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Chapter One

 

Tony studied his face in the mirror.  A wry smile flickered across his lips; he liked what he saw.  He looked hard as nails.  His rugged face made him seem older than his twenty-two years and he wore it like a badge of honour.  He arched his back and stretched, his arms craning up toward the ceiling.  From under the sleeve of his shirt his tattoo momentarily appeared and disappeared as if gasping for oxygen before being dragged back under by a wave of polyester.  He belched loudly, patted his beer gut and smiled.  

“All paid for,” he chuckled, as he stroked it fondly.

The mirror returned his stare.  

He smirked to himself, I probably should have worn my suit today instead of jeans and football shirt,
but this thought quickly disappeared as his nostrils flared.  He hated the stench of public toilets.  He hated public toilets, full stop.  He knew what certain people used them for.  “Dirty bastards,” he whispered to himself.  

Tony relaxed a little and reached down, squeezing a large hairy-knuckled hand into the pocket of his jeans.  This applied some pressure to his waistline and his bladder twinged in protest.  It reminded him of the reason for coming into the toilet in the first place.  He took out a crumpled letter and tried to remove the creases.  He quickly scanned it, searching for something in particular.  His eyes stopped suddenly as they found what they were looking for.  ‘10 am’, it stated, and he glanced at his watch.  The dial showed 10:07 – at least, that’s what he thought it showed; it was barely readable through the deeply scratched face.

“Just enough time for a slash,” he muttered.  “I’ll keep the swines waiting.  After all, being late is hardly a crime.”  At least it wasn’t compared to what he was here for.

He walked to the urinal and found it was broken, clogged with cigarette butts and filled to the brim with a soup of urine.  Normally this sort of thing wouldn’t bother Tony; he would usually add his own contribution to the soup.  He looked down at his old trainers and curled the toes of his right foot.  The material stretched to reveal a small hole.  He looked again at the broken urinal, which was a centimetre away from overflowing, and the telltale puddle of piddle beneath it.  Tony then considered the fullness of his bladder and took a couple of steps backwards as he thought better of it.  

With a tut he turned and kicked open a cubicle door. He unzipped his fly and started to urinate, absent-mindedly reading the graffiti as he relieved himself into the toilet and onto the floor in equal measures.

He soon grew bored with perusing the phone numbers and badly drawn naked women, but his bladder was still not empty.  With the index finger of his spare hand he rootled his left nostril and with impressive dexterity removed an offending item and wiped it on the cubicle wall.  He finished urinating and spoke aloud to the graffiti in front of him: “Ah that’s better,” then turned and left without flushing, his trainers squeaking on the stained and sticky floor.

On leaving the toilets Tony saw an apologetically dressed man.  He meandered across the crowded entrance towards him, past the sorry looking people in the waiting room.  He had to laugh.  What a mix of chavs, twockers, wasters and wannabe hard men they were, but they all had several things in common; they had taken out their earrings, shaved as best they could and borrowed ill-fitting suits from friends and family to try and make a good impression.  They looked so nervous, so scared, but not Tony.  He strode through them like a bantam cock.  A few of them looked up at him.  Tony didn’t return their stares; they weren’t worthy.  They watched him pass and then returned to their shoe-gazing and regret soaked flashbacks of the events that had led to them being here today.

“Where have you been?” asked Tony’s solicitor, Bob, tapping his watch irritably.

“I was taking a slash.”

Bob tutted. “Look, they’re waiting for you in there and now we’re late.”

Tony scratched his arm.  “Christ, keep your hair on!” he snorted.

“I asked you to wear a suit today, Tony,” he whined.  

“Is this a fashion parade or a court hearing?” 

“But you look a real mess,” Bob continued.  “It doesn’t give a very good impression.”

Tony immediately retaliated.  “I could say the same about you, Bob.”

“It’ll have to do.  Come on,” Bob said, tiring of this conversation and conscious of the time.  He put one hand on the door and another on the small of Tony’s back and gave both a gentle push.  Tony arched instinctively.  He wasn’t comfortable being touched.

Bob pushed open the double doors and they entered the court room.  He walked to the front and sat down, Tony following casually behind.

The magistrate put down his papers and said, “Glad you could make it”.

“Please accept our apologies,” snivelled Bob.  “My client was unavoidably delayed.”

“Let us commence,” began the magistrate.  He banged his gavel.  To him, the sound signified the start of a ceremony, waking the gods from their slumber to judge these mortals.  “I am so glad that you made as much effort with your appearance as you did with your punctuality.”  His words were chosen carefully to let Tony know who was in charge here.  “You look like you’ve just rolled out of bed.”

“Maybe so,” started Tony, “though if I may be so bold, this court room could do with a lick of paint.  I mean, I have to say that I am also very disappointed.  I was expecting a grand old hall filled with solid oak furniture, portraits and the smell of old books.”  Tony surveyed the room with a mock sneer.  “Instead, I appear to have stumbled into the Temple of Formica – it’s all industrial carpets, fluorescent lighting with a certain whiff of a 1980s’ community centre about it.”

“I guess we are both equally disappointed then,” the magistrate replied, realising that this guy might be a worthy contender.

Never being one to know where to draw the line, Tony declared: “I feel short-changed.”

“Be quiet, Tony,” whispered Bob, “don’t antagonise him.”

The magistrate stared over the rim of his glasses at Tony for a moment, and his mouth moved as if he was about to respond, but he thought better of it.  He shuffled his papers and straightened his back.

“Can the prosecution stand,” he bellowed authoritatively.

The prosecution rose.

“On the night of 28th July the police were called to the scene of a disturbance at an establishment known as The Pink Moon.  Mr Horwood and some of his insalubrious associates had recently been ejected from The Three Cocks public house on the high street after making lewd and suggestive comments to the female bar staff.  Apparently, this public house serves speciality beers, one of which Mr Horwood appears to have developed a taste for, but for reasons unknown the landlord had decided to stop offering Mr Horwood’s favourite beer.  Unfortunately, Mr Horwood took objection to this and a small ruckus erupted.  One of the male members of the bar staff quickly intervened and ejected Mr Horwood and his cohorts.”

The prosecution paused for a moment to look around the room. Satisfied that he had everyone’s attention, he continued.

“After Mr Horwood and friends were ejected from The Three Cocks they rampaged along the high street, interfering traffic cones and performing lewd acts with them until they reached the premises of The Pink Moon.  Our witness statements declare that on entering the beer garden Mr Horwood and his cohorts began to shout abuse at the patrons of The Pink Moon.  Mr Horwood, fuelled on adrenaline and alcohol, assaulted several customers.  The police were called and Mr Horwood and company fled the scene.”

He paused for a moment to let the words sink in.  Tony’s solicitor shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

The prosecutor looked over at Tony and spoke again.

“They were quickly picked up when they were discovered urinating outside a public convenience.  The prosecution therefore requests that based upon the aforementioned evidence, Mr Horwood is a menace to society and this court should find him guilty on all counts.”

He looked at the magistrate and spoke firmly.  “The prosecution rests.”  Then he sat down, looking quite pleased with himself.

The magistrate made some notes and then looked at Tony and Bob.

“Would the representation of Mr Horwood please present his defence?”

Bob was hunched over, rocking ever so slightly.  He felt like a fraud representing the likes of Tony, but nevertheless, he rose to his feet, cleared his throat and began.

“Your Honour, my client feels unduly victimised by these accusations and refutes several of the charges.”

The magistrate looked quizzical.  “How so?” he said.

“My client has been singled out and made an example of.”  He paused for a moment.  “Look, who’s to say who threw the beer glass in the crowded beer garden?”

The prosecution jumped to his feet.  “Your Honour, may I interject?  I have eight signed statements from witnesses who say that they saw Mr Horwood launch a missile into the crowd.”

“Oh,” said Bob, ruefully.

“Witnesses. Is that what you’re calling them these days?  I call them benders, queers, bum bandits…” Tony chimed in.

“Silence,” ordered the magistrate.  “Please keep your client under control.”

“Yes, Your Honour,” said Bob apologetically, shooting Tony a look.

The magistrate spoke again.

“The prosecution has submitted statements from several members of the public clearly stating that Mr Horwood was acting as the ringleader and main instigator of the violence on the night of 28th July.”

“Ah, yes, well you can’t trust members of the public, can you?” said Bob.  “Just look what happened to Socrates when the public were consulted.”  He looked rather pleased with himself.

“Well, I wish we could still administer hemlock as a punishment,” the magistrate admonished.  “Anyway, I would hardly compare your client to Socrates.”

Tony looked up quickly.  “Oi, who are you to judge me?”

“I rest my case,” snorted the magistrate.  He folded his arms and looked around smugly to see if anyone else found this statement as ironic as he did.

Tony whispered to his solicitor and his solicitor nodded in agreement.

“My client refutes the charges of urinating outside a public convenience,” Bob declared purposefully.

No sooner had the final word left his lips when Tony interrupted.  “I can’t get done for that.  I needed a piss, but I wasn’t willing to enter those public toilets.  They were so close to that gay pub, I didn’t dare enter them for fear of someone entering me.”

“But urinating in public is still an offence,” said the magistrate gravely.

“Objection!” shouted Tony.

“Objection?” scorned the magistrate.  “Objection? You’ve seen too much American television, Mr Horwood.”

“But pissing in public is not an offence,” continued Tony, appearing not to have heard.  The courtroom fell silent.  “Before I started to piss I raised my hand and shouted aloud three times at the top of my voice, ‘I’m in pain.  I’m in pain.  I’m in pain’.  That makes it legal.”  

The magistrate stared in disbelief.  “This is simply not true!” he cried.

Tony began to explain.  “Well, my mate Neil at the pub told me that this makes it legal and he is a clever swine.  He wears glasses and his team always wins the pub quiz.”  Staring defiantly into the magistrate’s eyes, he said: “I rest my case.”  And with that, he sat back down while his solicitor stood bewildered.

The magistrate removed his glasses and rubbed his face with the palm of his hand and let out a sigh.

“I hate to burst your bubble Mr Horwood, but your f r i e n d” – he dragged out the word and hardened his tone – “is sadly mistaken.”

Tony refuted this.  “He also told me it’s legal to piss against the rear wheels of someone else’s car as long as you have your right hand on the vehicle the whole time that you are peeing.”

The magistrate rolled his eyes.  “And at which school of law did ‘your friend’” – making inverted commas in the air with his fingers – “learn all these gems of legal information?”

“Oh, he didn’t learn it at school,” explained Tony, “I think he read it on the internet.”

The magistrate rolled back in his chair.  “Well then, it must be true!”

“Ah, so you agree then?” said Tony.

“No,” scoffed the magistrate, “I was being facetious.  Does the defence actually have a defence?”

Bob’s cheeks coloured, “Erm, actually no, not really.”

“Okay,” said the magistrate, “are you finished then?”

“The defence rests,” Bob said softly and sat down, defeated.

No sooner had the seat of his trousers touched the chair when the magistrate bellowed, with obvious enjoyment: “Can the defence stand!”

Tony and Bob rose to their feet.

“How do you plead?” enquired the magistrate.

“Not guilty,” replied Bob.

“Please take a seat while I consider the evidence.”  The magistrates tone was cold and expressionless.  “This won’t take long.”

For a few moments there was an uncomfortable silence, while from elsewhere in the building came the faint but persistent sound of a baby crying.

Eventually, the magistrate cleared his throat and delivered his verdict with a serious expression.

“The court has heard evidence that on the night of 28th July, Mr Tony Horwood committed the following offences: drunk and disorderly, urinating outside a public convenience, and actual bodily harms towards the clientele of The Pink Moon public house.  This court finds the defendant guilty on all counts.”

From the dock Bob bowed his head just as Tony looked up and smirked defiantly at the magistrate.

“You are hereby sentenced to twelve months’ community service.”

Tony laughed out loud.  “Twelve months community service?  Easy!”  

“Yes, err, well,” the magistrate said, stumbling over his words.  He wasn’t expecting this.  Maybe he had underestimated his opponent.

The magistrate concentrated for a moment, his eyes darting from left to right while his brain processed his thoughts.  “Perhaps community service is not the answer for a recidivist like you.”  His lips formed a sardonic smile.  “Ah, I know.  I have just the thing for you.”  He paused and stared Tony right in the eyes and announced a new punishment.  “I sentence you to an academic year at the Finishing School for Future Queens of England.”

Tony looked genuinely puzzled.  “What’s that?  Is it some kind of boot camp?”

“No,” smiled the magistrate, “although ‘camp’ is one way of describing it.”  He was really enjoying himself now.

Bob leaned over and muttered into his ear.

