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Praise for Fruit Fly

‘This is an incredible book ... tough and raw and merciless but funny and kind at the same time.’

Russell T. Davies, writer of It’s a Sin

‘Fruit Fly is savage and darkly hilarious. A pointed satire of publishing with flawed, fascinating characters.’

Juno Dawson, bestselling author of Her Majesty’s Royal Coven

‘Absolutely unforgettable. A raw, visceral triumph that echoes modern classics like Trainspotting, Young Mungo and A Little Life, yet stands entirely on its own. Strikingly original and deeply human – this book will live rent-free in your mind long after the final page. I loved it.’

John Marrs, bestselling author of You Killed Me First

‘Josh has a fantastic, distinctive voice. The writing is as fearless as the characters are fearful. Bold, raw, uncomfortable and very, very funny.’

Jonathan Harvey, award-winning screenwriter, playwright, author and actor

‘Fruit Fly is provocative, moving and does not so much carry but propels you along a wild journey that leaves you a little breathless by the end, desperate for more. Expertly crafted characters, stomach-punching prose and a stark exploration of real world issues.’

Onyi Nwabineli, author of Allow Me to Introduce Myself

‘Fruit Fly is sharp, propulsive, and deeply humane, a story about people in freefall written with such clarity, dark humour, and compassion that you can’t stop turning the pages. It’s a novel that subverts our usual narratives about trauma and illness, healing and redemption, a riotous, tender tale of people writing their own rulebooks. Josh Silver’s adult debut is a must-read.’

Seth Insua, author of Human, Animal

‘Dark, haunting, gripping, psychologically messy, heartbreaking but also darkly funny. An absolute masterpiece.’

Kate Weston, author of You May Now Kill the Bride

‘Compulsive, propulsive, and obsessive. Fruit Fly questions how we exploit our most abject identities for the sake of the audience, and what happens when we have no identity to left to sell. Complex characters with sharp voices and hidden motives. A book that keeps you captivated without allowing you to ever get comfortable.’

Genevieve Jagger, author of Fragile Animals
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For my friend Leah Brotherhead. With thanks.


 

‘If I were thinking clearly, Leonard, I would tell you that I wrestle alone in the dark, in the deep dark, and that only I can know – only I can understand – my own condition.’

Virginia Woolf
The Hours, Michael Cunningham


Part 1
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Leo


Three days no sleep

Smack’s sweet.

The aftertaste

I will push away

As long as I am able.

But it is coming –

The crest of its wave on my horizon

Ready to plummet,

Ready to drown.

It is less poetic now.

More

A bin lid

Closing

On my world of mangled shit.
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Mallory

As I start up my sixth game of Candy Crush while sat on the closed toilet seat, I have a very clear and rational realisation.

I, too, am a piece of exploding computerised fruit.

That is the extent of me. Here one moment, only to be pulverised into a spray of sweet nothing the very next. Obliterated. Forgotten.

Outside, I can hear the voices of my guests and the music droning on. Why won’t they leave?

The truth is, if I did explode, I don’t think they’d notice. At least not at first. They would pretend that they cared – at my funeral. That I was important to them. That I had made a mark on their lives in some beautiful and profound way. But they would lie.

One of them lied earlier. A woman I have met only once.

‘Mallory is basically Clarissa Dalloway,’ she proclaimed loudly to my kitchen full of arty (pretentious) intellectual types, pointing in my direction with a mouthful of hummus. Hummus I had bought from Tesco and put in the poshest-looking bowl I could find. I’d sprinkled some coriander on top and pretended I’d made it. (I suppose I lie too. But it’s different.) ‘Clarissa Fucking Dalloway,’ she repeated, whilst pulling a face like the mouthful was precipitating an orgasm. I swallowed my jealousy. I haven’t had an orgasm in years, let alone one triggered by Tesco’s ownbrand hummus. ‘Mallory throws the best parties in North London.’

Today is the first time this woman has stepped foot inside my house.

But I laughed obligingly. And the guests all agreed, crowded round my kitchen island, nodding, a bobbing sea of wire-rimmed glasses, trilbies, rolled up cigarettes tucked behind ears (lobes studded with hoops and dangling crosses). Everyone defying the vape trend because they are too real, too hardcore and altogether too brilliant to care about lung cancer, like their Tate Modern memberships and Birkenstocks somehow make them immune.

Some even clapped. I waved them off, like they were being silly. No, no. I am nothing like Mrs Dalloway. But I wouldn’t actually know. I have never read Mrs Dalloway, despite pretending to be well-versed in the literary greats so often that I’ve almost convinced myself I have. What is actually true is that I googled the synopsis – like I do with most of the classics – binged on an overview of the themes and style on Wikipedia, mentally crammed in some sentences that sounded important and now just recite them at people. It seems to have worked. I can even quote bits.

She sliced like a knife through everything.

That’s a good one.

‘Mal?’

I move my finger across my screen with utter precision, slaying five yellow Jelly Tots in a row. I watch them detonate, the vibrations of my phone tingle my fingers in such a satisfying rhythm that I make an audible gasp.

‘Mal, are you in there?’

I do have to be careful. Virginia Woolf comes up annoyingly often within the conversations of this wannabe Bloomsbury set, like she has been adopted as some kind of Mother Figure (she’s a style icon, a homeware influencer, just a total fucking mood). And so, I bought an early edition of Mrs Dalloway from eBay for more than the price of an iPad, bent the pages and put it in the downstairs bathroom – where I am currently sat. It is placed for everyone to see: right on top of the pile of neatly (strategically) arranged books on the shelf, next to the peace lily and the bougie scented candle that smells strongly like lavender, perfectly masking the stench of my deception.

You’d think I’d just read the thing.

She felt very young, and at the same time, unspeakably aged.

Another good one.

I can see it in front of me. Its forcibly broken spine.

My lies, bent into unread pages.

We all lie.

‘Mal, are you in there?’

Virginia Woolf killed herself with stones in her pockets. I may not have technically read her books, but I do know that much.

‘Mal!’

It’s romantic, isn’t it? Suicide. There is something romantic about it. Sometimes. Not always. Not the ones on the train tracks or in the wardrobes with ties and belts. More the ones in the forests or rivers or lakes. The peaceful ones. I think so.

