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			​Truism #1: 

			​Alienation produces  eccentrics or revolutionaries

			Judith heard the raucous laughter and the scrambling of keys which meant her daughter was finally home. She had been enjoying her book. The door opened and slammed shut. Dual footsteps thumped upstairs while meaningless chatter fell from Tracy’s mouth like dribbled vomit, 

			“God, I’m soaking wet. Can you believe they had pistols?” 

			The mystery boy laughed along with her. Judith didn’t recognise his voice.

			“Um, Tracy!” she shouted. 

			“What?” Tracy yelled back from the top of the stairs. 

			“Don’t speak to me through the wall, please. Come here.” 

			“God’s sake…” 

			Her daughter thumped back down the stairs and Judith couldn’t help but be impressed by the fantastic amount of noise she could make on carpet. A painted head peeked round the living room door. Lipstick was smeared in stripes across her cheeks. Her hair was tied in scruffy plaits, a pigeon feather poking out from the twisted bobble. Judith cringed. God, think of the germs. 

			“Christ, what’s on your face?” she asked. 

			“We’re playing Cowboys and Indians,” Tracy replied. 

			“And whose lipstick is that?” 

			Tracy thought it wise to stay quiet. 

			“Who’s your friend?” 

			Another face peeked round the door. He was at least three years older than Tracy, all acne and red cheeks (which may have been embarrassment but might as easily have been smudged lipstick—who could tell?) Someone, presumably Tracy, had attempted to pull his hair into plaits too, but they barely reached his shoulder and looked ridiculous. Judith loved her daughter, but she didn’t understand why she needed to befriend every oddball who stumbled across her path. She was pretty in a rough and tumble kind of way. She might have been popular if she tried. 

			“Hello, Mrs. Lamb,” the youth said. 

			“Hello, love. And who are you?” 

			“It’s Nick, Mum,” Tracy said, as though that were obvious. Naturally, this was the first time Judith had ever heard of the boy. 

			“Right. And does your mother know you’re here, Nick?” 

			Nick nodded, a tad too sheepishly. Clearly not then. 

			“And you’re alright with that lipstick on, are you?” she asked him. 

			He shrugged. “It makes it more fun to pretend.” 

			“Right. Well, it’s been lovely meeting you, but it is a school night and our Tracy’s already late back, which she knows isn’t allowed. Besides, we’ll be having our tea soon.” 

			“Can’t Nick stay for tea, Mum?” 

			“For God’s sakes, Tracy. I’ve only two chops out.” 

			“But Nick’s mum never has anything in.” 

			“Well, that sounds like Nick’s mother’s prerogative.” 

			“Why are you always such a…?” Tracy stopped herself. 

			“Such a what, darling? You didn’t finish there.” 

			“Well, if Nick’s not staying, I’m not either.” 

			Tracy traipsed away dramatically (everything she did, she did dramatically), leading Nick away by the hand.

			“You bloody well are not leaving, if you think you can just…” A door slammed. No laughter this time. Judith sat in a state of semi-amused shock. She would absolutely kill that girl when she got home. Honestly, she would. Still, she thought, resuming her book, she supposed it would be two lamb chops to herself tonight. That was a silver lining. 
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			​Cowboy T-Shirt Design

			There was blood in his underwear. Nick found it in the hotel bathroom, the floor mildly sprinkled with pubic hair, black mould lining the edge of the sink, but it was the blood that’d disgusted him the most. He could still taste the skin. It’d seemed so similar to old coins—a metallic, human flavour just like the blood now staining the whites of his pants—and Nick supposed that all these fluids probably tasted the same. A moment later, his vomit proved him wrong. 

			“You alright in there, cowboy?” Joe shouted through the bathroom door, and Nick knew he’d have that smirk on his face. That smirk was the closest Joe ever got to a smile, and Nick hated it even more than seeing him miserable. 

			He’d booked the room because he wanted to take it seriously. Travelling with my son: that’s what he’d said in the lobby, his arm around Joe’s shoulders, conscious of the perspiration clinging to his armpit. The room had two single beds and smelled like mothballs. The narrow hallways echoed with the sound of affairs. 

			The lobby didn’t care what they were up to. Joe knew that. He’d seen enough people like him waiting around for lifts, smoking cigarettes. The illusion was all for Nick. Nick just had to take it all seriously. 

