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			‘This rollicking love story entrapped me, chapter by chapter’ 

			IAN MCKELLEN

			 

			‘Wonderful.  Written with such a good heart, filled with joy and strength and optimism . . . Inventive and fun but, most importantly, true’ 

			RUSSELL T. DAVIES

			 

			‘Poignant, funny and unflinchingly honest’ 

			RUTH HOGAN

			 

			‘I cannot recommend this book highly enough’ 

			LORRAINE KELLY

			 

			‘Wonderful . . . An utter treat.’  

			KATE MOSSE 

			 

			 ‘Tender, witty, uplifting . . . Perfect’ 

			KATE EBERLEN

			 

			‘Positivity seeps from every page’ 

			THE TIMES

			 

			‘A great big hug of a book’ 

			MICHAEL BALL

			 

			‘A charming, joyful story’

			ADELE PARKS

			 

			‘A triumph. Brave and honest’
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			About the Book
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			2002

			 

			Danny arrives at Manchester University determined not to hide from the world any longer. This is the year his life will begin.

			 

			He locks eyes with a handsome stranger across the hall at the Fresher’s Fair. It starts with a wink and soon Danny and Guy are best friends.

			 

			2022

			 

			Now, both single for the first time in years, Danny and Guy return to the confetti-covered streets of the Gay Village for Manchester Pride.

			 

			After years of shared adventures and lost dreams, Danny finally plans to share the secret he has been keeping for two decades. He has always been in love with Guy.

			 

			Could this weekend be the end of a twenty-year friendship . . . or the start of something new and even more beautiful?

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For Laetitia Clapton, Amy Rynehart and Bianca Sainty

			14-­04 for ever!

		

	
		
			Prologue 2002

			With Guy at his side, Danny walked along Princess Street until he arrived at the bottom of Canal Street. 

			They paused in front of a pub called the New Union, outside which a huddle of men in faded jeans and lumberjack shirts were dancing to Geri Halliwell’s version of It’s Raining Men, cigarettes dangling from their mouths and pint glasses sloshing beer onto the cobbles, while a pyrotechnically drunk drag queen in a synthetic blue wig was attempting to pole dance on a lamp-­post. 

			‘So this is it,’ Danny said to Guy, his eyes fixed on the scene ahead. ‘This is the Gay Village.’

			As they stepped onto Canal Street, a couple of middle-­aged men strolled past, holding each other’s hands and giving them a little swing. Danny had never seen two men holding hands before, at least not in real life – and certainly never in public. 

			He resisted the urge to give a little jig of excitement.

			All that time he’d spent in his hometown of Barrow, dreaming of a better life, dreaming of the person he could be if he could just get to Manchester, if he could just find his people. And now – finally – it’s happening!

			Adrenaline fired through his body.

			He turned to face Guy. ‘Come on, shall we do it?’

			 

			Guy felt his body tingle with fear.

			‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Just give me a minute.’

			He watched as a drag queen in a blue wig staggered across the street, leaned over the wall and threw up into the canal. One of the men in lumberjack shirts rushed over to rub her back while his friends raised their pint glasses and gave her a cheer. It was much more boisterous than Guy had expected. Much more in your face. 

			He felt a tug in his gut. Look at these people. They’re my people.

			He felt conflicted. On one hand, it was as if some kind of invisible force was pulling him forward, drawing him in. At the same time, he wanted to turn on his heel and run right back to his student bedroom, to shut the door behind him and pretend he’d never even attempted to go out on the gay scene.

			‘Remember, everyone’s at that nineties night in the Union,’ Danny reassured him, ‘so nobody will see us, or at least nobody we know.’

			There was a pause. 

			‘It’ll be just you and me,’ he added.

			Guy ran his hand along the inside of his collar. Just me and Danny. 

			Suddenly, it didn’t feel too bad.

			He yanked in a breath. ‘Come on, let’s do it.’

		

	
		
			Friday

		

	
		
			2022

			Danny stands on the concourse of Euston Station and draws in slow, steady breaths. As he catches sight of Guy, a mixture of excitement and fear live-­wires through his body. He tries to compose himself.

			He sees that Guy’s wearing a bicep-­revealing short-­sleeved shirt with khaki shorts and brown loafers. And he’s looking every bit as handsome as he did on the day Danny first met him. 

			As Guy spots Danny, he tugs his hand through his dirty-blond hair and breaks into a smile. Danny can feel a tickle in his heart.

			Act normal, he tells himself. You’re just two friends going away for the weekend. 

			‘Hi, babe,’ Danny chirps as Guy wheels his suitcase to a stop. ‘You alright?’

			‘Hello, hello,’ Guy says, leaning in to hug him. As he does, Danny feels the solid slab of Guy’s chest muscles pressing against him and catches his familiar scent of shower gel and recently applied deodorant. He hopes he hasn’t overdone it on the expensive Tom Ford aftershave. 

			‘So,’ he says, ‘are you all set?’

			Guy nods. ‘To be fair, I didn’t have to do much. You booked the train and the hotel – and you sorted out the tickets for Pride.’

			‘Yeah, well, I wanted to treat you,’ Danny says. ‘Besides, how often do we get to celebrate our twentieth anniversary?’

			As he says the words, he hopes he doesn’t sound desperate. Then again, the events of the last few years have put their friendship under such strain it’s perfectly natural for him to sound on edge. Not that he wants to remind Guy of any of that. Not now we’ve come through it. Or at least I hope we’ve come through it . . .

			Just as an awkward silence is opening up, Danny jumps in with, ‘Look at the time! We’d better head over to the platform.’

			As they weave their way through the crowd, Danny initiates a conversation about work. While Guy is a corporate lawyer currently embroiled in a major case against an oil company that has something to do with tax regulations which Danny doesn’t completely understand, Danny is an actors’ agent whose clients are enjoying success with a flurry of headline-­grabbing jobs in TV and film. He entertains Guy with the latest exploits of a high-­maintenance actress he’s nicknamed Demandy Mandy and regales him with the story of a self-­obsessed actor called Lance Forster who’s having an affair with a man who works as his lookalike. 

			‘I might start calling him Lance’s doppelbanger,’ he jokes.