If I admitted that to my guests, maybe they would leave. Which is what I want.

‘Mallory?’ My husband’s gruff Irish lilt through the door. Fuck’s sake. ‘Mal, Joanie is asking where we keep the Jäger.’

We have Jäger because we are still young and cool. Effortlessly. That’s important.

‘I’m just in the bathroom, darling.’ I never call him darling unless other people are around to hear it. I take my glass of champagne and down the remainder of its contents. I’m not drunk enough.

He is so handsome. So sexy. Everyone tells me. My knees still go weak. They do.

They do.

‘I swear it was in the cupboard in the kitchen island?’ He is slurring.

‘No, it’s above the—’

Damn it. I died.

In Candy Crush, not in reality. ‘I’ll be two minutes!’

I stand and press the flush, for effect. The water runs as I turn the tap, but I don’t wet my hands. I just stare at myself in the mirror above the sink.

I look like I belong here.

‘OK, love.’ I hear a thud on the back of the door. His head?

‘OK.’ His voice, barely audible through the wood, like his mouth is pressed against it. ‘...I’m horny.’

This mirror is distressed. That’s what the man at Neptune’s furniture store told me. ‘This is a distressed mirror.’ I have tried so often to find its emotional anguish, to relate. But all it means is that the glass is purposefully tarnished to the point where you can’t really see yourself in it at all. I hate this mirror, but everyone says how cool it is.

My mirror is cool, like my house, my husband and our Jäger.

‘Did you hear me, Mal?’

Yes, I heard you. Yes, I fucking heard you. ‘Sorry?’

‘I’m horny...’

Jäger bombs in a three-floor semi, giving him a semi, in Crouch End at ten p.m. on a Friday night.

This is my life.

My life is enviable.

I have it all.

I turn away from my reflection and open the latch on the door. He stumbles towards me, pushing me back in. ‘Ronan...’

‘We can be quick.’ He kicks the door shut behind him with the back of his foot.

‘But the guests—’

He nuzzles into my neck, the back of my thighs now pressing into the top of the sink. His face appears in front of me: his intentionally scruffy stubble, ever enduring hairline, heavy brow and bright-green eyes, which are now gone, lost, blurred by a concoction of clumsy lust and unpronounceable Scottish whiskey. ‘Baby...’ My skin prickles. He never calls me baby, unless his eyes look like this. ‘Just quickly...’ His fingers graze my jeans, the inside of my thigh. He never does that either, unless his eyes look like this. ‘You’re amazing.’

I’ve trained myself not to flinch now. Every time.

I make a small moan, because I know I should.

Thankfully the moan is short-lived, broken off by someone’s voice: neither mine nor his. ‘Oh God!’

The door has swung open and Joanie is stood there, frozen and flushed, half in, half out, glass of Chardonnay in hand.

Ronan turns his head away from my neck, affording me some momentary relief. ‘Oh shit – Joanie, sorry—’

‘No! Please – you two crack on!’ she says, turning on the spot, hand moving over her mouth, eyes wide.

‘Joanie—’ I begin.

‘God! No. Not at all. You two. You two are such...’ She stalls. ‘Fun.’

‘We’re coming out.’

Joanie laughs, like this is all funny. My life is fun and funny. ‘It’s just – people are waiting for Ronan’s speech.’

Ronan’s Speech.

Why Everyone Is Still Here.

‘Ah fuck,’ he says, peeling himself from me. ‘Really?’ He sounds suddenly shy, but Ronan is not shy. ‘Do I have to?’

‘Yes!’ Joanie protests, then lowers her voice. ‘You didn’t hear this from me, but Theo brought party poppers – bless him – so be prepared for some bangs.’

He shakes his head, objecting, but it’s a lie. He wants to give his speech. I know he does, because I have overheard him rehearsing it in the cellar whilst pretending to use the Peloton.

He exhales. ‘Fine.’

Since his recent promotion to one of the commissioning editors for the UK arm of Netflix, everyone wants to hear his genius. He’s only thirty-eight. Thirty-eight! Can you believe it? Even Joanie has more to say to him than she does to me now. There was a time when she called him a walking red flag, but recently she no longer sees the red, just the faded brown of his corduroyed brilliance. (He loves those cords. They cost him so much money but look like he found them in the bin of an old peoples’ home. And yet, that’s the point.)

He steps out of the bathroom behind Joanie, straightening his shirt.

‘I’ll be right out,’ I say, but as he playfully closes the door on me – making Joanie erupt with her vibrant laugh that I’ve always loved – I shut my eyes. I wait for them both to fade away, down the hallway towards the kitchen, where the twenty other guests wait to be inspired.

My hands are shaking.

They still do it, all these years later. A tremor, starting from the inside.

This is my life.

Listening to the cheer explode from our guests as Ronan takes his place centre stage by the Smeg fridge (double door!), I look back to the stack of books on the shelf next to the candle and the peace lily. One about Freud, one by Jung, one about dysfunctional attachment styles in adults, a Sylvia Plath poetry collection and a book with a red cover. My book.

I pull it out. The feel of its spine against my fingertips sends a shudder down mine.

The Sunday Times Bestseller

SHALLOW EMBERS

Beneath a simple graphic of a red flame is the author’s name.

Mallory Maddox

It’s hard to see my name in print now. Not as fun as you might think. Every time I see it, I find myself having to fight a very strong and visceral impulse to throw the book from the window, flush it away or – a more recent one – spit on it. I avert my eyes from the gold lettering, moving them to the puff quote just to the left of the flame.

A painfully raw yet beautiful debut – a coming-of-age story to be read by everyone. Maddox has it all’

P.K. ANDERSON

I didn’t know who the hell P.K. Anderson was back when I wrote the thing, but by God did I find out. I followed her on Twitter, DM’d gushing thanks, asked her to lunch, invited her to my book launch. Some might say I was obsessive, but I think that would be a tad dramatic. It was strategic. My publisher told me that I needed to surround myself with other up-and-coming authors, so I tried to take their advice. We wrote in different genres. Me: intense realism. P.K.: high fantasy. Paula Kate’s debut came out the year before mine. Both our stories had a coming-of-age element to them that seemed to appeal to the same readership, Young Adults. Hers was a trilogy about a bisexual teenage boy who develops the telepathic power of foresight that got a six-figure pre-empt and sold in over forty territories. Mine got a ten-grand offer for world rights, but ended up doing well, thanks to some YouTuber called CreIsYourBae picking it for her book club (she loved the cover), and then it ‘exploded’ on Twitter. I sold twelve thousand copies in one day.

