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			Dedication

			For my best friend Thomas. We’ll travel the world, and he’ll bring the sunshine. 

			And Dr. Robin, who I always thought was cool.
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			Cooked Blue 

			Call me “hypocrite.” I deserve it. 

			I ask strangers if I can stroke their dogs too often. I delight in unlikely animal friendships. I send so many pictures of my cat to group chats that I sometimes catch winces of embarrassment from the married couples who, for some reason, still deign to associate with me. This, I understand, is who I am. 

			I like jazz and tea and candles made from beeswax. I like trees of green, red roses too, and watching tiny fishes circle through clear, ocean water. I like sunflowers, bluebells, and snowdrops in spring. I like doing cartwheels on springy, green grass.

			When I see videos from inside the slaughter-houses, I feel sick. Snapped chicken necks and pig squeals, cows stumbling backwards, knowing something’s amiss but not quite what, their eyelashes so long, so dark. It’s enough to make you weep.

			Call me “hypocrite.” I deserve it, but at least I’m going to try. I roll my shoulders back and smile, imagining clear skin, yogic positions, birds landing on my open palms. I will be clean and new and pure. Who could possibly have cause to complain?

			[image: ]

			“Christ, does this mean I have to start cooking rabbit food when you come round?”

			“Not at all. I understand that sanctimoniousness is one of the biggest drawbacks of veganism, and I won’t participate in it. The world is awful and full of fear, and no one should be made to feel guilty for having to eat. Besides, if I’m living on chickpeas at home, I’ll probably fancy a steak by the time I get to yours.”

			“What? So you’re not even doing it properly then? Seems like a waste of time.” 

			“Do you want to feed me rabbit food or not?” 

			“Whatever. Meat is more moral than veg anyway, so…”

			“Two cokes?”

			“Thank you.”

			“Yes, thank you. What are you talking about?”

			“I’m talking about how eating vegetables is more immoral than eating meat.”

			“No, it isn’t. It objectively isn’t. Look, I’m not going to force you into it, but eating the corpse of a pained and tortured animal is not morally superior to cauliflower.”

			“Sorry to bother you again.  How is it you said you’d like  your burger cooked?”

			“Rare, please. As bloody as possible.”

			“You’re a pig.”

			“And extra bacon if it’s not too late.”

			“I’ll ask the kitchen.”

			“An animal.”

			“I thought you liked animals.”

			“A shit, then.”

			“Well, that’s not as non-judgemental as you promised a few minutes ago. You’re not getting a steak next time you’re at mine.”

			“You’re being deliberately provocative.”

			“I’m not. I’m being Asian.”

			“What? What does that have to do with anything?”

			“My nainai almost died in the Great Leap Forward. They had to eat the family dog. I bet you’d tell them that was evil.”

			“Of course I wouldn’t. Needs must. Anyway, it’s the industry I hate, not the principle.”

			“A-ha!”

			“A-what?”

			“If you care about humans at all, you shouldn’t be vegan.”

			“And why is that then?”

			“Third-world farmers are suffering. Everyone’s eating all their vegetables (which, by the way, are imported by massive world-ending, climate-ruining planes), and it means no one in Kenya can get their own avocados. It’s bad for biodiversity. I mean, eat vegan if you enjoy it…”

			“No one enjoys it.”

			“… but don’t convince yourself you’re moral because you’re not. In fact. if anything, being a vegan makes you racist.”

			“Cheese burger rare with extra bacon?”

			“Right here.”

			“And a mushroom burger?”

			“Thank you.”

			“Enjoy your food.”

			“I will!”

			“I won’t.”

			“And just think: you’d have been morally better if you had the forethought to get something delicious.”
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			You know it’s worse for you than smoking cigarettes, right? Without the right minerals and vitamins, your body goes into starvation mode and starts to hold onto fat so it’s harder to lose weight. And the hormones that you get from dairy are essential; otherwise, the blood will start pooling in your eyeballs and streaming down your cheeks, and you’ll die of dehydration in a terrible, anaemic state. It’s true. It happened to a mate of mine when he went through his hippy phase. They had to put him on dialysis.

			You know that people on vegan diets starve their pets for entertainment? Do you know how misogynistic PETA are? And you’re still doing this? That seems pretty hypocritical for a feminist. They kill more animals than they save, you know? And did you know that all the pigs would die out if we didn’t farm them? And cows would run amok and stampede the children, and the children would implode under their hooves, and their cries would be heard for the centuries to come?