			Guy breaks into a laugh and Danny feels a surge of confidence. It’s good to be back on familiar territory. You’ve always been able to make him laugh, you know that. 

			He checks himself. You’re trying to make him see there’s more to you than making him laugh, remember?

			They flash their tickets at the station staff and make their way down the platform towards the carriage on which Danny has booked two seats on opposite sides of a table. He knew he’d find it too stressful to spend the entire journey from London to Manchester sitting next to Guy, their skin touching on the armrest, Guy able to sense his every tremor. Although Danny must have sat next to Guy hundreds of times before, somehow it would feel different today. He only hopes no-­one gets on the train and sits next to them.

			As Danny lifts his suitcase onto the luggage rack, Guy slides his much smaller duffel bag under his seat. ‘Have you packed for a week?’ he teases.

			Danny dismisses his comment with a wave. ‘You know me, I like to have options. Anyway, who said the aim of packing is to bring as little as possible? Who knows what might happen this weekend?’

			As he says the words, fear catches in his throat. He knows exactly what he’s hoping will happen this weekend: he’s hoping to transform his relationship with Guy into the loving, sexual partnership he’s always dreamed of. And he’s hoping to prove to Guy that, despite their twenty years of romantic and sexual liaisons with other men – some of them brief, others more significant – all along they should have been with each other. But it’s a huge risk and the danger is that Danny will lose his best friend in the process, not to mention having his heart broken. And cause myself even more pain than I’ve been caused already.

			He tries to distract himself. ‘I’ve brought us a little picnic,’ he announces, lifting a few carrier bags onto the table.

			‘Oh, you really shouldn’t have,’ Guy protests. ‘Now I feel guilty for doing so little.’

			‘Stop arguing and start eating,’ Danny says. ‘Oh and before you ask, yes, I did bring your favourite Kettle Chips.’

			Guy’s eyes sparkle. ‘Really? Sweet Chilli and Sour Cream?’

			Danny drops them onto the table. ‘How could I forget?’

			A grin splits Guy’s face. ‘Danny, you’re a legend!’

			Although Danny grins back at him, he feels a pang of hunger as Guy opens the packet. All month he’s been starving himself in preparation for this weekend. And it’s been tough: his no-­carb diet has made him miserable and snappy and he’s flown off the handle at his assistant on more than one occasion. He watches Guy attack the bag of crisps and can’t help letting out a whimper.

			‘What’s the matter?’ says Guy. ‘Don’t you want any?’

			‘No, thanks,’ Danny replies. ‘Honestly, I’m not that hungry.’ 

			Oh, it’s alright for Guy; he spends so long in the gym he burns off anything he eats – or somehow it all turns to muscle. But Danny has never been sporty or athletic and has never taken to any of the fitness crazes that have hooked so many of his friends. He’s always been susceptible to putting on weight – enough weight for people to describe him as chubby – and during the pandemic a doughy muffin top started to spill out over his jeans. Even worse, when he gave a particularly hearty laugh, he could actually feel it wobble. That’s why he decided to take drastic action in preparation for this weekend. 

			As he gives a little wriggle in his seat, he can feel his jeans sitting much looser around his waist. He glances at his reflection in the window and this confirms that he’s looking slimmer than he has for a long time. He may have lost most of his hair but what’s left – a thin strip reaching from the back of his head to just above his ears – is still black, as is his stubble. And his skin has relatively few lines for a man of nearly thirty-­nine. He assumes this must be down to his half-­Mediterranean genes. Well, at least my dad came in useful for something.

			In any case, Danny tells himself that he’s done everything he can to look his best for the weekend and he isn’t going to fall at the final hurdle. He opens an artichoke and sundried tomato salad and does his best to look enthusiastic.

			A couple of hard-­faced teenage girls wearing make-­up so heavy it looks like it’s been applied by a five-­year-­old stalk down the aisle. Danny tenses his body in expectation of them sitting next to him and Guy. He tries not to let out a sigh of relief as they check the seat numbers and carry on moving down the carriage. 

			‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ he says, pulling down the sides of another carrier bag, ‘I’ve brought us a little something to take us back to our student days.’ He pulls out a few bottles of WKD and hands one to Guy.

			‘My God,’ says Guy, as he holds it up to examine the luminous blue liquid, ‘do they still make this?’

			‘Apparently so,’ says Danny. He adopts a snooty accent. ‘It’s just that we’ve become much too sophisticated to drink it.’

			‘Except for this weekend,’ counters Guy. ‘I don’t plan on doing anything sophisticated this weekend.’ 

			Now that sounds promising . . . 

			Danny proposes a toast. ‘To Manchester!’

			‘To Manchester!’ Guy takes a swig from his bottle and pauses to consider the taste. ‘Wow, that really does take me back.’

			Danny tastes his. ‘Yeah, if we close our eyes we could be in the Union.’

			‘Or on Canal Street.’

			Danny sighs. ‘My God, we’ve got so many memories in that city.’

			‘I know,’ says Guy, ‘I’m a bit nervous about going back.’

			‘Well, maybe we should knock the nerves on the head and throw ourselves in at the deep end,’ suggests Danny. ‘Once we’ve settled into our hotel, why don’t we head over to the Village for a drink?’

			‘OK, let’s do it.’ Guy dips his hand back into the crisps. ‘I’m assuming that’s where everything happens at Manchester Pride – on Canal Street?’

			Danny opens up his phone and passes it to Guy so he can read the schedule. He explains that Manchester Pride is very different to other Pride events around the country: it’s a four-­day festival stretching from the Friday to the Monday of the August Bank Holiday weekend and, as well as a huge party in the streets of the Gay Village, there’s a parade through the city centre, an open-­air arena hosting live music acts, and a programme of LGBTQ+-­themed arts and cultural events taking place in various venues. Danny came up with the idea of celebrating their anniversary a month earlier than is strictly accurate as, despite spending three years at Manchester University, neither Danny nor Guy has ever been in the city for Pride: as it didn’t fall during term time, it always clashed with summer jobs or family holidays. Perhaps that’s why Danny’s always thought of it as unfinished business, the missing piece in their shared history. 

