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Ali’s throat constricted and his vision narrowed to each white, pock-marked chip along the doorframe.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Morgan.’ The secretary, a woman with strands of grey threaded across her hair, placed a hand on his arm.

Ali jerked it away. He steadied himself against the wall, the tiles edged in grime dampening his hand. The last thing he wanted was to be touched.

Ali wanted to talk to Trevor, but the kids in the classroom behind him wouldn’t wait. Trevor always knew what to say; he’d fold Ali into a hug, and the world would melt away.

High above the row of lockers, light streamed into the whitewashed corridor.

Ali had expected his father to die. They’d all seen it coming, but the news still caught him off guard. Bitter memories mixed with bile in his throat, threatening to boil over if he didn’t speak, didn’t keep moving. Move forward; there’s no use in getting hung up on today, his father would have said while reaching for another beer.

‘Thanks.’ An automatic response. ‘I’ll finish this class. Can you arrange cover for the rest of today?’ Ali’s voice came out hollow and distant. The secretary squinted at her phone in response. ‘Where’s Janet?’

Ali’s mum might have finished for the day because she only came in part-time now. She didn’t have the energy to be around people all day anymore. Not after the way his father had ground her down.

‘Your mum took the call. She’s in the staffroom but wanted me to let you know.’

Typical Janet. She’d hate the scene it would cause, and smoothing things over as quickly as possible was more her style. He wasn’t sure if her tears would be real or fake today. Ali knew she remembered a time before his father’s drinking started.

He’d only witnessed her tears once before during the summer holidays after his A-levels. On the day she caught Ali with his pants around his ankles as he sat on the edge of the bed, and her tears had fallen thick and fast before Ali shoved George from between his legs and slammed the door in her face. His parents’ arguments escalated after that. And by the time Ali left for university, the three of them—Ali, Janet, and Grant Morgan—became three islands, each made of the same sand but separated by stormy seas.

‘Thank you. I should be getting back.’

‘Anything you’d like me to pass along to your mum? I’m going back that way.’

‘Tell her...’ Congratulations is what he wanted to say. She’d finally won. Grant drank himself to death because Ali had pushed him to his limit, pushed him over the edge. He coughed.

‘Tell her I’m sorry.’ In response, the secretary nodded and, with a weak smile, spun on her feet and left with her heels clattering down the tiled hallway.

A hushed classroom greeted Ali on the other side of the door. Unusual for this early in the afternoon when students were likely wired from snacks at lunch and lack of rest. High school students could be a handful at times, but they clearly sensed something was wrong today. Despite their outward appearance of tough, scowling, sneering teenagers, they were a good bunch. They’d given him hell in September, but nearing the Christmas break, they’d developed some trust.

‘You alright, Mr Morgan?’

‘Yeah. You look rough, sir.’

Ali ran his hands over his hair. He wanted a drink, but that would have to wait. Right now, he had to get through the rest of this class. One day at a time. The students sank back to their work, heads bowed over their English coursework folders. Even the regular troublemakers on the back row had unplugged their earphones and looked to be actually working.

Ali circled the classroom on autopilot, looking over shoulders and pointing out errors in the students’ work.

His father was dead. The father he knew in his teens, the one who appeared after the drinking began. The one who Ali had failed and let down. A warmer one existed further back in his memory. A father who taught him to ride a bike, who brushed off his knees when he fell. A father—

‘Sir. Can you look at this?’

Startled, Ali lowered himself into a chair beside Paul. The gnarled, ink-splattered pages of Paul’s work spread out across the desk. They were aiming for a passing mark, but Paul’s ADD symptoms meant sustained focus produced paragraphs of widely varied lengths and mismatched grammar strewn across the page.

Ali blinked, and Paul’s expectant gaze met his. The words on the page crisscrossed and the letters bled into each other. But Paul had rewritten this page multiple times, and it now resembled something they could work with. ‘This is nice, Paul. Here—pull back on the description of that house and take us inside with the character.’

Paul nodded alongside him. He had a wonderful imagination but often couldn’t get the words on the page to match up with what was in his head.

‘Thanks, sir. I’ve been trying to do what you said. Live inside the characters. And I think it’s working.’

‘I can see that.’

‘It’s way better, sir.’ Abby, seated on the opposite desk, giggled, and a glow crept into her cheeks. ‘And it actually makes sense now. I felt something.’

