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Here and there on earth we may encounter a kind of continuation of love in which this possessive craving of two people for each other gives way to a new desire and lust for possession – a shared higher thirst for an ideal above them. But who knows such love? Who has experienced it? Its right name is friendship.

FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE,
The Gay Science (1882)


We are, I am, you are

by cowardice or courage

the one who find our way

back to this scene

carrying a knife, a camera

a book of myths

in which

our names do not appear.

ADRIENNE RICH,
‘Diving into the Wreck’









Poems in this novel were written ‘as Ari’ by the poet Thomas Stewart.






PART 1




Chapter 1

Leeds, September 2014

A flash of white light and a hot blast of air, dense with sweat and poppers, spilled out onto the terrace as the door to the club opened, then quickly closed. It was dark again. The Britney remix reduced to a dull thud of bass. A girl – no, a boy approached Mae on the bench where she sat under a string of broken fairy lights, staring into an empty pint glass.

‘Are you OK?’

Mae put the back of her hand to her mouth as if to stifle the answer. She tasted salt from tequila shots. She looked up blankly. A few rebellious strands of her white-blonde hair had escaped her otherwise perfect quiff.

‘Do you really want to know?’ she asked.

The boy nodded and sat down next to her. Mae’s black leather trousers squeaked as she shuffled to make space.

‘I was queuing at the bar in there, minding my own business, and suddenly I felt someone pressing themselves into the back of me. Clammy hands grasping at my waist.’ She shuddered. ‘Seemed marginally more likely that this was a come-on than a pickpocket attempt. So I turned around, clocked that it was a girl who makes the most furious notes in lectures, and she kissed me. Or I kissed her. Whatever. There was kissing.’

‘You move fast.’

‘I move drunk.’ She coughed, put the pint glass on the floor by her feet and crossed her legs, kicking the glass with the heel of her DMs so it smashed into shards on the flagstones. ‘Shit. Sorry. I’m a disaster.’

The boy took a beige leather driving glove from his coat pocket, slipped his hand into it and carefully picked up the pieces. He walked across the terrace, which was really overstating the club’s afterthought of outside space, to place them in a chewing-gum-covered bin. It gave Mae a chance to appreciate his long dark hair, which was pulled into a knot on the top of his head. She realised his legs were bare under his coat; he was wearing denim shorts, a white tank top and Chelsea boots. He looked like a wayward gay cowboy, and as he made his way back over, she noticed a long string of pearls wrapped twice around his neck. He took his seat, brushing the motes of shattered glass from his glove.

‘Go on … ’ he said.

Mae took a deep breath; he smelt of old-fashioned eau de cologne. She picked up her story.

‘How was I to know that this girl’s two – that’s right, two – girlfriends were dancing on a podium with an unobstructed view of us at the bar. They marched over and the taller one said to me, “That is a massive disrespect of our boundaries.” ’

‘They’re a throuple,’ the boy said sagely.

‘Sure, but the girl who kissed me certainly didn’t mention it. Then she shouted, “Open means open, Lisa!” and this Lisa character goes, “We had an agreement. We wrote it down!” And I’m there like, “I did not sign up for this, you lot are messy,” so I snuck off, out here, and left them to argue. I don’t see why I should be the one whose night is ruined because of their dramas.’

It was cold on the terrace, but the tequila still burned in Mae’s chest. She yawned, exhausted by the effort it was to be her sometimes. She unrolled the sleeves of her dark denim shirt and sat on her hands to keep them warm.

‘You know I think I’m done with getting tangled up in other people’s issues.’

‘Word,’ the boy said, and nodded. Mae noticed his American accent then. It sounded too glamorous for the back yard of a Leeds gay club, but she didn’t want him to notice how intrigued she was just in case it swerved the subject.

‘Everything else is OK, but people, emotions … Why does it always get so complicated?’

‘You sound bored.’

‘A little, maybe.’ She paused. ‘Are you a student? I’ve not seen you around. Wait. Wait, wait.’ She was suddenly aware she was slurring. ‘I’m so sorry. I haven’t asked your name.’

‘I’m Ari. A pleasure to meet you.’

‘Mae. Third-year English.’ They shook hands in an oddly formal gesture.

‘Same. As of Monday. I just transferred from New York University.’

‘Er, why?’

‘That’s a story for another time,’ he said, turning to look as two boys barged out of the club and began passionately kissing directly in front of them.

Ari said he wanted to dance and then asked Mae where all her friends were.

‘Good question,’ she replied.

The boys stumbled in the violence of their embrace. They crashed into the bin, killing the moment. Mae and Ari laughed. In the no-good cold of two a.m., they faced each other, and as their eyes met, something electric fizzed between them. Ari looked away first. He pulled up the collar of his long faux-fur coat and shivered.

‘Well come on then,’ said Mae. ‘I thought you wanted to dance.’

The following Monday, Ari was already seated at the table in a small seminar room when Mae pushed the door harder than she meant to and practically fell into ‘Women Writing the Post-Modern’. It smelt of lapsang souchong and wet coats. There were no shelves, so instead piles of books lined the edge of the room and congregated in a wobbly-looking tower in the unused fireplace. A window looked out onto the lawn in front of the red-brick terraced houses, lashed dark with rain, that comprised the English department. She was happy, if not exactly surprised, to find that Ari was her classmate. He pulled out the black plastic chair next to him for her to take. The other students had kept a polite distance from the new boy, including one third of the throuple, who pretended not to notice Mae as she slipped in next to him.

‘Sooo, Saturday night was fun,’ Mae said brightly to the girl she’d kissed in Kween. The girl blushed.

Ari smiled like he was in on it and Mae felt, for the first time since she started university two years ago, what it was to have someone on her team.

Their teacher was a PhD student called Silvia, who wore a gem-encrusted ladybird brooch on the lapel of her blazer and was overly fond of the word ‘palimpsest’. Mae found herself saying things like ‘to Ari’s point … ’ which was strange. She wasn’t used to agreeing with someone. After half an hour discussing an Adrienne Rich poem, she and Ari began to finish each other’s sentences, one throwing up an idea for the other to catch.