I was twenty-nine.

Seven years ago.

That was seven years ago. And we never did meet, but I guess P.K. was busy.

Since then, she has left her husband, acquired over one million TikTok followers and a huge film deal from Lionsgate (another six figures for the option alone), and is still writing the series to this day: prequels, sequels, spin-offs, the lot – now from her beachfront house in Malibu. She is an inspiration to so many, according to Cosmopolitan magazine. I can’t remember the whole article (I got lost in its sea of hyperbole that made my brain want to implode), but in short it described her as ‘fierce, independent’ and, ‘not that it matters, strikingly beautiful’.

Seven years ago.

And for me, since then: nothing.

Well, not nothing. My agent dropped me and my publisher pulled my second book. The TV adaptation fell out of contract. I came off Twitter for ‘creative reasons’: I got sick of blocking accounts that relentlessly asked me What’s the hold up? Why won’t you write another? Maybe you can’t LOL because I myself have been blocked.

Writer’s Block.

At first, when I would hear that term, I didn’t fully believe in it. It sounded like bullshit to me. But as time went on, and I couldn’t think of a new idea, I realised that it could become incredibly useful. I used it to leverage an external narrative of creative brilliance: I was so spent emotionally from writing Shallow Embers that I needed to give myself a break. To be nominated for the Waterstones Best Debut Fiction Award at twenty-nine takes a lot out of you – and I was the proof.

It worked. For a while. The pain I professed to have gone through was lapped up in the corners of the internet that cared. The struggle of being this brilliant.

But the truth is, I had no more.

No more ideas. No more space. Blocked.

Blocked by my stint in hospital. Blocked by what that meant for me, coming so out of the blue. Blocked by the period of recovery time after it. Blocked by the online counselling course I later enrolled in to pretend I was interested in the psychology of other people for my books. (Not because Ronan told me to do something useful and I thought I was going to lose my mind being in the house all day running out of money.) Blocked by the clients I now have (three) who I see on a weekly basis, each telling me versions of the same story. Blocked by feeling small next to my husband and his continued success, his rise, throughout the past seven years, to greatness. All of this underscored by a shadowy, persisting darkness, only punctuated by such intense intrusive thoughts that I have wondered if I’m even real. Blocked by his continued asking to have a child.

Maddox has it all.

I look to the other side of the flame, at the second quote.

‘A modern-day Virginia Woolf’
THE OBSERVER

More cheers from the other room.

More of Ronan’s muffled voice. ‘Thank you all for coming!’

I hate this. This life. The people in my kitchen. The disappointment I can feel from each of them. The constant glances of, Was it a fluke? I hate the way I write. Or should I say, the way I don’t write. I hate the way I speak. The way I look. Floating around with my hair in a messy bun, not because I’m messy, but because I care. It takes twenty minutes for me to make it look like that. I hate how I have become meek.

Ronan says it occasionally. You’ve become meek, Mallory.

Meek Mal.

I can hear him now, his slurred, rehearsed speech beginning. ‘I didn’t prepare anything. But I’ll say a few words...’

The guests laughing. In love with him.

I slide the book – my book – back into its place, hidden between the others.

‘It is a pleasure to celebrate this with you. I can’t believe it, really...’

‘We can!’

‘I have been told Theo brought party poppers. Try not to aim for my head – however much you might want to – or you’ll have shit TV for the rest of your lives.’

Laughter.

The jealousy spikes and spurs me to grab the tumbler of whiskey he left on the sink, neck it in one, then pick up my phone. Before I can stop myself I am typing into Google.

How to write a bestseller again.

I stop, considering. Don’t be stupid, Mallory.

I delete the word again, and hit enter.

A few professional-looking websites. Some advertisements for writing courses. How To Write a Bestseller: 6 Easy Steps. I keep scrolling down until I see a Reddit blog.

The truth lies in Reddit.

I open it.


Hello! You’re probably here because you know you have the potential to write but you are stuck, sick of your current job and/or you want money.



See. Reddit knows. It always knows.


Well, fear not. Here is how to write the next big literary hit!!!!

Trends to follow:

• Underrepresented voices are very popular currently. So if you’ve had a shit life, you = winning!!!!!

• Crime is good but make it cosy. People want to read about murder next to their fire places drinking red wine.

• Fantasy is huge – throw a dragon or two in there BUT make it sexy. Better still, make the dragons sexy. It doesn’t even need to be well-written. Just make your lead character a bit weirdly into their fantasy pet that they ride (lol).

• Make people cry. People loooovveee to cry.

• Dark is good.

• Also – always remember: gay is in. Go gay. It’s cool now. It sells. However – here is the gold dust – the perfect blend is gay AND sad. You nail that, you’re minted. And probs an award winner.

Thank me later xxx mwah. Happy writing, bitches



The post has been liked over nine thousand times.

I think of Paula Kate and her bisexual boy, responsible for the Malibu house purchase. And for her divorce. I suddenly think of all the other books that are being screamed about from every corner of the internet. Lots of gay going on. Sorry, lots of LGBTQI+. I love so many of those books, and I’ve actually read, not just googled, them. A Little Life. Oh my God, I bawled and bawled, and it was so long. Come to think of it, some of my favourite films, too. A Single Man – so sad, and so chic. God’s Own Country. So raw and so real. Milk. Sean Penn was breathtaking – he won all the awards. Philadelphia, too. One of the greats. Tom Hanks lost so much weight for the role, he was remarkable. The Hours. I loved that film. The scene where Ed Harris was so riddled with shame and HIV that he threw himself from the window. It made me cry.

Make people cry.

I’m not gay though.

Wait.

Am I?

I am drunk.

But... am I?

Clarissa Fucking Dalloway.

