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Welcome to England.

Here, there are rules for everything. What to say, what to think, who to hate, who to love.

Your safety is assured, so long as you follow the rules.

Gabriel is a natural born rule-breaker. And his biggest crime of all? Being gay.

Gabriel’s secret must be kept, not only to protect himself, but to protect his boyfriend, Eric. Because Eric’s father is the chief inspector at Degenerate Investigations – the man who poses the biggest threat to both their lives.

PAGE-TURNING AND HEARTBREAKING, THIS IS THE HANDMAID’S TALE FOR LGBTQ+ YA.
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For Dad, who always loves a good story.
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This book is set in a future England, following a takeover by a far-right government.

The following text contains homophobia and homophobic language, references to ethnic cleansing, self-harm, references to suicide, and scenes of violence that some readers may find distressing or offensive.
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Until 1967 it was illegal to be gay in England and Wales.

Until 1981 it was illegal to be gay in Scotland.

Until 1982 it was illegal to be gay in Northern Ireland.

Until 1992 it was illegal to be gay in the Isle of Man.

Until 2001 it was illegal to be gay in the British Virgin Islands.

If you were born in the UK before the Equality Act was passed in 2010 it was legal to discriminate against LGBT people in your lifetime. If you went to a state run school or used a public library in England or Wales when Section 28 was in force, between 1988 and 2003 (2000 in Scotland), it was illegal for any of the teachers or library staff you encountered to speak positively of LGBT people.

Having grown up in the 1980s and 1990s, William Hussey witnessed much of this first hand, and this book is his warning to us all. We cannot be complacent about our rights. We cannot assume the victory is won.

A future like the one depicted in this book may seem impossible, but today, in 2021, you can be executed for being LGBT in eleven jurisdictions. In over 70 countries being LGBT is criminalised.

By comparison, the UK seems like a safe place to be LGBT. The idea that the UK could legally persecute LGBT people can seem inconceivable to those who grew up with such laws in action. But those laws are recent victories, and our status as equal citizens is still fragile. Between 2019 and 2020 reported homophobic hate crimes in the UK rose 20%. They have risen every year for a decade.

We see the warning signs everywhere; in the rising numbers of LGBT hate crimes, the publicly acceptable face of transphobia, and the regular insinuations in the media that, perhaps, LGBT rights have “gone too far”. The more rights and visibility a marginalised group gains, the louder those who hate them become.

LGBT people in the UK are living through a very dangerous moment in time. Our rights ostensibly protect us, but rights are as thin as paper. Rights are agreements, voted in and out at political whim. One need only look at countries which have passed laws making LGBT people equal citizens, but are now, only a few years later, implementing LGBT-free zones.

Without tackling hatred, and the root causes of that, our rights are nothing at all; easily torn down, or pushed aside, ignored amidst a rising tide of hatred, and a reversion to a past that is all too recent.

Anyone would do well to keep this in mind as they read The Outrage.

Jay Hulme is an award winning transgender performance poet, speaker and educator.

Visit www.jayhulme.com to find out more.
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A constable sweeps the classroom, taking names, searching bags, dragging kids out of their chairs and slamming them against the wall. I sit towards the back, ankles clamped around the bag under my desk. It can’t end this way, can it? Not like this. Not after everything we’ve been through.

June is hauled upright and pinned against the big bulletin board behind Miss Calloway’s desk. She grunts, and in the same moment Eric does this half turn in his seat. He searches my face for any special reason why we should be fearing for our lives. Eric doesn’t know about the disc in my bag. Probably wouldn’t even suspect that I’ve taken one of the banned films from the library. Except he knows me better than anyone, so he really ought to be able to guess that I’ve done something apocalyptically stupid.

June’s shoulders squirm as the constable gropes inside her blazer.

“Nothing in the pockets,” he says at last.

His superior shrugs. I know Huxley, the sergeant of Degenerate Investigations. His green jacket – the uniform that gives these maniacs one of their nicknames – is so smeared with the sergeant’s breakfast you could make a pretty decent meal from the spillage.

“Then move on,” Huxley yawns. “All a waste of time anyway. No little degenerates in this pack – isn’t that right, Miss…?”

“Calloway. Esther Louise.”

The constable volunteers her name before Miss Calloway has a chance to speak. He has a frozen face, his mouth constantly smiling as if his lips have been painted on. Turning away from our teacher, he reaches inside his tunic and takes out a tape measure, which he unspools against the side of June’s head.

“Stay perfectly still,” he says, as he gauges the length of her hair.

At the desk behind June’s, Liz sits with her fists tightly clenched. Meanwhile, my thoughts are swamped by the ticking time bomb inside my gym bag. If the constable is being this thorough then he’ll find the disc, no question, and then? The secrets we discovered in the abandoned library will finally be exposed and we’ll all get a trip to Re-Purification. Maybe our families will get to see us again one day, living zombies staggering out of the camps, a pink cross on our shirts to mark us out. Maybe they won’t.

The tape zippers shut.