‘I think it’s kind of about the historical oppression of women,’ said Mae of ‘Diving into the Wreck’.

‘Yes, and the fluidity of feminine and masculine,’ said Ari. No one else in the class said much at all. Mae peered over his shoulder at the indecipherable notes he’d written in pencil in the margins of his book.

‘Hey, no cheating,’ Ari whispered playfully when he caught her looking. Mae opened her own copy to the same page, saying nothing but knowing he’d see that the space around her text was even denser with scribbles.

After class, they stood on the stone steps of the library with coffee in tiny beige plastic cups from a vending machine inside. It had stopped raining, and now the sky was back-to-school blue.

‘How come you left NYU to come to Leeds then?’ asked Mae. ‘You must think everything here is deeply uncool. I mean … ’ she looked around, ‘this coffee for a start.’

‘I don’t actually. I like it. Not the coffee. But everything else. You know, the pace and the people here, it’s all so much less … ’ Ari shook his head as if it was too much to remember. ‘It’s just better for me, being somewhere like this.’

‘You’re avoiding my question, though. Why did you end up here?’ She noticed his shoulders tense, and he angled away from her. Mae counted to ten in the silence, then panicked. ‘I’m sorry. My mum says I’m too blunt. I’m working on it.’

‘No, don’t apologise. It’s just … ’

‘There’s no need to explain,’ said Mae while thinking the exact opposite. ‘I understand.’ Ari was interesting, and for now that was all that mattered. ‘How about I take you on a little tour of the city before your next lecture?’ she offered, keen to shake the mood. He said he’d like nothing more.

On the way to the town hall, the one vaguely noteworthy tourist attraction she could think of, Mae asked, ‘Do you know what you want to be? When you graduate, I mean.’

‘I have zero clue. I find it hard to picture the future, you know, and myself in it. I guess … I want to write.’

Mae was a naturally fast walker, and she noted that Ari with his long legs – which were now sensibly attired in army trousers – didn’t struggle to keep up.

‘But is writing an actual job or more of a pastime?’

‘I don’t think I’m cut out for much else.’

‘What would you do all day? Float through fields with a notebook in your pocket?’ This was exactly what her mother would have said, and as the words slipped out of her mouth, she regretted them.

‘There would be some floating, I’m sure.’ Ari didn’t seem offended. ‘What about you?’

Mae answered like she’d rehearsed it. ‘I need to do something that changes the world. Make a mark.’

‘For example?’ asked Ari, half laughing at the grandness of her ambition.

‘Campaigning, charity work, helping vulnerable kids – it’s got to be active. Wake up every day, know that there’s a point to what I’m doing. Important. I figured if I studied English, I’d have options.’

‘How tiring.’

Mae slowed her pace; she bit her lip, and Ari looked at her as if he wanted more.

‘OK, fine, there’s this other side of me that thinks finding a woman to love, having a house with a garden, a kid or two, a whippet called Willow, that’s the real dream. Tragically hetero, I know.’

‘Oh, but she can have it all!’ Ari moved his hands like a dancer. He shifted in and out of camp. ‘And you will. I can tell. You don’t need to be ashamed about wanting those things. They don’t belong to straight people; we are entitled to that kind of happiness too.’

‘Ta-da,’ said Mae at the foot of the baroque clock tower, letting his comment fall unacknowledged. Ari looked up and whistled as if the building was one of the Seven Wonders of the World.

‘This is cool,’ he said. ‘It’s a beautiful city.’

His enthusiasm was unexpected, and she liked it. Most people their age were eye-rolly and cynical, as if the world owed them something. Ari’s energy lifted her, she felt an unfamiliar lightness.

‘I’d be honoured to read some of your writing,’ she said, ‘if you’d let me.’

‘I’m not convinced I could cope with your rigorous feedback.’

‘I am capable of being sensitive,’ she said, plunging her hands into her jeans pockets.

‘Hey, I’ve known you for a hot second and I see that.’

‘Really?’ She was unconvinced.

‘Likely, not everyone notices, because, well, look at you!’ He pushed Mae so she was at arm’s length and he could take in all of her. ‘When I first saw you on the terrace at Kween, I thought, Jeez, she’s a tough guy – in those leather trousers, those boots, that belt. Then you started talking and I was like, whoa. Okaay.’

‘I talk too much.’

‘I like it!’

‘You’re nice.’

‘Am I?’ Ari smiled as if a photographer had just yelled ‘Cheese.’

Mae spontaneously hugged him. ‘We should get back,’ she said then, suddenly self-conscious about the intensity of the gesture. Ari took her arm and comfortably entwined it with his own. They started walking back up Calverley Street towards the university.




Chapter 2

It was a Wednesday night, but it felt like the weekend. When Mae arrived at Sam’s house share in Headingley, early as usual, she watched as her friend pushed the tatty sofa to the edge of the living room to create a dance floor.

‘I mean, practically Studio 54, right?’ Sam laughed gesturing at the stained peach carpet and the walls, which were covered in Blu Tack stains. ‘Someone stole my disco ball at the last party, so I’m afraid this will have to do.’

Sam was impossible not to like. He was a third-year English student too and was friends with the freshers, the second years and even their teachers. While their peers popped pills for depression and read Sartre to feel seen, Sam was refreshingly at peace with himself. Black, gay, public-school educated – he proudly owned each of these identities. And he was happy. That was what made him so different to the other students. And so popular.

His baggy Evisu jeans revealed the waist of his pink cotton boxers and a hairy belly as he reached up to straighten the one framed print hanging on the wall, a pop-art Marilyn Monroe. Mae gave him a peck on his cheek, feeling the unfamiliar brush of stubble on her lips. She hung up her coat in the hallway and turned the overhead lamp off in the living room before lighting some candles with a box of matches she found on a bookshelf. She plugged his iPod into the speaker and searched through the playlists for ‘party’.