‘I bet you did—’

‘That’s enough. Thank you, Marcus.’ Ali side-eyed the boy elbowing his friend, cracking jokes like they didn’t have a care in the world.

As Ali stood to address the class, his gaze fell on the back of heads moving in unison with pens skating across paper. If they messed up this year, it could change their lives forever. Ali’s father had always focused on Ali’s faults. Ali’s attempts at art or stories were met with a sneer or thrown out straight away if his father had been drinking. The crumpled edges of the paper peeked from the kitchen bin in the morning next to green wine bottles and beer cans.

‘You should be really happy with how that’s turned out, Paul.’ The boy grinned in response to the praise. ‘Really excellent. I’m pleased for you. Ten minutes left, everyone.’

The rest of the class passed in a blur. After packing his bag, Ali checked his phone again; they’d arranged to meet in their usual spot. Not hidden, but out of the way.

Trevor stood facing him in the shadow of the lockers at the end of the hallway. Ali wanted to place his hand on the blue knitted arm of Trevor’s sleeve. He didn’t dare. Not during school hours.

‘I don’t think it’s sunk in yet.’

‘It’ll take a while.’ Trevor smiled, his gaze hovering over Ali’s shoulder before returning to meet Ali’s own. He nodded to a pair of students who noisily walked past. The two girls nudged each other and giggled.

‘I’ll take a walk. Clear my head.’

‘How’s your mum?’

‘She went home already. I’ll ring her later.’

Trevor nodded in reply. Ali didn’t have anyone else to call. Not many people gave a shit about Grant Morgan at this point. Ali chewed his lip.

He glanced behind him and, seeing the empty corridor, planted a quick kiss on Trevor’s cheek. He’d expected waves of emotion or some great unveiling of truth when his father eventually passed. All that hung over him was a heavy loneliness.

Trevor’s eyes filled with concern and creased at the edges.

‘Don’t get wasted, okay?’

Standing on the road outside of the school, with the sunshine warming his neck and a breeze touching his cheeks, Ali floated through his grief like a man in a place where nothing had existed for a long time.

He’d walk home slowly. No point in rushing now. The grey pavement rolled under his feet. This was what people did when someone died—they soaked it in. Lived it. He’d read that somewhere.

On Easton Road, the pub door swung open before Ali had decided to go in. The scent of ale and the bitter tang of wet dog pressed together with leather polish and bleach. He’d only have one drink. His dad would have taken a drink. And another one, and Grant wouldn’t have stopped until he was spread out on the floor.

So early in the week, the pub was dim and quiet at this time. The tan carpet indented from the barstool. Ali’s knees pushed up against the wooden bar and he smiled at the barman. He’d have a gin, thanks.

Sharp on his tongue, that first sip, always the sweetest. His dad was a whisky guy. Gravel-voiced and yellow-stained fingers from the Bensons. He’d been a carpenter most of his life. A white-van man, down at the pub at lunch for one with his pie. Then a couple more beers after work.

This was the kind of pub Grant would go to. Ali had jobbed with the crew for a couple of summers during high school. All those men, coarse words, builder’s cracks, an underlying sexual energy he’d picked up on. His father hadn’t asked him to work with them again. Not after he’d been caught with George and his boxer shorts around his knees.

A guy in a hi-vis vest at the bar leaned across to the barman. He caught Ali’s look and winked.

Sober, Ali barely looked at another guy. But with alcohol in his system, he ramped up inside and his feelings for Trevor took on a glassy quality. It wasn’t that he forgot about him, yet Ali’s selfishness and sexual urgency grew and filled the space in his head. Anyway, they had both been with a couple of other guys. Trev’s gym was a hot bed of horny men, and it just meant getting your rocks off. Meaningless, really.

After a couple of drinks, it didn’t matter who Ali fucked. The booze drowned the shame, and all he craved was release.

Hi-vis guy toyed with his straw and glanced over his shoulder again before turning away when Ali showed little interest. Men could be fickle and wanted to drink and fuck. Fuck and drink.

No, he didn’t want that tonight.

He’d told Trev he’d be home for dinner.

Ali didn’t have a drinking problem. His father had just died. They’d expected it because it was impossible not to look into Grant’s watery eyes, and see those veined cheeks, and know something was close to bursting. Grant had looked pickled from the inside when Ali had last seen him. Propped up in bed, his wheezy breaths interspersed with a hacking cough and mucus spit drooling down the side of the plastic bottle he kept by the bed.