“Quarter inch into dyke territory.” The constable cuts back to Huxley. “That’s to say, hair of a length likely to indicate female degeneracy, contrary to the second Declaration of the Public Good.”

Huxley nods and scribbles inside his notebook. “Your parents ought to know the restrictions on female appearance, young lady.” He tears off a slip and hands it to June. “Pay the fine, grow it out and we’ll say no more.”

“Regs state that we should make a record of her identity, sir. For future reference.”

“If we must. Name?”

“Juniper. Ryerson.”

“What?” The constable’s calm, coaxing voice shocks a tear onto June’s cheek. She rubs it furiously, and I swear I can feel the heat of her embarrassment pulsing through the room. Like Liz, my own fists tighten under the table as fear and anger knot my stomach.

“Ju-ni-per,” she repeats slowly. “Ry-er-son. I-D num-ber 2-5-0-8-1-9-/3-9.”

The punch isn’t unexpected. Okay, so we might be in Special Educational Exemption, excused from national service and all the paramilitary joys of two years’ marching, folding uniforms and having the unholy hell kicked out of us, but we’ve witnessed our share of brutality. When I was seven years old, I saw a shop assistant dragged over his counter and beaten bloody because a constable had overheard him moaning about the new ration books. Last year I came out of the post office to find an officer holding a little girl in a headlock, all because a neighbour suspected her parents’ descendancy papers weren’t in order.

But that driving fist to my friend’s stomach? I don’t know. Something inside me breaks.

I rise, and Eric rises, and I can’t help it, I feel this swell of pride. The Eric of seven months ago would have stayed silent in his seat. But before either of us can intervene, Miss Calloway is helping June to her feet and offering apologies.

“I’m sure she didn’t mean any offence, Constable. Juniper’s a very upright girl. Very intelligent. We’re fast-tracking her into the Protectorate’s medical science programme, which I needn’t tell you is crying out for clever young minds. I’d hate to think her placement in SEE has been endangered by—”

“Why don’t you shut that silly mouth?” The constable’s advice comes with a smooth serving of smile. “Unless you want to be listed for a Section 28 visit?”

Eric and I sink back as the blood runs from Miss Calloway’s face. Section 28, one of the most chilling powers any officer can execute; named, so my dad says, in “honour” of some ancient law from the 1980s that forbade the teaching of degenerate lives and relationships in British schools. The new Section 28 allows an officer to search homes and workplaces for any evidence of “immorality”. There have been whispers: Esther Calloway and that nice lady from the canteen living together on the outskirts of town. Maybe the Green Jackets have had their sights set on that lonely cottage for a while. But, then again, teachers are pretty hard to replace these days. All I know is that the fear in Calloway’s eyes – immense and infectious – reminds me of the terror I once saw in Eric’s.

“Juniper?” the constable muses, turning back and twirling his finger in front of June’s face. “Sounds a bit ethnic, no? Maybe we should refer the whole family for a full background check.”

“Nothing ethnic about it,” Eric mutters. “Juniperus communis. The native juniper tree. You used to see them all over Britain until they went extinct about a decade ago. In fact, it’s a perfectly patriotic name.”

The constable’s head snaps around. “Well, isn’t that just fascinating?”

Losing all interest in June, he makes a beeline for Eric. And although I know he’s the safest person in the room right now, still my heart slams into my throat. Eric doesn’t look up. He keeps his gaze fixed on the open geometry book in front of him.

At almost the last moment, Huxley takes an interest. “Rakes.”

Something new in the sergeant’s tone. Something dangerous. Constable Rakes glances round and Huxley shakes his massive head.

“Open your eyes. That’s the chief’s son.”

Rakes smooths down his immaculate jacket, adjusting the monogrammed armband on the sleeve: PO-DI (Protectorate Officer – Degenerate Investigations). He has a moustache, a hilarious yellow caterpillar quivering across his top lip. Maybe that’s the joke that keeps him grinning.

“Eric. Of course, you have your father’s way with words.” He ruffles Eric’s permanently untidy hair. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but I’ve recently taken over the local branch of the Young Lions. Interesting, you not being a member. Perhaps we’ll see you at a troop meeting one day?”

“Move it along,” Huxley advises.

Rakes disentangles his fingers and glides on to Albert. This is pure good luck, for me at least. I usually sit next to Eric but this morning Albert had one of his dizzy spells and asked if we might switch places so he could be closer to the window. It’s one of those typical late-March days, ferociously hot, and Mosley Grammar’s air-conditioning units rattled out their dying gasps three summers back.

Of course I said yes. Albert and I have been friends pretty much since for ever, though switching seats killed me a little. Thing is, I usually finish Miss Calloway’s geometry problems well ahead of Eric, giving me a few precious moments to steal glances at that adorable face, screwed up in quiet concentration. But Albert had looked seriously queasy, so I agreed, proving the Protectorate wrong about one thing at least: us hell-bound degens can be decent human beings.