The house was soon full of students; people she recognised from lectures began lurking in corners. She longed for Ari to arrive, because no one else wanted to talk about anything important, which was all Mae ever wanted to do. Before she’d left home for university, her mother had offered her some advice: ‘Darling, just try to ease in a bit more. You don’t need to leap on people with your opinions, it makes them very uncomfortable.’

Before long, the kitchen was a mess of opened crisp packets, cheap wine and pots of olives that guests had brought to seem sophisticated. Mae started decanting hummus into bowls.

‘You’re so extra,’ said a good-looking girl wearing a black T-shirt that sported the slogan ‘Fuck Me I’m Famous’ in diamanté studs. She pulled herself up onto the kitchen counter and sat with her legs dangling like a kid on a swing. Mae moved on to washing up wine glasses in the sink next to her.

‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ she said, turning to face the girl.

She was a hard femme, with a ring on her thumb to prove a coded allegiance. Mae wiped a glass dry and passed it to her.

‘Even crap wine tastes better in one of these than in a chipped coffee mug. Here … ’ She picked up the nearest open bottle and poured. The girl took a sip and licked her bottom lip in a way Mae read, correctly, as an invitation.

‘Sam’s got a waterbed, you know,’ she said with an unnecessary wink.

‘I know,’ Mae replied plainly. ‘So retro.’ Normally she would have played, but with Ari on his way, she didn’t want to start a game she couldn’t finish.

‘If you wanted to get away from the noise … talk … we could go up. I’m sure Sam wouldn’t mind.’

‘I’m actually waiting for a friend, but thanks.’

‘Ari Hines, right? I’ve heard some crazy rumours about him. Didn’t his dad go to prison for a massive financial scandal? Which makes sense, ’cos he told Sam his life in New York was basically Gossip Girl. Sooooper rich. Then there’s this other theory going round that he was a child star but got caught up in something … ’

Mae rolled her eyes as if she knew the truth. But despite having hung out with her new best friend every day for the past month, she didn’t.

‘So, what’s his deal? Why does anyone leave New York to come to Leeds? Like, that literally never happens.’

Mae felt more entitled than anyone else to have the answer. ‘I guess it’s literally no one’s business,’ she said, trying to sound light-hearted.

Sam came crashing into the kitchen then.

‘Jules! I didn’t see you arrive! You’ve met Mae, then.’

‘We were just talking.’

‘It’s a party, not a seminar, losers.’

As a black queer kid at private school, Sam had learnt to master the kind of good-natured banter that could quickly assimilate you. Mae found it impossible to match his energy. He stood with his back to Jules so she could jump on. She squealed as he spun her round, and Mae snuck out of the kitchen with a clean glass that she intended to fill to the brim with red wine from the bottle she’d brought with her.

When she walked purposefully into the living room, she immediately knew that Ari had arrived, because everyone was ‘on’ suddenly and laughing that little bit louder. She filled her glass and turned around, and there he was. Dancing alone, moving effortlessly. She thought it remarkable how loose he could appear despite not drinking alcohol or touching any kind of drugs. He wore the black silk house coat he’d found in a charity shop in town, with jeans, heeled boots and a shirt barely buttoned at all but framing his long pearl necklace. She knew there was a rose embroidered on the left pocket of his shirt that no one else could see. She felt the deep exhale of his presence.

‘Mae,’ he called out as the track changed to something slower. She pushed through the boys peacocking in his eyeline, taking his hand and twirling into him.

‘Thank God you’re here,’ she whispered in his ear, feeling glances cling to them as they danced together. ‘See that girl over there – diamanté slogan tee?’

‘Oh my goodness, Mae, she’s famous!’ Ari sounded languidly American amid guttural Brits. ‘And well, according to her T-shirt, she wanted you to fuck her?’

‘There was a suggestion.’

Ari fell elegantly onto the sofa and Mae sat down next to him, inadvertently forcing its previous occupants to move out of their way.

‘Her name’s Jules, right? Sam was telling me about her the other night. Apparently she’s good fun. Studying medicine … Has lots of hot doctor friends she’s promised to introduce us to.’

‘The other night?’

‘You wanted to finish your essay – Sam and I went for a burger in town.’

Ari nodded his head to the music, as if it was no big deal. Mae tried to emulate his nonchalance. She was reluctant to abandon him, but her glass was empty, so was the bottle, and she was scared to sober up, because once she became painfully self-aware, she’d want to leave.

‘Back in a sec,’ she said, levering herself off the sofa.

On her way to get more wine, Sam grabbed her arm and pulled her out into the concrete back yard for a smoke. They stood close together for warmth as he retrieved a spliff from a cigarette packet, lit it and took a long performative toke.

‘I’m in love with Ari,’ he said, before trying to blow a smoke ring and failing. ‘Does he even notice me? Could he, you know, date me? What do you think, Mae?’

It was unusual for Sam to seem unsure about anything. His confidence was starting to unravel under their new friend’s gaze. But the idea of having to share Ari felt complicated for Mae and she couldn’t articulate why. Sam passed her the joint and she held it between her thumb and index finger, because when she was a teenager, someone had told her that was how boys smoked.

‘Ari’s just not in that place. It’s not you, I know he likes you … ’ She took a drag, then a second and a third. She felt her head rush.

Sam smiled and finished her sentence. ‘Just not like that.’

She was too high to notice his tone. She squeezed his shoulder and then stumbled back inside and through the crowd to find Ari. He wasn’t on the sofa where she’d left him. She scanned the room, but moving her eyes made her head hurt. She clocked their Queering the Canon lecturer, a man in his early forties who Sam had thought would be a hilarious addition to the party. He was slut-dropping, badly, to ‘No Scrubs’ and reaching out to catch a first-year boy’s waist and pull him closer. Then Mae noticed Ari through the doorway and could see there was a commotion happening in the kitchen. She pushed through the living room full of people and found Jules with her hands on his chest, trying to calm him down.