Seeing his father that way had inspired Ali not to repeat the same mistakes. He wouldn’t live his life that way. Allowing the drink to come between himself and the world wasn’t for him. He wasn’t like that and wouldn’t do the same.

One for the road. Ali’s gin and tonic glistened on the bar, beads of condensation pooling on the brass fixture and dark stained wood. He eyed the back of the barman. His black shirt stretched nicely across his shoulders and tapered down into dark jeans at the back.

The edges of the smooth bar rippled warm across Ali’s fingertips. It was cold outside now; the bar doors opened and closed, letting in gusts of brisk December air. The chill blunted against Ali’s skin, the warmth of the alcohol seeping in alongside the roar of the open fire at the other end of the bar. He rumbled the ice cubes in the glass. Another one would send him over the edge. That much Ali knew—the rickety bridge between enough and too much. His foot tapped to the music coming over the speakers. He could dance. He was so close to dancing, but not yet. He would need another drink or two. Then he’d be on his feet. And the night was still young.

Trevor hated dancing. They’d been out last weekend. Their anniversary—they didn’t call it that, but Ali had kept count of the days since they’d met. Figures and numbers always made him feel safe. And he’d counted the days. One by one. Counting towards his father’s death, or away from the moment he met Trevor. A flicker of winter against his ankle when the pub door swung open.

He wanted to commit to Trevor. To throw all these other guys and bad mistakes into the past where they belonged. They could make a go of it.

Trevor expected him home. Another drink would smooth the edges, anything to escape his own thoughts. Ali knew how to cover over his own cracks and sand away the rough edges of the world. Navel-fucking-gazing, his dad would say.

Get a fucking grip. Ali swirled the ice cubes and tipped the glass. The lime fell with the remaining slumped ice cubes, and he took them in his mouth. His tongue touched the sharpened corners, but they melted away along the edge. Like most things in this shitty life, they stood up for a brief moment but quickly fell away when any pressure was applied.

The barman took his glass and cocked his head to one side. Another one, then he would go. The door banged open—winter outside. It was nearly Christmas, and his dad had just died. Trevor was waiting for him at home. His warm home, where he had everything he needed. He didn’t need to sit in this bar and drown himself like this.

Trevor waited at home for him. That was what he needed because he’d known for a while that his father’s drink problem bled into his own life. He wasn’t going to let it happen again.

Home. That’s where he should be.
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The car seat cupped Trevor’s butt in a grey Eastville car park, hiding from the shitty UK weather. He’d always loved small spaces. They were like being wrapped up in a hug, protecting him from whatever was out there making him miserable. Rain, or drizzle as they called it in the UK, dribbled down the windscreen. Tears pricked at the edges of his eyes, and he wiped them away furiously. Trevor blew into his hands; his grey fingerless gloves unravelled around his knuckles. He chewed on the thread, wanting to tug at it, expecting it to fall apart. His stomach grumbled and the thought of food, for the first time since lunch, crossed his mind.

Ali would want something to eat when he got home. Trevor’s biggest fear was Ali turning into his father. A dead drunk. Ali’s father scared Trevor—even though he’d never met him, and now he wouldn’t ever get the chance. Grant sounded brutal from what Ali had said about his time growing up. His name like stone, a great lump of fucking rock.

An emotional weight had been hanging over Ali. Trevor sensed it. Sophie told him once that he was an empath because he could sense a vulnerable animal in a dense forest. That, his friend said, was why he’d picked Ali. A project, but it wasn’t anything like that—they leaned on each other, and Trevor gained more from the relationship than he lost. They were each other’s first real relationship; that’s what kept them together. But tears were falling because it scared the shit out of Trevor to let it go if Ali went too far again. They’d been through some tough times, sure, but he wouldn’t go back to being the scared closeted guy he was before. He’d seen how damaging that could be. His childhood friend, Dee, his upturned smile blurred across the glass. Walking away then hadn’t changed anything. He’d been running scared, and he wouldn’t be ashamed anymore.

A seagull waddled across the grey asphalt.

Trevor shook his head. Kicking over his past again wasn’t doing him any good, and what was the use of living in the past. The overhead mirror needed cleaning, so he wiped his thumb over the grime. Ali didn’t need this stress around Christmas. Not again. They couldn’t have a repeat of last year. Ali wouldn’t do it again. He’d promised.