			In the back of his mind though, even Nick knew it was funny. Joe had stood there in his combat boots, the cowboy hat aslant, still in the leather vest that he refused to take off. It was the neckerchief that did it. The neckerchief really cemented the ridiculousness of their whole situation. Aside from the boots, they wore nothing on their bottom halves and whenever Nick got the chance, he caught a glimpse of Joe’s flaccid cock.

			“I guess it’s not homo if you’ve got half your gear on.” Joe had been smirking then too. 

			“Can you not?” Nick said. 

			“Not what?” 

			“Make jokes.” 

			“Have you seen us?” 

			“I know, but still.” 

			Nick didn’t want to leave; he knew that. He wanted to be there, just like he’d wanted to be there all the other times, but he didn’t want it to be happening to him. The costumes helped in that regard, but still, it wasn’t perfect. Nick wished that he was trapped in a super-sensuous dream where he could feel everything that happened, see it all in crystal clarity, the crumple of the bedsheets in his fists, the leather rubbing on his back… then he’d wake up, shake his head at the strange dream, and mention it to no one. His wife would sleep on blissfully, not noticing a thing. 

			“Listen, cowboy, this was your idea.” 

			Nick lit a cigarette although his throat was sore. Perhaps it was all the whisky he’d drunk, but he felt empty without a cigarette in his hands. He glanced up, noticed the ceiling was turning brown from tar and felt solely responsible. 

			“I know. I thought it would be cute. Sexy or something, I don’t know. Maybe we should just get dressed,” he said. Joe shrugged indifferently, and Nick wished that he’d at least pretend to care. “Help me with the neckerchief, though. I can’t get it off. Never learned knots in the scouts, you know?” 

			“I didn’t go to scouts,” Joe said. 

			“They’re American,” Nick said, “like cowboys.” He attempted a laugh which Joe didn’t reciprocate. Instead, he moved to undo the knot. 

			And Nick caught his breath when Joe touched him. These small acts were always the most intimate of all. It wasn’t the way he grabbed him or the tongue inside his mouth that caused the sharp intake of breath, the stomach flip. It was the way a hand would graze a knee and lips would brush past ears, the way they sometimes stood too close against a grimy bar pretending not to know each other, hairs standing on end. It was the way, just then, that Joe leant backwards with one eye closed as he untied the neckerchief, knuckles grating against stubble before catching his eye. 

			“It’s undone.” 

			That was when they’d started. Nick liked to think that Joe wanted this. That wasn’t really the case, of course, but it would be the memory he’d force of it anyway. It’s what he’d try to recollect.
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			It wasn’t the first time someone had made him bleed. Nick got in a fair few scraps as a kid. His mum always told him he wouldn’t get in trouble with her for fighting. Someone makes you bleed, you make them bleed right back. That’s how men should be. 

			He’d tried to erase the slurred voice from his memories. Nick wasn’t delusional. He just liked to soften the edges. The truth was arriving home from school had always smelt like whisky. 

			Joe understood this kind of love. Nick remembered how they’d met, Joe crying and bleeding on the pavement, no home to go back to, no mother to protect him. Nick couldn’t go home either. He hated the way his wife looked so tired and miserable. He couldn’t bear the thought of returning to her lying bloated on the sofa, desperate for affection. Instead, he drove around. He told Iris he had to work late, but he knew the places he could go if he wanted fun, knew enough people, though never by name. He never told anyone his name either; that was all part of it. There was theatre in the degeneracy. Iris didn’t pay attention to anything Nick did. She spent her time at book clubs reading up on women’s lib, discovering the power of her own (wasted) female sexuality. Nick wasn’t even sure the baby was his, but he liked his wife for two reasons: she didn’t ask questions, and she didn’t drink. She liked book clubs and expensive clothes, and with that, she was content. She’d never be happy. He heard her sobbing at night, clutching her swollen stomach. Nick reminded her often that many people had to make do with contentment.

			Nick had met Joe when he was crying, face hidden beneath his greying t-shirt. In his attempt to wipe his tears, he’d stained the rim with blood. Nick crept along the curb, calling to him through wound-down window:

			“Oi. Do you need to go to hospital?” 

			“No,” Joe said, though it was obvious he did.

			“Well do you need a lift home then? Your mother must be worried.” 

			“Not got one.” 

			“Which: a home or a mother?” Nick had intended it to be funny, but Joe’s eyes filled more rapidly with tears. He buried his face in his quickly soaking t-shirt, exposing the skin of his lanky stomach to the cold. His dirty boots gave it away and the awkward, lumpy rucksack that was far too big to carry around casually. “Listen, hey, don’t do that,” Nick attempted. “Come on. Let me get you a pint at least.” 