‘What’s happening?’ Mae was diminished of wits suddenly and felt the words take their slow shape in her mouth.

‘He just flipped out,’ said Jules. ‘He was going to punch that old dude dancing in the living room.’

‘OK, thank you, I’ve got this.’ Mae gently pushed Jules out of the way and put her hands on Ari’s shoulders, as much to steady herself as to lock eyes with her friend. Ari’s jaw was clenched tight and he breathed heavily through his nose.

‘Hey,’ she said, ‘tell me.’

‘He’s a teacher. We’re supposed to respect him and he’s behaving like a frat boy. And look at all those first years around him – they’d suck him off for a higher mark if he asked. It’s not OK.’

Mae laughed nervously. In the six weeks they’d known each other, she’d never seen her friend even close to this level of anger. ‘You look like you want to kill him.’

‘It’s not a joke, Mae. It’s fucking gross.’

‘I think you’re overreacting. French exit?’

Ari nodded, relaxing the tension that gripped his body. Mae squeezed his hand and led him to the front door, where she found her pilot jacket under a pile of coats. Ari, as usual, was sober. Mae, as established, was not. He helped her with the zip on her jacket and they walked quickly to keep warm. It was a clear October night. She hoped the fresh air would sober her up so she was ready on the off-chance Ari might want to talk about what had happened. But Ari never wanted to talk about himself, at least not in any depth. Silence hung over him like a piñata at a kids’ party, and despite Mae’s heavy-handed bashing, it had yet to split and spill its treats.

Once they fell into a comfortable rhythm heading down Woodhouse Lane, he apologised.

‘Sorry about that.’ There was a full stop in his voice, and had Mae been feeling sharper of mind, it would have prevented her from asking any follow-up questions.

‘Why do you care that some cringey tutor is twerking badly at a stupid student party? I don’t get it.’

Gaps had started to show in their nascent friendship. What she knew about his personal life was limited to the basics: he lived with his mother, his aunt Alice and his six-year-old cousin in a cottage in the countryside. His mother drove him into the city every day for his classes. Whenever she asked him more about his private life, he always said the same thing.

‘Oh Mae. Let’s just be us in this second, OK.’ This time he added, ‘It was just a moment. It stirred something. It passed.’

‘Jules was asking me about you. Saying there are rumours. She doesn’t understand why you’re here. No one does, Ari.’

‘You make it sound like I’m an alien. People are allowed to leave America, you know. What did you say to her?’

‘To Jules? Nothing. How could I? I don’t know anything.’

‘Mae, please. Not now.’

‘Fine,’ she said as they approached the top of her street. ‘At least you’re consistent.’

Mae lived above a key-cutting shop in the town centre. She sublet off the door bitch at Kween, who was shacked up with a sugar mummy in Otley for the foreseeable. If the looks she got from fellow students when she told them she didn’t live in halls or a house share were anything to go by, she was the only person in the history of university life who had chosen to live alone.

Inside her tiny flat there was a window ledge big enough for a herb garden, which she took almost too good care of, and even though her bedroom, living room and kitchen were all essentially the same room, she divided the space with some screens she’d found in a skip. She was meticulous about washing her two mugs, two forks and two plates every night before bed, and she folded all her clothes into perfect piles, which she kept in a stack of vintage trunks. A futon took up most of the space, and a lamp was perched on top of a highly curated pile of lesbian feminist poetry books.

Mae put the kettle on and threw mint tea bags into her two mugs.

‘Sam likes you. You know that, right?’ she said.

‘Oh, he’s like that with everybody. Such a flirt.’

‘No, he flat-out told me he’s into you.’

Ari looked concerned. ‘This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen,’ he sighed, and went to the bathroom with his head in his hands. He had only recently asked if it was OK for him to keep his own toothbrush and bottle of face cream on the edge of her sink.

Mae stripped to her white boxers and pulled on a vest she kept folded under her pillow. On a whim, she decided she needed a nightcap, so poured an inch of whisky into a water glass while Ari was occupied and knocked it back like medicine. She didn’t know why Ari was sober or why he didn’t seem to want to have sex with Sam, but she felt the weight of its importance. She sat up on her futon, her back pressed against the cool white wall. She wasn’t tired. He came out of the bathroom smelling minty and expensive and lay down next to her. He propped his head on her lap and closed his eyes. Mae looked at him intently. He was beautiful. She was high.

Ari has two eyes, a nose and a mouth, she thought. He has two eyes and a mouth. Oh, and a nose. There is his lovely nose.

‘Sweet Jesus, Mae,’ he said, opening his eyes and jolting as if defibrillated back to life. He manoeuvred his head from her lap and sat up next to her. Mae just carried on staring at the space where he’d been.

‘How high are you?’ he asked her.

Mae wondered the same thing but was now transfixed by the long dark hair falling over his face.

‘You’re elaborately staring,’ he said. ‘Actually, don’t stop.’ He framed his face with his hands and pouted.

Mae felt the room was spinning.

‘It’s the whisky … wine. I mean … what are you, like celibate or something?’

‘I made some bad decisions, romantically speaking, back in New York. So I’m taking a break from sex and all associated shenanigans. You’ll be the first to know if that changes.’

‘But Ari, you’re too beautiful. It’s a waste!’

‘Shh,’ he said, now gently placing a finger on her lips. ‘Let’s both get some sleep, OK? We’ve got class tomorrow.’

He kicked off his trousers so he could come under the duvet. Mae was very particular about outdoor clothes in the bed.

‘Eww, hairy.’ She kicked his bare legs away from hers. He laughed and pulled the cover around him with a flourish. Mae turned away and curled up, hugging her pillow for warmth. She fell asleep quickly, knowing he was just close enough.




Chapter 3

The morning after what Sam had aspirationally called a Bonfire Night dinner party but was more of a regular ‘hang’ with pizza and a bag of fireworks they forgot to set off, Mae woke up early nursing a tangy cheap wine hangover. It was still dark out. She felt the blister on the tip of her finger from an indoor sparkler she’d held for too long.