But Albert is only a stay of execution. A pit stop before the gates of Re-Purification close behind me. As I watch Rakes grapple Albert to his feet, I suddenly realize that a lot of my ideas about the camps are based on playground rumours: I heard the guards use the pervs for target practice; Don’t be daft, they give ’em a chance to change first – electric shocks, my uncle says. Fry the dirty thoughts right out of their heads; Nah, you’re both wrong. They just shoot the filthy gits stone dead. BAM! One shot. Well, the Lord Protector doesn’t like wasting bullets, does he?

I have asked my dad if he knows anything about the camps, but he just shakes his head and changes the subject. One thing I do know: in the great Protectorate of England and Wales, the reality is always worse than the rumour.

“What are these?” Rakes’s voice brings me back to the room.

He upends Albert’s bag and a rain of metal clatters onto the desk. The Adam’s apple yo-yos in Albert’s throat. He’s small for seventeen, barely as tall as my shoulder. With his slightly spooky grey eyes and that sweep of pale hair, Albert reminds me of these characters from a fantasy board game we used to play together when we were little kids. The wood elves of the forest. I’d forgotten about that until this moment. Strange to think those Saturday sleepovers were only six years ago. Strange, too, how much we’ve drifted apart since then.

“Albert has a knack with mechanical stuff,” I say, drawing every eye in the room. “Fixing broken junk is his thing. He even got some old car working again. Some piece of crap they made way back before the Outrage. What was it called, Albert?”

Okay, so this is classic Gabe Sawyer: right at the moment when I ought to be busy thinking up some brilliant plan to keep me out of a Re-Pure camp, I’m shooting my mouth off. Meanwhile, that shiny silver disc in my bag? It’s as if I can feel it throbbing between my ankles, a treacherous volcano that will devastate not just my life but the lives of my family, my friends, basically anyone I’ve ever said hello to. Most of all it will destroy Eric, and I can’t let that happen.

“It was a saloon,” Albert murmurs. “Mercedes E-Class. 2030 model.”

“Corrupt foreign machinery,” Huxley grunts, as Rakes starts sorting through Albert’s collection of spanners and wrenches. “We’ll allow you to keep these items, but your father must bring the appropriate licences to our office. As you know, unlicensed tools can be a serious matter. The explosives planted in parliament by the Resistance last summer were put together with—”

His voice is lost against the blood drumming in my ears. I’ve run through every possibility and there’s no way out. I can’t claim the disc isn’t mine without having the entire school dragged in for questioning.

Once a year, Protectorate Investigations all turn up for their annual scare-the-shit-out-of-the-kids assembly: the Green Jackets from Degenerate Investigations, Yellow Jackets from Political, Black Jackets from Alien, and Grey from General Crime. And I have to hand it to the Filth-Finders, their slide show is always the most stomach-churning. So yeah, there’s no way anyone I love is going to end up at the mercy of these mad sadists.

I’m sweating. My glasses are starting to fog. Snatching them off, I clean the lenses with my shirtsleeve before catching sight of Eric. He’s clearly caught on to my panic.

What? he mouths at me. What?!

Good question. Although it’s against the law, I don’t believe in God. Never have. So I don’t exactly pray, I just wish really hard. I wish for a fire alarm, for the disc to magically disintegrate, for Huxley to keel over dead of a heart attack. Right now, I honestly don’t care. But my most fervent wish is directed at Eric: When it happens, let it happen. Don’t try to fight them; don’t go running to your dad. Remember what you told me that day at the river bend? He’d watch his whole world burn for the Protectorate.

Suddenly I’m aware of Albert again. His gaze flickers between me and Eric, and whatever messages we think we’re transmitting to each other, Albert is listening in. Those disconcerting grey eyes go to the bag under my desk. He swallows hard.

And then Albert does something incredible.
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Constable Rakes is still writing out the citation for his tools when a dark patch blooms across Albert’s crotch. The officer looks up, stops writing, and a second later the room erupts. Honestly, it’s like the best and brightest of Mosley Grammar have regressed a decade and we’re all back to chasing each other around the playground and laughing at willy jokes.

Which is exactly what Albert wanted.

“Christ’s sake,” Rakes mutters. Technically a blasphemy offence, but I doubt anyone is going to report him.

He throws his notebook onto Albert’s desk and tries to call for order. But his authority is gone, for the time being anyway. Even a Green Jacket can’t compete with the sheer joy of half a pint of piss sliding down a kid’s trouser leg. Two dozen chairs scrape back and a mob forms around the tiny figure of Albert.

“What the hell, Albie? Had too much juice at nap time?”

“Whoa! Are you going to cry now? Heck! Guys, I think he’s actually going to cry.”

“No way. Then he’ll be leaking at both ends!”

I can barely see Albert now. One moron who’s only in our school because his mum’s something high up in the Wellbeing Protectorate is flicking at Albert’s groin with a wooden ruler. It’s depressing, but I suppose there’s no mystery here. Out on the street, us SEE kids are fair game, so venting a little by eating one of our own can sometimes feel good.