			Joe looked at him properly then, sizing him up. Eventually, he nodded. He really was angelic, tall and wide-eyed with a lanky frame and dimpled cheeks. It was a shame. In his scene, he’d be better off with pimples and rotting teeth. 

			“You look like you’ve been glassed,” Nick said when Joe slammed the car door behind him. “That happened to me once too.” 

			“You can do what you want, but you don’t have to talk to me,” Joe replied. 

			So it began. 
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			Nick still felt unable to flush the vomit away, but he knew at some point he was going to have to leave. He’d leave Joe in the warm bed he’d rented for him, get back in his car, and drive home. He’d take off his suit for the second time that night and crawl into bed next to his oblivious wife. She would murmur something about it seeming late, and he’d moan about the factory and having to sort out some mess. Hopefully, she’d do the laundry and think nothing of the blood stain. 

			For some reason though, Nick couldn’t stand up. There was a banging sickness in his head which felt similar to being glassed, and he knew what that felt like because the night his own mother threw a glass at him, he’d not managed to move in time. 
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			Nick knew he was bleeding, but he didn’t want to wipe it away. He was sixteen and dizzy and scared. He looked up at his mother, hoping that she’d see the blood, see his shocked expression and feel guilt, but she leant against the kitchen door frame smirking.

			“I had to pay the bills,” he said.

			“Pathetic,” she slurred at him, swaying ever so slightly. “Call yourself a man. Can’t look after your own mum.” 

			The blood dripped in his eye then. He was forced to wipe it away, felt astounded by the quantity of red seeping into the cracks on his fingers creating squiggled roads. 

			“I get paid at the beginning of the month,” he said. “Until then, we have to make do.” 

			His mother started nodding as though she were trying to understand, but her face was still twisted, cruel. He hated it when she was like this. She knew, he thought. She knew he’d hidden some money away for more shopping when they’d inevitably need it. He grabbed the dustpan and brush from the corner, kneeling down to start dealing with the shards. 

			“You don’t think I know, but I do,” she sneered. 

			And while Nick was brushing up the glass, he noticed his blood dripping on the floor and the way that brushing over it left bristly smears on the pale green tiles. 

			“I hear what they say about you. You can’t hide anything from me.” 

			Nick tried to pretend that she wasn’t speaking, blocked it out as though it were a memory. He’d always been talented at twisting reality. 

			“Why’ve you never brought a lass home, ey?” she asked. 

			And perhaps it was because of all this twisting that Nick responded how he did. He knew for certain that he didn’t plan what he was going to do. Somehow, the words of his mother came through, not redecorated or tidied-up, but in the exact way she’d spoken and intended them. If someone makes you bleed, you make them bleed right back. That’s how men should be. And that night Nick followed his mother’s instructions, then he left home and didn’t come back. 
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			Kneeling on the hotel floor, Nick wondered where she was now. With his head against the porcelain seat, he felt the tears slide down his face before he registered the sadness. He’d heard that she was sleeping rough these days. He hoped it wasn’t true. 

			In the bedroom, Joe drank from the bottle, his eye on the bathroom door. Nick didn’t like how Joe refused to use tumblers, and Joe didn’t like Nick in general. He felt better now though, knowing that the worst was over, and Nick would soon head back to his wife (poor cow). After all the time he’d spent with Nick, Joe now felt cocky enough to smirk when he finally emerged from the bathroom, face looking like a come-down. 

			“What? Too painful to take a shit?” he said, and when Nick punched him in the cheek, he stumbled backwards only out of shock. “What the fuck?” he attempted before a whisky glass connected with his head. Joe fumbled around for a place to sit. He didn’t fight back. Instead, he stared at Nick, scared, but mostly just confused. “Is this because of the tumblers?” he asked. 

			Nick started sobbing then. He fell to his knees, gripping the front of Joe’s shirt. Joe ignored this, only touching his forehead to see if there was blood.

			“I don’t need you,” Nick sobbed. “I’m a man.” 

			“Okay.” 

			“Don’t leave me.” 

			“Okay,” Joe said. “Alright.” 

			Nick swaddled himself inside Joe’s t-shirt, feeling the thin body inside it stiffen and he wanted to apologise and say that he loved him, tell him that he didn’t really want to make him bleed. He couldn’t say that though. He wanted to, but he couldn’t. It just sounded too much like his mother. 
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