			Just as Guy’s handing back his phone, the voice of the train manager comes over the tannoy.

			‘Welcome to this 17.20 Avanti Trains service to Manchester Piccadilly . . .’

			Once again, Danny feels that mixture of excitement and fear pinball around his body. He plugs his anxiety with another swig of his drink and looks up to check there are no last-­minute passengers approaching their table. They’re in the clear.

			‘If you’re travelling to Manchester for Pride,’ the announcer continues, ‘we’d like to wish you all a safe and very happy weekend.’

			At the other end of the carriage, a man wearing a Flash Gordon T-­shirt with a glitter beard and the rainbow flag painted on his cheeks gives a cheer. His friends join in, raising their cans of lager in the air. 

			As the train pulls out of the station, fear suddenly overwhelms Danny’s excitement.

			What if this all goes horribly wrong?

			He exhales slowly. However terrified he is, he knows that he needs to bring things to a head, that at the very least he needs to express his feelings. After everything he and Guy have experienced together, after all the ups and downs of the last two decades, he owes it to himself to get them out in the open.

			He looks across at Guy, searching for some kind of encouragement, something to cling onto to bolster his confidence.

			As if reading his mind, Guy gives him a wink. ‘I’m really looking forward to this,’ he says. ‘How about you, princess?’

			‘Princess’ is his pet name for Danny but one he hasn’t used for years. As Danny’s ambushed by the memory of the very first time Guy used it, his heart slams into his throat.

			He draws in an unsteady breath and rearranges his features into a smile. ‘Yes, my prince. I can’t wait!’

		

	
		
			2002

			Did that boy just wink at me? I’m sure he just winked at me! 

			Danny told himself that he must be imagining it; whoever the boy was, he was way too good-­looking to be interested in him. He had dirty-blond hair, a classic jawline, and had to be over six feet tall. When Danny looked closer he saw that he had a cute little gap in between his front teeth and a perfectly formed dimple in the centre of his chin. He felt almost breathless with desire but shook his head and looked away.

			It was the second day of term and Danny was at the Freshers’ Fair in the Academy concert hall, where later in the year some of the coolest music acts – like Suede, Groove Armada and The Streets – would be playing. Although right now it was difficult to picture the place as a venue for live gigs: it was filled with thousands of wide-­eyed first years and over 300 stalls staffed by older students trying to recruit them to whichever group they were representing. The activities on offer catered to every interest – and many Danny hadn’t even known existed. So far, he’d spotted societies dedicated to knitting, sack racing, and custard wrestling, as well as being invited to join clubs that celebrated beekeeping, Bhangra and board games – and even something called the Up Shit Creek Without a Paddle Society, although he had no idea what that was supposed to be. As he walked past the lines of stalls, he tried not to get sidetracked. He needed to stay focused on the reason he was there; he was there to join the Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Society.

			From as early as he could remember, Danny had known he was gay – and so had the other children at school. Although they preferred to use words like ‘poof’, ‘queer’ and ‘bender’, informing him he was a pervert, would end up incontinent, and would die of AIDS. Growing up in 1990s Barrow-­in-­Furness, Danny hadn’t dared to make friends with anyone like him. There were a handful of other boys he’d sensed were also gay, such as Keith Trotter, who was in the year below him, wanted to be a professional dancer, and was obsessed with Janet Jackson. But, like him, Keith was called queer, so the two of them had avoided each other as if magnetically repulsed, as if the combined intensity of their gayness could only attract even more bullying. As if the joint force of their shame would only be suffocating.

			When Danny had started at sixth-­form college and found refuge in the local drama club, he came into contact with a few boys from other schools who he could tell shared the feelings he was struggling to accept in himself. But, however much he wanted to make friends with them, it was like he was held back by some kind of invisible barrier or force field. In the end, he and the boys just sniffed around each other, preferring to form friendships with the girls in the group. This was around the same time as the only openly gay man Danny had ever known, a man to whom he’d always felt drawn but was only just starting to think he might be able to confide in, had been subjected to an eruption of homophobia so intense it had left Danny terrified of ever coming out – or at least until he moved away from Barrow.

			But he wasn’t going to let memories like that spoil the start of his new life in Manchester. The important thing was, this was a place where he could feel safe. And now that he was here, he wasn’t going to hide his sexuality. It’s perfectly natural that I’ll be nervous, but I’m just going to have to get over it.

			In the next aisle, members of the student orchestra took out their instruments and began playing a piece of music Danny soon realised was a classical reworking of Who Let the Dogs Out. The grins and giggles coming from the musicians told him the song choice was meant to be some kind of ironic joke. It suddenly struck him how different he was to most of the other students; they were there to work out which activities might give them the most fun, but he was there for something much more serious. I’m here to become the person I was always meant to be. 

			The main reason Danny had applied to university in Manchester was because he’d understood it was somewhere he could live openly as a gay man. He’d read in magazines about the Gay Village around Canal Street and how it attracted men from all over the country. Then Queer as Folk had broadcast on Channel 4 and his fantasies had gone into overdrive. The only problem was, he’d be much too nervous to go to the Gay Village on his own – and that was why he needed to make some gay friends. But he still hadn’t spotted the stall for the LGB Society and was too frightened to ask one of the officious-­looking organisers striding around shouting into their walkie-­talkies. He found a quiet spot where he could stand on his tiptoes and look around.

			Once again that tall, blond boy strayed into view. He was chatting to a trio of hairy, thick-­set boys manning the stall for the university rugby team. As if it hadn’t already been obvious that he was out of Danny’s league, now he had another reason to look away: He’s hardly going to be gay if he plays rugby. But just then the boy turned and caught Danny’s eye. And from across the room, he gave him another wink.

			Danny felt his lungs expel a bit of air.