As I watch, Eric slips from behind his desk and takes up position in the circle, his back to me. Shoulders hunched, he looks like the most reluctant bully ever, but all six-foot-three of him is blocking me from Rakes’s and Huxley’s view.

My hands shake as I grab my gym bag and wrestle with the drawstring. It feels like I’m wearing mittens, my fingers are so clumsy. After a few frantic, fumbling seconds, I plant my chin on the desk and dare an upward glance. The insults are still flying but I know Rakes won’t tolerate this much longer. Actually I’m surprised he hasn’t already taken out his baton and started smashing in a few exceptional skulls.

Miss Calloway is covering her mouth with her hands. Huxley rests his head against the doorframe, a picture of boredom. Eric glances back and makes a hurrying gesture.

Okay, Jesus, I’m trying!

And then a shadow falls across the desk. I look up, certain that I’ll find that pathetic excuse for a moustache looming over me.

“Need this?”

Ben Dempsey slides my geometry compass across to me. Meanwhile Grace Everard hops up onto the edge of my desk and loops an arm around her boyfriend’s shoulder. I feel this stupid rush of jealousy – not directed towards Ben and Grace, who might just have saved my sorry arse, but because that simple loving gesture will never get them hauled off for interrogation. Shielded by Grace, I dig the pointy end of the compass into the knot, all the while wondering if my place in SEE is really deserved. After all, it took a friend to point out that the solution to my problem was an instrument I’d been using all afternoon.

The knot comes loose just as Rakes decides to end Albert’s humiliation. I’m tugging the bag open and thrusting my hand inside when his voice blasts through the insults.

“Back to your seats, all of you. And thank the Lord Protector I’m not writing some of you up for profanity.”

The name-calling stops.

Seconds now.

But I can’t find the disc.

My fingers flinch over a crusty gym sock, bump against my rations box, discover a ten-thousand pound note, which might buy me a chocolate bar if I’m still a free man at four o’clock.

“I said, take your seat.”

“I will,” Eric says. “I just want to see if he’s okay first.”

Three or four students remain huddled around Albert. Ben shoots me a look over Grace’s shoulder, a desperate plea to finish whatever insanity I’ve embarked on. Meanwhile Eric circles slowly around until he’s almost facing me, pulling Rakes’s gaze in the opposite direction. He knows he’s practically untouchable, but even the chief inspector’s son can only push this so far before the Filth-Finder smells a rat.

“What do you mean, ‘if he’s okay’?” Rakes grunts. “Clearly he isn’t. The little pansy just pissed his pants in front of the entire class.”

“And?”

This seems to baffle Rakes. “I’m sorry?”

“You intimidated him, he reacted.” Eric shrugs. “I reckon my dad would be pretty proud of you for provoking that sort of response. Don’t you think so, Carl?”

Still planted in the doorway, Huxley chuckles. “I reckon you’re right, Eric. And it’s not like we can arrest the little weirdo for making a puddle. Not yet anyway.” The chuckle turns into a belly laugh. “Then again, you never know what the next Public Good directive might bring.”

My fingers brush the disc. It had slipped itself inside the pages of my pristine copy of Protectorate Oaths and Regulations. Ironic really, that something the government sees as so dangerous should be hiding in the very book that bans its existence.

I’m pulling the disc free when Rakes barks, “Wait. What do you think you’re doing over there?”

The disc is in my hand, its rainbow reflection cast on the ceiling like a spotlight. I close my fingers around its edge, dig the groove into my skin, and feel my world fall away.

Not the world of Westwick or England or the great Protectorate itself, but my world: the snug bungalow I share with my dad, and the kitchen with its beat-up table where we read and drink tea and just sit, comfortable in our silences; the river where I swim almost every day, even when it’s ice cold and my breath bruises the air; the valley with the tree that overhangs the drop, and the promises and secrets that were shared in those drifting branches. And the library, of course. Our place, mine and Eric’s and our friends’ – Ben and Grace, Liz and June and Albert. The place where we came together, where we were set free by the old movies we found there, and where I finally decided on my ambition to become a filmmaker. All gone now, like childish dreams whispered to the dark.

“What’s the problem?” Ben asks, his voice snapping me back to reality. “We were only kissing.”

“Don’t be rude to the officer,” Grace says. “I’m sorry, sir, we didn’t mean anything. It’s just, with everything kicking off, we didn’t think anyone would notice…”

I don’t hear any more. Grace and Ben are still parked on my desk, drawing focus. Hidden behind them, I spin around and hope that my memory isn’t cheating me. I’ve sat in this classroom for the past four years, ever since the rest of our year graduated aged thirteen, either to do their national service or take on some kind of factory or labouring work. Surely the image I have of the clapped-out air-conditioning unit isn’t just some desperate fantasy?

No. It’s here, dented and rusty and freaking gorgeous. I don’t waste any more time. I post the disc through one of the vents and hear the deafening ching as it hits the bottom of the unit. Fortunately, at the same moment Rakes loses his temper and orders Ben and Grace back to their seats. By the time they’ve hopped down from my desk, I’m sitting serenely, facing the front, a cartoon halo surely hovering over my head.