Clarissa Dalloway was a little bit gay. I swear Wikipedia said so. So was Virginia, as a matter of fact. Yes! She absolutely was. And I have been likened to her – on the cover of my book. By the fucking Observer.

Everyone was a little bit. Everyone is, a little bit, right?

Virginia Woolf was a little bit gay.

My hands are shaking.

I make my way out of the bathroom, down the corridor, towards the laughter at my husband’s pre-rehearsed speech, to see no one notice me enter. I am actually shushed by the same woman who called me Clarissa Fucking Dalloway. I stand at the back of the group, banging my hands together like a Good Wife does. I hear myself saying things like ‘Darling! You’re so funny!’ as Ronan makes his jokes, ignoring the thought that drops into my head from nowhere: to take the Sakuto knife sat atop the kitchen island and cause a domestic bloodbath.

She sliced like a knife through everything.

It was a wedding gift, from my mother.

‘Well done!’ people cheer around me, over and over, as Ronan bows his head, using a spatula as an ironic microphone, and time stops. As quickly as Ed Harris plummeted from that window, something comes to me. I feel an invigorating heat at the top of my spine, right beneath my skull. And with it, I make a choice. One that will change me from this point forwards.

I will not explode.

I will not put stones in my pockets.

I will choose courage, and write.

It comes. Fleeting, yet momentous.

An idea.

An idea for a new book.

Born from the shallow embers of my soul.
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Leo

Scratchy.

Scratchy as fuck.

Don’t worry.

Do not worry.

Stop picking.

You’ll be playing with your two best mates tonight. Tina and G.

They never let you down.

They never let you down.

They never let you down.

‘What do you want, lad?’

His eyes are red. He’s bollocksed like always.

Brick. He thinks people call him this because he’s hard as nails and we all shit ourselves at the thought of him, but it’s not. It’s cos he looks like one.

‘Tina and G.’

Acts like one. Speaks like one. Thick as one.

One big lump of cement.

I glance behind him, down past the bins.

We are alone.

I flick my fag butt into the gutter.

‘Your jumper looks box-fresh, is it new?’

I stole it from a charity shop, but Brick does not need to know this. Brick does not need to know anything. ‘Yeah.’

‘Nice. Making money then?’

No time for small talk, Brick. Just give me the gateway to heaven.
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Mallory

I sit on the bed next to Ronan’s unconscious and naked body, honing in on his hairless nipples. Tiny stubs of black peek through their pink circumference, desperate to be seen.

We have never spoken about the fact that he shaves them.

I have sometimes left my Veet out in plain view on the side in our en-suite, because I could see little cut marks on his actual areola, but he never touched it. Ronan doesn’t like to be helped. Prefers things to go unsaid. It’s safer that way. And yet here are his nipples, all stubbly and grazed, on his smooth and chiselled torso.

He looks dead. Like a dead model from a perfume advert.

He passed out pulling his cords off, mumbling something about bringing the gifts up from the kitchen. I think he was about to ask for sex, but the heavy intoxication of Jäger and adoration mercifully stopped him.

He’s so fun.

He doesn’t even snore.

I reach down to the carpet and take my half-full (of white wine) coffee cup that I have brought with me for company, sit back up and glug, then, biting the skin around my nail, stare at the armchair in the corner.

I taste blood.

Stepmother’s blessing.

That armchair cost fifteen hundred pounds. We did the attic dormer conversion last year because Ronan wanted more space for when we have a child.

We should start a family, when you’re up to it, Mal.

I shudder at the memory of what the conversion made me: uncontrollably feral for picking bathroom tiles and hoarding carpet swatches, like my life depended on it. It took months to plan, as I found it an incredible distraction from my boredom. I had a new zest for life. (I turned into a homeware lunatic.) I threw myself in, meeting with the architect and the designer, and scrawling through Instagram and Pinterest for effortlessly inspired choices: the colour palate, the correct shade of Farrow & Ball dusky pink (Tailor Tack or Calamine, Tailor Tack or Calamine? It was Sophie’s choice for weeks), the William Morris curtains – gold and Incarnadine Red – the Pooky lamps, the Nkuku side tables, the Loaf Jöelle bed in Egg Box Grey, the Soho Home Theodore armchair.

It is so beautiful. Stunning.

This attic conversion is so stunning.

This attic conversion that no one ever sees.

I would say the words Pooky and Nkuku so many times that they lost all meaning, and I even began to giddily blend them, for short hand. Nkooky, I would say to people. The new bedroom is practically sponsored by Nkooky! But what’s worse is that they would laugh, because they knew what I meant. And now, in the stillness of the aftermath, all giddiness well and truly gone, every time I see the bed and its headboard in Egg Box Grey, I want to be dropped and shattered across the floor.

I think of P.K. and her husbandless beachfront life. She probably wears Birkenstocks because she actually needs to. Malibu is warm.

This attic, this life, is so stark.

Six-figure pre-empt.

I can’t make that as a therapist with three clients.

Not that it matters, but I’m not technically a therapist, despite what I tell my friends, and my patients. It’s just a little loophole. To many people the word counsellor and therapist are interchangeable. I took a twelve-week diploma course in Introduction to Counselling from the Online University, and no one has told me I can’t call myself a therapist. Everyone else on the Find a Therapist portals seems to. Ronan said its fine. He actively encouraged it. Therapist sounds better than counsellor. And anyway, it’s all the same thing. They’re mostly quacks. And you’re a successful author, so people will believe you.

I open my notes app on my phone, where I have stored the New York Times review of Shallow Embers. I practically know it off by heart, but sometimes reading it gives me the memory of a warmth I once felt regularly.


Maddox’s writing has a profound sense of longing, the nostalgia seeping through every sentence. This book not only appeals to the literary market; it’s also going to have the screen production companies hot-footing it to snap up the screen rights – it would make for a wonderful—



It never happened.

Why did the film never happen?

P.K. got her film, her executive producer credit.

I scan down the review to the bit I’m looking for.


I can’t wait to see what Maddox brings to the table next. I long for something hard-hitting, thoughtprovoking and brave. I think we can count on her for this. She has an unhinged bravery that more authors should possess. The literary world is crying out for writers like this. Where will Maddox take us? I for one can’t wait to find out.