			Do you know plants scream when you pull them from the ground? Do you know they’re capable of feeling pain? The reason radish tastes stronger the longer you eat it is because it’s releasing stress signals to the rest of the plant to inform it of the impending danger. Did you know that? Do you care? A succulent told me he met you the other day, and you were a real arsehole. Apparently, you interrupted in the middle of a story he was telling, and then everyone got distracted and started listening to you instead, when actually, the succulent was really shy, and it took a lot of guts for him to start telling that story, and you ruined it, you fucking ruined it. How could you?

			Don’t you know it’s too late for the planet anyway? You know the environment changes as the years go by, and yes, it’s gradually heating up, but that’s normal, and there’s nothing we can really do about it? Honestly, it’s inevitable, but people are too stupid to realise that, and now they’re saying it’s too late, but it was always too late. We can’t change the planet. We’re not that powerful. Isn’t that the kind of shit you liberals always say?

			I don’t feel bad about eating meat anyway because I always eat the whole animal. That’s right. I stop by the butcher and get tongues and hooves and eyes to eat. I put them in a soup and marinade them for hours, and by the end, they’re so tender that the meat slips down your throat like water. I’ll eat anything, me, and I’ll kill it if I have to. I’d do it with my bare hands like a hunter/gatherer. I’ll strangle the life out of a baby lamb for fun, the little whores, they love it, and I could wrestle a pig, fuck you, I’ll do it, I swear to God, I’ll do it. You know I’m not soft like you.
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			Can’t eat meat. Evil.

			Can’t eat cheese. Same reason.

			Can’t shop in big supermarkets. Gotta go local.

			Can’t buy new clothes. Fast fashion. Charity shop only. Only sustainable brands, and nothing that funds the genocide in Palestine. (So, I guess then, to be a good queer/person, it’s gotta be Lucy & Yak. Christ alive, I fucking hate Lucy & Yak.) 

			Can’t smoke. Can’t drink. Definitely can’t do drugs. Drugs are exploitative. They ruin whole communities in South America. So does drinking. So does smoking. We are all addicted drones.

			Can’t buy plastics. Ocean’s full of rubbish.

			Can’t buy anything. Capitalism.

			Must buy some things. Help the economy. Eat out to help out.

			Go contactless. Save paper. Save the planet. Get change for the homeless. The homeless are struggling. No one carries change anymore. And all these storms and random heat waves… The planet is dying. Save paper.

			Buy The Big Issue. A good cause. Charity. Don’t think about the paper. Would be better as an e-zine. Hand over change. Make conversation. Make them feel human. It’s important to make people feel human. 

			Read the news. Stay informed. The Big Issue: A good cause.

			The new space race takes off

			Branson, Benzos, and Musk: boys  and their overpriced toys

			Glance back at seller. Homeless refugee.

			Glance back at planet. Still on fire. 

			Glance back at meat industry. Who the fuck cares?

			Go home. Get a steak. Share it with pet cat. 

			Be a fucking hypocrite. Hate yourself and hate the world.

			Cook steak extra bloody. Imagine it’s a billionaire. Snort a line of coke and set something on fire.

			Kill everything right now. Condone first-degree murder. Advocate cannibalism. Eat shit. (Quote Divine. Try not to think about how they killed that chicken.)

			Kill a fucking chicken.

			Pour milk over your naked body as you sob in the foetal position. 

			Listen to The Smiths on repeat. Kidnap Morrissey and slice off pieces of his flank to feed to your aging cat. 

			If anyone criticises you, say it’s self-care.

			Set appropriate boundaries. 

			Drink more water.

			Eat more flesh.

			Make sure to save room for the eyeballs, ears, and hooves. They’re the best bits, don’t you know?

			And they taste even nicer when they’re

			Cold or

			Cooked blue. 

		

	
		
			Declutter

			Brian didn’t bleed radiators, change oil, or build flatpacks, but John did. John’d always been the practical one, which was funny because everyone assumed he was the “woman” in the relationship, a misconception Brian was happy to reinforce. The realisation that John had left him hit Brian again in the early morning hours when he wrapped his duvet around himself and felt surprised at the lack of resistance. Labeija didn’t even bother sleeping on their bed anymore. Instead, she curled up on the living room carpet, one eye on the front door, the other hidden by her floppy ear.