			He wondered if his hangover was making him hallucinate. Last night, he’d gone out with Emma, a confident and sexually forthright English Literature student from Glasgow who had a thick mane of copper hair, wore heavy eyeliner, and lived one floor down from him in the same hall of residence. The two of them had tipped back a plastic bottle of warm supermarket cider on the bus into the city centre and gone to a huge party for freshers organised by the Students’ Union at a straight club called Infinity. They’d had a great time dancing under a huge glitter ball to music by Shakira, Sugababes and Blue, but Danny couldn’t completely let himself go as he still had no idea how Emma would react if she knew he was gay. After a few drinks, he’d mustered up the courage to come out to her and, when she’d said she’d assumed he was gay and hugged him, he’d felt a rush of such joy he bought them a round of shots of hot cinnamon Aftershock. After downing these, they’d tipped back several more. When they were too drunk to dance, they’d slumped onto a staircase and Emma had slurred her way through an impassioned rant about the moral judgment directed against her as a sexually expressive woman – and Danny had experienced what he’d been convinced was a moment of acute social insight and declared that, as a gay man ostracised for his sexuality, the two of them were natural allies. By the time they’d begun staggering back to Hulme Hall, demolishing a pair of overcooked kebabs along the way, they were vowing to visit each other at home during the holidays, rent a house together in their second year, and even get matching tattoos. 

			Now it was the next morning, Danny felt embarrassed about having got so carried away and was careful to avoid all mention of tattoos. Thankfully, Emma was preoccupied with nursing her hangover.

			‘Sorry, pal,’ she said as she reappeared from the toilets, ‘I had to go and chuck my guts up. Have you got any chewing gum?’

			Danny pulled out a packet and gave her a couple. ‘If it’s any consolation,’ he said, popping a few in his mouth, ‘I feel just as rough myself. My head’s banging and my mouth tastes like I’ve gargled with sweat.’

			Emma held up her hand. ‘Don’t! You’re giving me the boak.’

			Danny didn’t understand what that meant but could tell from her expression it wasn’t good. ‘Babe, are you sure you want to be here?’

			She nodded slowly. ‘Aye. I said I’d be your moral support and I will. But let’s get on with it – I don’t think I can last much longer.’

			Danny spotted an information stand and slid over to pick up a map. He read down the list of stalls. ‘According to this, the LGB Society should be in that corner over there.’

			He led Emma towards a stall that was tucked away under a staircase, at a discreet distance from the rest of the action. But this was where the discretion ended: the stand had been painted bright pink and was decorated with a pair of rainbow flags and several garlands of silver tinsel. It was staffed by a pale, intense-­looking boy with a shaved head and lots of badges emblazoned with political slogans, and a girl in a baseball cap, crop top and combat trousers, with piercings through her eyebrows and a bolt through her nose. 

			‘Fuck me,’ said Emma, ‘if you were nervous before, I bet you’re shitting yourself now.’

			Danny elbowed her in the ribs but could feel a coil of anxiety tighten in his stomach. ‘Actually, my hangover’s worse than I thought,’ he said. ‘Maybe I’ll do this another time.’

			‘Like hell you will. Get a grip, pal! I’ve not dragged myself here for you to bottle it at the last minute!’

			He drew in a ragged breath and looked over his shoulder to check no-­one was watching. Before he could talk himself out of it, he shuffled over to the stall.

			‘Hello,’ he said in a low voice, ‘I’m Danny. I’d like to sign up.’

			To his left, two well-­built boys from the boxing club strode past. He could feel his shoulders stiffen but they strode on without paying any attention.

			‘That’s great news,’ said the boy. ‘Welcome to the family.’

			Danny felt a rush of happiness so strong it left him quite breathless. Where did that come from? 

			‘And how about your friend?’ asked the girl, nodding towards Emma, who was now putty-­faced, leaning over the stall, dry-­retching. ‘Is she joining?’

			Emma didn’t look up but waved her hand in the air. ‘Sorry, hen, I’m not into minge,’ she called out before rushing off in the direction of the toilets.

			The girl pulled a face, as if she’d just announced she’d ­massacred her entire family and eaten the remains.

			‘Sorry,’ said Danny, ‘it was a heavy night.’

			He quickly changed the subject and asked them about the kind of activities the LGB Society organised. They told him they held regular coffee socials and meetings of their poetry reading collective and book club. They handed him a stack of leaflets with information about the University’s LGB policies, initiatives the society organised to raise funds to combat HIV/AIDS, and a march demanding the repeal of Section 28 that members were planning on attending in London. It all sounded very interesting, if slightly earnest.

			‘Do you ever organise nights out?’ Danny ventured.

			‘What do you mean?’ asked the boy.

			‘You know, like nights out to bars and stuff? In the Gay Village?’

			The two of them shot him a frigid look. 

			‘We do organise a monthly trip to the Village,’ said the boy, ‘but the focus tends to be on LGB culture and history, rather than just getting drunk.’

			Danny tried not to see his more riotous Queer as Folk fantasies skipping away up Canal Street. This is just a start, he reassured himself. Once you’ve made some gay friends, you can arrange to go out under your own steam. 

			‘If you give me your details,’ the boy went on, ‘I’ll let you know when the next one is.’

			He handed over a clipboard and a pen and Danny began filling in his contact details, including the number for the brand new Nokia mobile phone that was clipped to his belt. Although he was worried about how he was going to afford his new life as a student now the government had axed all maintenance grants, he’d spent some of the money he’d earned from working in his local Blockbuster video store over the summer on his first mobile. He couldn’t bear the idea of the other students thinking he had less money than them and couldn’t bear the idea of missing out on anything. 

			‘OK, well, thanks,’ he said. ‘And I guess I’ll see you both soon.’

			He gave them a smile and stepped away. 

			Once he’d rounded the corner, he texted Emma to say he’d wait by the main entrance. He found a quiet spot, closed his eyes and began massaging his temples. But it was no use – his head was pounding so violently he wondered if he might be having an aneurism. He looked at his watch and decided it was just about safe to take another couple of Ibuprofen tablets. He pulled a bottle of water out of his bag, downed the pills and drained the bottle dry. He changed his chewing gum and leaned back against a wall to read one of his leaflets. 

			‘Hello, hello,’ came a deep voice.

			He looked up. Standing in front of him was the tall, blond boy he’d noticed earlier. The sight of him knocked the breath out of Danny’s throat. He was even more handsome close up, with arresting blue eyes set perfectly apart, a light dusting of freckles over his thick, muscular forearms, and that mesmerising dimple on his chin. 

			‘Oh, hi,’ Danny said as casually as he could.