“You what?” squealed Tony, abandoning all cool and nonchalance.

“Ah, Mr Horwood.  I believe the penny is just about to drop.”  The magistrate drank in the expression on Tony’s face.  He studied his eyes and the panic within.  He gazed at Tony’s brow and at the appearance and disappearance of the lines washing in likes waves onto a beach.  He imagined for a moment that he could hear the cogs inside Tony’s head as they slowly turned and processed this information.  He pictured Tony’s synapses firing in a random and chaotic pattern like a firework factory that has been set ablaze.  Then suddenly, something fell into place, the atmosphere in the room seemed to change.  He watched Tony intently, half expecting a cuckoo to spring out of his mouth.

Tony’s lips parted and instead of a cuckoo two words sprang out: “Gay school?”

“You’ve got it, Mr Horwood.  You’ll be spending the next few months at the Finishing School for Future Queens of England, or ‘gay school’, as you so eloquently put it.”

“What!  You’re seriously going to put me in there…with them?”

The magistrate began to relax.  He’d won this battle and spoke slowly and smugly.  “Yes, it will do you good to mix with a different sort,” and started to write on his notepad absentmindedly.

“I won’t go,”

The magistrate looked up, “If you refuse to go then you’ll break the conditions of your sentence and I will have no choice other than to send you to prison instead.”

“Prison!  Are you serious?”

“Totally.”

Tony gritted his teeth.  “If you send me to that gay school I’ll smack their heads in and get kicked out.”  He clenched and unclenched his fists as if cracking invisible walnuts.  His dirty nails sank into his palms leaving semi-circular indentations that quickly dissipated.

The magistrate looked serious for a moment.  “If you get kicked out then you break the terms of your sentence and you’ll go to prison.  Also, Mr Horwood, there will be hundreds of gay men at the school and there is only one of you.”  He had Tony’s undivided attention now.  “You may not be the sharpest tool in the box, but you’re not stupid.  I suspect that when you are not with your likeminded friends and when sober you may display a slightly more pusillanimous side to your character.”

Tony scratched his head.  “I have no idea what you just said.  I will take them out one by one if I have to.”

The magistrate laughed.  “There are approximately four hundred students there and you’ll be at the school for a full school year.  Simple mathematics, Mr Horwood, simple mathematics.”  He rubbed his hands together with glee.                “Between classes you will have neither the time nor the energy to duff anybody up.”                He watched Tony as he appeared to consider the numbers and the timescales presented to him.  “Anyway, I suspect that you will start to empathise with your fellow students once you’ve settled in.”  He sighed.  There was no fun in this now.  The battle had been won.  His mind wandered, he was hungry.  “Should I eat in or go out tonight?”

His thoughts were rudely interrupted as Tony spoke: “They’ll all be after me in there, won’t they?”

“It’s hard to interpret your meaning, Mr Horwood.  Was that a statement or a question?” asked the magistrate.

It wasn’t clear but it sounded like fear in Tony’s voice. No, ‘fear’ is too strong a word – ‘uncertainty’ more accurately describes it, the magistrate thought to himself.

“And prison will be different how?” he asked rhetorically.  He had had enough now.  He wanted to wind this up and go home.

“Mr Horwood, it is more likely that you’ll be sexually harassed in prison than at that school.”

Tony started to protest but the magistrate barked his order: “Bailiff take him away!”

As they led him away Tony wasn’t quite sure what had made the loud bang.  Was it the magistrate’s gavel or his jaw hitting the floor?




Chapter Two

 

“George,” Hugh said in a serious tone, “we need to talk.”  He patted the bed next to him.  “Please sit down.”

“Okay.” George sat down hesitantly.

Hugh took George’s hand and held it gently.  He stared into the middle distance deciding how to start.

“Come on Hugh,” George prompted, “you’re scaring me a bit.”

“I’m sorry, it’s nothing that bad,” he whispered, completely avoiding any eye contact.

“If it’s not that bad then just come out with it.”

Hugh’s hand became clammy, so he let go and gently wiped the perspiration on his duvet.  He took a deep breath and spoke rapidly. “I’ll be going away for a while.”

“What?” George exclaimed, before standing up and firing questions at Hugh.  “Where are you going?  When are you going?  What does this mean?”

“I knew you’d react like this.” Hugh put his head in his hands.

“Answer the question,” persisted George with growing anger.

“Which one do you want me to answer?”

“All of them.”

“Okay, okay,” replied Hugh. “I’ve been accepted at the Future Queens of England finishing school.”

“What?” screeched George.  The blood ran out of George’s face as the realisation kicked in.  “Isn’t that the gay school?  Oh my god.  You can’t be serious?”

Hugh remained silent, observing the maelstrom.

After a few dumbstruck moments George stopped pacing and spoke calmly. “Okay, Hugh.  I will make this simple.  One word.  When?”

Hugh relaxed a little.  “I leave next Monday and I’ll be there for a full academic year.  But it’s not that long if you think about it.  Just September through to July.”

“Don't patronise me, Hugh.  I know what an academic year is; I was at school for most of my life.”

Hugh ran his hand through his hair and sucked air through closed teeth, not knowing what to say next.

The mood changed again and George’s body started to shake as emotion took hold.  George sat back down on the bed and reached over, taking Hugh’s hand.  “What about me?”  George asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.

“Well you’ll stay here, won’t you, whilst I am away?”

George started to sob.  “I don't mean that, Hugh, and you know it.”

“Oh don’t cry,” said Hugh without sympathy. “I knew you’d cry; you always cry.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Hugh, but when the man you love tells you he is going away for a year it tends to hurt a bit.”

Hugh’s head dropped.  

“I'll ask you again.  What about me?  Or should I say, what about us?”

Hugh's cheeks coloured. “I'm not breaking up with you, if that's what you mean.”  He leant over and wiped George's tears.  “Look at me.”

George sniffed and tried to stop the river of tears before looking up, hopefully.

“You know that you mean the world to me and nothing will ever break us up.  You couldn't get rid of me if you wanted to.”  He smiled warmly at George, happy that the conversation was under control.

George stared deeply into Hugh's eyes trying to see whether he really meant it before returning his smile.

“You might not always be able to see me, but I'm always there.  Simply put, you're stuck with me to the bitter end.”  Hugh hoped that a little humour would relieve the tension.  His smile was a sincere attempt at reassurance.

They sat in silence for a few moments. “Why are you going?” George said, gently stroking Hugh's hand.

“You know why.  If I am going to become famous I really need to look and act the part.  The teachers there are the best and they'll help me to dress right, act right, and they'll really help with my look.  You won't recognise me once they're done.”

“That's what I am afraid of, Hugh.  Well, I suppose it's only a year and our relationship is strong enough.  And I'll be able to come out to visit you at weekends, won't I?”  George said brightly.

Hugh pursed his lips.

George's face hardened. “What is it?  Is there more to this?”

Hugh broke eye contact.  “Actually, there is one other thing.”

“What other thing?” George said angrily, crushing Hugh's hand.

Hugh winced and slipped his hand out of the vice-like grip. “Well,” he said finding it difficult to decide on the right words, “I don’t want you to visit me there.”

“What?  You’re being ridiculous.  Why on earth not?”

“You'll cramp my style,” came the matter-of-fact reply.

“I didn't think you had any style. I thought that’s why you wanted to go there,” George retaliated.

“Oh, don't be so childish.”

“Look, I'll come back home at Christmas and Easter.  So it's not like we won't see each other,” Hugh said in a vain effort to appease the situation, and then he slowly backed away.

“Oh, sometimes you really are an idiot.”  George stood up and blocked his exit.  George’s glare shone with such intensity that Hugh almost withered beneath it.

“You can still send me letters,” he uttered meekly.

“Oh, thanks a bunch.  Shall I rush out now and buy some bloody envelopes and stamps?”

“If you loved me you'd let me go,” Hugh said, desperately attempting to gain back some ground.

George paused and considered this. “Are you really going to try emotional blackmail?”

“Well, I'd let you go if the situation was reversed.  Remember that time you wanted to go on holiday without me?  I let you go without a single complaint, didn't I?”

George almost choked.  “Hey!  You’ve twisted that.  If you recall, I went on a caravan holiday with my Nan and it only had one bedroom.  And you didn't want to go anyway.”

Hugh blushed. “Well technically that's true, but the principle is the same.”

George let out a big sigh.  “Look, I don't want to argue, but answer me honestly.  This isn't some ludicrous or elaborate scheme that you've cooked up to dump me is it?”

Hugh put on his most sincere face.  “No, of course not, darling.”

“Because if it is, just tell me now.  I won't get angry.  I promise.”

“No.  I love you and I am not breaking up with you,” Hugh said, putting his arms around George.

“So are you definitely not breaking up with me?”

“You silly sausage.  No, definitely not.  If anything, I am doing it for us, so we can have a fantastic life together.  If I get famous, we'll be rich, and just think how bright our future will be together.”

“Okay, okay,” George acquiesced.  “You have my blessing”.

Hugh grinned. “Thanks George, you're one in a million.”  He relaxed and gave George one more squeeze.

“Er, Hugh, have you told your parents yet?”

Hugh stepped back and placed his hands on George's shoulders.  “No, not yet, I was hoping that you’d do it for me.”

George's face fell.  “Oh, Hugh.  They are going to be so disappointed in you.”

“I know, I know.  Don't make me feel any worse than I do already.”

“This needs to come from you, Hugh. I can't fight all of your battles.”

Hugh's face contorted at the thought of delivering his news.  “Oh,” he said, simply.

George took the initiative.  “Look, it's no good putting it off.  We'll go and do it now.”

“Together?”

George took Hugh's hand and led him out of the bedroom.  “Yes, together.”

They walked downstairs in silence and paused momentarily as they approached the lounge.

“Are you ready?”  asked a wide-eyed George.

Hugh nodded. “Ready as I'll ever be,” and took a gulp as George pushed open the door.

George entered first, sheepishly pulling Hugh over the threshold.

Hugh's father looked up from his newspaper. “Hmm, this looks ominous.”

“Erm, Brad,” George said nervously, “where's Ron?  You'll both need to hear Hugh's announcement.”

“He's in the garden.  Let me call him.”  Brad got up and walked across to the patio doors.  “Honey, you'd better come in here.  It looks like Hugh and George have something to tell us.”

“Coming!” a soft voice called back.  

Hugh's father returned to his chair and paused.  “Should I be sitting down for this?”

Hugh and George nodded in unison.

“Okay then, I will.”  As Brad sat down Hugh's other father, Ron, entered the room breezily.

“I hope you're not pregnant,” Ron chortled and took a seat next to Brad, who laughed along.

“Oh don't be ridiculous, darling,” Brad tittered.  “Go on then, son.  You have our full attention.”

George pushed Hugh forward to the centre of the room so he was standing directly in front of his parents.  He looked at them both and he felt his heart quicken.

“Well, come on then, darling,” Brad said, urging Hugh on, “spit it out then.”

Hugh looked over his shoulder at George and gulped.

Ron leant forward.  “Hugh,” he said gently, “come on, son.  How bad can it be?”

Hugh turned to face his parents and took a deep breath.  Somewhere in the house a clock chimed.  Hugh took this as a sign and stood up straight.  “Dads, I have something to tell you and you're not going to like it … ”






Chapter Three

 

Tony drove his customised Ford Escort along the leafy country lane.  The car clung to the contours of the road as he sped into the unknown.  The September air had a refreshing coolness that gave a pleasant and welcome relief from the oppressive heat of August.  It signified the death of another summer, which would soon give way to the chill of autumn.

Tony squinted through the blacked-out windows of the Ford looking for the road signs.  His radio was playing AC/DC, Highway to Hell.  He laughed and spoke out loud to the radio in agreement: “Yes, that’s what the Catholics tell me,” and joined in heartily with the chorus.

Sunlight broke momentarily through a gap in the trees and the harsh light reflected off his rear spoiler.  The silence of the countryside was broken as Tony roared by, and then as he came around the bend he saw a gleaming Audi ahead.  His eyes glanced at the speedo.  Eighty mph.  Tony figured that the Audi must be sticking to the sixty mile per hour speed limit since the gap between them was becoming smaller by the second.  He closed the gap even further but the Audi driver neither increased nor decreased their speed.  He slowed before closing the gap again in order to make his intentions obvious.  Tony repeated the manoeuvre again and again, but still no reaction from the driver in front.  He ground his teeth together in frustration and punched the off button on his radio.  He needed to concentrate.  Tony studied the car in front carefully and noticed the driver was on the left hand side rather than the right.  Tony allowed his car to fall back sufficiently so he could view the number plate.  The letters ‘DE’ boldly stared back at him.  They triggered a feint recognition in him and he searched the archives of his mind.  Then it came to him.  Of course, he’d seen this before when he’d been to Europe to watch the World Cup.  Tony narrowed his eyes and parted his lips.  “German”, he whispered to himself as he let the car drop back even further.

