
though. It was in the plain sheets of paper blue-tacked to the
slim, rectangular window in the door, the kind of thing they put up
for exams. Not much. Not revolutionary, by any stretch of the
imagination, but it was something. I appreciated 'something'—I'd
always rather have 'something' than 'nothing'.

"Alright, has anyone got a question for us?"
Mrs Linn perched on the teacher's desk, left untouched by the Year
7s' antics, facing us all. We'd sat in a wobbly circle around her.
Everything seemed like it should've been normal, but I knew it was
different this time. "Anyone?"

She looked around expectantly. Everyone fell
silent at her question, ironically asking for a question, because
we all knew what came next. Blood began thumping past my ears. I
held my hands together, my fingers gripping each other tightly.

Please don't call on me. Please don't call
on me. Please don't call on me.

"Holidays," a voice grunted, the same voice
which complained about their disappointing holiday with their dad
on the corridor, "some'in about holidays."

"That'll do," she smiled back at them,
nodding in that supportive, teacher-y way, "what are your plans for
summer? Holidays, parties, seeing family, hanging out with your
mates—oh, and please, folks, keep it PG. I don't want a repeat of
the 'favourite drink' question."

A few people chuckled. My lips wavered a
little, wondering whether to move, but my mind shut down that
notion quickly.

It was funny, though: learning everyone's
preferred alcoholic beverages as Mrs Linn's face got redder and
redder with every new answer.

"Okay, who'd like to start?" No hands, no
volunteers. No one liked going first. "Right, let's see—well, you
came up with the question," she waved a hand at the person who was
cheated out of a holiday by their dad, "so won't you start us
off?"

They grunted in response.

"Alright, name, pronouns and your summer
plans," Mrs Linn nodded warmly at them. They sat up and grinned
back.

Everyone, secretly or not-so-secretly, liked
Mrs Linn.

"Nova, they/them, not much."

"Not much?" Mrs Linn asked, her head
inclining a little.

"Might go on holiday," Nova finally said,
crossing their arms and slouching once more. Their turn was
over.

Now, I just had to wait until it was my go.
Chilled sensations swirled around my stomach, with no regard for
the sudden nausea they caused. I gulped. The introductions snaked
around the group, getting closer and closer.

I gulped again. Twice. Then thrice. My
throat remained dry.

Name, pronouns and holiday plans. Name,
pronouns and holiday plans. I could do it. People were spitting
them out at the speed of light, again and again. Too fast. I'd be
next in a second—a millisecond.

It was always like this. I would never get
used to it. Just like circle time—just like drama—it was something
that made me speak in front of everyone else.

I hated speaking in front of everyone
else.

"Alright, it's you next!" Mrs Linn chirped,
looking straight at me. Wanting to melt into the floor, I hesitated
before nodding. "So, name, pronouns and summer plans."

"I-I'm Charlie," I stuttered through the
introduction, blinking fiercely to try and subdue the threatening
tears which made my vision blurry, "I'm Charlie, I use neutral—uh,
they/them pronouns, and my summer plans…" naturally, my mind
blanked, leaving me with a few seconds of awkward silence, "uh, I
don't know."

"This question doesn't work, no one knows
what they're doing," someone cut in, "like, everyone's said
nout."

"Ay, I said I was going on holiday!"

"Next person, please!" Mrs Linn interrupted
the interruptions, waving a hand and demanding silence. The talking
stopped. She wasn't a strict teacher, but she was the sort of
teacher you didn't disobey out of respect. It'd feel like
disappointing a friend.

The introductions moved on, then ended. My
lungs filled themselves with warm, stuffy classroom air, not helped
by the closed windows and door. A discussion began. But, busy
recovering from being forced to say something (which shouldn't have
been a shock, since it happened every week, but my brain always
treated it as one) I didn't really participate. Or listen,
much.

Until Nova mentioned summer.

"It's gone be difficult, innit? For some of
us, I mean," they started, clearing their throat, "us with less
good parents, like."

"Yes, yes," Mrs Linn said, drawing her mouth
into a thin, serious line, "without school, and this group, summer
might be difficult for some of you. But what can we do to try and
facilitate that?"

Personally, I didn't really know what
'facilitate' meant. I'd heard of it, but I couldn't use it without
being afraid of sounding like an idiot, or a posh so-and-so. All I
knew was that I'd abolish summer holidays in a heartbeat, and
probably get hunted down and put on a stake for it.