Trevor dug around in the glove compartment for his loyalty card. The giant building he was parked in front of was the best Asian supermarket in Bristol. For Trevor, it was a taste of home; he came at least once a week. Nothing beat his mum’s pork dumplings and ginger soup, so why was he stalling? Sitting in the car like a mug. What was he waiting for?

Christmas meant one thing to Trevor. It meant New Year was just around the corner. The holidays didn’t often bother him, but it didn’t stop him from missing home. His parents would be gathering with friends and multiple relatives while UK schools started back in cold, miserable January. He looked up at the sky over the Lucky Gate supermarket. He should go in, but he needed a minute to himself. His black jacket skimmed his knees; his hands rested on the cold leather of the steering wheel.

Christmas last year was nasty. The bent Christmas tree, the multicoloured string of lights shattered on the wooden floor.

Get it the fuck together.

Trevor shivered at the biting air outside and scuffed his foot on the grey tarmac before ducking against the wind and moving towards the shop.

Roaming the aisles, Trevor glanced at the dried Harbin sausage, rice papers, and golden crackers stacked high, and missed home even more.

He wanted to cook for Ali. Food had been his comfort growing up—when his mum whipped up dumplings in the kitchen. Pushing alongside his sister, he’d shove Mel out of the way and crowd around their mother’s legs, trying to grab the steamed parcels before they were packed up for customers.

In those early days, he and Ali had cooked together, standing side by side in the narrow kitchen. They should get back to that. They needed to make time for each other.

He’d get Ali relaxed with some good food. And make him talk. They didn’t do that enough—talk before things turned nasty, and Ali said something he couldn’t take back.

Most of the items were easy to find, but he spent an extra minute hunting for the Sichuan peppercorns which gave the soup added depth.

Two women sat at the checkout with their backs to each other. One filed her nails, listening to the other talking behind her. They could have been sisters with their equally tight hot-pink T-shirts and shoulder-length black hair.

Trevor approached and set his basket on the edge of the counter. It nearly tipped over, but one woman caught it in time.

‘Careful, handsome,’ she teased. ‘Your wife would be angry if you came back with a bent eggplant.’

The second woman snorted and handed over coins to her customer. They were joking around, but Trevor’s cheeks burned. At his age, back home, he’d be married with a kid on the way. Well, if he was normal and had followed his parents’ wishes.

He glanced up to check the total and met the cashier’s gaze. He handed her the loyalty card, and she swiped it without taking her gaze from his face.

‘A handsome man like you, but no ring. You must be engaged, mister.’

Being used to the direct casual conversations between people his age didn’t do anything to quieten Trevor’s discomfort. He tugged his shirtsleeve a bit lower over his hand.

‘Not yet.’

She looked him up and down when she handed back his card but didn’t say anything further. To be outed in a public place had been Trevor’s greatest fear growing up. Not so much for his own embarrassment—people his generation cared less about which way people swung—but for his parents. They were different.

He piled the items into the bag. It should be enough for someone whose father had passed away. Someone who didn’t really like their dad in the first place.

What would Ali do if Trevor’s own dad had died? He didn’t know—but he’d probably want to drink. Trevor didn’t get that. In China, people drank to celebrate, but here drinking on a Tuesday for no apparent reason was normal. Whatever. “What’s normal, anyway?” Ali’s words rang in his ears. Ali had held Trevor’s hand more than once when he’d had a few glasses of wine too many and everything had fallen apart.

Trevor was such a lightweight. Booze made him introspective and heavy. And he’d mull over his life and his own issues with being gay. They’d melt into each other on the sofa. Just the two of them—before any of this other shit happened.

He’d grown into his sexuality in the UK. It was much more open-minded and liberal than back home, where he didn’t feel threatened but he didn’t feel especially celebrated. Being gay was unacceptable from his parents’ point of view.

He glanced back as he exited, and the two women had resumed their animated conversation. Just some banter for them but, for Trevor, shame edged into his heart.

Ali had come along like an apparition when Trevor needed a guide, someone to show him the ropes during his first weeks in the UK. There was no gay scene back home. Ali was everything. His heart, his protector, his saviour.

The seagull pecked at a cigarette packet next to his car. Trevor swung the carrier bag in its direction, and it took off, disappearing into the dim evening light.

The house was quiet, but he’d expected that. Trevor’s keys sat lonely on the kitchen island. A small space, but it was theirs for now. Ali’s place really—everything was in his name. Trevor had been meaning to get added to the lease, but they’d never got around to it.