“Constable, I, uh…would it be possible for Albert to go to the bathroom?” Miss Calloway murmurs. “There are spare uniforms in the office and—”

Rakes takes Albert by the shoulder and throws him back into his seat.

“He’ll sit in it for the rest of the day, and he’ll walk home just as he is.”

Albert stares dead ahead. He looks so small. So vulnerable. My heart slows, the euphoria of escape evaporating. All I want to do right now is walk down the row and pull my friend into the biggest hug. But even that would get me arrested. I glance over at Eric and see that he’s also watching Albert, his mouth set hard.

Fuck Rakes. Fuck him, and fuck Huxley, and fuck every Filth-Finder who ever pulled on a green jacket.

“Something the matter?”

The constable holds out his hand for my bag and I shove it towards him.

“Why so eager?” he smiles.

“Why so amused?” I shoot back. “I guess it must be the comedy moustache thing, right? Don’t get me wrong, it is quite entertaining.”

The smile tightens. “You four-eyed little…”

He drops my gym bag and draws back a gloved fist. Here we go. I lift my chin, mirroring his grin.

“Leave him,” Huxley rumbles. “He’s a friend of the boy.”

Rakes pulls up short. He works his jaw, as if he has a dozen threats bubbling behind the gateway of his lips, but all he says is, “Take your bloody hands out of your sleeves. You ought to know hands and faces must be shown at all times in public.”

With that, he shoots me the mother of all stink-eyes and turns on his heel, marching out of the room like some psychotic toddler. Huxley tips Miss Calloway a nod and leaves too.

After a few minutes’ silence the bell jolts everyone into action. Students blink and laugh and start rearranging their inspected bags. A couple of hands pat Albert’s shoulder on the way to the door. I’m about to check on him myself when he grabs his bag and bolts. Liz tries to intercept him but he slips past her and is gone.

“All good?” Ben asks.

“Yeah.” I get to my feet, my hand resting on the rust-scaled hulk of the air-con unit. “Thanks, mate.”

June and Liz join Ben and Grace at my desk. June is still grimacing with pain and Liz is rubbing her back. It’s a simple, friendly gesture, but the tenderness is unmistakable to the few of us who know what these two mean to each other. Despite everything, this makes me smile.

“Do we want to know what that was all about?” Grace asks. Her fingers are twisted through the buttonholes of her cardigan.

I blow out my cheeks. “Honestly? I’m just glad he didn’t ask me my name.”

June breaks into a rueful smile. “Agreed. If he wasn’t cool with ‘Juniper Ryerson’ then he’d have totally lost it at ‘Gabriel Garcia Sawyer’.”

I nod. June and I are probably the only kids at school with “exotic” sounding names. More than thirty years in charge of this disintegrating nation, and the Protectorate still encourages its citizens to wallow in nostalgia, as if that will make everything better. “Traditional” names are just part of the deal.

“You okay?” I ask her.

“Pffft.” She shrugs. “My grandmother punches harder than that.”

“I bet she can grow a more convincing moustache, too.”

“At least he didn’t start questioning my career ambitions,” she says. “After Miss Calloway mentioned fast-tracking me into medical science? You know they only ever take a couple of women a year. And we have to perform ten times better than any male applicant.” Her look sours. “Science, industry, the law – not fit jobs for the little women of the Protectorate.”

Liz whispers that she’s talking too loud and June closes her eyes and takes a deep breath.

Finally Eric comes over. He shakes his head at me, but he isn’t the same boy he was seven months ago, and that big broad smile comes easier these days.

“Gabe,” he sighs. “What the hell?”
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All right, I’ll admit it – even after seven months I still get dizzy every time I see Eric Dufresne. And I see Eric Dufresne every freaking day. Okay, so because I’m an idiot it took me a few weeks to realize that Eric’s surname isn’t spelled how it sounds, and so like some dozy kid with his first crush, I spent several nights writing Dufrain in my notebook, drawing excruciating hearts over a non-existent “i”.

Yes, I am seventeen, and I am that ridiculous.

Now I float with my nose just above the surface of the pool, waiting for the same old dizziness to hit. I think the anticipation might be as good as the thing itself. But then he steps out of the changing rooms, that shy smile on his lips, and of course the real thing is way, way better.

So here we are, two boys alone, sharing a moment. Anywhere else this could raise suspicions, but at the municipal pool? Guys, knock yourselves out! In fact, why don’t you get naked and shower together, maybe even swat the occasional buttock with a wet towel? Just know that everything must be undercut with a joke, and that a misplaced glance could easily destroy your lives.

Not that we have anything to fear right now. Except for us, the pool is empty, and because I’ve been swimming here longer than just about anyone, Dennis the lifeguard has slunk off for a crafty cigarette.