Mrs Linn's idea, since she definitely
already had one despite asking the group for our own ideas, was an
online group. A group chat, Nova informed her, was what they were
called. Something informal (read: non-teacher-related) but
supportive. Helpful but casual.

It sounded perfect. Finally, a solution to
the terrible summer I was anticipating—a little digital hideaway,
where I could at least read about what everyone else was up to.
Actually sending a message might've been a little beyond my
capabilities.

But, as Nova travelled around the classroom,
Mrs Linn deciding to ignore the blatant flouting of the school's
'no mobile phones ever, anywhere, don't even think about them'
policy, I was passed by. Again, and again, and again. Sinking into
my chair, I fixed my eyes on one particular spot on the
blind-covered window, a little square of errant light which had
squeezed its way into the room. Maybe I could squeeze through there
and disappear outside if I stared hard enough.

It didn't happen. Predictably.

Time ticked by, counted by a cheap plastic
clock on the wall which I refused to look at. It wouldn't move if I
looked at it. That was just how the clocks seemed to work at
school. If you did some work and looked at it, you had a chance of
getting lucky and seeing that half an hour had passed. But if you
just kept looking, it'd decide to pretend to be a snail. Clocks
were weird like that.

"Alright, five minutes of lunch left! Let's
get this room back to how it was when we came in—I'm looking at you
three, don't just disappear!"

The three Year 7s protested a little but
still dragged the furniture back to its proper positions. I stood
as my chair was eyed up for moving by one of them, barely grabbing
my bag from under it before it was snatched away. They could be
strangely enthusiastic about anything. Mrs Linn probably helped—if
she tried, she could make exams fun.

But summer still loomed over me like the
darkest cloud I'd ever seen, ready to burst into a downpour of
dirty, grey rain at any moment. I couldn't do anything. Nova's
phone was away, firmly tucked into a blazer pocket. Everyone was
gravitating towards the door, waiting for Mrs Linn to say the room
was fine and they—we—could leave. This was my only outlet (which I
never used), my only safe space (which I was too scared to
participate in) and the only place where I ever felt like I could
be myself.

It was crumbling away before my eyes, but I
could do nothing to stop it.

Giving up, I trudged towards the door,
waiting to leave with everyone else. No one noticed me. No one
looked up as I approached. Just like a ghost, I drifted through the
group without a word. Sometimes, it was almost like people looked
through me.

I might've been acting a little
melodramatic, but I truly felt miserable.

"Ay, Charlie," shocked to the core, I spun
around to see Nova peering down at me, brushing a floppy fringe out
of their face, "did I get your Insta? Or do I already follow
you?"

"I-um-it's-" words became mush in my mouth,
sticking to my tongue.

"I am following you! Never mind, never mind,
I'll add you now—sorry about that, God, can't believe I forgot. See
you next year!"

Sweeping past me, they left through the door
which Mrs Linn was holding open, disappearing before I could form a
proper sentence. I gulped down a lump which had made its home in my
throat. Almost numb with a mix of surprise and nervousness, I
wandered out into the corridor and tried to remember what my next
lesson was.
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Getting a buzzing
notification for 'Gay Group 2: The Online One' was the best feeling
in the world, even if it did happen half-way through a surprise
maths quiz. Can't have everything, I guess.


 


Advice:

 


35% of LGBT students have an LGBT group at their
school. (Stonewall, 2017)

LGBT+ groups or clubs can be a lifesaver at high
school and college. They can connect you with new friends who
understand who you are and how you identify and give you tips on
how to live as a young LGBT+ person in a world which is not always
great at accepting us. Like any group, they’re also fun and a nice
place to relax. Getting away from the stress of ordinary life for
even half an hour can really help you out on tough days.

But, as with everything, they’re not always perfect.
In some schools and colleges, they may not even exist. You might
not be aware of them, or you might be targeted for going to them.
There are plenty of risks which come with identifying yourself with
an LGBT+ group and I’m not going to sugar-coat that. If your school
or college has a private, secure LGBT+ group for you, then that’s
great—I attend such a group myself (in an obviously private
location). But I’ve also gone to a group which was completely
out-in-the-open and treated like any other club. Both choices have
pros and cons, but the bottom line is to listen to yourself and
your gut. You don’t have to go to an LGBT+ group just because your
school decided to open one; it’s entirely your call to make.