He cooked. The kitchen boiler grumbled as he rinsed off the vegetables under the lukewarm water. Familiar scents rose to fill his nostrils. Star anise, Sichuan peppercorns, and bay leaves. Dried tofu fried with oyster sauce was another of Ali’s favourites. Trevor glanced at the clock—he should be home by now. Unless he’d stopped off on the way. Hopefully, he hadn’t gone to the bar for too long. Drunk Ali, combined with the news about his dad, was not what Trevor fancied tonight.

Trevor waited. A couple of decorations hung in their living room. They’d picked up some cheap ones last year and reused them because Ali hated waste. They’d never been much into the Christmas spirit, but last week Trevor had unboxed the tree and some tinsel they’d picked out last year. They’d strolled arm in arm and picked a tree from the supermarket. “A tree for life. Our lives,” Ali had said.

This would be the third Christmas they had known each other. The wind outside whipped around the edges of the house. When Trevor first arrived in the UK, it had freaked him out. China had wind, sure, but the way it howled around the estate unnerved him.

Ali hadn’t returned by eight. The clock hands touched the highest point and began their descent to the next hour. Trevor ate alone at the table. Ali might have been with his mum, so there was no use panicking because he’d be back... at some point.

It wasn’t like Ali would use this opportunity to end things with Trevor. Would he? Things had been good recently. Trevor tapped his knuckle on the table. He hated being alone, especially in winter.

Each shadow of a car moving down the street or the silhouette of a branch outside, creating black patterns against the white blinds, made him shudder.

Headlights washed over the back of the sofa and filled the room. Trevor jumped up. Thank god. Knowing Ali had come back in a taxi filled him with a sense of peace. Ali calmed him, most of the time, and he relied on Ali to make things better for him. Ali was the piece of his heart that was missing, being the complete opposite to him. The yin to his yang. Trevor needed Ali to keep him safe. Trevor wanted that Ali tonight.

‘Hey, baby.’ Ali didn’t sound drunk. That was good, although the glint in his eye and a shimmering across his gaze extending to the looseness of his jaw meant he’d had more than a couple.

Trevor pulled Ali close. He helped him peel off his jacket. Gin, or some other bitter spirit, tinged Ali’s breath.

‘There was a fit guy at the bar. He probably wanted me,’ Ali giggled.

Trevor rolled his eyes. Ali thought he got smoother and sexier when he drank, but in reality, he became sloppy, and the burnished scarlet creeping to his cheeks was unappealing.

Ali rolled a cigarette. Another one of the things Ali justified. It helped him relax. Hooking up with other guys helped him relax, too. They didn’t believe in monogamy per se, but they wanted trust. And they’d agreed whatever happened outside wouldn’t come back to their flat. Trevor convinced himself it was okay—he didn’t want to restrict Ali and force hetero-norm standards on him.

Hell, he’d even hooked up with a couple of guys himself. After a workout, with sweaty bodies and open showers, it was easy to slip in and get some quick relief. It didn’t mean he felt any differently towards Ali. What they had went deeper than sex.

They settled into a comfortable silence on the sofa. Trevor sensed Ali studying him. The familiar prickling of heat on the back of his neck.

Their gazes met. Trevor’s hand found Ali’s stretched over the back of the sofa.

‘Feels weird he died days after our anniversary. Don’t you think so?’ Ali said. The tiredness in his voice was evident.

Where was he going with this? It sounded like the start of one of his rambles. How much had he drunk?

‘You don’t need to feel bad about anything.’ Trevor’s words sounded hollow. Both of them hid. They’d hide together, like they had for more years than was healthy.

But it was better now.

‘I’m not sure I feel anything yet.’ Ali’s resigned tone. ‘But I do feel it’s partly my fault. He might have stopped drinking if I... if we hadn’t—’

‘Don’t, Ali. That’s not going to help.’ Trevor lowered his voice. ‘And it’s not true.’

A lorry thundered past on the road. Something Trevor never got used to. Buildings in the UK vibrated in a way Chinese ones didn’t. Unsettling, just like the wind.

In the months leading up to Grant’s death, Ali had wobbled. It had been a drink after work and then a couple more. Watching Ali grow tense and angry about his father had been one of the hardest parts of their relationship. Trevor almost walked away last Christmas, but that was the past and it should stay there.

Ali’s jaw clenched, and he turned to flick through the channels on the TV.