Unhinged bravery.

Not meek.

Blood coats my tongue as I chew harder, staring at the wall. The paint shade is called White Lies.

Ever so slightly grey.

I don’t want to be a therapist, or a counsellor. I never did.

I want to write. And to write, I need to see life.

Go gay.

Gay sells.

I look at my phone screen.

I think of Nick. My brother.

Gay and Sad. Gold dust.

I suddenly remember.

I was once called an honorary gay.

Yes. Or should I say, Yas!

I was.

Just like Judy Garland or Barbara Streisand or Madonna or the Babadook. Sure, this was at school, and it was Joanie who said it after I dressed up as Dumbledore on World Book Day. But she was right. I’ve always been an ally.

I have the background work done. I do think I have a good knowledge of gay things. Case in point: the cool gay men who congregate at the Maynard Arms like me. I’ve seen them in the pub a few times, actually. The last time was when I tried to get them to dance with me to ABBA, and OK they said no but I could tell they thought I was a rollicking good time. I was drunk, and probably a little sad – so perhaps they related to my inner world. Before Ronan dragged me away, I think one of them actually once called me Mother – which I know is a term of utmost reverence for a queer icon. I know because I was – still am – up to date with queer trends and terminology. Of course I watch RuPaul and Queer Eye. Yas, mama! Slay! (I love Slay, it’s so fun.) Granted, I can’t quite remember if he said it in the context of being legendary and iconic, or in the context of being dowdy and knackered, but regardless, I felt respected. They liked me. I felt we had some kind of affinity. A kinship.

Ronan liked it when they called me Mother. But I don’t think he fully understood. He thinks drag race is exploitative.

I make an almost cartoon-esque hiccup.

I need A Discreet Gay.

Do they exist?

Ha.

See?

They’d find that funny.

Mother is mothering. Isn’t that what they say? People like Lady Gaga? I type into Google: Where to meet discreet gays near me? Hit enter.

The top result is an app suggestion.


Grindr

Meet discreet gay men in your local area



Interesting.

I do not judge.

Free love, right? The progressive, liberated way to be outside of conventional norms. (Although I can’t help but immediately think of the Grindr killer – there was a dramatised TV show based on him, with Stephen Merchant trying to win awards by playing a gay psychopathic murdering sex-maniac. I actually think he was quite good in the role.)

I hiccup again.

This is fun.

I am also fun!

I open up my app store and type in Grindr.

I could just have a conversation or two. What harm could it do? It says it’s an online location-based social networking site to ‘discover, connect and explore’.

Explore.

Yes. (Yas.)

My finger is going numb now, from the biting, and perhaps the excitement. The excitement of what? A way out.

A new life.

Away from—

‘Honey?’

Shit.

Ronan is stirring. I push my phone down by the side of my leg.

When I can no longer hear him moving, I press download.
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I turn down the alley, away from Brick.

‘One second lad,’ he says from behind me. Shit. ‘Not so fast. This is sixty. Where’s the rest?’

I turn back to him. Try to look not arsed. Not bothered. Shrug, like I’m a stupid twat. ‘It’s all there.’

Looking stupid is useful. Brick looks stupid, and is stupid. He sometimes can’t count. He doesn’t know that I know that, but I’ve been told he’s one you can get away from, if you move quickly.

‘Should be eighty. You trying to fleece me?’

But tonight he can count.

Which is not useful.

‘No way,’ I say. ‘I’m not.’ That’s not a lie. I don’t like lies. They fuck things up. But when I took the money from the man after the deed, I used a twenty at the corner shop to buy a chocolate bar and a four pack of Stella and some chuddy to get rid of his taste. I got some other bits too. Necessary things. And the change is in my sock.

But I need it.

When Brick looks up at me, I know it’s time to run.

I fucking hate running.

My life is running.

Cold sweats, stitch in my side, leg still busted from the abscess that messed me up.

I turn and pelt down away from him.

‘You robbing chav!’ he shouts before I hear the slam of a car door and his engine start.

I just need some quiet.

I run and run and run, away from his engine, feet smashing into the pavement.

When I get to Wood Green high street, I dodge through the late-night stragglers cramming the pavements, through crowds outside kebab shops, hurdling pools of sick, all the way down towards Ducketts Common. It’s grim as hell, but should be quiet. No one goes in it at this time. Well, the pigs come sometimes, but tonight I’ll be fine. I know how to hide. Always have.

The promise of silence is in the Poundland bag.

Of peace.

I know the shady spots to wait, until Brick gives up, until next time.

I find my favourite tree and kneel down beneath it. It’s shaped like a skeleton in the winter and a fully fleshed human in the summer, like tonight. I pull my cap down over my eyes, Adidas camouflage, open the bag and take out the kitchen foil I also bought from the corner shop.

And the pen.

I rip out the ink tube. Throw it. Snap the plastic. Always hurts, but getting better. My hands. My hands are swollen and grimy. Dirty nails. A kink apparently.

I fold the foil.

Take out my lighter.

Centre the crystals perfectly.

Strike. The crunch of the spark wheel, a gateway. The hairs on my arms prickle awake.

Empty plastic pen to my lips.

Inhale. Deep.

Stillness comes. Bliss.

I lie back and stare at the wet leaves.

It’s raining.

I hadn’t noticed.

It is so fucking beautiful, this park. I’ve always thought so.
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Welcome to Grindr!

Please upload your pictures!



Pictures.

I quickly google what pictures should I use on Grindr, but I already have a hunch that the answer may cause a few minor hurdles for this mini deep-dive into the gay psyche (let’s call it that for now), what with me being a cisgender straight woman. I assume I’m not Grindr’s typical participant, but I could be wrong. I often am.

An in-depth Buzzfeed article that I quickly scan tells me the photos I choose really depend on how I align, but a two-word post at the top of a Reddit support forum helps clarify what is expected.

Male nudes.

Liked by 13,212 people.

I feel a little uncomfortable. Something is telling me this venture is perhaps a tad too voyeuristic, that I’m prying, or even meddling. That dreaded word problematic circles somewhere in the depths of my consciousness.

I remind myself of the truth.