He eyed the fuel gauge and with a jingoistic urge slammed his right foot down on the accelerator.  The Ford surged towards the Audi.  The gap narrowed and when there were only inches left to spare between the two cars he swung out to overtake.  He pulled alongside the Audi, his engine throbbing, and stared through the layers of glass at the other driver, who casually turned to face Tony.  For what seems like minutes his cold blue eyes returned Tony’s glowering stare.  Tony took one hand from the steering wheel and pointed to his Teutonic foe and began singing the theme from the Dam Busters at the top of his voice and with gusto.  This xenophobic gesture was wasted though as the engines drowned out all other noise and the only thing that Audi driver experienced was a man making strange shapes with his mouth at him.  Their cars clung to the road in parallel and they turned another corner, the bushes on either side shaking in their wake.

The Audi driver smiled briefly at Tony and coolly motioned with his eyes to the road ahead.  Tony frowned as he wondered what this meant until suddenly then the penny dropped.  From the corner of his eyes he detected the movement of an oncoming vehicle.  Tony hit the brakes and swerved the car back behind the Audi as the horrified faces in the oncoming car skidded past him with a screech of burning tyres.

After a few seconds the lightning in his chest dissipated and he felt adrenaline and relief pump through his body in equal measure.  He consciously slowed his breathing and self-consciously reduced the pressure on the accelerator.  As the car slowed, thoughts of ‘why are we in such a hurry to get there’ flooded into his brain. ‘What impression does that give?  Are we really in that much of a rush to arrive?’

Tony conceded that the voice inside his head had a point.  He reduced his speed even more and watched the Audi slip away.

With his ego still bruised Tony slowed further as he saw a number of cars signalling left.  This was it, the turning into the School for Future Queens of England.

“Oh Bollocks,” he shouted aloud in disbelief as he pulled up behind the Audi and waited uncomfortably in line.  What were the chances that they were both going to the same destination?  Suitably embarrassed, he found excuses to fiddle with the instruments on the car’s dashboard as he tried not to look into the car in front.  He saw another car pull up behind and join the slowly moving queue.  Forgetting himself for a moment, he took his eyes off the mirror and looked directly into the car in front.  There, waiting in ambush, were those cold, steely blue eyes reflecting in the Audi’s rear-view mirror.  Tony stared back hypnotically into those unblinking windows of the soul.  He fought the gaze but was unable to look away.  Eventually the reflected eyes seemed satisfied and dropped their gaze.

The traffic moved slowly forward and it came as a welcome sight when Tony saw an oncoming car slow and put its right hand side indicator on.  As the queue inched forward into the entrance he displayed a rare show of generosity as he gestured for the driver to enter the queue in front of him.  His tension eased now there was a metal barrier between him and the Audi.  He turned onto the gravel side road and followed the procession.  This was not the defiant entrance that Tony had planned.  The crunch of the gravel beneath his tyres served only to taunt him, but this was all in his imagination; in fact it was actually heralding his arrival.  Four cars behind, another drama was unfolding.

 

 

The atmosphere in Hugh’s car was tense, to say the least.  Ron leaned awkwardly against the steering wheel, hands gripping tightly, white-knuckled.  He frowned as if the sun was hurting his eyes but the sun was behind the clouds now.  Brad was concentrating on his map but this only served to betray his true feelings, since they had already reached their destination.  Hugh gazed absentmindedly out of the rear passenger window.  He had planned to soak it all up and relish every moment but no matter how hard he tried to make the most of this experience, his mind just would not focus.

Each of them was waiting for someone else to speak; they were all using this time to prepare their argument for when the inevitable conflict would start.

Ron finally cracked and broke the silence.  “There’s a lot of traffic isn’t there Hugh?”

“Yes, there … ” but Ron had cut him off already.

“Are you really going to go through with this?” he paused as he tried to remember his next line of thought.  “It’s not too late to back out you know,” he said with hope in his voice.

Hugh sighed.  “Why can’t you accept me for what I am?”

Brad just sighed and shook his head.  “What about George?  How’s your relationship going to survive this?”

Hugh chewed his bottom lip for a moment.

In front of them brake lights repeatedly blinked on and off.  Hugh watched as they continued their pattern.  It wasn’t just one car, it was several cars all acting in a similar manner, but each car in line was slightly slower than the one in front of it.  Something occurred to him; he hardened his gaze.  Were the lights trying to tell him something?  Was this Morse code, a message from the cosmos?  On, then quickly off; then on for a second or two; then off, on; then quickly off, on again and quickly off.  He tried to remember the Morse code he’d learned at Scouts.  Their car crept forward, and then the brake lights in front started their message again: on, then quickly off; on, then quickly off.  Tutting in frustration, Ron pushed the clutch down and took the car out of gear.  He wiggled the gearstick from left to right a couple of times irritably, but kept his foot on the brake pedal.

“We should have bought that automatic Brad,” he grumbled.

“Can we discuss this when we get home, darling?” Brad responded.  “We have more important things to discuss right now.”

The traffic edged a few metres further and stopped; brake lights in front flashed on and off again.  Ron angrily put the car into neutral and pulled the handbrake up without pushing the button in fully, making a horrible scraping noise.

“Hugh!” a voice said, demolishing his daydream, “are you bloody well listening?”

“Huh?” Hugh turned his head partially to face Brad but his eyes stayed focused on the brake lights.

“Hugh!  We were in the middle of a conversation.”

Hugh tore his eyes from the hypnotic lights, “Sorry Dad,” he mumbled apologetically.  “What were you saying?”

Brad sighed.  He felt like he wasn’t being taken very seriously.  “I was just saying, have you considered George’s feelings?  I thought that you were in love.”

“We are. Come on, can’t you just be happy for me?”  His frown gave way to a pitiful expression.  “Can’t you just support me?  I need to come here to hone my skills if I’m going to be famous.”

Brad lowered the superfluous map, looked over at Ron and raised his eyebrows.  Ron gave a resigned shrug and spoke gently. “Of course we’ll support you, son.”

Brad chimed in, “We’ve always supported you and we always will.”  He turned stiffly and strained, trying to face Hugh.  “You’re our son and we love you very much.”

“Stop, you’re going to set me off.”  Hugh blinked furiously to fight back the tears.  Then he fumbled in his pockets trying to think of something else, and coughed several times.

 

The car behind them pamped its horn and Ron looked up to see that there was no longer a conga line of cars in front of them.  He duly put the car in gear, released the handbrake and gently moved forward.  They drove up the approach in silence.  A grand, old building rose up in front of them.  As they drew closer Hugh noticed a large fountain in front of the building, which softened the aspect of the imposing stately home.  Pristine curved hedges framed the circular area directly in front of the building like parentheses, and neat androgynous topiary figures watched over the arrival of this year’s students.  Hugh thought how welcoming the topiary figures seemed in broad daylight, but imagined that by night they would take on a more sinister persona.

The building’s exterior was grey stone but not at all drab, and the use of Corinthian columns was not lost on Hugh – completely phallic, yet considered the most feminine of all columns.  Sunlight reflected off the abundant large rectangular windows like mirrors, and Hugh’s prying eyes could not see any detail behind them.  He tried to count how many there were and wondered which one would be his; he’d soon be staring out from the other side, he thought.

As the car drew closer still Hugh noted that there was a succession of eight wide stone steps leading to the large trapezoidal doorway that was both welcoming and foreboding.  As the car slowly passed by the entrance Hugh squinted to read the Latin text inscribed above the doorway: Ad augusta per angusta.  He made a mental note to look this up later, but was sure it said something inspiring and he grandly straightened his back and addressed the building silently: ‘I won’t let you down.’

The car eased into a large space more or less directly in front of the building.

“Well this is it,” said Hugh, stating the obvious, but his voice was whispered and drowning in emotion.  The three of them sat for a moment listening to the sound of suitcases on gravel and more importantly, the sound of car doors slamming shut.






Chapter Four

 

Tony sat behind the wheel of his stationary Ford Escort and stared out in disbelief at the young men making their way towards the entrance.  A sick feeling welled in the pit of his stomach.  I can’t believe that this is actually happening, he thought, I knew the day was coming but I can’t believe it’s here and this is real.

He placed the palm of his hand across his mouth and rubbed his cheek bones with his thumb and fingers in agitation.  For the first time in Tony’s life he didn’t know how to deal with the situation.  He knew he had to get out of the car but didn’t know if he could muster the courage.  It felt like he was about to jump out of a plane with no parachute.  He needed some sort of displacement activity to delay the inevitable.  Tony looked around the car for something to do.  He opened up his glove box, removed a handful of CD cases and laid them out on the passenger seat.  The first album he picked up was Dave Stewart’s Greetings from the Gutter.  He opened the case and found the Moonbabies at the Ballroom CD in it.

“Aha,” he said aloud.  Now he had the perfect activity.  He quickly located the Moonbabies’ CD case and flipped it open.  This contained Pulp, His ‘n’ Hers.

After fifteen minutes all of his compact discs were back in the correct cases and he started to put them back into the glove box.  As he leant over the gear stick, extending his CD-laden hand he suddenly realised that what his life lacked was alphabetical order to his albums.  So he spent another five minutes shuffling them into the correct order.

Tony sat back into his seat and contemplated reality.  He placed a tentative hand on the driver’s door handle, pulling it gently towards him.  It reminded him of when he used to go swimming as a child.  He’d stand by the steps with the water over his ankles, then once he’d accustomed himself to the cold water he’d move to the next step down.  He’d repeat this process, submerging himself bit by bit, letting the water climb higher up his legs until it reached his stomach.  This was always the hardest bit for him; for some reason his stomach always found the water colder than his legs and chest but he knew that he couldn’t resist any longer.  Of course he’d toughened up since then and knew the best way to deal with cold swimming pools was to jump straight in, that’s what a real man would do; and with that he sucked up a lungful of air, yanked the handle, pushed the driver’s door open with his elbow and swung his legs out onto the gravel.

 

 

Hugh stood in awe at the rear of his parents’ car; he craned his neck as he looked to the top of the building.  A rainbow flag flew proudly from its mast.  He strained to hear it flapping in the breeze but couldn’t make it out above the noise from the people talking excitedly.  Brad unlocked the boot and pulled out a pink suitcase.

“Just a little bit predictable Hugh?”

“Nonsense Dad, I’ve got to fit in haven’t I?”

“Come here Hugh and give your old Dad a hug if you’re not too old,” said Brad, reaching out.

Hugh scanned the vicinity self-consciously as he met his father’s embrace.

“Room for me too?” enquired Hugh’s other dad as he folded his arms around the two of them.

Hugh felt the warmth from the hug and rested his chin on Brad’s shoulder.  He opened one eye and noticed a rough looking man of about the same age standing next to a souped-up Ford and sneering at him.  Hugh immediately pushed his way out of the three-way hug and coughed nervously.

“Right, I’d better get going then.”

“Oh, okay then,” Ron replied, taken aback by the abruptness, “I suppose you had.”

“Have you got everything?” enquired Brad.  “Toothpaste, hair gel, contact lens solution …?”

“Yes, yes,” Hugh responded rather impatiently.  He took hold of his suitcase and pulled out the extendable handle.  He looked at his dads and said, “I’ll call you at the weekend to let you know how I am settling in.”

“Okay, well make sure you do,” said Brad, “and if you need anything, for God’s sake just ask.”

“Sure.”  Hugh pulled his suitcase towards the main doors, it bounced from side to side on the gravel before the wheels locked.  “Oh Christ Almighty, this is my big entrance.  Why do these things never go as planned?”  To save himself the embarrassment of crouching down to pick the gravel out of the wheels Hugh decided the best course of action was to ignore it.  He quickened his pace and dragged the suitcase behind him.  It ploughed the gravel, leaving a small suitcase-shaped valley behind.

“They’re going to have their hands full with him,” commented Brad.

Ron breathed in an unnatural amount of air and unable to find any words, simply nodded in agreement.

As Hugh approached the steps he noticed a tall, relatively older figure smiling and greeting the new arrivals.  He was an amenable looking man with a slightly weathered but clean shaven face.  He was immaculately dressed; it was the kind of suit that Hugh had seen in films but never in any shop.  An Italian suit, perhaps?  Hugh shook himself from his contemplation and realised he was being offered a warm smile and an extended arm.  Oh, he thought, I hate the business of shaking hands.  He returned the smile and surreptitiously wiped his clammy hand on the back of his trousers before extending it.