Ali had been wasted last weekend. Like he’d sensed his father’s death. All loved up one moment—but he had a glint in his eye, and a mean streak. Trevor knew to keep things cool when Ali’s eyes darkened.

Trevor took Ali’s hand. Cold. Trevor rested his head on Ali’s bicep. The tension across his shoulders was obvious.

‘You don’t believe that, do you?’ Trevor couldn’t bear for him to think that way. To think he was to blame. Nobody was to blame. His dad was a drunk—a mean one, by all accounts.

Ali’s eyes shuttered and he mumbled something.

‘Say that again?’ Trevor leaned closer and ran a hand over Ali’s brow. Hot. Covered in a thin sheen of sweat. Don’t get sick, Ali. Stay strong, please.

‘I fucked up.’ Ali’s garbled worlds rattled from his lips and made Trevor wince even though the sofa absorbed most of the sound.

The fight had gone out of Ali as he leaned into Trevor’s shoulder. His breathing slowed and became even. He sounded exasperated, sending out air through his lips.

Ali had shut him out again. The drink opened a window into Ali’s psyche; a faint breeze would appear for a few moments, sometimes an hour. And Trevor would see the guy underneath—a fun-loving guy. The guy he thought was Ali. That Ali did his own thing, was unpredictable, was not to be relied upon.

A sigh erupted from Trevor’s lips.

How did they get here? They were as bad as each other.

He’d tied his life to Ali. The visa kept him working in Bristol and without it, he’d be forced to return to China. Everything he had and everything he owned lay within these walls. They didn’t have much, but what they did have was theirs. Ali, the good Ali, the one who cooked dinner when they’d first met, the Ali who would carry him laughing to the bedroom, the Ali who kissed his eyelids as he lay strewn across the bed after the best sex he’d ever had.

Where was that Ali?

This one, with his cold hands, and colder heart... Trevor wouldn’t walk out on a guy who’d lost his father. He needed to finish his placement and complete at least another year—his visa depended on it. Everything tied together under this roof. There was no Plan B.

He’d wait. Trevor understood more than most people how it felt to be trapped in your own head, trying to escape your family but unable to do it. A burden he’d carried and would always carry. He couldn’t turn his back on Ali, but he hated fighting.

This was better than nothing, better than the alternative. Better than being alone.

Trevor rolled over and lowered his feet to the floor. The carpet fibres sat dense between his toes. He pushed down, and each compression caused grooves to embed into the grey woollen material.

They had everything they needed. A bit of warmth from the cold outside. Last Christmas was a mistake—anyone could mess up. He’d made Ali angry; he shouldn’t have pushed him.

Ali would relax a bit now his dad had passed.

It would get better. Trevor’s father—a John Lennon fan—would turn up the volume on a Beatles song and over dinner quote him: things would be alright in the end, and if it wasn’t alright, then it wasn’t the end.
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Ali stubbed out the cigarette with trembling fingers, pulled the piece of chewing gum from his mouth, and pushed it into the dashboard ashtray. Snapping it shut, he glanced into the wing mirror at the dark circles around his eyes. Thursday night parties were a bad idea. With his dad dead, he’d been out for three nights in a row. Not that he had many, but different friends wanted to buy him drinks. He knew the haze wouldn’t last, and he’d have to get his head straight soon.

Trevor had been slamming things around in the kitchen this morning because Ali had arrived home after midnight, although he hadn’t planned to. An image of their front door banging crawled into his memory.

He’d woken Trevor up by hammering on the door. The night had started as a few drinks with a couple of mates, but they ended up in Play nightclub. Things got hazy after that. He felt shit from the previous night, and the one before, and the only thing that made sense was to have a drink.

But it was nearly the weekend. And after three years together, Trevor had seen him in worse states. He’d have to make it up to Trevor, like take him away for a weekend. They needed to focus on them for a while. His chest tightened at the memory of his lowest point last year—the Christmas tree and the shattered lights.

Ali exhaled. Once Trevor said yes, he’d knock the drinking on the head anyway; it was about time to settle down. Ali glanced through the windscreen. The school gate was a blur, maybe twenty metres away from him. He could do this. It was only two classes today, then the god-awful parents’ meeting after lunch. Ali ignored his growling stomach and stepped onto the wet tarmac before striding towards the main school building, a sour taste lingering in his mouth.

Luckily, there wasn’t a soul in the B-block hallway, and he made it safely to his classroom. He leaned back in the chair and examined both hands for any damage, but luckily there was none, this time.