Eric slides into the water, ducks his head under and comes up grinning, droplets spilling from his cheekbones. He licks his lips, blood red against the marble of his skin. I remember when I first saw him, pale and frightened at the front of the class, and how I thought those lips looked almost like a wound.

He swims towards me and we float in a circle, hands reaching and retreating, aching to touch and to be touched. Finally, Eric sighs and drifts over on to his back.

“Will you ever take anything seriously?” he whispers. “I swear you do that sleeve thing on purpose.”

“What sleeve thing?” Floating beside him, I cast a sidelong look, wrinkling my nose.

“Every single time you see someone official, you deliberately hide your hands up your sleeves. You shouldn’t mess with them like that.”

“Yeah, my mum hated that too.” Hates. Why do I always talk about her in the past tense? “When I was little, I’d be wandering around the bungalow with my hands down my trousers and she’d tell me, ‘If you don’t stop doing that the Yellow Jackets will come and take you away.’ Because clearly I was hatching a political masterplan to bring down the Protectorate, and not just five years old and naturally obsessed with my dinky.”

Eric grins up at the ceiling. “Some things never change.”

“My dinky’s changed!” I object. “It’s changed quite considerably. And anyway, you’re wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

I roll over onto my front. “I do take some things seriously.”

“Is this about your dinky again?”

I launch myself at him, grabbing his head and plunging him under. From the poolside this would look totally nondegen. Just two red-blooded males wrestling in the water. Okay, so maybe my fingers are lingering a little too long in that wavy dark hair. And the tickling that spills from dopey laughter into eager and encircling arms? Well, isn’t that just a bit of brotherly affection? And when the laughter hiccups into silence, and we move closer, and the back of my hand rests against his face?

“I take you seriously,” I tell him. “Always.”

He reaches for my wrist and removes my hand. “Not everything’s a joke, Gabe. If they ever find out about the library? If they found the films?”

“They won’t. I promise.”

He glides backwards. “You take too many risks.”

“Well, if you hadn’t taken that first risk with me, we wouldn’t be here right now. And I wouldn’t be doing this.” I kick towards him and squeeze his cheeks between my palms, then smooch his lips with a theatrical mwah! Only kids messing about. Surely only that. “Dude,” I whisper, “has anyone ever told you, you have an extremely sexy fish-face?”

Eric doesn’t say anything. His skin is flushed red and I can’t tell if he’s annoyed. He ducks under the water for a long time, bobbing at the bottom with his eyes closed.

I check the digital clock at the end of the pool: 16:25. We’ve only a few minutes before the popular afternoon sessions begin, and I don’t want him still mad at me when the hordes descend.

I turn and cut quickly to the edge, pulling myself up onto the coping. When Eric surfaces again, I drop to my haunches and barrel sideways along the pool, swinging gibbon arms and gibbering. He bursts out laughing as I execute a perfect belly flop and thrash my way over to him.

“Monkey funny?”

“Monkey idiot,” he says, and the smile slides from his face. I told him about the disc on our way over and I can see he’s about to start in on it again. “Honestly, a complete idiot. I just don’t understand how you could be so careless.”

I push the hair out of my face and try to match his seriousness. “We’ve been through this. I stayed late last night, packing everything away after you all left. The disc must have fallen into my bag. By the time I found it this morning there wasn’t time to take it back to the library before school. It was just bad luck.”

He frowns. “Daydreaming, more like.” And then the frown evens out and he gives me an indulgent grin. “Still, I suppose being a dreamer isn’t a bad quality for the next Steven Spielburn.”

“Berg,” I correct huffily.

I know he meant it playfully, but in a way that’s what makes me grumpy. When I talk to Eric about my stupid fantasy of becoming a director, it almost feels as if it could happen. But we both know the truth. The only films made under the Protectorate are the propaganda bullshit they show on TV every Sunday – cheap, shoddily made rubbish about the loyal officers who guard our brave little island against the foreigners and traitors who threaten it.

I’d rather die than make films like that.

Eric’s hand touches my shoulder. “Hey, I’m sorry. I was only teasing.”

“It’s okay,” I say. “But you know, those movies we’ve watched together, the possibilities they’ve shown us? They’ve given me so much. I always knew it was okay, being what we are, but those films made me more comfortable in my own skin than I ever thought possible. They did that for me, Eric, and one day I’d like to do the same for people like us… Only it’s never going to happen, is it?”

He sighs. “Is that why you haven’t told the others?”

“I know they wouldn’t laugh,” I say. “Wouldn’t tell me I’m being stupid. But when it’s just us talking about it, the whole idea feels like it could actually happen. If I shared it with the others, though? I don’t know. Somehow it would seem more ridiculous. Does that make sense?”

“Gabe,” he says softly. “I…”

Voices echo out of the changing rooms. Blunt, indecipherable bellows. There isn’t much time left.

“Anyway,” I say, “we’ve got bigger problems than my stupid daydreams. We need to get that disc back.”

He swipes a jewel of water from his chin. “Agreed.”

“And I think I have a plan.”