			When the boy smiled, Danny got a glorious view of the little gap between his front teeth. As he did, his stomach flipped, just like it had when he was little and his mum had taken him to Blackpool to go on the Big One rollercoaster. 

			‘What’s that you’re reading?’ the boy asked.

			Danny felt awkward but checked himself with a reminder that now he was in Manchester, he wasn’t going to lie about his sexuality. ‘Oh, it’s just something about the LGB Society,’ he answered, handing over the leaflet. He hoped the chewing gum stopped him smelling of rotten alcohol.

			‘LGB?’ asked the boy, turning it over in his hands. ‘What’s that?’

			Danny could feel the heat prickling his face but forced himself not to lower his voice. ‘Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual.’

			There was a pause.

			‘Cool,’ said the boy, handing back the leaflet.

			‘Yeah, apparently it used to be called GaySoc but they changed its name.’ Danny hoped he wasn’t rambling.

			The boy nodded and tucked his hands under his armpits. ‘Well, maybe I should sign up.’

			Danny stepped back in shock. What? Did he just tell me he’s gay?

			‘I’m actually here to join the rugby club,’ the boy added, before Danny could say anything. 

			Oh no, don’t change the subject!

			‘I’ve come with a friend from school,’ he went on. ‘We went to Radley.’

			Danny was pretty sure Radley was a posh school, and the boy did speak with a slightly plummy voice. He suddenly felt conscious of his northern twang. ‘Oh yeah, so where are you from?’ he asked.

			‘Buckinghamshire,’ the boy replied. ‘But I boarded. How about you?’

			‘Barrow-­in-­Furness. And there was no boarding at my school; I went to the local comp.’ 

			‘Cool,’ the boy said again. 

			Danny chuckled. ‘You wouldn’t be saying that if you’d seen the state of it. It was a right shithole.’

			‘Oh, OK, sorry . . .’

			‘Don’t be daft, it’s fine.’

			They hit another bump of silence. Danny felt almost dizzy with desire. Oh my God he’s gorgeous. But surely he can’t be gay?

			‘Anyway, I should probably introduce myself,’ said the boy. ‘I’m Guy, Guy Falconer.’

			He held out his hand and Danny took it. His grip was sturdy and Danny tried to shake his hand firmly. ‘Danny. Danny Baxter.’

			‘Good to meet you.’

			‘Oh and I’m doing Drama. How about you?’

			‘Law.’

			Danny gave an exaggerated frown. ‘Very serious.’

			‘Yeah it is, kind of.’ Guy looked around cautiously. ‘I doubt there’ll be any other gays on my course.’

			Fuck, so he IS gay! Danny thought his legs might be about to give way. What am I supposed to say to that?

			‘No, I expect not,’ was all he could manage, his voice cracking.

			‘Not that I’m out yet,’ said Guy, scrunching up his nose. ‘Except to you now. But I guess I had to tell someone. You know what it’s like.’

			Danny nodded; he did know what it was like. But at the same time, he was struggling to understand this. How had he gone from being the effeminate boy everyone hated to making friends with the most gorgeous boy he’d ever seen – and one who’d just told him he was gay? Not in his most optimistic fantasies about his life in Manchester had he dared imagine anything like this. He tried to remain calm. ‘Yeah, well, I feel honoured,’ he said with a smile.

			A flash of fear passed across Guy’s face. ‘I hope you don’t mind keeping it to yourself though, at least for now.’

			‘Of course not,’ Danny reassured him. ‘I totally get it, don’t worry.’

			They were interrupted by a pair of actors in Elizabethan dress who were reciting a famous speech from a Shakespeare play that they’d adapted to promote the University of Manchester Drama Society. The actors drew out every last syllable as if luxuriating in the lines, projecting their voices as loudly as they could. Danny took a leaflet before the two of them gave a theatrical wave and flounced off.

			Danny looked at Guy and pulled a face. ‘Just so you know, not all of us who do Drama are like that.’

			‘What do you mean?’ said Guy.

			‘Just that I am an actor and I do love it but I’m not into any of that hammy, thespy stuff.’

			Guy grinned at him, mischievously. ‘Oh, I’m sure you can be a real drama queen when you want to.’

			Danny clutched his chest and gave a gasp. ‘Queen? I think you’ll find I’m a princess!’

			He felt a flare of self-­loathing. Oh God, why do I have to be so camp?

			Guy gurgled with laughter. ‘Listen, how would you feel if I took your number? Maybe we could meet up on our own?’

			Fuck, is this really happening? 

			‘Oh, urm, yeah, OK,’ Danny struggled.

			He fumbled for his phone and just about managed to give Guy his number and save his. Thank God I bought a mobile!

			As he leaned in to check Guy had entered his details correctly, he noticed that he smelled of fabric conditioner and Wash & Go shampoo. Oh, he’s so normal. He’s so perfect.

			‘OK,’ said Guy, ‘I’d better go and find Rags.’

			‘Rags?’

			‘My friend from school.’

			‘Oh, OK, great. Speak to you soon.’

			Guy gave Danny another wink. ‘Speak to you soon, princess.’

			Danny felt his heart give a little wobble. As he watched Guy walk away, he shook his head and blinked slowly. Although he was still baffled by their conversation, at the same time it was like the fog of his hangover had suddenly cleared. 

			He wasn’t even sure he had a headache anymore. 

		

	
		
			2022

			As Danny and Guy step off the train and make their way through Piccadilly station, Danny wonders again if he fell in love at first sight. But, now that I think of it, what does that even mean?

			It strikes him that there are so many different types of love, there should be several words for it. The sparks of new love have to be very different from the love a husband or wife feels for their partner after fifty years. That again has to be so different from the love a parent feels for a child – or, he thinks as a memory of his dad flashes into his mind, is supposed to feel for a child. Different again is the love between siblings or close friends. And then there’s the love that all these years I’ve felt for Guy. 

			That love can be joyous and uplifting when Danny and Guy are together, or Guy gives signs that he wants or needs Danny. But for most of the time they’ve known each other, it’s taken the form of a hollow longing, a feeling that something fundamental is missing from Danny’s life, and an inkling that the only way he’ll ever feel complete is if he finds out his love is reciprocated – in the same form. 