This is not problematic.

This is unhinged bravery.

The Buzzfeed article suggests that Grindr is perfect for people who are newly ‘out’, or simply questioning. I’m simply questioning. I want to learn. I do. Don’t journalists do this kind of thing all the time? Learning is important, especially for the privileged. In fact, I think more people should probably be doing this, to broaden their understanding of the experiences of others. For example, I for one did not know that a ‘power bottom’ is both a sexual and a social position, according to Buzzfeed. The politics of hook-up apps are apparently very nuanced.

Ronan groans, turning slightly.

His eyes remain shut, his lips vibrating on a long and extended outbreath.

After our first ever kiss, all those years ago, the first thing Ronan affectionately told me was that I needed to floss and not just brush. My mother never encouraged me and my brother Nick to floss. Just a quick scrub would suffice, she’d say. She was a busy woman and didn’t care for materialistic things, like floss. Ronan said it was completely disgusting to live like that, especially in adulthood, and still I’m not sure if he was being serious – it’s hard to know sometimes with all his Irish charm – but the outcome is that I now spend an extra five minutes doing it every night. He never mentioned it again.

He hasn’t brushed his teeth tonight, let alone flossed.

My mother loves Ronan.

I miss Nick.

Male nudes.

I don’t have any of those. Not one.

According to Buzzfeed, I don’t actually need pictures to proceed with creating an account. I could use a blank profile, but having one means very few people will interact with me because a faceless/bodyless profile picture means I could be a total nutjob – and I need people to interact with me or it would defeat the whole point of this venture. I want to give myself the opportunity to talk candidly and openly – to learn – and I don’t want to play games. Straight to the point is what people on this app appreciate, apparently.

I suppose I could google pictures of a male porn star and borrow them – the actor doesn’t even need to be gay, just nude (maybe with a cute bookish quality so he’s still got me in his essence?) – but it might take me a while to find shots that look reasonably down-to-earth and not taken in some obvious and tacky studio (I don’t mean tacky in a derogatory way – I’m very sex positive of course – I just can’t find another word for it). And I wouldn’t want to get done for copyright infringement. I’m sure there’ll be something about using fabricated pictures in the Grindr small print, and anyway, authenticity is the whole point here. I want to appear as real as possible.

Ronan snorts. I look at him.

Ronan.

Ronan is real.

That’s interesting.

He turns again, this time flat onto his back, so everything splays out.

I glug the rest of my wine and, a little clumsily, open my phone and get up the camera app. I pause for a moment, looking through the screen, wondering if this is some kind of abuse. It’s not abuse. He’s my husband.

Meek Mal.

I begin to take a few (maybe twenty) photographs of him. Ronan loves to be photographed. And he looks good – really good. The lighting is perfect (thanks, Pooky!). And anyway we have in the past (maybe ten years ago) sent nudes to each other, so what really is the difference?

It’s funny actually.

The male body.

It looks funny.

Meek Mal does have fun too!

This is bravery.

Unhinged (drunk) bravery.

I open up my photo gallery and half squint at the grid of beige and pink: Ronan’s most strikingly made of Tailor Tack and Camomile, but also the other Farrow & Ball shades of flesh that are Setting Plaster, Nancy’s Blushes, Shallot... even some accents of purple and red to really set them off! I try not to look directly at them, but it’s all there.

Forgive me, gay gods.

I quickly crop a few of them, cutting off his head and penis, then upload them onto my Grindr profile. I pick one of his torso for my Main Picture, making sure his chest is very much visible. He has a great chest. In the photograph, I see it. Chiselled pectorals from his early mornings at the gym. I did buy him some weights once, with my counselling money, as a gift (he once told me his love language was receiving them). But he said mine weren’t the right type so they’ve just sat in the cellar ever since, gathering dust.

He’s hard to buy for.

I feel a twinge of guilt as I crop out the background of one of the shots, a picture of us on his nightstand.

Ronan also once told me he would do anything to help me find my feet again, so I shouldn’t feel guilt, not really. And this is the kind of thing he would find funny, if it was someone else.

But it’s not. This is him.

He can’t know.

No one is going to know.

This research project will end tonight. It is a brief fanning of the flames of my creative instinct.

Yes. That’s what this is.

The app tells me I have to choose a name while I wait until my pictures have been approved.

I attempt one, then look at it objectively, like I might be an interested customer.


New, 36


No. That might put people off. The age. The naivety.


Intrigued...


No, sounds too cerebral, and let’s face it, the ellipsis is a tad lechy.


Want the dirt ;)


No. Sounds like a builder. Which I’m sure is a thing – a vibe – but I’m not sure I want it to be my vibe. Speaking of, what do I want as my vibe? I feel a little flurry of excitement. I can be anyone. This is. new. Different.

Am I having fun?

I settle for:


Chat?;)



Nice and simple, subtle, though I wouldn’t go so far as to say classy. But definitely restrained. And discreet.

I navigate to the Profile Grid tab on the app, and I’m met with an abundance of squares. My hands begin to shake again as drunken adrenaline takes hold of me, infecting my bloodstream. I scan through each one. There’s a variety of pictures: some faces, smiling, gentle and happy; moustaches, earrings, beards, crotch shots in boxers, nipples, sunsets, fists, leather. It is so interesting, a patchwork of the beauty and complexity of the human experience, where people can truly be themselves. Each profile name gives a brief glimpse of the person behind the square: 24 shy, DNA Injector, £££, Chillin, Timmy, Mr Fugly Slut, Fat4Fem, Masc ONLY, RiceDaddy, Whites 2 the Front, Broke but Cute, Tina, Tina, Tina.

There are a lot of men on here called Tina. There are measurements too. Not just size, but geographical distances. I look at the top row of profiles, the ones nearest to my current location.

My adrenaline peaks.

They are so close.


Top4Btm

129 metres away



Perhaps I know Top4Btm. I can’t tell since his picture is of an armpit. But 129 metres means he is most likely on this street, or one adjacent.

I don’t know all the gay men round here, and have remained in the house a lot over the past seven years, but the idea that this sort of underground network allows people to meet, and talk, honestly, makes my skin prickle. What a joyful thing. A place where people are free to explore and discuss their desires outside the gaze of heteronormative ideals and societal norms. Without shame. Incredible.