“You have a plan.” He puffs out his cheeks. “Well, that sounds ominous.”

“Hey! Have my plans ever failed us yet?” Eric has to admit my plans are pretty incredible. At least, that’s how I choose to interpret his silence. “I’ll fill you in later at the library. By the way, I meant to tell you – I found a couple of new films last night after you guys left.” I speak quickly as we drift towards the steps. “These discs must’ve worked their way behind a flap at the bottom of the box. I suppose they might be the last films we’ll ever get to see, unless we happen to stumble across another random treasure chest in some other ruined library.”

“Did you watch them?” He narrows his eyes. “Gabe!”

“Sorry,” I say, laughing and batting away his hands. “I couldn’t resist.”

“Okay, you traitor, so what are they called?”

“The first one is Pride.” I pause, because suddenly there’s this huge lump in my throat. “Eric, it’s so incredible. The story’s all about this lesbian and gay group collecting money and supporting miners during this strike in the 1980s – and it’s based on something that actually happened, way before the Outrage! And some people are prejudiced, but mostly it’s just people, joining together to help one another…”

I struggle, knowing I can’t explain the inexplicable, but desperate to share some idea of how I was left after watching the film, sobbing with joy and grief and gratitude.

“It’s why I love movies,” I say at last. “Because maybe they help to define something you already know.”

“What did it define for you?” He reaches out under the water, brushing his fingertips against mine.

“You’ll have to watch it,” I say. “But it’s us, and it’s everyone, even now, even here. And it’s mind-blowing.” I laugh, and Eric laughs too, shaking his head because he doesn’t know why he’s laughing.

Shadows loom across the wet walls. We drift further apart.

“Changing the subject – I don’t think much of your dad’s new Rottweiler,” I say. “The way he treated Albert was sick, even for a Green Jacket.”

“I know. I guess we should be grateful Huxley was there to rein him in.”

“But why no heads-up?” Eric has given us advanced notice of every scheduled inspection since last October. “Was it a last-minute idea from the chief?”

“I don’t think so. And Huxley hasn’t had an original idea in his life. I’d guess it was Rakes’s initiative, maybe trying to impress my dad on his first day.”

And just like that, our time’s up. Kids come hurtling into the pool, dive-bombing, cartwheeling, shoving each other off the sides. Dennis is back, blowing his whistle, but no one takes any notice. It’s understandable. If you live in the Protectorate, your life is one long list of rules: what to eat, how to dress, where to go, how to get there, what to say, who to say it to, even how to think is the prerogative of the state, or so they’d like to believe. And so, when you have a space like the Powell Municipal Pool, where you can’t be marched off to a Re-Education camp just for disobeying the no-diving policy, rules can go to hell.

Eric heads for the steps. He’s come a long way since last September, but he won’t stay when there’s a crowd. The cotton shirt sticks to his chest as he climbs out and he immediately tugs at the wet fabric, billowing it out. What did he tell me on that second date? Eczema? The fact he ever trusted me with the secret of his scars – about how he got them, about why – makes me feel both valued and awful, all at the same time.

Swimming over to the lanes, I start ploughing up and down. This calms me. It always has: the pull and stretch, the rhythmic groove, my shadow ghosting across the tiles below. All afternoon my heart’s been like a loose door in a gale, slamming and screeching – now finally it feels as if the storm has passed.

I swim until I’m forced to twist my head for air. That’s when I see Eric standing by the changing-room door, a group of kids gathered around him. My feet hit the bottom.

“Hey, Dufresne, how’s your old man?”

The group’s leader steps right up to Eric and gives him a “playful” shove. Eric staggers back, his laughter bright and hollow. I’m starting for the steps when he shoots me a warning glance. And he’s right, I’ve had a close call today. I can’t invite any more attention, especially from the Protectorate’s youth organization – those schoolyard bullies who sign up for a smart uniform and the opportunity to push other kids around. So I force myself to sink back into the water and watch as the Young Lions have their fun.





[image: Images]

“This man’s dad is the best perv-finder in the business. Ain’t that right, Dufresne?”

Patrick Gilligan. Even back in primary school he was a little thug, so I guess growing up to become area leader of the Young Lions was pretty much inevitable. Like every loyal moron who joins the Protectorate youth wing, Patrick’s been fed all kinds of steroids as well as benefiting from extra rations, so he’s seriously built. Unfortunately for Gilligan there are no miracle pills to bulk up the brain nor, by the look of his trunks, any other vital organ.

He loops an arm around Eric’s shoulder. “How is the chief? You know I’d love to hear some tales sometime. Stories about epic fag-hunts or how the Filth-Finders do their interrogations.”

Eric shrugs under Patrick’s bicep. “My dad doesn’t talk about stuff like that.”

“Good man.” Patrick thrusts out his chin. “Can’t give the degens any clues about how we find them, am I right?”

Like their namesake, the Young Lions can smell weaker prey but they’re cautious too. Although this skinny kid they’ve cornered is no match for them physically, the power behind Eric is real, and so they make tender jabs.