She envied Ari’s ability to sleep in. No amount of loud and deliberate pottering would rouse him, so in the end she moved her portable speaker closer to the bed and played Diana Ross at a moderately unpleasant volume.

She was feeling bad about an essay she hadn’t started, and needed to get to the library, but the first thing Ari said when he rolled out of bed and into a downward dog stretch was, ‘Morning, handsome. I think we should go to the party at the student union tonight.’ He knew Sam would be there. Although Ari told himself he didn’t want a relationship, didn’t even want sex, he did wonder if there was something at the edges of these possibilities. Something he could entertain without it spilling into the drama he was trying to avoid. Especially with Sam, who was so deliciously uncomplicated.

Mae groaned. ‘OK, OK,’ she said. ‘We shall … participate.’

As she watched Ari reassemble his outfit from last night on this morning’s body, she noted how masterful he was with clothes. He dressed with a textured flamboyance. He could mix a charity shop velvet jacket, moth-eaten at the elbows, with subtle signifiers of his reformed Upper East Side existence, like a Saint Laurent cashmere sweater. The designer labels were never on show but classily concealed at the dark nape of his neck.

He pulled a pair of jeans and a baby-blue shirt from the pile stacked neatly by her bed. She silently took what he’d picked out for her into the bathroom to change.

‘Your hair’s great, seriously, leave it exactly like that,’ he said when she was dressed. He looked at her like an art critic in front of a powerful new piece. ‘Perfection!’

Mae blushed as she scooped a pile of library books into her rucksack. ‘Oh you charmer,’ she laughed. ‘We’re late.’

On the way to campus, her mother phoned. Janet was also intrigued by Ari. But unlike her daughter, she was unafraid to admit it. ‘What a fascinating creature!’ was how she put it when Mae had first allowed her to say hello to him and it had turned into a long and effusive conversation. Mae normally considered her mother a spectacularly bad judge of character. After all, Janet carried on donating to her yoga/aerobics/dance instructor’s crowd-funded ‘urban ashram’ even after it became patently clear to everyone else that Tyna – with a Y – wasn’t coming back. She held firm as the weeks Tyna didn’t show up for class turned into months: ‘She’s such a sweet girl, so kind.’

‘Darling, is that you? Mae, darling, are you there?’

‘Hi, Mum. I can’t really chat. I’m with Ari and we’ve got a seminar.’

Ari snatched the phone from her hand and set it to speaker.

‘Janet!’ he gushed. ‘How are you? You know, it’s funny, I was just wondering how your book club went down and if the ladies enjoyed The Swimming-Pool Library as much as I hoped?’

Mae scowled at him. She was starting to find these little chats unbearable.

‘Well, I must say, it was jolly eye-opening,’ replied Janet. ‘And we had a rather long discussion about homosexuality and all the ins and outs.’

Mae pretended to vomit and Ari pressed his lips together to hide a smile.

‘I’m so glad you enjoyed it,’ he said.

‘We did! It really was the most fun.’

Mae noticed that her mother’s voice dropped into a sigh when Ari passed the phone back. A decade of tension condensed into a tight ‘well then’.

It was the way she’d found out, Janet always said. The shock of it, because it’s not what you expect from your daughter, that’s all. That’s all. She would love Mae, though, no matter what. As though being gay was akin to manslaughter or drug addiction or any number of things no parent wants for their child but must endure.

Janet had walked in on her daughter kissing Maxine, the girl who made the best flat whites at her health club’s café. Mae realised now that she had subconsciously engineered it – choosing someone older who her parents knew and liked, inviting her over on a Tuesday, when Janet got home from work early. It was all a bit dramatic at the time (Mae was sixteen, and Maxine was, as Janet pointed out at the scene, ‘a woman!’). But it meant it was done. There was no need to have the coming-out conversation she dreaded.

Her parents had known, really, since she was twelve, when something happened with her best friend that her mother and father spent the entirety of her early teenage years pretending hadn’t. But after Maxine, there was no more pretending. Janet wrapped her disappointment in Mae’s ‘choices’ around her like a pashmina, acting as if her daughter should be grateful for her efforts to understand why and how she had ‘become’ a lesbian. She wasn’t cross, she assured her. Just confused. Mae tunnelled deeper into herself. And now, at a time when most of her peers were getting to know their parents as people, she was pulling further and further away. They were strangers.

‘OK, Mum. Love to Dad. I’m really busy, got to dash now.’

Before hanging up, Janet emitted a ‘hmm’ that fell like a missile into the silence.

Mae crossed her arms over her denim jacket and pulled the sheepskin collar up. She began walking at a pace that left Ari behind, and he skipped to catch up.

‘You seem mad.’

‘I’m not.’

‘Okaaay.’

They walked in silence. Mae’s hangover needled behind her eyes. What did she really know about the boy by her side? Ari was someone she could listen to without planning what the next thing she was going to say would be. He had a compelling confidence and he made her snort when she laughed. He wrote poetry and watched Spanish soap operas. He could vogue and play bridge, occasionally at the same time. On campus they had quickly earned the status of a power couple. She was vain enough to notice they looked good together – Mae all pretty boi with bleached-blonde hair, Dax-waxed back, dressed like a millennial James Dean. When Ari called her handsome, she felt superhuman. Being a girl who passed as a boy, and he a boy who could pass as a girl, meant power and freedom to her. Gender couldn’t hold them. But that was all surface, and a surface so shiny it was reflective.

‘Fine. I am pissed off,’ she blurted out. ‘You’re so pally with my mum. She likes you more than me already, and you’ve never even met! She gave me such a hard time for being queer, but with you it’s all a wonderful novelty.’ Mae slowed her frantic pace and looked around to check no passing students could hear. She whispered, ‘You come to my flat all the time. You’re better at being friends with my friends than I ever was. And yet I know next to nothing about your family, or where you live. Let alone your past.’