Virginia Woolf would have loved Grindr.

Come to think of it, the whole Bloomsbury set would have. Duncan Grant, Maynard Keynes, the lot of them would have had the time of their lives. Liberation and self-actualisation in its highest form.


SxyRodent

348 metres away



SxyRodent is a little further away. His picture is of an actual face. However, sadly, it’s one I don’t recognise. At least I don’t think I do. He has a sort of youthful glow about him – and slight danger in his eyes. He is a little ratty actually, so his name makes sense. Come to think of it, he actually looks about seventeen. I wonder what the terms and conditions say about age. Surely you can just lie about it – that must be a design fault? I wonder if his mother knows he’s on here. I could go on Mumsnet and see if there are concerned parents out there, if they are aware. Concerned Parents of Grindr Users.

No.

I cannot control other people’s choices. This is the truth I am seeing.

The truth!


CashPig

412 metres away



CashPig looks a little older and is wearing some kind of mask with ears – he actually looks quite cute and playful. I don’t want to stereotype, but he is what I imagined I’d find on here. Behind the mask his eyes look a little sad, a wealth of pain perhaps lurking under the pig face. Make people cry. I click on his profile to see a list of letters, tags, that make no sense to me.


NPNC. RN. UC. WS. NSA.

Discreet.



I spend a few minutes eyeing up some potential conversationalists, seeing if their tags make any sense.


Discreet. Discreet.


So many discreet.

This is perfect.

The app suddenly chirps loudly, my phone vibrates and I flinch.


Your picture has been approved!


I look up at the bed, at Ronan still splayed out on it – having completely forgotten he was here. I bat away thoughts of him calling the police and having me arrested for some revenge porn-related activity. (I think it’s illegal now. But I should probably check – though his face isn’t in the shots, so I should be fine.) I flick the side switch so the phone turns to silent.

It vibrates again, and a name pops up.

Prince Hairy.

Another face.

He looks nice, a little older. Perhaps he is some kind of stalwart, an elder of Grindr, like Elrond, the king of the Elves in The Lord of the Rings. He does seem to have a kind of wisdom to his features. A beard and kind blue eyes. I could ask him for some guidance. I construct my opener, remembering all I know about the queer community from my years of being an ally.


Hey Kween! Slay!


I send.

I stare at the screen, wondering if I should have gone a bit further. Loving the realness, honey! Slay the house down! I think they say that. They do – the drag queens – on Instagram. I don’t understand it, but it’s fun to—

Message read.

Oh, he’s seen it!

Immediately.

Now? What time is it? Late.

11:36.

I suppose gays like to party.

No response.

No response.

OK.

I’m panicking.

And drunk.

This was a mistake.

Delete?

Yes.

Delete it.

Delete it.

Oh God...

It’s so derogative!

Pretend it never happened. That I was hacked.

Oh, he’s typing.

Oh no.

What have I done?

I hate myself—


Ummm k?

slay



Yas!

See.

I excitedly type –


Slay Kween yas gawd!


Pause.

Then delete. Overkill. Over-slay.

Keep it chill.

Instead I write –


I love your pictures

Eating it up! No crumbs left



I press send.

A red exclamation mark appears next to my message.

Strange.

I try again.


You have been blocked.



Huh?


For rules around hate speech, please see the terms and conditions.



Hate speech, Prince Hairy?

I knew there would be terms and conditions.

My phone vibrates again.


1 NEW MESSAGE



Someone has initiated talking to me.

To me!

I feel immediately and oddly flattered – a rush of serotonin entering my brain, the excitement making me nearly drop my phone.

I click the profile.


Daddy



Daddy’s photo is of a face – which again is immediately comforting. He looks mid-thirties, perhaps a little older than me. Kind and well kept. Responsible. In a shirt, moustached, a little mop of hair pushed back. Quite professional, really.


Hey. Into?



Into? Straight to the point.


You here for fun?



Fun.

Yes. This does feel like that.

I see flashing images of me and Daddy becoming best friends, going for coffee and hikes, discussing the nuances of emotional pain. I haven’t had time to think about the voice of Chat?;) yet. Who should I be? The slay Kween approach obviously didn’t work as I thought it might. Perhaps I’ll keep it closer to home, for now. Come to think of it, someone once said I’m practically a gay man in a woman’s body. I can’t remember if I’ve made that up, but I’m sure it was at some point during the attic conversion, because of my keen eye for interior design. I think it was one of the cool gays from the Maynard Arms.

Or it was Joanie. Again.

I settle for –


Most definitely




All right Shakespeare



Shakespeare?

Wow.

Woolf, eat your heart out.


You some kind of professor?




Potentially




Hot
You like to be called Professor?



I mean...


Yes




Hoootttt
You a daddy too?



I think perhaps staying with the more mature type is good. Aligning with them. It feels more comfortable. Safer.


I am




Cute
You’re a top then?



Despite hearing it a lot, I’m still not entirely sure what that means but I’ll just say yes for now.


Yes




Perfect
What kind of fun you into?



I’m going to stick with the honest approach.


I’m looking to see and understand the real gay experience



OK, that sounded weird.

Maybe weird is good. Maybe it’s a thing?

Oh, God—


Lol
I think I can help you with that
Ur hot



I’m hot.

He sends three aubergine emojis.

I can’t seem to help myself but reply, with four.

For research.


What have you got in mind?




T-party



T-party.


As in, an actual tea party?

lol. Yeah. It’s chill, fun. Nice and safe
Just a gathering of cool people
They’d like you!
Nothing to worry about
Come!



Nice and safe.


Is it only for Dads?




No, everyone welcome who wants to meet new ppl
Have a little chill



Oh, that’s nice. A way to grow a circle of friends.


When is it?




now



Oh, wow – interesting. A late-night tea party.

Despite the expanding thrill in the pit of my stomach, I cannot accept the invite.


Sadly it’s a bit late. I’m up early




Don’t worry it’s all good
Spk soon x



Damn it. I have a sudden sadness that I might never get to talk to Daddy ever again. I feel like a character myself. My own creation. It’s almost like when I started Shallow Embers, losing myself in other people. I can be anyone I want to be. The possibilities are endless.