“Hello, hello and welcome,” the man said, taking Hugh’s hand and shaking it.  “I’m the Headmaster here, and who might you be?”

“Hugh, Sir.  Pleased to meet you,” he said genuinely.

The Head continued to shake hands for a moment and then commented, “Hmmm, that handshake is much too firm, but worry not, that’s what you are here for.”  He leant closer, “We’ll soon iron out these flaws.”

Hugh loosened his grip and let his wrist go limp.

The Head burst out laughing.  “Only joking my boy, just a little stereotyping.”  Hugh didn’t know what to think, and stared silently at the Head, still shaking hands.  “Righty-ho, Hugh,” said the Head, pulling out of the handshake, “you’d better be running along now.”

“Uh, okay, Sir.”  And with that Hugh started to drag his suitcase up the stairs and into the large entrance.

Continuing his welcome of the new arrivals, the Head noticed a scruffy character, who looked somewhat out of place, heading towards the entrance.  “Excuse me!” he called out, “we ask the builders to use the side entrance.”

The figure stopped and scowled.  “What?”

“We prefer the builders to use the side entrance,” the Head repeated irritably, “the main entrance is just for teachers and students.  I’m sure you understand, old boy.”

“But I am a student.”

“Are you really?”  “Then would you mind introducing yourself?”

“Tony Horwood.”

The Head gazed skywards for a moment.  “Tony Horwood,” he mumbled.  He ran his fingers through his hair and repeated the name.

Tony fidgeted impatiently.

“Ah yes!” exclaimed the Head abruptly, making Tony jump, “Our special case!”

“Well I supposed that is one way of looking at it.”

“Yes, yes Mr Horwood.”  He surveyed Tony silently for a moment and grinned.  “A few weeks here and you’ll feel like a different man.”  Tony flinched again at the sudden outburst.  “You’ll soon be seeing our lot in a completely different light.”

“I doubt that very much,” Tony protested.

“No, no, mark my words.  Anyway, you’re either one of us or you’re one of them.”  He began to chuckle heartily.  Tony found something disingenuous about the man.  He decided this conversation had gone on long enough and walked through the door to the sound of the Head laughing at his own joke.

As Tony crossed the threshold he allowed his eyes a moment to adjust to the dimness of the foyer.  He was starting to get pins and needles in his hand from the weight of his bag, so he lowered it to the ground.  An attractive woman walked in front of him.  She was of medium height, maybe five and a half feet tall when not in heels.  Her dark hair draped effortlessly across her shoulders and her lustrous, deep brown eyes made her seem Mediterranean but her pale skin contradicted that.

He eyed her up and thought to himself, maybe it’s not so bad; I can think of a couple of things I’d like to study here.  He smiled lasciviously at her.  She slowed her pace.  She looked as though she knew she was being watched, and out of the corner of her eye caught Tony staring at her.  

She stopped and walked over to him, speaking sternly: “I’ve told the builders that they are to use the side entrance, not the main door.”  

He frowned.  Nice packaging, he thought, but what a bitch.

“This door is only …”  

Tony cut her off.  “Yes, I know, I know.  This entrance is only for teachers and students.  Well I’m a bloody student here, believe it or not.”

“No way,” she exclaimed, making no attempt to hide her disapproval.  “They are really scraping the bottom of the barrel this year.”

Tony spluttered.

“How the hell are they going to sort you out?” she scoffed.  “I wouldn’t know where to even start!”

“Oi, first I ain’t a frigging poof.  Secondly, no one here will be sorting me out.  But actually, love, I’d be more than happy to let you sort me out, if you know what I mean.”  There was a pause and Tony waited expectantly.

“Do NOT call me ‘love’. I have a name.  It’s Louise.” She stepped back and eyed Tony from top to bottom.  “I’m the Facilities Manager here and I do not fraternise with students … and certainly not with ruffians like you.”

Tony smirked.  “Ah well, you can’t knock down a coconut every time,” he said with resignation.  He watched Louise continue on her way.  She looks great from the back, he thought, studying her arse intently as she departed.  She turned her head back towards Tony and caught him staring at her backside.  Tony gulped, realising he’d been caught out, and whistled cheekily as the blood rushed into his cheeks.

A small group had gathered at the corner of the foyer and were pointing excitedly at a notice board.  Tony walked over and tried to see what they were all looking at.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Oh these are the dorm arrangements,” replied one of crowd.

“Dorm arrangements?” he said, genuinely confused.  “What do you mean, dorm arrangements?”

“You know, dorm – as in dormitory,” said the man next to him.

“You mean dormitory, as in sharing?”

He nodded.  “Eight to a room.”

“As in, we don’t get our own rooms?”  Tony shook his head in despair.

“It’s not a hotel, of course we have to share,” commented someone else.

“Oh bollocks,” Tony cursed.  “As if this isn’t bad enough already.”

“What’s wrong with that?  It’ll be absolutely super, all boys together.”

“Chin up,” another cheery voice piped.  “What’s your name?  I’ll see what room you’re in.”

“Tony.  Tony Horwood.”

“Hiya Tony, I’m Hugh.  Pleased to meet you.”

Tony grunted.

Hugh ignored this and pushed his way closer to the notice board.  He held his finger up to the paper pinned onto the board and ran it down the column.  A, B, C … his finger moved down to the surnames beginning with H.

“Horwood, Tony Horwood.  Found you!  You’re in the Larry Grayson Boudoir.”

Tony made a noise like he was choking.  “The bleeding Larry Grayson Boudoir!  Holy shit!”

Hugh didn’t hear Tony since he was busy looking up his own name.  Suddenly he clapped his hands in excitement.  “Tony, Tony!”

“What?”

“We’ll be sharing, I’m in Larry Grayson too!”

“Oh lucky me,” Tony chuntered sardonically.   Hugh turned to Tony and squeezed his shoulders.  Tony pushed Hugh off him at once. “Get off me you bloody queen!”

“Oh, listen to the Bear.  It’s a good job I like a bit of rough.”  He waved his wrist limply in Tony’s direction.

“Sharing with seven bloody homos.”  He shook his head in disbelief.  “I won’t be able to sleep at night with you lot in the room probably wanting to bum me.”

Hugh laughed and addressed the group.  “Listen to my room-mate, isn’t he a card.”  He looked at Tony.  “We’ll be bunking up together, but I think we’ll be able to control ourselves.”  He licked his lips and leant closer to Tony.  “At least we’ll try and resist.”  Tony shuddered visibly.  “Come on roomy, let’s go.  I wonder what sort of beds we’ll get.”  Hugh paused, waiting for Tony to respond, but when no response came he tittered, “Queen-size, I hope.”

Tony trudged up the staircase towards his dormitory while Hugh almost skipped, which was difficult to do dragging a suitcase. The suitcase banged on each step, hindering his ascension.  At the top of the stairs there were two sets of double doorways, one on the left and another opposite on the right.  Above each doorway was fixed a sign stating the dormitory name.

Hugh directed Tony.  “Left here Tony.”

“I know, I’m not blind.”

He walked to the left and pushed open one of the large mahogany doors.  They walked into the dormitory together and a voice shouted over to them.  “Welcome to the Larry Grayson Boudoir.  Now shut that door!”  The room exploded with laughter.

“Jesus Christ!” gasped Tony, “I wonder how long it’ll take for that to get old.”

Hugh held his stomach and shouted, “Good one guys.”  There were two free single beds left in the room.  Hugh ran to the bed in the corner of the room and leapt onto it.  “Bagsy this one!”  Tony didn’t respond, but solemnly walked to the remaining bed like a man on his way to the electric chair.

He sat on the edge of the bed and surveyed the room that he would be spending the next few months in.  There were seven other single beds, each with different and elaborately patterned duvet covers.  Tony looked at his duvet and noticed that there wasn’t a cover or a pillowcase.  It hadn’t even occurred to him to bring his own bedding.  He looked at the high ceiling and then to the discerningly chic papered walls.  Tony counted four large rectangular windows and each windowsill was adorned with a number of modern ornaments.  Either side of each bed was a small area for each student; there was a bedside cabinet with a lamp and reasonably sized wardrobe.  Everyone had their cases on top of their beds and some students were busy hanging up their clothes in the wardrobes.  Others were busy accessorising their areas with scatter cushions and throws.  One took a vase from his suitcase and placed it on his bedside cabinet.

What is going on? thought Tony, who the hell packs a vase?

He stood up and unzipped his sports bag.  He took out his screwed-up jeans, his football shirts and his dirty trainers.  He looked up and saw his room-mate’s immaculate clothes; they looked brand new, without a crease on them.  Tony unpacked the contents of his wash bag, which comprised a razor and an old toothbrush.  He looked over at Hugh as he took out his own bulging wash bag, unzipped it and extracted a cornucopia of male grooming products.  Tony suddenly realised that he hadn’t brought any pyjamas either.

“Oh shit,” he said barely audibly. “Perhaps I can sleep in one of my football shirts?”  He sat back down on the bed and propped up his bare pillow against the headboard and leant back.

“You look really fed up, Tony.  What’s wrong?” Hugh asked with genuine sympathy.

“Look, I really don’t want to talk about it.”

Hugh searched in his bag and said, “You look tense but I’ve got just the thing.”  He took out some incense sticks and lit the end of one with a lighter.  The incense started to burn, releasing a plume of smoke that snaked towards the ceiling.

“Here Tony, breathe some of this in.  It’ll help you to relax.”  Tony waved Hugh away silently, but Hugh ignored his protests and placed the incense sticks next to Tony’s bed.

“Are you looking forward to the big welcome party tonight?”

“What welcome party?”

“Oh, you’ll love it.  It’s the biggest party of the year.  It’s themed, you know.”  Tony raised his head without interest but acknowledged Hugh’s answer.  “Have you got your outfit planned?” enquired Hugh.

“Yes,” Tony answered.  “I’m wearing it.”

“Well, if the theme is the 1970s you can go as the construction worker from the Village People,” Hugh offered positively.  “Wait until you see my outfit.”  He took his shirt and trousers off, stood there in his underpants and socks and continued to chat.  Tony turned away, not knowing exactly where to look.  Hugh took his socks off and folded them neatly on the bed.  “Ooh, nice deep shag!” he said sensuously.

“What!” shrieked Tony.

“The carpet, it’s a nice deep shag.  It feels wonderful under my feet.  They spare no expense here you know.  They only use the best furnishings.”

“Oh right, right.”  Tony was relieved but visibly shaken.

Hugh looked over to the other side of the room at a student with blonde hair and blue eyes and tapped his nose at him to let him in on the joke.  The blonde stopped what he was doing and walked over to Hugh.

“Hallo.  My name is Uwe.”

“Oh, you’re foreign, how exciting,” Hugh exclaimed and clapped his hands together.  “I’m Hugh,” and he then gestured at Tony and said, “and this is my friend Tony.  Tony meet Uwe.”

There was a momentary pause and then Uwe spoke in the cold, expressionless voice of a Bond villain: “We’ve already met!”  Tony looked up in disbelief as the colour drained from his face.  

“Oh, Bollocks!” 






Chapter Five

 

The residents of the Larry Grayson Boudoir descended the grand staircase together, seven young men dressed to kill, followed closely by a reluctant shadow.  You could tell that each of the seven had agonised over every element of their outfit.  Every inch of skin had been exfoliated, every pore deep-cleansed.

They were late.  Of course, they’d tell people that they were fashionably late, but the reality was that they’d fought for bathroom and mirror time.  Their aftershaves mingled and collectively, they smelt like a department store perfume counter.  Behind them skulked Tony, like a wart on their backsides, the antithesis of all they stood for: unkempt, unwashed, unshaven and unprepared.  He’d worn what he’d arrived in and what he would probably sleep in that night too.  He was late because he didn’t want to go and he would not have gone without Hugh convincing the other six room-mates that they should offer a united front.  Together they had forced Tony to join them.  Tony hadn’t brought aftershave or even deodorant and he and his clothes smelt of cigarettes and body odour.

As the motley crew approached the main hall, they could hear muffled music and occasionally were hit with a sudden burst of clear, crisp sound as someone opened the door and let the melody escape.  They could feel the bass pounding in their stomachs.  As they neared the hall they composed themselves, each knowing that judgement was coming as soon as they stepped over the threshold – although one member of the gang’s feelings were the polar opposite of the other seven.

“Here we go!” cried Hugh, as if going into battle.  “Here and now boys, here and now.”

Hugh surged forward and threw the doors open.  Seven stood together, framed in the doorway.  Tony stooped, trying to remain inconspicuous.  Hundreds of eyes scanned them, rated them and then returned to what they had been doing immediately before their grand entrance ‒ gossiping about the latest arrivals.