He wanted to chat with Trevor about their Christmas plans before double English with the infamous Class Nines. His stomach growled again. Maybe he could pass by Trevor’s classroom on the way to the canteen. Trevor would tell him he looked like shit.

Angry Trevor wouldn’t last long. Today, especially with this pounding headache, Ali needed his partner to be gentle.

He’d make it up to Trevor and take him somewhere nice to eat for their anniversary dinner. Hopefully, Trevor would forgive him. He wasn’t one to hold grudges. It had only been drinks with a couple of friends, and anyway, it wasn’t Ali’s fault Trevor hated going to bars. He smiled at the thought of their warm bodies against each other later, and something stirred in his lower stomach.

Ali pulled the ring from his pocket to study it again and traced his finger over the gold band with a small ruby. It shone between his thumb and forefinger. Trevor would forgive him after this. And a surprise for their actual anniversary, the timing was perfect.

A door slammed somewhere at the end of the corridor, and Ali sat up in his chair. A thudding sound followed—the metal lockers taking a pounding. An irate student, probably. The sound echoed down the corridor, each dull thud becoming louder as whoever they were approached.

Christ, the weekly hallway monitor job meant it was now Ali’s problem. A deep sigh escaped him, and he scrunched up his face at the familiar tang of alcohol that filled both nostrils. Tucking the ring back into place, he scrambled about, looking for another piece of chewing gum before heaving himself off the chair and out into the corridor. Trevor would see he was ready. He’d messed up and the drinking was stupid, but he was in control; he could stop whenever he wanted to. This year would be better. Better than last year.

Michael Addler stood a couple of metres away, his black hair scraped back and too-tight trousers clinging to his hips. The student didn’t look like much, but he had garnered a reputation among his peers and staff as a nasty troublemaker in the short time he’d been at Haylestone.

He slunk towards Ali, pounding each locker with his fist. That bomber jacket made him look like a skinhead in the making, and he looked older than his seventeen years.

Not today. Not with the parents’ meeting after lunch. With a mother like Mrs Addler, it was best to be careful when handling her son. She likely had hundreds of questions and complaints for the teachers. Everyone else, besides her perfect son, was to blame for his failing grades and bad attitude. Michael Addler, dropped in from a referral unit during September, had caused nothing but trouble from day one.

Already sick of hearing Michael’s name on the lips of every teacher in the weekly “panic” meetings, Ali stepped towards him.

‘Hey. How about not giving those lockers such a hard time?’

Why did Michael always have that sneer on his lips?

‘Faggot.’ Michael slammed his hand against the nearest locker.

A burning sensation spread across Ali’s forehead and around his ears.

Michael rubbed his nose on his sleeve and grinned at Ali. His gaze darted from one end of the corridor to the other, and he chomped his gum with an open mouth.

‘Isn’t this a Catholic school? Are you even allowed to be here?’

Michael dropped the words like a hammer.

‘Pardon me?’

Ali’s arms remained folded as he studied Michael.

‘I could get you fired after what you did. You know that, right?’

This was ridiculous.

A soundless laugh escaped Ali’s mouth. The only time Ali and Trevor had walked through the school car park together was last Monday in the rain, his arm wrapped around Trevor’s shoulder under an umbrella.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Michael.’ Ali’s neutral teacher voice didn’t waver.

‘I’ve been following you and your boyfriend.’ Michael cracked his knuckles. ‘Sinner hunting.’

Ali uncrossed his arms and took another step towards the boy.

‘There won’t be any need for hunting anyone. Let’s get you to Mr Ladner’s office.’

Michael shook his head. The headmaster’s name didn’t appear to put him off.

‘I think you know what I’m talking about, Mr Morgan.’ He reached into his blazer pocket and waved his phone towards Ali. ‘Did you forget? Luckily, I’ve got pictures.’

Ali watched Michael’s thumb scroll between a couple of blurry photos. Trevor’s black-and-white chequered shirt on the screen. His own hands wrapped around his partner’s waist, clasped together at the small of Trevor’s back.

Those pictures weren’t taken in school, though.

His face burned.

‘You understand, Michael, that whoever you have been stalking here has the right to go to the police? You understand that, don’t you?’

Michael withdrew the phone but continued to stare at the pictures. The grin on his face was almost as wide as his eyes.

‘Fifty quid. And you and your little Asian friend are safe for another playdate.’

‘Those pictures don’t show anything.’

Michael arched an eyebrow.
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