			It was easy to see why people had thought John was the “woman” despite his skills in practicality. His persona, Miss Teak, was certainly very feminine. John didn’t do that bearish drag with a beard beneath blue eyeshadow. He committed to his looks; half his wages went back on wigs and eyelashes, glittering dresses that winked from the rails of their cherished wardrobe, shoes that cost a bloody fortune... But even though he made his money dancing on stage in a frock, he was still the one who’d put up all the furniture. John never left anything to Brian because, deep down, they both knew he couldn’t nail two blocks together.

			It was for this quite selfless reason, Brian supposed, that John had left most of the furniture behind. Suitcases full of John’s things had gone, but the telly stayed, and the telly-stand. The bed was still upright, although it was messier now and cold on one side. Brian wondered if he should feel guilty for sleeping better since John had left. Without anyone stumbling in and turning on the bathroom light, swearing as they washed off the cake-thick makeup and glitter, (Glitter! In six years together, they’d never had a sink free from bloody glitter), Brian finally got a night’s sleep with no interruptions. Any other time that might have been a good thing, but when he woke up at 7 a.m., well-rested and slightly hungry, he realised the day wasn’t quite as ready for him as he was for it. He’d been so busy sorting out this mess with John that he hadn’t had time to go to the shops. It was a Saturday morning, and he didn’t have any coffee. The tubs usually lasted such a long time that Brian couldn’t remember ever running out before. Course, he couldn’t leave the house to get any. The delivery was coming any time between 8 a.m. and 4 p.m., so he had to stay in all bloody day.

			The only thing John had taken was the wardrobe, and Brian needed to get a new one built. His clothes had been roughly folded in a sad pile on his chair for weeks now, and it was starting to make him depressed. Their old wardrobe was a thing of beauty. Five panels of mirrored, sliding doors, so smooth they never rattled, in all its glossy black glory. What should have been Brian’s office had become John’s changing room, and soon his desk was streaked with finger swabs of eyeshadow, foundation, and highlighter. John always said that because they worked such different hours, there was no reason they couldn’t both use the desk, but Brian couldn’t stand the clutter. That was one good part of this; at least he’d got his office back.

			It was strange that John was so scruffy in his “dressing room” because everywhere else he was immaculate. The house was always spotless, the tea-towels ironed and folded beautifully, shoes stacked neatly on their little rack. A week or so after John had left, Brian’d gone barefoot into the kitchen to make himself a (weak, supplies were dwindling even then) coffee and realised that all these bits were stuck to his feet. Brian hadn’t known sweeping up mattered so much. Now he was better with cleaning, but it still wasn’t great. Nothing was as sleek and fresh as he liked it, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on why, but he knew that when John and his mate had come round to dismantle the wardrobe, he’d been embarrassed to let them in. And God! He’d been in his pants! Not sexy ones either. The baggy ones he slept in with an oversized t-shirt.

			He hadn’t learnt his lesson, obviously, because when the doorbell rang at 8:15 a.m., he answered in his pants then too.

			“Alright mate?” he said to the delivery guy, holding back Labeija with his foot. Brian didn’t know why he called everyone “mate” when he first met them or indeed why he felt the need to lower his voice half an octave. He had this ridiculous notion that he had to make himself straight, as if this fat delivery man would run away screaming if he knew he was face-to-face with a homosexual.

			“Alright mate, sign here please…”

			Brian did so, all the while thinking, Did he just copy me on purpose? To mock me? Or is “alright, mate” such a universal greeting that repetition shouldn’t cause alarm?

			Labeija scarpered off with a disappointed whimper.

			The delivery man left the parcel by the door, which was annoying. It was too heavy to carry into the bedroom without struggling, and Brian didn’t feel like struggling on a morning without coffee. He lay out the parts on the living room floor and stared at them, perplexed. He’d sprung for the Kleppstad, but looking at it, he wasn’t so sure it’d be as simple as the reviews claimed. Five or six big chunks of wood, two doors, handles, hinges, and a thousand little bits and bobs he didn’t know what to do with. John had an electric drill, but he’d taken it with him. Everything went up fluidly with that thing. You could tell John enjoyed putting things together in the same way he liked doing crosswords or bejewelling his tights. Brian would offer to assist:

			“If you need help with any of the heavy lifting…”

			“No!” John would say, holding up a hand. “You’ll just get in the way and wind me up. You know you will. If you want to help, stick the kettle on.”