“For God’s sake, don’t hang about,” growled Tony, “just head for the bar.  I need a bloody drink.”  They walked across and joined the crowd, shuffling together and attempting to gain the barman’s attention.  Hugh pushed against a tide of fabulously dressed bodies, aiming for a nook against the bar, but the tide washed him back time after time. Five others of the group found themselves in a similar situation.  Tony was torn between his dire need for a strong alcoholic drink and the repulsion of pushing himself into a sea of homosexual bodies and so he bobbed uncomfortably on the periphery, unable to take the plunge.  Uwe on the other hand had achieved the impossible and slid his muscular body effortlessly through the crowd like Moses parting the Red Sea.  The others, like Israelites, witnessed this miracle and sidled in behind him.  Uwe shouted over to the barman in a manner that to a German seemed authoritative but to the English ear sounded plain rude.  It nevertheless got the job done and the barman signalled to Uwe that he would be serving him next.

“Christ, Uwe,” Tony laughed respectfully, “you’re a handy bugger to have around.”

“Literally,” said Hugh.

The barman finished serving his customer and made his way over to Uwe and the gang.  “What can I get you boys?”

Hugh seized the opportunity to impress with his wit and repartee, “Boys!  No, no, boys won’t suffice, but you can get us some men!”

Tony shuddered, Uwe stared blankly, the others laughed uncomfortably, and the barman sighed.  “Very original, now what can I get you?”

“Babycham, please,” Hugh answered sheepishly.

“Pinotage,” said Uwe.

“Rioja” … “Chardonnay” … “Vodka with lime” … “The same for me” … “And me!” … “Pina colada”… shouted the others one after another.

“What’ll you have?” the barman asked Tony.

“Beer.”

“This isn’t the Dog and Duck, darling,” said the barman, “we don’t do beer.”

“Bloody hell, no beer?  How the hell am I going to cope here?  What have you got then?”

“I’ve got Slippery Nipples, but I can recommend the Screaming Orgasm for you!”

“Ergh, you bent bastard!” cried Tony in disgust.

“Oh, the cat’s got claws.  Some people have no sense of humour.”  The barman was mildly offended by his rebuttal.

Uwe leant over the bar.  “Just order him a Dirty White Mother.  It will be more in keeping with his heterosexual sensibilities.”  The barman nodded.  

“That explains it then,” he said and went off to complete the order.  The others stood silently, watching Tony.

“What?” remarked Tony defensively, “don’t expect an apology!”  The barman returned with the drinks and Uwe paid him. 

“Keep the change.”  The barman thanked him and Uwe handed out the drinks.  He passed Tony his cocktail, complete with umbrella and a sparkler.

“Huh, even the drinks are gay,” commented Tony acerbically as he discarded the paraphernalia.

They walked over and found a space to sit where they could talk.  Tony surveyed the hall; occasionally a disco light would shine briefly into his eyes, making him squint.  The room was a modern yet retro.  The décor was primarily black, accented with pink and blue neon strips.  It was better than the normal fleapit nightclubs that he had been to, and he was silently impressed.

“Pretty impressive isn’t it?” Hugh said, noticing Tony’s appraisal.

“It seems strangely familiar though,” Tony said, trying to work out why this could possibly ring any bells to him.

“You dark horse, Tony,” accused Hugh.

Tony began to protest but Hugh interrupted.  “No need to protest, it’s homage to the film Cocktail with Tom Cruise.”

“Ah yes, that would explain it,” Tony replied.

“Big fan of Tom Cruise are you Tony?” mocked Hugh.

“Nope, but my ex was.  Ex-girlfriend … that is,” he added quickly.

Hugh nodded and changed the subject.  “Shall I introduce you to the others?”

“To be quite honest, Hugh, I’m not bothered.”

“Nonsense Tony, don’t be such a misery guts.”  He clapped his hands to gain everyone’s attention.  They all stopped their conversations and looked at Hugh, frowning at his interruption.

“Come on everyone let’s take a few moments to find out a little bit about each other.”  The others started to nod but before anyone else had the chance to speak, Hugh began.  “My name’s Hugh and I’m going to be famous!”  He then fell silent, appearing to wait for some sort of affirmation or applause from his assembled court but instead he was confronted with confused expressions.

After a few moments Uwe spoke up.  “Famous for what?”

Hugh motioned vaguely at them.  “Oh I don’t know, singing, dancing, TV presenting, acting, you know, just something like that.”

Tony laughed.  “So you’ve got it all planned out then I see.”  The rest of the group chuckled.

“Well, I was born to be famous, I can just feel it in my soul,” he carried on regardless.  “I just need a chance, that’s all.”  Hugh stopped and was silent for a moment.  His concentration turned inward and he was momentarily lost in his own thoughts.

“Martyrdom is the only way a man can become famous without ability,” Uwe said coldly.

Hugh coughed uncomfortably, unsure how to respond to that statement.  “Uwe, tell us a little something about yourself then.”

Uwe placed his hands upon the table in a deliberate manner and the group waited for him to speak.  He began clearly and slowly.  “My name is Uwe.”

“How do you spell that?” interrupted Hugh.

“U-W-E,” he said, carefully pronouncing each letter.

“But that spells Yoo-Wee,” Hugh said, scratching his head.

Uwe smiled, displaying his full set of pearly teeth, not looking dissimilar to a shark before it attacks.  “It may come as a surprise to you to learn that I am not from this island,” Uwe patronised.  “I am from Germany, which is a country in Europe.  Europe is that landmass that you British strangely refer to as ‘The Continent’.”  He paused for a moment and no one dared to speak.  “On this Continent we speak a number of different languages, German being the tongue of my people.”  Uwe addressed the assembled group as if speaking to children.  “Now please prepare yourself, for this may come as a little bit of a shock, but we ‘Europeans’,” he made quotation marks with his fingers, “tend to pronounce things differently to you people on this island.  For example, we pronounce the letter U as ‘ooh’, like boo.  We pronounce the letter W as ‘vay’ and the letter E as ‘ay’.  So Uwe is spelt U-W-E but pronounced ‘ooh-vay’.

Hugh scratched his head.  “Oh, okay, I see,” but then he looked at Tony and shrugged.

“Anyway,” Uwe continued with a certain amount of agitation, “I am here on an exchange programme.  This school is known throughout the world as one of the finest academies, like Oxford and Cambridge, or at least that was my impression before I met you guys.”  Uwe looked down his nose at each of them and almost strained a muscle when he looked at Tony.  “I will study hard here and graduate with flying colours.  It is no pigment of your imagination that I am the most glorious example of a homosexual that you have ever met!”  Uwe started to speak in hushed tones.  “In some circles they call me the ‘überschwule!’”

Tony smirked and nudged Hugh.

“What the hell is he talking about?  What the hell is an überschwule?”

Hugh giggled.  “I’ve got no idea.”

Uwe shot them a look of disapproval.  “Anyway, that is my story.”

Hugh and Tony sniggered in unison before Tony remembered where he was and stopped abruptly.  Hugh continued to giggle like a schoolgirl until he self-consciously realised that he was the only one laughing.  He clapped his hands and bellowed, “Next!”

“Well, I guess that’ll be me,” declared a deep treacly voice.

“And who are you?” simpered Hugh.

“I am Gareth.”

Hugh appraised Gareth, his dress sense was impeccable.  From his tennis shoes up to the Arabian scarf that hung effortlessly from his neck, he was style personified.  His ripped low-slung jeans and skinny-fit white t-shirt were complemented flawlessly by the crumpled, checked suit jacket.  It was like looking at the sun, Hugh thought, it almost burned his eyes it was so perfect, but he looked on with a wanton disregard for the safety of his eyesight.

“You really are a beautiful bastard, aren’t you Gareth?” Hugh flattered.

Gareth’s nostrils flared at the compliment.  “Thank you, Hugh,” he said graciously.  

Obviously this wasn’t the first time he’d heard this said.  Hugh smiled and stared at Gareth waiting for him to return the compliment.  When nothing came, he coughed and nodded expectantly at Gareth.

A puzzled look inhabited Gareth’s face for a split second before the penny dropped and he smiled warmly at Hugh and said, “You’re not so bad yourself.”

A huge grin quickly spread across Hugh’s face.  “Oh, you,” he said slapping Gareth’s right shoulder.  “Oooh,” declared Hugh, “someone’s been working out!”  He squeezed Gareth’s deltoid and nodded to confirm his observation was true.  Some of the group leant over and poked and prodded various parts of Gareth’s upper body.

“What’s your secret?” enquired Hugh.

“There’s no secret really, I just work hard at it, that’s all.”

“But what’s your regime?” Hugh probed.

“Well, I recently went on the Caveman Diet for a month,” Gareth revealed.

“What’s that then?” asked Hugh.

Gareth began to explain.  “If I didn’t grow it or kill it myself then I simply didn’t eat anything.”                            

Tony laughed.  “And how did that work out for you?”

“There was some success, but not as much as I’d hoped actually,” Gareth’s cheeks coloured slightly as he explained.  “I was arrested for stealing vegetables from someone’s allotment, but luckily they dropped the charges.  Also I was admitted to hospital on two separate occasions after fainting in public.”

“You robbed vegetables from allotments?”

“When was the last time you saw a carrot or a cabbage growing in the wild?  Seriously, how on earth did cavemen survive?”  He laughed as he patted his wafer-thin waist.  “But the results speak for themselves, don’t they.”

Tony slapped Gareth on the back and said, “I like your style, Captain Caveman.”

“Is that all though?  Did you just not eat?” Hugh queried, “There must be more to it than that.”

Gareth nodded.  “Absolutely.  In addition I run fifteen kilometres every morning, swim fifty lengths every evening and when I am not at the gym or aerobics classes, I work as a dancer in a strip joint.”

“Gay or straight?” asked Hugh.

“Well, straight actually.  But don’t judge me too harshly, those housewives can’t wait to part with their money and they’re not as judgemental as the clientele in a gay strip joint.  Working at a gay club does nothing for your self-esteem!”  Hugh nodded in agreement, though he’d never been to a strip joint, straight or gay.  “Also, I haven’t eaten any carbohydrates in years,” Gareth added with longing in his voice, “I would kill for a bowl of pasta with some garlic bread.”

Uwe retorted, “Well some people have to work at it and others are just born perfect I guess.”

“Thanks for the compliment Uwe, I’m glad you consider me perfect, but you give me too much credit,” Gareth responded cordially.  

Uwe grunted.

“So tell us more,” Hugh demanded.

“Well, my dream is to become a stylist.  You know, dressing the rich and famous.”

“You could be my stylist when I get discovered,” Hugh blurted, trying to steer the conversation back to him again.

“Sure, just as soon as you’ve decided what you want to be let me know and I’ll make you look fabulous!” Gareth replied, with a hint of friendly sarcasm.

“Deal!” cried Hugh completely missing this gentle dig and they shook hands.

The next to speak appeared younger that the rest of the group.  He was tall, slim and had an impish smile, which occasionally flickered across his face for no apparent reason.  He coughed twice and pulled on the bottom of his suit jacket to straighten out any creases.  “I’m Bruce and I’m from up North …” he started with a strong accent.

“Up North!” snapped Uwe.  “Can you be a little more specific for your international friends?  That means nothing to me.”

“Yorkshire!  Does tha want the bloody post code an’ all?” came the response, in a broad Yorkshire accent.

“That is not necessary, I am familiar enough with your geography but ‘up North’ is a little too fuzzy for me,” replied Uwe.

Bruce continued, attempting to soften his accent.  “I’m here because there’s nothing sexy about a Yorkshire accent and I am hoping that they’ll teach me how to drop it.  I knows that we’ve all got a cross to bear but I am tired of sounding like I’ve just come to the nightclub straight from t’pit.  It just don’t sound right.”  The impish smile made a momentary appearance again.  “Has tha tried chattin’ someone up wi’ accent like mine?”  He playfully leant over to Gareth and, putting on his broadest Yorkshire accent, “Does tha know that tha’s given us the reet horn!”  The group laughed hysterically.  Uwe shrugged, unable to follow the conversation.

“See what I mean,” he gestured with his hands to the group, “who’d take that seriously?”  They nodded affably in agreement with Bruce.  “That’s the first reason I’m here.”  The playful smile faltered and was quickly replaced with a darker expression.  “The other reason is that I want to live a little, if tha knows what I mean.”  The others quietened to listen.  “I moved down South because everyone in Yorkshire goes on about all them Southern poofters, but I must confess there aren’t as many down here as I was led t’ believe.”  He looked at them all to see if they got his meaning as he dangled his bait.  There was an awkward silence.  Nothing was biting tonight.