The benefits of making LGBT+ friends are pretty
unique, though, so, if you don’t have an LGBT+ group at school,
what can you do? There’s a couple of answers. You could make an
unofficial group yourself if you’re up for the responsibility,
either in-person or online. You could reach out to your school or
college and ask them to consider creating one. Or you could find an
online community of LGBT+ people to join. Obviously, you have to be
careful whenever you’re online, but if you take the proper
precautions (no personal or identifying details, no agreements to
meet with strangers, no bank details given out, etc.) it can be a
supportive experience.







Resources:

 


Websites:

 


https://www.consortium.lgbt/member-directory - a
website full of LGBT+ groups in the UK.

https://www.trevorspace.org - an online community for
LGBT+ youth.


 


Will You Go—

​ Bullying

 


Content Warnings:

 


Homophobic
Language

Homophobic
Bullying



Will You Go—:

 


Holly, she/her

 


I have a crush on
Beth.

I know, terrible way
to start a story, right? But it’s true. That beautiful girl,
sitting across from me in the stuffy old school library, is
everything. We spend breaks and lunch together, every day, and we
walk home with our hands so close to each other that I have to bite
my tongue not to reach out and hold hers. Crazy, right?

This lunchtime is
going to be different. I can feel it. Sure, Miss
Instant-Noodle-Hair (not her real name, but Miss Ashton sounds
boring in comparison) is looming over us, wandering around the
reception desk like a mother duck looking for her little lost
ducklings, but that’s fine. Some loud Year 9s are trying to play
cards in the corner, the stakes seeming to be chocolate-based, but
that’s fine. Even the Year 7s screaming at jump scares from
whatever game they’re playing on the library computers doesn’t
bother me.

Not today. Today is
different.

Today I’m going to ask
Beth out.

“You can’t tell me I’m
wrong!” Madison’s surprisingly loud declaration brings me out of my
thoughts and brings Miss Instant-Noodle-Hair a little closer. Her
eyes seem to watch everyone at once. “There’s literally no evidence
against my theory!”

“There’s also none
for your theory,” Beth, a brunette goddess in a tacky,
mustard-yellow uniform which even she can’t pull off (it’s
impossible—plenty of people have tried to make it look fashionable,
to no avail), shakes her head and smiles.

That smile… it would
light up the room, but the strip electric lights glaring down at us
already do that.

“Exactly! Wait—”

All three of us laugh,
Miss Instant-Noodle-Hair moving on to tell off the Year 9s. For
some reason, she seems more concerned with their noise than their
obvious gambling, but that’s high school for you.

Anyway, there’s a
small problem with my crush on Beth. Well, I say 'small', but it’s
actually been clawing into my back like a mountain-sized monster,
or the fear of homework deadlines and exams, for weeks. It’s not
that we’re already close friends, or that we’re young and I’m
worried about the prospect of having a proper relationship for the
first time. No, it’s worse than all of that.

Beth’s a girl; she’s a
wonderful, stunning, intelligent, confident girl.

But so am I.

Not the whole
‘stunning’ and ‘confident’ bit, but the ‘girl’ part is very
important. I… well, I guess I’m a lesbian, or definitely some sort
of girl-loving person. I haven’t got it all figured out yet.

But Beth? It’s a
mystery.

Trust me, I’ve tried
to work it out. Mentioning pride events just segues us into
conversations about the musicians who perform at them. Gay
celebrities? Somehow, we end up moving onto the TV shows and movies
they’ve been in. I tried bringing up a book with a gay couple in
it, only to be lectured on the writing style and plot elements, or
something like that.

I tried to listen. I
always do when she starts talking about things she loves. Seeing
her face light up with enthusiasm is amazing.

“I’m just saying, we
both have two eyes, mouths—” Madison starts again, only to be shot
down immediately.

“Have you ever seen a
human with gills?” Trying to talk seriously for a moment, Beth
holds her hand over her mouth, hiding the smile which I unabashedly
adore.

“That’s beside the
point.”

“That’s the entire
point!”