I realise something.

I feel alive. A yearning pulls, a draw to what is intrinsically me. Creating. Truth seeking.

Telling the truth.


Could we maybe just chat instead?



I stare at the screen, waiting for his reply.

But he doesn’t.

When I look up, the coldness of the off-white wall slaps me awake.

What the hell am I doing?

I stand, pacing for a moment, avoiding my panic. I tiptoe around the bed, to Ronan’s side, and stand over his nightstand where I see a stack of cards. congratulations! you the man! i am so immensely proud of you – look at you go!

My card is there too.

I hesitate, then take it from the stack and open it.

My darling, I am so proud of you.

Thank you for being the rock of this family.

I owe you so much.

Your Mallory.

My stomach twists into an uncomfortable knot. I turn and study him for a moment, snoring gently. After I wrote Shallow Embers, he was working at the BBC, with a mountain of debt. We used my advance to pay that off, and then he was headhunted to Netflix. So much has changed.

He looks so gentle in this light. So harmless.

White Lies.

Something flashes on the nightstand, making me jump.

His phone.

I look down to see it is a message from Joanie.


Loved seeing you tonight, babe. Ur smashing it. We are all in awe. Hope Meek Mal gave u some fun in the end ;)



A sudden surge of heat radiates throughout my body. Meek Mal. I’d thought it was Ronan’s little joke, his charm, saved just for me. He always smiled after he’d said it, in that way that felt like he was being kind, like he really meant the opposite.

It’s so warm in here. Rain starts to drum against the window in the roof, and there is static in the air – a pressure that makes me feel sick – until I hear the distant sound of thunder.

It breaks the pressure.

When I was on the psych ward, leaving wasn’t an option. I wasn’t allowed to talk about it after I was discharged, either. It was good to stay quiet, I was told.

No one really knew what had happened.

But I know.

I know what happened.

I leave his phone on his nightstand, and take out mine. I open up Grindr and find Daddy.


Hi, what’s the address?




Yas!




Yasssssssss




53 Priory Rd, Kween



Priory Road. That’s literally five minutes’ walk away. It’s right near our friends Caro and Benji. They work in tech, and are loaded. It’s a lovely street.

Nice and safe.

But I can’t leave.

Can I?


Do I need to bring anything?




Just urself




Are people hungry?




Starving bb
We’re all starving
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Heaven.

I have gone to heaven in its arms.

Up. Up.

Hugged the whole way,

Now dancing with it in the clouds.

Its lights are so kind.

Its warmth so endless.

The pain is gone.

But then I turn,

and I realise

This heaven is a dirty floor

That I have been lying on

In a heap

With a packet of crisps

Stuck to the side of my face.

@Alias22



It’s been ages, I think. Time becomes irrelevant.

Brick must be long gone, being stupid somewhere else. I could stay here forever. I’ve always felt at one with nature.

My phone is making a noise. I peel my eyes from the sky, feeling the rain dribble down my forehead.

It’s Sam. Dunno why he’s still intent on calling himself Daddy, the nutter. There’s nothing paternal about him. I hate this app. Hate that it’s necessary. That so much of my life is on it.


You got the T?




Yeah




Any left? Lol



Thinks he’s funny, Sam.

But I have to be careful.


Yeah course




Better all be there




It is



He won’t notice. They’re all on it already.

I hope.


Know where you’re going?




53 Priory Road




Lots of people coming
Stay discreet




Yeah sound



If he knows I’ve had some of it, he’ll freak, so I’ve got to act sober. But I can do that. That’s one thing I’ve learnt to nail along the way. Eyes straight. Reply quick – short, to the point, no rambling. The red eyes are because of hay fever, or cos I’ve been crying at my shitty life, etc.


Be there in 20



I close the app and stand. The park sways. The street lamps and car headlights and traffic lights on the road surrounding the park streak into my eyes in all different colours. Like some kind of shitty, trippy piece of art.

I don’t wanna go.

But I have to.

I owe him.

And now I owe Brick.

I owe a lot of people a lot of things.

I open a can of Stella and chug it down. I love it.

I’ll get Sam some flowers to keep him sweet. There’s a graveyard on the way, so that’ll be nice and easy.
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Unhinged Bravery.

I’ll only be gone for half an hour.

I take a Tupperware container from the cupboard, wrap some leftover vol-au-vents in tin foil and put them inside it. I see an unopened bottle of elderflower cordial amongst the empty cans and half-full bottles of wine that line the kitchen counter. I choose the only sealed bottle of wine remaining.

By the way, I know I don’t look like Ronan. I am aware that’s not who they will meet when I show up. But I’m hoping they will find it funny, let me in for a quick chat, that they will potentially see me as some kind of Mother figure, iconic for bringing the vol-au-vents to the party. A real-life ally, turning up in the dead of night to feed them. Mother has arrived!

I can hear them now.

Give us what we want, mama! Feed the gays!

(And I’ll be taking my pepper spray. I have it in case of a home invasion.)

I get my keys from the fruit bowl and tiptoe towards the front door.

Where will Maddox take us next? I for one can’t wait to find out.

The lengths we go to as creatives.

I’m going to take the car. The house is only a ten-minute walk away, but down back streets, so I think it’ll be safer. Yes, I am admittedly still a bit tipsy (but the adrenaline is making me pretty sharp now), and I’ve decided the safety it will afford me outweighs the risks. If anything goes amiss, I can lock myself in. Also, maybe I can just watch from the window for a little bit, scout it out. You know, be sensible about this.

Thankfully, once outside, the rain masks my footsteps. I look up to the house, to the dormer window where Ronan is passed out. I could go back in.

I could.

I peer down the street at the houses, every single one with the same checkered tiles leading up to either a baby-blue or bottle-green door, the local aesthetics competition in full view.

I open the car and close it only when I hear a clap of thunder. It is less frequent now. I can sense a calm settling in the air. The release, after the storm. The freedom. My skin prickles awake. I turn the ignition, punch the address into the satnav and begin driving slowly towards Priory Road, wondering if the picnic hamper was too much. Then thinking, no, they’ll love a little flare.
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