As the uncomfortable quiet lingered, Bruce started to blush.  Then, to break the silence, he spoke.  “Oh, and the other reason I am here is that I got kicked out of the RAF.”

“Why was that?” asked Tony, relieved that the sexually charged pause was over.

Bruce winked.  “For trying to bugger Biggles.”  He laughed raucously, throwing his head back at the look of disgust on Tony’s face.  “So after my dishonourable discharge …”  Regaining his momentum, Bruce nudged Hugh affectionately and whispered to his confidant, “Is there any other kind of discharge, huh?”  Hugh winced from Bruce’s elbow jabbing him repeatedly in the ribs.  “After they discharged me from the RAF, I figured why not get back into education.  And I’m hoping t’ get a good education here, if tha’ knows what I mean.”  He puckered his lips sordidly and widened his eyes.

“Right!  Moving on,” Hugh spoke quickly in an attempt to stop the awkwardness from making an unwelcome return.  “What’s your name?” Hugh asked the next person in line.

“What.  Pardon?” came the reply.

Hugh looked confused but repeated the question, this time more slowly, “What’s your name?”

“Giles, what’s yours?” he responded.

“You know my name, I just introduced myself,” Hugh explained with some amount of confusion, thinking that perhaps he was missing something here.

“Did you?” Giles replied vaguely.  “Oh yeah, that’s right you did, but remind me again.”

“I’m Hugh.”

“Oh, hello, I’m Giles,” he smiled.

“What?  I know that.  You just told me that a moment ago!” squealed Hugh with exasperation.

“Did I?”

Hugh spoke faster.  “So where are you from then?”

Giles squinted as he replied, “Oh, you know … here and there.”  Hugh rolled his eyes in despair and let his shoulders fall, but continued with obvious frustration. 

 “And why are you here?”

“For this and that,” Giles responded aloofly.  Hugh clenched his fist and gritted his teeth, clamping his mouth shut to belay his frustrated screams.

Uwe interrupted sternly.  “Thank you Giles, that was very informative, now let’s move along.  I haven’t got all night.”

Hugh looked at Uwe and mouthed silently, “Thanks.”  He then closed his eyes and breathed deeply several times trying to regain his composure, his chest moved visibly as he sucked in the air through his nose and released it via his mouth.

“Who’s next?”  Uwe asked looking at the remaining three students whilst Hugh continued to calm his nerves.  He pointed to one of the remaining three, “what is your name?”

“Marc”, the next person volunteered uncomfortably.  He shifted self-consciously in his chair but did not continue.

After waiting politely Uwe probed, “Is that all you have to share?”  Marc did not respond.  “Don’t be shy,” Uwe encouraged.

“There’s not much to tell,” said Marc, beginning to look uncomfortable.

“Well, perhaps you should start with where you are from and why you are here,” asserted Uwe.

“Perhaps you should mind your own damn business, Uwe.”  And with that Marc stood up, slid his chair behind him with the backs of his legs and promptly walked off, disappearing into the crowd.  The group watched him walk away.

“What’s he got to hide, I wonder?”  Tony commented.

“Well, we’ve all got our secrets, Tony,” Hugh added mysteriously.  Before the group had time to consider the meaning behind this, the next in line spoke with a friendly, lilting voice.

“Hiya, my name is Keenan.”

Tony studied him.  The soft voice didn’t fit his swarthy appearance.  Tony couldn’t quite age him, but guessed that Keenan had lived a little and had some stories to tell.

“I’m here because I needed to go somewhere that I could escape,” Keenan said enigmatically.  “I’m from a small town on the Isle of Man, mainly Catholic,” he whispered.  “There are not so many ‘mos where I’m from, you see.”  He paused for a moment in contemplation and then added, “Well, that’s not strictly true … the Church has a few of them.”

The others nodded gravely, not completely sure whether this was a joke or a serious social observation, but never one to let such things bother him, Tony spoke up.

“Kind of ironic though, eh?”

“What is?” enquired Keenan.

“There not being many homos on the Isle of Man.  If I had to pick any one place on the planet that I’d say was swimming with ‘em, it’d be there.”

“Aye, you’ve got a point there, Tony,” Keenan added cheerfully.  “It was actually illegal there until September nineteen ninety-two.”

“Really?” Uwe commented with interest, “Nineteen ninety-two?  How backward.”

“Aye, absolutely, but it’s all legal there now,” Keenan explained.  “Some say it’s taken all the fun out of it though,” he added wistfully.  “Anyway, when I announced to my Ma that I was gay she had a stroke right then and there on the spot.”

“Are you serious?” Hugh asked, and placed his hand over his mouth in a camp fashion.

“Never been more serious,” replied Keenan gravely.  “Anyway, I daren’t tell my Da about my situation or exactly what happened to cause Ma’s stroke and she’ll never tell Da either.  So I’ve told them I’ve got a job in England and now I’ve got a year to think up what I’m gonna do when I go back home.”

Hugh prised back the role of chief speaker.  “Thank you Keenan, that was insightful and educational.  If any of us can think of a way to help you we’ll let you know.”  He turned to face the last of the group.  “So that leaves you now Tony.”  Tony felt their glaring eyes on his face.

“Spill the beans!” Hugh blurted impatiently.

Reluctantly Tony started to speak.  “I’m here against my will!”

“You don’t say,” added Gareth, with mock sarcasm.

Tony continued, “You’ve probably guessed that I am not a queer.”  He stopped himself, realising what he’d just said then quickly added, “Err … no offence, lads.”

“None taken, Darling,” Hugh responded without batting an eyelid.

“I’ve done some stuff and as a sort of community service, they’ve sent me here.”

“And now that you are actually here, Tony,” Bruce asked, “don’t you feel a little like experimenting?”

“Get out of it!” replied Tony forcefully, putting his guard back up.  “There’s not a gay bone in my body.”

“If tha plays tha’s cards right there might be one later!” winked Bruce.

“Urggh, I’m gonna be sick,” Tony scowled, then before the conversation could continue further the lights went out and the music cut off abruptly.  Suddenly spotlights appeared and swept across the closed curtains on the stage at the far end of the hall.  A small crackle came forth from the speaker system and a masterful voice not dissimilar to Richard Burton’s boomed out.  He spoke using the same dramatic tone used in movie trailer voiceovers, which was intended to create a sense of awe for the listener.

“Welcome to the School for the Future Queens of England!”

Everyone in the hall jumped to their feet as if standing to attention, all eyes fixed upon the curtains completely hypnotised by the white spotlights as they swept majestically from one side of the stage to the other, their paths crossing momentarily and forming a single beam of light.

“This is it,” Hugh cried out to everyone and no one.  “This is it!”  The room buzzed with excitement as the crowd jiggled in anticipation.  The voice continued: “Anyone who is anyone is gay!”  The crowd cheered wildly.  “Pink is the new black!” the voiced affirmed.  The whoops and whistles were deafening.  Then there was a long silence, before the final line was to be delivered.  The heavy breathing of the announcer could be heard over the speakers, waiting, teasing and making them almost beg.  Their screams and cheers lessened in volume as they waited.  The assembled crowd were gasping as if collectively on the brink of orgasm, yearning for the final words to finish them off … and then they came.

“The 21st century belongs to us!” bellowed the voice.


Just as they reached fever pitch a rainbow of colour was shone onto the curtains and simultaneously the electronic beat kicked in.  The throng began to pulsate along with the music as they reached the crescendo.

“It’s a dog eat dog world and you need to be the best.  At this institution we’ll give you the life skills that you need,” the incorporeal voice announced masterfully.  “So if you are a friend of Dorothy then stand up and be counted.  And so, my nearest, dearest and queerest, without further ado, sit back and watch in awe as we present last year’s graduates and the Future Queens of England!”

The crowd was almost hysterical, whipped up into a frenzy knowing that they were now a part of this happening.  The curtains were violently swept apart to reveal a catwalk and the lighting began to strobe as the first of the men strutted out.  The beat continued and more men appeared on the stage soaking up the admiration.  Dressed in the most outrageous fashions they strutted along the catwalk working it and working the crowd.  Every step, every facial expression executed to perfection as the audience gazed up in awe.

Hugh, Uwe, Gareth and the others, unable to contain themselves any longer, ran towards the stage.  Tony sat alone, left behind.  He shrugged and his attention turned to his drink.  He picked up his Dirty White Mother and silently took a sip.  He held the liquid in his mouth for a moment and let the alcohol burn the underside of his tongue before swallowing.  He forced himself to focus on the stage, to focus on his future.

 






Chapter Six

 

After the party was over the group walked back towards their dormitory tired but with their spirits still high and the buzz of excitement still lingering.  The whole school united, sharing the same feelings, exhilarated about their future.  As they ascended the large staircase they took care to step over the bodies of a few students worse for wear who couldn’t face the seemingly long trek back up the foreboding steps to their rooms.  Everywhere seemed to echo with the laughter and slurred singing of the final revellers as they reluctantly called it a night.  Tony was in tow, as usual, and was unusually quiet.  As they reached the double doors which led to their living quarters Hugh held the door open in a chivalrous fashion.

“After you,” he slurred comically.


“Why, thank you Sir,” Uwe slurred back to Hugh.

“Come on, everyone in,” directed Hugh.

They stumbled past Hugh almost falling into the room, more through exhaustion than from alcohol.   Their clothes damp with perspiration.  Tony stood before the threshold and hesitated.

“You too Tony.  Time for bed,” Hugh ordered.

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay up a bit longer,” Tony said, “the night’s still young.”

Hugh stifled a yawn, “Come on Tony, we’ve got a busy day tomorrow.” 

Tony faltered, “I might go back down and get some fresh air.”

“Oh I get it,” Hugh said slowly having worked out the reason for Tony’s reticence.  “You’ll be a lot safer in here than down there by yourself,” he assured.

Tony nodded, “Yes, I suppose so,” and with that he gingerly entered the room.

Bruce looked up as Hugh and Tony walked in.

“What was all that about then eh?” Bruce enquired.

“Keep your nose out of it Bruce,” Tony snapped.

“Ooh, no need to be so rude,” replied Bruce camply.

Tony gave Bruce the finger.

“Promises, promises,” Bruce said suggestively.

Just then Uwe shouted from the bathroom, “Hey, look what I’ve found!”

Gareth, Hugh, Keenan and Bruce all ran to the bathroom to see.  There laid out blind drunk in the bath tub was Marc.  

“I have just the cure for this,” Uwe said.  He reached over and turned the temperature control on the shower as far anti-clockwise as it would go, then he twisted the pressure control dial as far as it would go in the other direction.  A jet of ice cold water erupted from the shower head and blasted Marc’s head and body.  

“Oh ducky, you are cruel,” laughed Hugh.

Marc rose from the bath tub, scrambling to escape but losing purchase on the sides of the bath several times and sliding back to his original position.  The screams of laughter bounced off the tiled walls as Marc extricated himself from the bath and the torrent of freezing cold water.

“Here,” said Gareth handing Marc a towel, “dry yourself off.”

Marc snatched the towel and dried his face and hair.  He wandered back into the main room looking like a drowned rat.

“Now,” announced Uwe, “I must get ready for bed.  Please give me some privacy.”

They vacated the bathroom as instructed, returning to their respective beds and left Uwe to enjoy his privacy.  The room was filled with activity as drawers and wardrobes were opened and closed, hangers were jangled and curtains were drawn.

Tony stared at his bed and thought deeply about how he was going to get surreptitiously undressed with them all in the room with him.  As he pondered this conundrum he pulled back the duvet on his bed to reveal something drawn on the sheet that protected his mattress.  

“Who the bloody hell did this?” shouted Tony angrily.

They all stopped what they were doing and hurried over to Tony’s bed to see what the fuss was about.  

“I said who the hell drew this?” Tony demanded irately his voice growing more furious by the second.

They all studied the drawing on Tony’s bed, it appeared to be cartoon ghost drawn with a thick black marker pen onto the bed sheet.  It was almost comical in appearance, it had a Klu Klux Klan hood but with a wilted point that bent twice at ninety degrees, once at the top of its head and again at its peak.  A thick v-shaped mono-brow sat above its laughing eyes and a sinister smile sat in the far corner of its face.  

Puzzled, Hugh asked, “What do you think it means?”

“I think it means that someone is going to get a good kicking if they think that they can take the piss out of me,” replied Tony angrily.

“Now try and relax Tony,” Hugh said softly and calmly, “if you actually hit anyone I imagine that you’ll breach the terms in which you are here.”

Tony’s face was filled with rage, “I don’t give a shit!”