			As I’m hoping to find out this weekend . . .

			He steps out of the station and a barrage of bright sunshine blasts away his nerves. He looks at Guy and feels a grin creeping across his face. 

			‘Babe,’ he says, ‘we’re back!’

			‘We are, princess. Isn’t it great?’

			Despite the fact that Manchester was the setting for so many happy memories for the two of them, neither Danny nor Guy has returned much since they left university and moved to London. There’s been the occasional trip to visit friends who settled in the north but these have become less and less frequent – and in the meantime, Manchester has undergone some major changes. As they walk through the streets towards their hotel, they can’t help commenting on them.

			‘That bridge didn’t used to be there.’

			‘Where did all those restaurants come from?’

			‘This city is so much more glamorous than it used to be.’

			When they come to Piccadilly Gardens, they stumble on a gang of drunks slumped on the grass by the statue of Queen Victoria. 

			Guy lets out a snort. ‘At least Piccadilly Gardens are still as rough as ever.’

			Danny chuckles. ‘I guess you can’t make shit sparkle.’

			They move on, engrossed by the city unfolding around them. As they glimpse the top of Market Street, they see that all the shops are decked out in rainbow flags and bunting, and hanging from every lamp-post are banners welcoming visitors to Manchester for Pride. Standing on the corner of the bus station is a man selling rainbow whistles, hats, fans and balloons. And almost everywhere they look, groups of gay men and lesbians are pulling along wheelie suitcases and consulting their phones to find their accommodation. Skipping across the pavement in front of them, two teenagers of indeterminate gender belt out the lyrics to Dua Lipa’s Levitating. There’s such a celebratory atmosphere that Danny can’t help but feel uplifted.

			They stop on Mosley Street so that a tram can pass.

			‘Wait a minute, the trams didn’t used to be yellow, did they?’ asks Guy. 

			‘No, they didn’t,’ says Danny. ‘They were white and turquoise when we lived here.’ 

			Guy nods as if the memories are slowly coming back. ‘Hey, do you remember when Emma got so wasted she threw up down the side of that bank?’

			Danny smiles. ‘How could I forget? She vommed that hard she lost a filling. But she still managed to go off and shag that guy who worked at Old Trafford.’

			‘Oh yeah,’ says Guy, ‘she said he looked like Enrique Iglesias but you said it was more like Dean Gaffney.’

			They break into laughter.

			‘Hey,’ Danny says as they approach the art gallery, ‘do you remember when I made that pretentious short film in there?’

			‘Which one?’ teases Guy. ‘I seem to remember there were a few.’

			‘God knows, I must have blanked it from my memory. All I remember is having to run around the gallery in my underwear wailing like a Spanish widow. Thank God YouTube didn’t exist then – or social media.’

			‘And nobody had camera phones. Can you imagine if people had filmed our nights out? I don’t think a single law firm in London would have given me a job.’

			Danny waves away his comment. ‘That’s nothing, babe. I’d have been splashed all over every amateur porn site on the internet!’

			Oh, what are you doing, Danny? 

			Just as he’s about to add a line about his reputation for sleeping around being over-­exaggerated, they come to the huge round building housing the Central Library. Danny spots an opportunity to revive another memory. ‘This place reminds me of our third year, when you were revising for your finals.’

			A smile creeps into Guy’s eyes. ‘Yeah, you used to meet me for lunch and we’d go and sit on our steps next to the Town Hall.’

			‘You’d wind me up about having no work to do and being on a piece-­of-­piss course.’

			Guy gives him a withering look. ‘Yeah, but you’ve got to admit, Drama was a piece of piss.’

			Danny roofs his eyes. ‘Alright, alright, I admit it. Are you happy now?’

			‘Finally!’ says Guy. ‘It only took you twenty years!’

			They pass a statue of Emmeline Pankhurst – one of Man­chester’s most famous daughters – that’s currently adorned with a rainbow-­coloured garland hanging around the Suffragette’s neck and a rainbow flag someone’s balanced between her fingers. 

			‘That’s new,’ says Guy. ‘I like it.’

			‘Yeah and I like the fact she’s getting into the spirit of Pride,’ quips Danny.

			They stride on but when they reach Peter Street they come to a stop. 

			Danny points down the street towards a grand Victorian stone building. ‘There it is, that’s our hotel.’

			In an instant, his upbeat mood falls away. 

			The sight of the hotel reminds Danny of something he did when booking their room, something he did that he later regretted but has since tried reassuring himself isn’t that bad. In any case, it’s something he can’t back out of now, even if he wanted to. But he has no idea how Guy will react.

			Danny scrunches up his hands into little fists. Oh, please let this go well. Please, please, please let this go well.

		

	
		
			2002

			As Danny walked towards Guy’s hall, he tried not to grind his teeth. Oh, please let this go well. 

			It was a week after they’d met at the Freshers’ Fair and, after several text exchanges, mainly consisting of small talk about their accommodation and the start of their courses, Guy had suggested that Danny come to his room for a coffee. They both lived on the Victoria Park campus of the University but Guy was in Dalton-­Ellis Hall, which was a ten-­minute walk away from Hulme Hall.

			As Danny entered the grounds, he hardly took in his surroundings; he was feeling far too overwhelmed by a mixture of anxiety and excitement. Since arriving in Manchester, he’d spent a lot of time chatting to his new friends in their rooms and really enjoyed this easy, laidback way of socialising. But most of his friends were girls and he fancied none of the boys he knew – whereas Guy he fancied like mad. In fact, I fancy him so much, sometimes I think I might be going mad.

			He still found it impossible to imagine that Guy might feel anything like the same way about him; not only was he way better-­looking than he was but he was also classier than a weekly food shop at M&S, while Danny had grown up with a single mother in a terraced house in a dodgy part of Barrow. Nevertheless, he’d spent the whole day stressing about what to wear, eventually settling on his favourite GAP jeans with a red hoodie his mum told him complemented his olive skin tone. He’d washed his hair with the henna shampoo his mum said made its black colour shine and had smeared Immac onto the dark hair covering his back and shoulders, cursing its ugliness as he contorted himself into shapes he hadn’t thought possible – not because he thought there was any chance of Guy wanting to see him naked, but because he didn’t want to be standing in front of him feeling repulsed by himself. I need to give off positive vibes. 