Ari inhaled and nodded slowly. ‘OK,’ he said on the out breath. ‘That’s fair.’ They walked in silence for a bit, then he said, ‘The first thing to know is that my dad is a … He doesn’t understand me.’

‘Oh totally. I get it. My dad can be so annoying. He asked me if I liked k.d. lang the other day, like cringe – shall we just say the names of famous lesbians and call it father–daughter bonding?’

‘No,’ Ari said sharply. ‘That’s him being kind, Mae. Can’t you see that?’

Mae felt the hot slap of a scolding. Embarrassed, and unsure how to respond, she settled for a perfunctory ‘Right.’ Ari flinched, as if worried he had been too hard on his friend. Such outbursts from Mae in awkward moments were nothing new.

Softer now, he said, ‘Hey, why don’t you come over? I feel bad I’ve not asked you sooner. It’s just life, you know – it’s all happening here in the city. I’m barely there myself. Oh my gosh, you should come next month! Alice puts the Christmas tree up on December first, and you’ll love the cottage when it’s all decorated. We’ll make it magical for you. Stay a while, if you want. You’ll meet my mom. And my aunt, and little Letty, my cousin. They’d love it; they’ve heard so much about you.’

Mae’s heart leapt, but she answered casually. ‘Sounds like the least you can do after I agreed to be your chaperone to the student union tonight.’ She gave him a playful push, feeling like she’d finally passed the test.

‘You’ll make an excellent beard,’ he said, taking all weight from the moment and tossing it deftly away.

They arrived on campus, and under the looming concrete lecture theatre, their schedules took them in different directions. Mae felt the tug of Ari’s absence until they met back at her flat that evening. It hadn’t taken long for their routines to be set like tracks in snow. Within weeks of meeting, it was decided they always got ready together at Mae’s before nights out, and that evening was no exception. She watched Ari as he danced about foolishly, trying her clothes on, dedicating himself completely to making her laugh. No one else had spent so much time at her place. She never brought girls back; she preferred to stay at theirs because it was easier to leave in the morning than it was to chuck them out.

Mae didn’t like the threat of other people’s mess in her space, emotional or physical. But with Ari, it was different. That night they were going to go to the Refectory, which was the student union bar. They went out together six nights a week. If it wasn’t the Ref, they’d be at Kween – the queerest and de facto coolest club in town – or someone-they-didn’t-hate’s house party. Mae would have preferred to always go to Kween, as gay nights occupied a superior place in her hierarchy of nightlife. But Ari thought that student dos were ‘cute’.

‘Are you ready, handsome?’

‘Ready as I’ll ever be for the Ref,’ Mae called with a sigh from the bathroom, where she was swapping the single gold earring she wore in her left ear for a silver stud. She was moving slowly. She’d changed into a black polo-neck jumper that she felt expressed her lack of enthusiasm for the event. Meanwhile, Ari had managed to turn the same outfit he’d worn for the past two days into something that looked entirely new. Tucked into his trousers, the kimono he’d had on at Sam’s dinner party became an artfully oversized shirt, accessorised with one of Mae’s silver chains instead of the pearls. He tied the shirt he had been wearing underneath through his belt hooks so it looked like a silk scarf.

‘One day we’ll be the kind of people who get cars to parties,’ said Mae as they made their way to the bus stop in the rain.

‘I’ve been that person. Didn’t like him much at the time, but maybe with you it would be better.’

At the Ref, there was a kiosk serving drinks, and eight black leather sofas. Whatever time of day you visited, people were playing cards and eating floppy cheese and ham sandwiches. Mae looked down at her wrist, stamped with the name of the venue as though she belonged to it now, and shuddered. She refused to queue for the cloakroom, so they bundled their winter coats and her wet umbrella into a pile they hid behind a curtain and pushed their way to the bar.

‘Honey, this room is filled with all your worst things: the harem of ex-lovers; the too-bright lighting; and let’s not mention the music,’ Ari observed as they waited in the crush of students trying to order drinks. ‘We can go if you like?’

‘Thanks for noticing,’ Mae laughed, ‘but it’s cool. I’ll survive.’

‘I’m glad.’ He smiled at her, and then allowed his eyes to flick quickly through the crowds, searching out Sam. He spotted him on a sofa, holding court and gesticulating wildly. Sam caught him looking, jumped up on the sofa and waved him over. Ari pretended not to notice and turned back towards the bar.

‘Fuck drinks, let’s dance.’ He pulled Mae out of the queue and began moving mock-seductively around her, right in Sam’s eyeline.

Normally when they went clubbing, Mae left Ari dancing while she cruised for new faces. But she was tired and couldn’t be bothered to flirt, so she let herself be part of Ari’s show instead. Ari drew people to him. She noticed how he seemed to expand and contract as both the object and the subject of desire, and it wasn’t just Sam who blatantly wanted him.

A third-year girl who was president of the Literature Society, and too straight to bother with in Mae’s opinion, started grinding up against him to the music. She clawed at his shirt and pressed her cheek to his to shout things in his ear. Ari smiled in a way Mae didn’t recognise. She felt her eyes narrowing and started to get annoyed.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, tapping the girl on the shoulder. She pushed herself into the space where she’d been, and the girl backed away.

‘Please can we go now,’ Mae said to Ari. ‘This place is hetero central.’

‘I’m gonna stay,’ he said, waving the girl back.

Mae was shocked. It was the first time they’d ever disagreed on when it was time to leave a party. The music changed just as he spoke, and it sounded like he was shouting.

‘Also,’ he added, ‘why did you do that? I liked her.’

‘Eww, really? She was awful. She was clinging to your every word, it was embarrassing.’

‘I liked her.’

‘Liked her how?’

Mae worried then that something precious between them was breaking. He looked at her like it was impossible to explain and shook his head.

‘Well, I’m going then,’ she said. ‘You stay and enjoy yourself. See you tomorrow maybe.’

‘OK. Bye, handsome.’