For some reason, in
the laughter break which follows Beth’s exasperated words, I feel
fate and destiny take me by the hand. This is it, they
whisper, this is it. It’s your moment. I don’t have
to ask what the moment is for. It’s been on my mind all
lunchtime—all day—all week. All month.

“Hey, Beth, will you
go—”

Before the last of my
adrenaline-fuelled words can pass through my lips, I’m
interrupted.

Rudely.

“Lesbos,” he passes in
a moment, a blur of a black non-school-uniform-compliant rain
jacket and a curly hair cut.

A long, long minute
passes between us. A minute which drives us closer to our next
lessons. A minute which I could’ve spent asking Beth out. A minute
which some random guy decided to ruin for no reason.

Great.

Fate and destiny are
no longer my best friends. Not that they really were, I guess, but
now they’re definitely not.

“We’re not even
lesbians,” Madison sighs, dropping her head on the table between
us—the thud alerts Miss Instant-Noodle-Hair, but one of the Year 9s
wins a round of cards and his celebrations draw her away, “why are
people so stupid?”

“He thinks he’s funny,
doesn't matter to him if we're gay or not,” shaking her head, Beth
pats Madison’s dark, springy hair softly before looking to me, “you
alright, Holly?”

“Fine,” my reply spits
its way through gritted teeth.

That was my moment. My
intertwining of destiny and fate. My decision to risk our
friendship for love. It was all mine, but he had to steal it for a
quick joke.

If he thinks three
girls hanging out together is some sort of code for identifying as
lesbian, he must be horrified by the canteen.

But I can’t dwell on
it. Before Beth can figure out that something is wrong, I force a
smile and prompt Madison back into the fish-human-debate, despite
not really listening to it before. Something about humans evolving
from fish—that’s about as scientific as our friend group gets, I’m
afraid.

Soon enough, there’s a
messy diagram of a fish-human-hybrid which would probably make our
biology teacher faint on the table, wriggly lines scribbled on
notebook paper with a chewed biro.

Doing my best to look
like I’m studying the recent addition to Madison’s ‘theory’, my
mind travels back to that interrupted question. ‘Will you go—’…
Well, I guess it ended there. Is it some sort of sign from fate and
destiny? Have they changed their minds? Or is it some sort of test,
to see if I really want to ask Beth out?

Do I really want to
ask Beth out?

We’re steaming through
Year 11 (far too fast for my liking), getting close to GCSEs and
picking colleges. We might get split up. None of us have really
thought about it too much. But I have thought about her, for months
now. It barely feels like months. Every day blurs into one long
daydream of her soft face, the round cheeks and the eyelashes she
delicately paints with mascara every morning. Tests and homework
fade into the background. TV shows and movies pale in
comparison.

I don’t want to ask
her out. I need to.

“In conclusion, I’m
right and everyone else in the world is wrong!” Looking proud of
herself, Madison waves the scrappy bit of paper in my face, waking
me up once more. I really need to start paying attention to
reality. It would make sense to, considering that I have to live in
it. “Right, Holly?”

“I mean, if ‘everyone
else in the world is wrong’, then me saying you’re right makes you
wrong,” confusing even myself with that sentence, I smile
triumphantly, nonetheless. Madison stares at me, cogs turning in
her head.

“I think she’s got you
beat,” Beth says, my cheeks heating up before I can flop a sleeve
in front of them, “and—oh, great. Guess who’s here.”

Considering her tone,
I really don’t need to. I don’t even look. He won’t say it again.
He’s not stupid—well, he might be, but hopefully he’s not that
stupid. Fate taps me on the shoulder, but I know the games that
supernatural forces play. Destiny tries to whisper in my ear.
Ignoring them, I cast my eyes down to the sad creature on Madison’s
paper, a rigid, drawn-on grin failing to improve the overall
impression of pitifulness.

“He’s got friends,”
Madison murmurs, making me roll my eyes. Of course he does. My day
just can’t get any worse, can it?

Will you go out
with me? Fate and destiny are having a laugh. All of a sudden,
my head is full of whirling words. I can’t escape. It almost feels
like some sort of tug of war, with one person wanting me to ask and
another yanking the opportunity away. They give me the words and
take away the chance to use them.

Will you go out
with me? It lingers on the tip of my tongue, threatening to
fall off at any moment and sneak into Beth's ear. My insides are
being torn apart.

Ask, don’t ask. Wait,
don
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