“Well, you might feel differently about that in the morning,” Gareth said trying to rationalise things.  

“No one screws with me and gets away with it Gareth,” threatened Tony.

“Look Tony, I don’t think it was a personal attack,” reasoned Hugh.

Tony started to calm a little, “Yeah, maybe.  But what am I gonna do about it?”

“If I were you I’d sleep on it,” chortled Keenan.

The others fought to stifle their laughter.

“Yeah, you’re a funny guy Keenan,” Tony said bitterly.

“Sorry Tony,” Keenan said, “I couldn’t resist.  What’s it supposed to be anyway?”

“How am I supposed to know?  It’s a ghost I suppose,” Tony said staring at the crude drawing.

“Or a ghoul,” said Hugh, “I hope you don’t get grabbed by the ghoulies in the dead of night Tony.”

Nobody laughed and Hugh blushed accordingly with embarrassment.

“Actually, it’s a phantom,” stated Uwe.

The group stopped staring at the bed sheet and moved the gaze to Uwe.

Uwe continued, “Technically a ghost is the soul of a dead person and this does not appear to represent a human.  A ghoul is an oriental demon that robs graves and this childlike figure bears no Eastern traits,” he explained authoritatively.  “A phantom, on the other hand, is a visible spirit and that, however badly drawn, meets this criteria.”   

“I’ll be sure to remember that Uwe,” Tony sarcastically replied.

“Ah yes Uwe, that’s axiomatic,” Hugh said trying hard to sound intelligent.  He gritted his teeth and waited for someone to correct him, when no one did he smiled.

Uwe ignored Hugh and continued, “Though since none of these entities actually exist it is all irrelevant,” he went on.  “If you want a real explanation of what this is, then it’s actually a very stupid drawing.  Nothing more, nothing less.”

“So you don’t believe in ghosts, phantoms or ghouls then Uwe?” asked Hugh appearing to seek some sort of reassurance.

“After your death you will be what you were before your birth,” Uwe stated matter-of-factly.


“And what’s that?” Hugh enquired tentatively.

“Absolutely nothing,” he stated coldly.

“So you don’t believe in the afterlife then Uwe,” Keenan questioned.

Uwe sneered at Keenan, “Isn't it enough to see that a garden is beautiful without having to believe that there are fairies at the bottom of it too?”

They all pondered this thoughtfully for a moment until Tony broke the silence with a raucous outburst.

“I’ve seen a few fairies here tonight though,” shouted Tony.  “In fact, I’m looking at a bunch of them right now.”  He reaffirmed his observation by pointing at them all individually, much to their chagrin. 

“Will you shut the hell up,” Marc shouted from his bed, “some of us are trying to sleep!”  He turned over and pulled his pillow onto his head to drown out the noise and groaned.

“Touchy bastard,” Tony muttered still laughing to himself, “it’s not my fault that you can’t handle your alcohol, sunshine.”

Gareth nudged Hugh and whispered, “Hey, at least it took Tony’s mind off of the phantom.”

Hugh nodded and stretched, “Right.  Time for beddy bye boo now I think.”

“Aye, we’ve got a big day tomorrow,” added Keenan.

Tony scanned the room at regular intervals making a mental note of where everyone was and what they were doing.  Uwe was out of the bathroom now and undressing and everyone seemed preoccupied with preparing themselves for bed.  Giles sauntered into the bathroom with his bag of toiletries.  Tony quickly looked around the room again, then picked up his duvet and shook it out until it laid flat across the bed.  He needed to stall for a few more minutes and he crouched down to the floor.  After a few minutes Giles exited the bathroom and Gareth wandered in.  Squatting Tony reached into his bag and fumbled about trying to buy himself a few precious seconds without arousing suspicion.  Whilst his hands were in his bag they came across a magazine.  He pulled it out of the bag, Max Power Motors, it read and he placed it on his bedside table.  He reached in to his bag again, then out of the corner of his eye he saw Gareth wander out of the bathroom towards his bed.  He quickly lifted his left foot and removed his shoe followed by his sock.  He threw them onto the floor, he then repeated this for his right foot.  Tony now stood bare foot but fully clothed from the ankles up waiting for the right moment.  Across the room Gareth started to unbutton his shirt, this was it, this was the moment he was waiting for.  Tony squeezed his fists and cracked his knuckles and took hold of the bottom of his t-shirt.  Gareth had finished unbuttoning his shirt and started to remove it, around the room all attention turned to Gareth; even the pillow over Marc’s head appeared to move slightly and Tony seized his moment.  Quick as a flash he whipped off his t-shirt and discarded it on the floor, next he hastily undid the button on his jeans and unzipped his flies; Gareth was now taking his jeans off too.  Tony pulled his jeans down to his shins then he lifted his left leg to pull it out of the trouser leg, he then repeated action quickly for his right leg.  This went unnoticed since all attention was fixed on Gareth as he disrobed.  Tony’s jeans were around his ankles now and he stamped frantically trying to remove his feet from their denim shackles.  He hoisted his left leg up which caused him to lose his balance and he fell backwards onto the floor with a bump.  Everyone in the room turned to see what had caused the commotion and saw Tony scrambling on hands and knees towards his bed in his pants with a pair of inside out jeans following close behind.  Leaping into bed Tony pulled the duvet over him covering his body, then he quickly freed his right leg and kicked the jeans onto the floor near the base of his bed sweating slightly.  Everyone in the room stared at Tony.

“Shy are we Tony?” chirped Keenan.

“I’m trying not to give you bastards any credit in your wank bank, that’s all,” countered Tony defensively.  “And turn the main bloody lights out in here will you.  It’s like Blackpool illuminations.”  He leant over and switched his bed side light on.  

Giles walked over to the main light switch and turned it off, the room was now lit by a few bed side lamps.  Tony picked up his car magazine and opened it, he raised it slightly trying to use it as a protective shield.  He found that he couldn’t read the magazine in his current position so he placed it back on the bed side table.  Holding the duvet with one hand to keep his chest covered he fished clumsily with his other hand for the pillow.  He found it and hoisted it up behind him, then raising himself slightly in the bed he leant his back against the pillow and headboard.  Still holding the duvet up near his chin he took his magazine and continued to read it.  

One by one the others all completed their nightly routines, got undressed and into bed and switched off their bed side lamps.  Tony, however, stayed ever vigilant with one eye on his magazine and the other eye on the rest of the room, his was the last light to remain on.  

After a minute or two of not being fully able to concentrate on his magazine he found himself starting to relax a little.  He found an interesting article and gave it his full attention, he turned the page and the edge scraped across the duvet making a brief faint scuffing sound.  From across the room Uwe huffed and turned over.  Tony’s eyes left the page for a moment and watched the movement from Uwe’s bed.  Uwe huffed audibly again and shuffled in his bed.  Tony turned to the next page and Uwe opened his eyes wide in an exaggerated manner.

“Tony!” shouted Uwe in an exasperated tone, “will you please stop reading and turn that light out!”

Tony smirked to himself pleased that he had finally found a chink in Uwe’s armour, “give it a rest Herman the German, I’ll be finished in an hour or so.”

Uwe tutted loudly.

“Oh come on Tony,” squealed Hugh joining in, “we’ve all got to get up in a few hours.  It’s a big day tomorrow.”

“Yeah and some of us need our beauty sleep,” muttered Gareth.

Tony tried to ignore them and attempted to read his magazine again.

“Hey, enough’s enough Tony,” said Keenan after a few more minutes, “lights out eh?”

“Oh for Christ’s sake,” Tony shouted angrily, ”if it’s too light for you I’ll dim it so as not to hurt your sensitive little eyes.”  He fidgeted and fumbled about under the bed covers for a moment, sticking his tongue out in concentration, and then pulled out the underpants that he had been wearing that day.  Carefully, keeping the duvet close to his chest so he didn’t reveal any flesh, he hung his tired red pants over the top of his bed side lampshade.  The light in the room was reduced to a dim glow.  “How’s that for a compromise?” he said triumphantly.

Uwe stared at the ceiling but spoke to Tony, “it’s still not good enough for me,” he explained.  “I am like a delicate flower and like all plants I need complete darkness to photosynthesise.”

“You thick shit Uwe,” Tony patronised, “photosynthesis happens during the day.  If you want to photosynthesise then you actually need me to leave the light on dickhead!  No wonder you lost the bloody war,” he added with more than a hint of jingoism.

“I wondered how long it would be before one of you inselaffen would start talking about the war,” Uwe bawled.

“What’s an inselaffen Uwe?” enquired Hugh.

“Oh yes, I forgot none of you island monkeys can speak a second language, you just expect the rest of the world to learn English,” Uwe spat venomously.  “If you really want to know Hugh buy yourself a German dictionary.”  

“Everyone just shut up will you!  Look, Tony, just turn the bloody light off so we can all get some sleep,” Keenan appealed.  

“Oh Jesus wept!  Sleep is for losers and narcoleptics,” cried Tony as he shook his magazine with agitation and attempted to read on ignoring their protests.

After a few minutes the heat released from the light bulb gradually started to warm Tony’s pants up.  A small brown singe mark started to appear and a very faint crackling could be heard as the pants started to burn.  As the temperature of Tony’s pants continued to rise they started to release a musky odour of the day’s sweat combined with the smell of burning polyester.  

In the semi-darkness Bruce propped himself up onto one elbow and said with a grin, “What’s that delicious smell?”  He chuckled to himself.

Uwe chimed in, “Mein Gott!  It smells just like hot weisswurst like I used to have back home in Westphalia.”

Panic started to take hold of Tony, his breathing quickened and his synapses fired uncontrollably.

Gareth too started to get in on the act, “Wow, that smell is driving me wild,” he sat up in bed, “I can hardly control myself!”

“Me neither,” echoed Hugh lustily, “I can’t be held accountable for what I might do next.”

Tony dropped the magazine without thinking and it slid off the bed and onto the floor.  He clutched fistfuls of the white duvet and pulled it ever closer to his chin for security.

Lustful moans reverberated around the room as they egged each other on.  Their brains were working overtime trying to find the next level.

“Oh, I’ve come over all queer,” quivered Hugh.

“I know what you mean Hugh, I’ve make a tent out of my duvet,” announced Bruce.

“Careful lover, you’ll have someone’s eye out with that,” Gareth warned saucily.

“Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!” whispered Tony quickly to himself, “what in hell have I unleashed?”  

“Hey, don’t get out of bed with that Bruce,” advised Keenan, “if you trip you’ll pole vault out of the window.”

Tony’s eyes darted over to where Bruce lay to reassure himself that no one was actually getting out of their bed.  He brought his knees up closer to his chest, making sure the duvet covered him at all times.

“This mattress is so uncomfortable,” declared Giles, “it’s making me really stiff.”

As if that was the straw that broke the camel’s back Tony’s arm shot out from under the duvet and grabbed his smouldering briefs.  Fast as lightning he threw them through the small gap in his curtains and out of the open window into the night with the same urgency as a soldier throwing a hand grenade with the pin removed.  The room erupted with the sound of hysterical laughter as Tony fumbled frantically trying to flick the switch to turn his light off.  He found the button, flicked it to the off position and the room instantly fell into darkness.  Tony pulled the duvet up over his chin and nose leaving only a pair of wide, nervous eyes peeking out at the room.  The walls appeared to be closing in on him, he shook himself to break this illusion.  The adrenaline coursed through his veins and sweat gathered and glistened on his brow.  The clouds outside moved aside to allow the moonlight to permeate the dormitory and Tony’s eyes reflected brightly in the darkness.  

After the sniggers had died down the only sound Tony could hear was the sound of his heart thumping wildly against his chest as if trying to escape, “bum-bum, bum-bum, bum-bum.”  But as much as it wanted to, it knew that it simply could not leave its personal prison

 






Chapter Seven

 

The room was abuzz as the students prepared for their first lesson. Tony awoke groggily, propped himself up onto one elbow and through half closed eyes tried to make out the time on his wristwatch.

“Come on lazy bones,” chirruped Hugh.  “Get up, it’s your big day!”

Tony grunted in acknowledgement and slumped back onto the bed.

“You too Marc, up and at ‘em,” Hugh said as he made his bed.

Something stirred under Marc’s duvet and emitted a groan.

Tony shuffled down in his bed and keeping himself covered with his duvet he reached under the bed with one arm searching for his bag.  He felt the fabric of the handle with the tips of his fingers, but couldn’t quite grasp it.  He scooched over to the side of the bed and teetering on the precipice he hooked his fingers under the handle and pulled.  As he wrenched the bag closer Tony lost his balance and rolled off the bed landing face down on his duvet on the floor.