Disappointment lay heavy and familiar on her chest. She disentangled her coat from Ari’s elegant khaki trench and pulled it on. She walked home, arms crossed and head down, determined not to open the umbrella in her pocket but to suffer the cold, unrelenting rain. The thought that her invitation to a Christmas weekend at Ari’s cottage would be revoked played on repeat. She felt stupid for ruining her one chance to inch closer to him.

Back at the flat, she changed out of her wet clothes, made an espresso in a pot on her camping stove, watered her cheese plant and listened to the radio. She turned on the electric heater and warmed her feet against the blast of hot air. She felt restless, and tears crept close to the surface. She wished she could stop thinking about the weird exchange with Ari and its potential consequences. But she couldn’t equate the look he gave her, or the way he let that girl drape herself all over him, with anything she thought she knew about him. She tried reading Paradise Lost to distract herself, but the words seemed to tease her with their complexity.

About an hour later, her doorbell rang.

‘You should say you’re sorry,’ a voice crackled through the intercom.

She buzzed him up and left the door to her flat open, then rewashed a clean mug at the sink so she could have her back to him when he walked in. But he stood in the doorway without speaking for so long, she turned to see if he was still there.

‘Well?’ he said softly.

‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry I misread the situation. And you are allowed to have other friends.’ Mae sighed; saying it out loud meant she had to believe it.

Ari crossed the threshold and leant casually against the wall opposite her. He was handling this annoyingly well, like he was accustomed to dealing with irrational people and their demands on him. He surveyed her bedsit as though he was looking at it for the first time.

‘You know you live like a fifty-year-old lesbian whose partner has just left her and who’s re-establishing life on her own terms … No, wait,’ said Ari, his eyes sparkling mischievously. ‘Actually, you live like a forty-five-year-old lesbian who spent her young adult life in jail for murdering her, um … her ex’s new lover. And now you’re trying to adjust to life on the outside, dreaming of the places you’ll go.’ He gestured grandly to the landscapes she’d ripped from travel magazines and stuck to the wall behind her bed. ‘In both scenarios I’m wondering why you don’t have a cat.’

‘Fuck off, please,’ Mae said, pretending to be cross. She placed the now exceptionally clean mug on the small draining board and sat down on one of her two chairs.

‘Can I take a shower?’ Ari asked. ‘I’m soaked. Someone took the umbrella.’

She nodded.

On the way to the bathroom, he sashayed over to her and kissed her cheek chastely.

‘Hey, Ari, wait … Are we still on for that Christmas thing? My coming to your house, I mean?’

He was standing so close she could feel his breath. ‘Of course.’

Mae began tending to her plants while Ari slid off to complete his ablutions. He never let his hair down in public, but when he came out of her cupboard-of-a-bathroom it was glistening wet. He’d wrapped a towel around his waist and left his hair to drip a trail of water across the floor.

‘Why don’t you dry that lustrous mane of yours properly. You’ll catch a chill.’

‘OK, Mom.’ He whisked the towel from his waist, wrapping it in a turban around his head.

Mae didn’t know where to look and Ari seemed to enjoy the awkwardness.

‘You read all cool, but girl, you’re a bigger prude than my grandma. Look at me!’

She was pruning her basil.

‘I don’t want to.’

‘Why?’

‘Because … because most of the time I forget you’re a boy, but right now … ’ her mouth was dry, and she swallowed, ‘I can’t.’

He said it again, his tone neutral. ‘Look at me.’

Mae put her scissors down and did as Ari asked. She took in all of him. She had never seen a man without his clothes on in real life before. At home, her dad came out of the bathroom in a shirt, jumper and chinos every morning. She just assumed that under every checked shirt was another checked shirt.

Ari was broader than she’d realised and had shiny dark pubic hair that tapered into a thin line up past his navel. His skin was pale but looked like it would go a golden brown in the sun. And his penis, well … how had the male appendage got such an impressive reputation? Mae wondered. It really went to show the power of patriarchal PR. He stood completely still and smiled like he was used to being looked at. Then she was laughing, or was she crying; something weird was happening between them that Mae didn’t understand. She picked up the towel from the floor and threw it at him.

‘OK, seriously, stop it now, I like you better dressed.’ She squirmed, trying to regain some composure.

Ari wrapped the towel around him like a lady in a spa, unfazed by her discomfort.

‘Can I borrow some clean clothes?’

‘Sure.’

And as he dressed in her boxer shorts and one of her black vests, she realised that Ari was hers again. She felt the narcotic rush of relief.




Chapter 4

New York, a year or so earlier

In bed, Professor John Martin Scott PhD wanted Ari to call him ‘Daddy’. He obliged, reluctantly. It was quite a turn-off, as it made him think about all the times he’d shouted, ‘Daddy, stop, please,’ when his actual father spat words like ‘fag’ and ‘fairy’ in his face while he cowered against the glass brick wall dividing the kitchen from the polished oak living room of their penthouse on East 93rd.

Ari’s family home had been featured in Architectural Digest when they first remodelled, and he liked to imagine how the picture captions should have run: The living room, which offers panoramic views of Central Park, is furnished with modernist seating upholstered in a fabric that happily conceals the red wine stain made when Randolph Hines, a prominent cosmetic doctor and husband of Connie, an ex-fashion model, knocked a cut-crystal glass out of her hand and declared her a pathetic, lazy bitch.

Professor Scott knew nothing much about Ari’s personal life, except that his daughter, Lilly, had been in the same grade as Ari at high school, but as they weren’t friends, it was ‘absolutely not an issue at all’ to invite the freshman creative writing and English major to the secret walk-up the professor kept in Greenwich Village for a tryst or two. Ari later called the studio the Closet; he had been entertaining boys there for decades.

It all started after Ari’s second lecture, in mid-September, when Professor Scott shouted, ‘Mr Hines?’ as he was leaving the auditorium.

Oh shit, my dad’s here was Ari’s first thought, and he froze like a frightened animal. He was almost at the door, the other students pushing out past him, when Professor Scott said it again, and after a second, Ari realised that he meant him.