			When he reached Guy’s room, he knocked on the door. As he waited for Guy to answer, he took deep breaths and scrunched up his hands into little fists.

			After a few seconds, Guy’s head peered around the door, towelling his hair dry. Danny’s heart flinched. Just as he remembered, Guy had blue eyes that sparkled and a gorgeous little dimple in the centre of his chin. When he smiled and revealed the gap between his teeth, Danny felt his insides flip.

			‘Hello, hello,’ Guy said in a voice so deep Danny was sure he could feel the reverberations coming up through the floor. ‘How are you?’

			‘Hiya,’ said Danny, worried that his smile might be quivering. ‘Yeah, good thanks.’

			Just as he was wondering whether to shake Guy’s hand, hug him or kiss him, Guy opened the door wide and revealed that he was wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I’ve just had a shower.’

			Danny blinked as he took in Guy’s body. It was sturdily built and muscular, without any of the ugly hair that plagued him. It reminded him of Brendan Fraser or the men in the Chippendales calendar his mum used to hang in the kitchen. He wanted to come up with some witty, flirtatious line – the kind of thing Samantha Jones would say on Sex and the City – but he was stumped. ‘It’s OK,’ was all he could manage, ‘I can wait out here if you like.’

			‘Don’t be silly!’ Guy insisted. ‘Come in!’

			Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. 

			Danny scrunched up his fists again as he followed Guy into his room. His heart was thumping with such force he could feel his pulse in his fingertips.

			Guy gestured for him to sit on his bed while he finished getting dressed. He explained that he’d just got back from his first session with the university rock-­climbing society. As he talked Danny through the experience, his words became distant and muffled; all Danny could take in was the sight of his body as he lowered the towel over his shoulder blades and ran it slowly across his back so that every muscle on his chest and abdomen stood out, catching the sunlight that streamed through the window. As he watched a drop of water slowly trickle down Guy’s torso, Danny felt an ache in the core of his gut. He imagined his fingers tracing the course of that trickle. Or then again, tracing it with my tongue . . .

			‘Oh and I’m sorry my room’s a mess,’ Guy said, snapping Danny out of his daydream. ‘I’ve had so much going on I haven’t had time to settle in properly.’

			Danny looked around and saw that Guy’s room was laid out in pretty much the same way as his, with a desk, a wardrobe and a single bed standing against the wall. Except that Guy’s had an en suite bathroom, which Danny had stipulated that he didn’t want when picking his accommodation as it meant a higher rent. Plus, most of Guy’s stuff was still packed away in boxes and he hadn’t put up any posters on the walls, while Danny had unpacked and stored everything away neatly on the day he moved in. And, now that he’d followed up his successful coming out to Emma by broadcasting his sexuality to pretty much everyone he’d met at university, he’d decorated his room with a rainbow flag he’d bought from the Student Union shop and countless posters of half-­naked men he’d ripped out of magazines. Brad Pitt, Mark Wahlberg, Vin Diesel – all of his favourites were there. But none of them made Danny feel the way Guy did. And he’s standing right here in front of me!

			He reminded himself that he needed to respond. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he piped, ‘I don’t mind at all.’

			He leaned back against the wall and watched Guy hang up his towel on the bathroom door and then pull on some jeans and a faded T-­shirt, leaving his feet bare. Although he was sorry to lose sight of Guy’s body, he was relieved when his heart rate began to settle. He tried not to notice the faint smell of fresh sweat coming from the training kit Guy had taken off and tossed onto the floor. Danny always thought sweat was supposed to smell bad – his own sometimes made him gag – but for some reason Guy’s smelled good.

			‘Do you want a coffee?’ Guy asked. ‘I have at least managed to unpack the kettle.’

			As Guy busied himself making instant coffee, splashing in some milk from a bottle he’d been keeping cool on the windowsill outside, he told Danny that as well as rock-­climbing, earlier this week he’d been to his first training session for the university rugby team. Unable to make any meaningful contribution to a conversation about sport, Danny found his memory rewinding to his schooldays and the PE lessons during which a crude, raw masculinity had taken on even more importance in determining the social hierarchy than it had in the playground. It was in PE lessons that the other boys’ impressions of his voice and the way he moved became most vicious, when the entire class would gather around and laugh at the way he threw or kicked a ball, when the teacher would become so exasperated with his lack of ability as a footballer that he’d insist Danny didn’t just stand in goal but actually be the goalpost. In Year 9, the other boys had presented the Head of PE with a petition they’d signed demanding Danny use a different changing room so he wouldn’t be able to ogle them naked – and the teacher had instructed Danny to change in the toilets to avoid ‘stirring things up any further’. Danny had felt ransacked with humiliation. 

			The strange thing was, though, he couldn’t escape the fact that he did find those boys attractive. In fact, of all the boys in the school, it was the sporty, athletic ones he found the most attractive, even when they insulted and ostracised him – if anything, this only made him fancy them more. It was all so confusing and left him burning with self-­hatred. And now here he was, five years later and 100 miles away from Barrow, ogling the half-­naked body of another sporty boy, although this one had told him he was gay and invited him into his room. It was a lot for him to get his head around. 

			He decided to steer Guy away from the subject of sport and towards something he wanted to talk about. ‘I’m going to my first meeting of the LGB Society on Friday,’ he ventured. ‘Fancy coming with me?’

			Guy pulled a face. ‘I’m not really sure it’s my thing.’ He handed Danny a chipped mug bearing the coat of arms of Radley College. ‘I mean, won’t it be all heavy and political?’

			Danny remembered chatting to the boy wearing badges emblazoned with activist slogans and the girl with all the piercings on her face. ‘You might be right, yeah. But I’m still going to pop along and check it out. I’ll let you know if I think you’ll like it.’

			Guy thanked him and sat next to him. Danny tried not to flinch at the proximity; Guy was so close he could feel his breath moving the hairs on his arms. And we’re on a bed – an actual bed . . .

			He realised how easily he could lean forward and kiss him. We could just lie back and let one thing lead to another. 