			John was good like that, to be fair. He worked well with his hands. Brian wished that his parents had met John like that, sweating through his t-shirt while he put together an Ikea bedroom set. They never saw him properly, the way Brian saw him. His family had only met John a handful of times, once at lunch, then the hospital, the funeral, and the last time, at that awful party.

			So the “fours” went on the “fives” and had to be screwed in with an Allen key, but they shifted backwards and forwards and were too heavy to properly align. With a couple of screws, Brian managed to get a bit of an L-shape going, and he thought he might take a break now the shops were open, get himself a coffee and some breakfast, but that wasn’t going to work because he couldn’t stand the clutter, didn’t want to walk into his flat with shopping bags and find a scruffy carpet and an L-shape on the floor looking up at him. L for Loser. L for Loveless. L for Like you know how to put up a wardrobe, you div. He decided to do the other side so he could come back to a U.

			The first time they’d all met, it’d gone okay. His parents were very old by that point, his mum on her last legs. They didn’t want to stay out too long, so it was a pub lunch rather than a weekend visit, and an exhausting three-hour drive each way. John was on the charm offensive. He took Brian’s mum by the arm the second she opened the door and walked at her insufferably slow pace to the car.

			“Here we are, Mrs Jackson. Your chariot awaits.” 

			Brian wished John wouldn’t try so hard. His dad shuffled along last, having taken about ten minutes to lock the door.

			The food was good, though. Hard to go wrong with a roast. John pretended he wanted to share a bottle of red with Brian’s mum, which was annoying because Brian knew he preferred white and was just trying to people-please.

			“Bloody hell, Bri! I’d drink warmed-up vinegar and say it was lovely. It’s all the same to me!”

			Whatever. They shared out the bottle. His dad had a pint.

			“How’s business doing?” he asked Brian.

			“Fine. Ticking along. Always gets a bit busy this time of year, you know with er…”

			“Year’s end?”

			“Aye, that’s it. Feel like I’m never bloody away from it, to be honest.”

			“He’s not wrong,” John said. “Every night in the living room, year’s end this, year’s end that. I feel like a qualified accountant just listening to it all!”

			“Yes, what do you do, John?” Brian’s mother asked, cutting delicately into her lamb.

			“Bar work,” Brian answered for him.

			John looked offended, but Brian ignored it. He doubted there’d be a scene until his parents were gone, so it was just a matter of biding his time.

			“Oh, very social. That’ll suit you,” Brian’s mum said, her eyes twinkling.

			“Well, you know me, Vivian. Love a natter over a pint glass.”

			Small talk was awkward after that. John went quiet so Brian and his parents slipped back into their usual discussion cycle, talking about the food, and the various other Sunday dinners they’d had, who did the best roast potatoes, how his sister was doing, and the kids, and all the other conversation topics that drag on whenever one’s forced into a familial environment.

			They dropped off his parents with a promise that next time they wouldn’t leave it so long. Brian secretly hoped that they would.

			In the car on the way home, John was silent. Brian knew it was a pointed silence but was too knackered to talk anyway, so decided to embrace it. John kept sighing, his hands clenched on the wheel, his breath building up until eventually he snapped.

			“Bar work?” he asked. 

			“Well, you do work at a bar, don’t you?”

			“Oh, yeah. I work at some bars, sure. Also some clubs, festivals, charity events…”

			“Alright, Miss Teak, I get the point. You don’t just do bar work.”

			“I don’t do bar work. I do drag. That means I’m a performer, a designer, a make-up artist, a beautician, a singer, a dancer, a comedian, a bloody activist half the time, so the next time I meet your parents, can you please refrain from calling me a bar-man?”

			That was another thing about John’s practicality: he was good with a list. 

			“And what exactly is wrong with being a bar-man?”

			“Oh, don’t give me that nonsense. This isn’t about class. This is about the fact you’re too pansy to admit who I am and, by extension, to admit who you are.”

			It was quiet then. Brian felt tired. His mum was in her seventies now, and she looked thinner. She couldn’t walk unassisted anymore. There was another stent being put in her leg in March, but no one knew how she’d get on with the surgery.

			“Sorry,” Brian said, sighing. “No, really, I am sorry. I shouldn’t have said it.”

			“Bar work,” John scoffed, but Brian knew he was softening because he added, “What about when they come to ours next Christmas, ey? Your dad asks for a Tom Collins, and I give him a bloody Sex on the bloody Beach, what then?”

			Brian laughed.
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