‘Ari, I wanted to talk to you about these poems you submitted.’ He held a brown envelope evidently containing Ari’s assignment tight to his chest. ‘You know, these pieces are very … ’ He searched for a word and forgot it when their eyes met. He smiled limply and said, ‘ … good.’

Flattered, Ari began staying behind more regularly to discuss his writing. By October, sitting next to Professor Scott on the front row of an empty auditorium to talk felt almost normal.

‘Should I read aloud again?’ Ari asked, fetching a small black notebook from his satchel.

‘I’d like that.’ As usual, the professor closed his eyes and clasped his hands in his lap. He tipped his head so it rested against the back of the plastic chair. Ari knew his words off by heart, so watched his teacher’s pleasure build as he delivered them. Professor Scott’s eyelids twitched, his breathing became deep and slow, and he unclasped his hands to dig his fingers into the soft corduroy that bunched around his thighs. Ari sensed what he wanted as if it was a storm brewing on a hot day. The thought both disgusted and excited him.


I often think about the mermaid carving out her voice

from the back of her throat,

sharp, like the edge of a shell

the first step she takes on the beach

is one of pain –

sharp edges in her feet

like broken glass,

ankle-bite, a cutting –

if this is what it means to be

a human, if love is hacking up

my words into seaweed

my identity into foam

then all the amulets I’ve collected

dream-jars and dust-shine

are as humiliating as the way the wind

flaps your smile like a flag, those eyes see

what they want to see, always will,

as predictable as the waves

lapping on your forsaken land.



‘Exquisite,’ said Professor Scott, still lost in it.

‘Thanks. I mean, it needs work. I think I could strip it back even more in places, you know.’

‘Would you like to join me in my studio this afternoon, Ari? I have a spot in the village. Perhaps we could work on it together there?’

It was then that Ari knew for sure: this guy talks a lot of Keats, but he really just wants to bone. And there simply wasn’t a compelling enough reason to stop him from agreeing.

They walked up the seventy-three creaky stairs to a grotty room above a deli that smelt of meat. Professor Scott read John Donne aloud while Ari drank champagne from a bottle he’d taken from a tired-looking mini fridge.

‘Why don’t you get more comfortable?’ said the professor, helping Ari out of his denim jacket and then his white T-shirt. Ari was beginning to feel a familiar anaesthetic wash over him.

‘This … ’ he said, slowly removing the rest of his clothes while Professor Scott watched, ‘this is what you want.’

‘Oh my America!’ he exclaimed in response, and Ari almost laughed out loud. The champagne was kicking in.

He lay on a sofa bed that had an anaemic yellow sheet half-heartedly draped over it. His teacher clambered on top of him. Now, the same big hands that had changed two daughters’ diapers, that had undone the zipper on his wife’s dress for over thirty years and marked countless student papers so kindly he was everyone’s favourite tutor greedily left no part of Ari’s naked body un-pawed.

Afterwards, Ari fell asleep, or more accurately passed out, until the professor gently whispered that it was time to go and ushered him out into the dark fall night. It was coming up to Halloween, and he watched as groups of people already dressed as Catwoman and Captain America barrelled arm in arm and happily boisterous along Bleecker Street heading to a party.

He felt spent and alone. He phoned his semi-boyfriend, Elliot, as he began walking towards the twenty-four-hour diner that they hung out in sometimes.

‘Hey, I’m coming to find you.’ He realised he was slurring his words.

‘You sound out of it, baby,’ said Elliot. ‘Are you OK?’

Ari’s artsy, ethical college buddies were so different to the bratty mean girls he’d hung around with in high school. They disapproved of drugs, for a start, and at his elite private school on the Upper East Side, cocaine had been the epitome of cool. His new friends drank biodynamic wine at house parties and took sex extremely seriously.

‘I’m just tired. I’ll see you soon.’

He was used to lying. Used to asking the questions to deflect from ever having to answer anything real about himself. Keeping what had happened with Professor Scott secret wouldn’t be hard.

Ari was pleased that his social scene was taking a new shape now he was what his father called ‘a walking fucking cliché of a liberal arts student’. But his college friends, who sat around in basement cafés drinking espressos, and water from French tumblers, earnestly quoting Audre Lorde, weren’t without their own challenges. Ari looked and behaved like the kind of person they always hoped they’d be friends with at college in New York. He ticked lots of boxes for other people. But those boxes boxed him in.

Nevertheless, he was grateful for the company and distraction. He stood outside the diner, taking deep, sobering breaths. He watched Elliot through the window, hunched over a storyboard for his short film. He was talking conspiratorially with their friends Jaz and Mitchell, who were vigorous high-fivers. Ari stepped inside.

‘Gentlemen!’

‘Whoa, Ari – what happened, man?’ said Jaz, swapping the usual cheery hand-slap for a concerned hug.

Ari wondered if his sordid afternoon with Professor Scott had somehow rubbed off on his dishevelled outfit. He was exhausted. His limbs heavy and his eyes half closed. He felt like Pinocchio hanging limp from his strings, waiting for someone to pick him up and make him dance. He sat down next to Elliot.

‘I’m fine. I’ve just been writing. I was in the zone – you guys know what it’s like – transported. No biggie.’

‘’Kay, cool. Well, you can help us convince Elliot here that there is such a thing as too meta. This scene is not working, dude.’

Ari pretended to look at the storyboard. He felt Elliot press his leg against his, then his hand reached under the table and he pushed his fingers into the gaps between Ari’s. The way Elliot looked at him was a burden. Elliot was cute, but there was zero spark and Ari just didn’t have the heart to tell him. He had accidentally let him believe there was a dimension to their friendship that didn’t really exist. Smothered by Elliot’s longing and desire, he suddenly couldn’t shake the feeling of Professor Scott’s wispy white beard brushing against his back.

‘You know what,’ he said, ‘you guys are right. I’m not feeling too good. I think I’m done. I’ll catch you all tomorrow.’

Elliot looked wounded. Ari stood up and gripped a chair for balance
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