			He needed to dismiss the idea before it took hold. ‘But if I come back with a bolt through my nose, I might need you to rescue me,’ he joked.

			Guy laughed. Danny felt good to have made him laugh.

			‘You know, thanks for being so cool when I came up to you at the fair last week,’ Guy said. ‘You must have thought I was a total weirdo introducing myself then ten seconds later blurting out that I’m gay.’

			‘Not at all,’ Danny reassured him, ‘I hope I didn’t give you that impression.’

			Guy shook his head. ‘The funny thing was, I didn’t even intend to do it. But everyone kept talking about university being a fresh start and this amazing opportunity to change your life and everything. And all I could think about was this secret I’d been keeping buried inside me for years – and then suddenly it was bubbling up and coming bursting out.’

			Danny blew on his coffee. ‘Yeah, well, we’ve all been there.’

			He remembered how keen he’d been to come out to his fellow drama students, gushing away about all the men he fancied when they were supposed to be discussing The Dance of Death by Strindberg. He cringed at the memory of his tutor gently steering him aside to suggest he try to focus on the themes explored in the text. The thing was, being able to talk about his sexuality was such a novelty, he’d sometimes get so excited about it that he couldn’t restrain himself.

			‘Anyway, I don’t know what possessed me,’ Guy went on, ‘but I spotted you and just decided I was going to go over and come out with it before I had the chance to change my mind.’

			‘But how did you even know I was gay?’ asked Danny.

			Guy gave his feet a little wiggle. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way or anything but it’s kind of obvious.’

			Danny’s heart sagged. ‘Is it?’ He wasn’t sure why this should bother him when he’d been blabbing the news to anyone who’d listen, but it did. If only I could be one of those gay men who don’t seem gay. If only I could be like Guy . . .

			Guy rubbed the back of his neck. ‘It is a bit obvious, yeah. Sorry, have I said the wrong thing?’

			‘No, not at all,’ Danny said, breezily. He took a sip of coffee and quickly rewound. ‘So am I really the first person you came out to?’

			‘Yeah. That doesn’t freak you out, does it?’

			‘No, of course not. So you’re not out to any of your mates at home?’

			‘Are you kidding? There’s no way I could tell them. Besides, I couldn’t risk my mother finding out.’

			Guy explained that his mother was a staunch supporter of the Conservative party, attended a service in the local Anglican church every Sunday, and prided herself on having ‘traditional family values’. From what Guy had heard her say about gay people, he was convinced that if he ever came out, she’d disown him – and possibly even throw him out of the house. 

			‘It’s ironic really,’ he added. ‘She’s a GP so she must have met lots of gay people; you’d expect her to be a bit more understanding. But the truth is she has no understanding at all.’

			Danny spotted pain skitter across Guy’s face and felt a swell of sympathy for him. This was swiftly followed by a rush of guilt for imagining the two of them kissing then having sex on the bed. Now that Guy was opening his heart, it felt wildly inappropriate. Danny took another sip of his coffee.

			‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he forced himself to say. ‘But how about your dad? Is he any better?’

			‘Not really, no.’ Guy let out a long sigh. ‘He’s a stockbroker in the City and that’s quite a macho world. I doubt it’s ever occurred to him that his only son might be anything other than straight.’ 

			Danny wasn’t sure what to say but before he had chance to speak, Guy continued. ‘Anyway, how about your parents? What do they do?’

			The question prompted a flicker of embarrassment from Danny but he told himself to shake it off. ‘My mum’s a hairdresser,’ he managed. ‘She split up with my dad before I was born. He’s never been a part of my life.’

			He stopped there. He didn’t want to reveal any more. Not yet.

			‘So has your mother ever met anyone else?’ Guy asked.

			Danny explained that during his childhood his mum had worked her way through a series of boyfriends, each of them less reliable, less respectful and less faithful than the last. Then, when he was about ten, she’d met a scaffolder called Lee who was good-­looking and had a rough charm that made him a popular figure about town. Eileen had been smitten and within months Lee had moved in with them and she was starting to talk about the three of them as a family. Danny even dared to think that one day he might call Lee ‘Dad’, that he might even make up for the absence of his father. But soon Lee was becoming suspicious of Danny’s lack of interest in sport and his love of boy bands Take That and East 17. Before long, whenever Eileen was out of the house, he was tormenting Danny, calling him ‘pansy’ and ‘queer’. Suddenly Danny’s safe haven was snatched away from him and he had nowhere to hide from the persecution he endured at school. The worst thing was, all he wanted was for Lee to love him – and he blamed himself for not being good enough, for not being enough of a ‘proper lad’ to deserve his love. Although he stopped short of sharing this last detail with Guy. 

			‘That sounds awful,’ Guy said. ‘But why didn’t you tell your mother?’

			‘Oh, she’d been unhappy for ages so I didn’t want to spoil things for her. And it was all fine in the end because she dumped him anyway.’ Danny didn’t mention that this had only happened after two long years. 

			Guy swilled the remains of his coffee around his mug. ‘And is she single now?’

			‘Yeah. So at least I only have to come out to one parent.’ It was only now that it occurred to him just how much of a relief this was.

			‘And what do you think she’ll say?’

			‘Oh, I’m sure she’ll be fine about it.’

			Actually, Danny knew his mum would be fine about it. All through his childhood, Eileen had made him feel loved exactly as he was and would march into school to defend him whenever she had the slightest suspicion that the other kids were picking on him. Not only that but she worked in a salon owned by a gay man called Arthur. Arthur was nearly twenty years older than Eileen, had a deep sunbed tan and hair dyed a custard blond, and smoked Vogue cigarettes through a silver holder that he’d waft around as he worked. Danny could remember him telling customers with the figures of wheelie bins and faces that had been ravaged by years of hard work that they looked ‘stunning’ or ‘like a Hollywood star’. And he’d often find his mum roaring with laughter at some filthy joke he’d made, gasping in delight as Arthur related his latest sexual encounter, or asking him for advice on her own love life – advice which always seemed to consist of her not putting up with any man who didn’t treat her every bit as well as she deserved.

			Although Danny liked Arthur and wanted to get close
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