“Can I just say something?” Patrick holds Eric at arm’s length and looks him up and down. “You should really come with us on a training day. Man, there’s nothing to you! Just scrag and bone. It’s all that book-reading they make you do with them other SEE kids. You know, too much thinking is what almost ruined this country in the first place. That’s what my uncle says. You spend too long reading and trying to figure out other people’s ideas and points of view and you’re gonna start sympathizing with them. Then, before you know it, you’ve got fags running the country. Even in the military.”

“Sod. Right. Off!” one of Patrick’s buddies laughs. “Pansies in the army?”

“Mate,” Patrick takes on a teacherly tone, “forty years back, they even used to have degen generals. Then the Lord Protector took charge and all that bullshit ended.”

“Oh God, I think I’m gonna puke.”

“So, Eric,” Patrick continues, “time to man up. When you gonna join the YLs?”

Eric scratches an eyebrow. “Well, that depends.”

“Yeah? On what?”

“On whether you want me ordering your sorry arses about.”

For a minute it looks like Patrick might forget who he’s talking to. He rolls his head shoulder to shoulder, unkinking a thick wedge of trapezius muscle. Meanwhile I drift back towards the steps. Whatever happens next, I’m beyond proud; there’s no way the Eric Dufresne of last September would have stood his ground like this.

“Fuck do you mean by that?” Patrick grunts. “Order us around?”

“Just what I said.”

“Kid, if you’re trying to mess with me—”

“Think about it,” Eric says. “I’m the son of the great John Dufresne, best Filth-Finder in the history of the Protectorate. Do you really think that if I join the Young Lions they’ll put me at the bottom of the class? Forget it. This guy, Rakes? The constable who’s taken over your platoon? He’s new to Degenerate Investigations. Wants to make his mark and get my dad’s attention. So where in the ranks do you think he’ll put me right on day one?” Eric extends a finger and prods Patrick’s chemically inflated chest. “Somewhere above you guys, that’s for sure. And do you think I deserve that kind of preferential treatment?”

Patrick looks like an early primate who’s discovered the gift of fire. Sure it’s nice and warm but it also burns, so that’s confusing.

“Well, I don’t think it’s fair.” Eric shrugs. “You’ve put in all the work, marching around in circles and doing pull-ups for three years, and in I waltz and get it all handed to me on a plate, just because my dad’s the degen chief.”

Very slowly Patrick’s frown evens out.

“This is a good kid,” he declares, and the pack nods its agreement.

Eventually the YLs wander off in search of less baffling prey, and Eric shoots me a wink. I grin, snap him a cross-eyed salute, and return to ploughing the lanes.

By the time I’m done, most kids have launched their last dive-bomb and now it’s only me and a few pensioners puttering up and down. I give old Mrs Lebbon a wave and head for the showers. I’ve timed it right. No one in the changing rooms and the water’s strong and hot.

Towelling off, I rub an oval in the steamed mirror and put on my glasses. Okay, so I’m no Patrick Gilligan but you don’t swim every day and not pile on some muscle. Otherwise I have these fairly ordinary mud-brown eyes and a flattish slab of a nose, although some people say my hair is cute. It’s tight-curled and corn-coloured. This is a double-edged sword. Eric’s a fan, which is nice, but so are quite a few girls, and I won’t be able to keep refusing dates without someone noticing. Honestly, I don’t like to think about it, so I try not to.

Outside, I swing my gym bag onto my back and make for the bike stands. That’s where I run into Patrick again. The Young Lions are huddled over some kid, laying in the boot pretty viciously. A Grey Jacket from General Crime wanders by on the other side of the road and, catching sight of this, reaches for his baton. Then he spots the YL uniforms with their flashy ceremonial belts and hesitates on the kerb, looking down at his baton as if he’s never seen it before. Some Young Lions come from influential families, and so a side glance from Patrick is enough to send the constable scurrying on his way.

Meanwhile, I twist the drawstring of my bag around my fist. The swim did me good but now all my old anger is back, singing like wires in the wind. Including Patrick it’ll be six against one, and I’ll definitely get my arse handed to me, but here’s the thing: admiring your muscles in a mirror (muscles I haven’t exactly worked for, that are really just a by-product of my way of dealing with the world) then refusing to use said muscles when some poor kid is getting his teeth booted down his throat? Well, that just doesn’t sit right with me.

I start towards them when suddenly Patrick’s calling a halt.

“Fag’s had enough,” he announces.

The pack breaks apart, laughing and high-fiving as they drift away. It’s then that I see two horrific things almost simultaneously: it’s Albert cringing and bleeding on the floor, and it’s Albert’s twin sister, Lana, who executes the final kick to his ribs.

“Hey, I said enough,” Patrick says, grabbing her around the waist.

Lana has a little play wrestle with her Young Lion boyfriend before throwing her tongue down his throat. Then, coming up for air, she casts a last look at Albert.

“Someone told me he pissed himself in class today. And, you know, that’s not even the worst thing he’s ever done
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