“Ach mein Gott!  Das ist schrecklich,” exclaimed Uwe as Tony hastily attempted to cover his bare buttocks. 

“Jesus Christ Tony,” shouted Keenan, “that’s like the black hole of Calcutta.  Have you ever thought about waxing?”

“Never mind waxing Tony, have you ever thought about washing?” cried Gareth in disgust.  “It looks like a tramp’s beard.”

Bruce stood motionless with a horrified look on his face staring at the bed sheet, “It looks like someone’s tried to colour the Phantom in with a brown crayon during the night.”

“Oh Lord, that’s absolutely vile,” groaned Hugh staring at the shit stained bed sheet.

Hearing all the commotion Marc peered out bleary eyed and severely worse for wear from behind his duvet.  He took one look at the offending article from across the room and promptly vomited onto the carpet.

“Oh fabulous,” squealed Giles looking at Marc, “what a wonderful start to the day.”

Hugh looked at Tony, then at the stained Phantom and then at the sick next to Marc’s bed and wondered for a moment if this all meant something.  Was this an omen? he thought.

Tony had managed to manoeuvre himself away from his previously prostrated position and now sat with his back against his bedside table and his duvet across him.  He fished in his bag for some underwear.  He pulled out a worn pair of black pants and proceeded to put them on under the protection of his duvet.  

Once Tony had composed himself he spoke, “Haven’t you bastards got anything better to do that to sit around gawping?”

“Okay Tony, you’re right,” Gareth said, “come on we’d better get a move on.  Our first class starts soon and I don’t want to be late.”

“You had better clean that up before you go to class Marc,” Uwe ordered throwing a roll of toilet paper at him.  “I do not want the room stinking of vomit when I get back tonight.”  

Marc grumbled but acquiesced and started to wipe up the mess with the tissue.

Uwe peered at Tony disdainfully, “and I suggest you have that sheet incinerated.”

They all busied themselves and Tony got dressed underneath his duvet and made his morning visit to the bathroom.

After they’d all washed and dressed they left their dormitory.  The group made their way down the busy corridor, pushing through the hustle and bustle, looking for their classroom.  The tide of students made it impossible to see the signs on the doors.  

“Does anyone know which room we’re in?” Hugh shouted over the noise.

“Yes of course I do, just follow me,” replied Uwe.

Uwe pushed his way through the throng and made his way to a large mahogany door, he pushed it open forcefully and they entered the classroom.  The room didn’t have chairs, instead there were a series of large cushions scattered on the floor.

“What the…” exclaimed Tony, “do they expect me to sit on the frigging floor now.”

“Hush Tony,” Hugh said dreamily, “it’s so bohemian.”

Tony slapped his forehead forcefully with the palm of his hand, “Give me a break.”

Hugh lowered himself airily onto one of the cushions then patted the one next to him in a gesture for Tony to join him.  As he patted the cushion the metal tassels jingled and begrudgingly Tony sat down beside Hugh.  

Hugh leant over and spoke to Uwe, “Are you confident that you’ll be able to follow this?”

Uwe sneered and replied scornfully, “Don’t be ridiculous Hugh! I speak better English than you do.”  He fixed his gaze on Hugh, “Every man takes the limits of his own vision for the limits of the world.”

Affronted, Hugh responded softly, “Well, if you have any trouble understanding then don’t be afraid to ask me.  It’s hard to remember everything and it must be doubly hard for you when it’s in a foreign language.”

“Don’t you worry about me, Hugh,” scoffed Uwe, “I have a photogenic brain.”

Tony snorted, “I bet you have Uwe, I bet you have.”

The door creaked and a tall, dark figure bowled in.  A sudden hush descended on the room as they watched in awe as their lecturer took his place at the front of the room.  He hadn’t yet spoken but the students were captivated nonetheless.  They studied him in silence as he prepared to take the lesson, deliberately ignoring them but knowing all eyes were on him.  He didn’t have a hair out of place, his skin was completely unblemished, and his style was effortless - even the way he moved was perfect.  He turned to the wall, reached up and pulled down a projection screen from the ceiling, it rolled down with a satisfying whir.  He clipped it carefully onto its hook to secure it and stop it rolling up.  Then he took out his laptop from his bag and placed it on his desk and booted it up.  Finally he swaggered towards them and spoke.  

“Good morning my nearest, dearest and queerest, my name is Ben.”  His voice was silky smooth yet absolutely commanding.

“It’s him, the announcer from last night, I’d recognise that voice anywhere,” Hugh whispered to Uwe.

“Shhh, I want to hear him speak,” Uwe responded quickly.

“I’ll be your lecturer and tutor this year and I can’t wait to get started,” Ben enthused.  He walked over to the windows and pulled the curtains shut, then walked to the door, fiddled with the switch and dimmed the lights.  Satisfied that the room was dark enough he picked up a small remote control and pointed it at the projector suspended from the ceiling and it whirred into life.  A beam of light projected onto the screen and he began.

“So then, let’s talk about the curriculum this year.  We’ll be covering several topics.”  He pointed with his laser pen to the projector screen and a red beam of light danced over the words.  “Your first lesson will be on style.  You’ll learn how to dress to impress, how to accessorise, what to wear and how to wear it, what goes and what’s already gone.  You’ll be given practical lessons and you will be graded…or degraded if you get it wrong,” he drawled.  He continued, oozing enthusiasm, “It’s really true that first impressions count.”  Ben strode confidently back and forth in front of the captivated audience.  “People make their mind up about you before you’ve even opened your mouth, so it’s imperative that you get it right or you’ll spend months trying to get them to change their mind about you …” He stopped abruptly and a serious expression fell upon his face, “… that is if you’re lucky enough to get that second chance.”  Ben clapped his hands together as if to lift the mood, “Right, the next item on our curriculum is…Speech.”  

Bruce sat upright immediately on hearing this.

“Speech and speaking is very important, it’s a vital tool and you will need to master this.”  Ben let a few moments pass in silence to let this message sink in.  “We need to soften those regional accents.  Deal with intonation.  We need to erase words from your vocabulary.”

Hugh put his hand up, “Could you give us an example Sir?”

Ben raised his eyebrows, “Sir?”  he chuckled, “please just call me Ben,” he smiled at Hugh warmly.  “But good point.  If anyone does have any questions then feel free to raise your hands.  To answer this fellow’s question we need to help you erase words like ‘bloke’, ‘veg’, and ‘bog’ and other such heterosexually-coined vernacular completely from your vocabulary.”

Hugh nodded that he understood.

Satisfied, Ben continued, “As well as erasing words we’ll also be adding new words.  You’ll need to learn the latest phrases, the newest lingo and even Polari.”  He stopped pacing and raised both hands in the air, “Before anyone says anything I know that Polari is so old school…but it’s still a necessary part of the curriculum and will come in very handy.  You’ll be learning a little of Polari’s successor, ‘Ringlish’, too.”  

Uwe raised his hand and asked, “What’s Ringlish Ben?”

“Ringlish,” Ben answered, “is a little bit of elitism, if I may be so bold as to call it that.”  He placed the tips of his fingers and thumbs together at chest height in an academic manner.  “It’s a cant slang devised here at this very school.  It allows current students and alumni to identify themselves to one another when they are out in the big bad world.”

Bruce interrupted: “Can you give us an example?”

“Sure,” said Ben affably.  “Hmmm …” he sang as he thought for a moment, “okay, here’s a good example.  When you are out and about, you might choose to ask someone that you find attractive, ‘Are you the key-master?’”

The class listened attentively, hungry for more information.

Ben smiled, “And if they are interested they would reply, ‘Are you the gatekeeper?’”

Tony looked puzzled at this, but intrigued he shouted out, “What does that even mean?  I don’t get it.  What’s the significance of the key-master?”

The group laughed at Tony’s naivety.

Ben frowned at the class, “No, don’t laugh.  If one person has a question then it probably means that more of you have a similar question.  So let’s keep this friendly.”  He addressed Tony, “Thank you for your question.  Now to answer it, you need to ask yourself what you would do with a key?”  Ben gestured at Tony to answer.

“Stick it in a keyhole,” Tony responded.

“Exactly!  It is a way of clearly establishing one’s preferences.”

Tony, still confused, thought this over for a moment and suddenly it dawned on him.  “Urggh,” he muttered and shook himself.

Independently Ben continued with his explanation, “Some other examples of Ringlish would be words like ‘Hetties’, for heterosexuals, ‘Mos’ for homosexuals and ‘Poppas’ for lesbians.  Are there any more questions or do you feel that was a good enough explanation?”  Ben surveyed the class for the briefest of moments before whipping out his laser pointer and continuing with the rest of his lecture.

“Next!” he boomed, “is grooming.”  He aimed his laser pointer at the crowd moving it from person to person, and exclaimed, “No part of your anatomy will be left unchecked.”  The sharp red laser light leapt accusingly from person to person onto the body part that Ben described.  “We will look at the hair on your head, the hair on your face, the hair on your body …”  He slowed as he made the last statement and the laser pointer stopped on Tony’s groin area as he sat awkwardly on his cushion with his legs wide open, “And yes, we will even be discussing your nether regions.”  

Tony closed his legs immediately and Ben switched off his pointer.  

“We’ll tell you what to pluck, wax and shave,” he informed them, “hairy backs and shoulders have only ever looked good on apes.”  

The crowd all laughed except for Tony, who self-consciously hunched his shoulders.

Ben carried on without his excitement faltering even once, “We’re talking manicures, pedicures and fake bake.  Nutrition is also key, as is fitness.  It’s no good having a great picture if the canvas isn’t fit to display it.”  

Several of the class nodded sagaciously in agreement.  

Keenan nudged Tony, “That’ll be one you’ll be wanting to listen to eh?”

“You’ll learn what to eat and drink and how to firm up those unsightly bulges,” Ben took a deep breath.  “Okay, almost there.”  He pointed to the next item on the projector screen, “Dance!”  He did a little shimmy as the words left his lips.  “I can’t stress enough how important dancing really is.  When you’re on that dance floor you’ve got nowhere to hide.”  He spoke with intensity as he delivered his homily, “If you don’t have the moves then you’re leaving yourself wide open for failure.  No amount of foundation, fashion or fanfaronade will save you.  Mess it up here and everything else is simply wasted.”

A number of scared faces returned his gaze.

“I will show you how to dance and I am talking killer moves, but you’ve each got to walk your own path too.  Understood?” he bellowed evangelically.

“Understood,” repeated the class as one.

Ben relaxed, “Perfect!  Then on we go to another subject that I will be teaching you.”  He slapped the projector screen with the palm of his left hand.  “Fag Haggery,” he announced with panache.  “For what is a fag without a hag?” he asked rhetorically and held his palms upwards and shrugged.  “Simply nothing.”  Ben took a single step towards the class, “What was Batman without Robin?  What was Dorothy without Toto?  What was Lennon without McCartney?  And what was Tripitaka without Monkey?”  He watched the class as they silently considered this and then he continued.  “Fag hags are an essential accessory and I’ll teach you how to select one that is right for you.  Anyway, you’ll learn more in due course.”  Then changing the subject he said, “I would also like to inform you of a number of optional courses that you can sign up to in your free periods and in the evenings should you choose to.”  

A member of the class raised his hand, “Ben, can you tell us what’s available please?”

“Sure, one moment and I’ll get the details on it.  It changes from year to year,” Ben explained.  “Let me just check the list they gave me a couple of days ago.”  He walked over to his desk, took out his key and pushed it into the keyhole in the drawer.  The key would not turn.  He frowned briefly and spoke, “That’s odd, the lock is broken.”  He tried the drawer by pulling it and it gracefully slid open to reveal a small pile of papers.  “Hmmm, my notes are still here, that is very strange.  There’s nothing worth stealing in here.”  He lifted the papers out of the drawer and as he placed them on the desk he noticed a strange picture drawn on the base of the drawer.  “Oh,” he exclaimed, “what on earth is that?”

Intrigued one of the class asked, “What are you looking at?”

“Oh sorry, let me show you,” Ben pulled the drawer out of the desk completely and held it up to the class.

Hugh gasped as his eyes focused on the base of the drawer, “The Phantom!” he exclaimed.

“You know what this is?” Ben said with astonishment.

“Sort of.  We found one in our dormitory,” Hugh elucidated.  “None of us know where it came from, but we christened it ‘The Phantom’.”  

“Don’t call it a dormitory,” Ben commented irritably, “they are boudoirs.  Dormitory sounds so cold!  Anyway, I’ve digressed.  Where was it drawn in your case?   On the inside of your drawer as well?”

“No, it was on a sheet in one of our beds,” said Hugh.

“Can I see the sheet?” asked Ben.

“I would advise against it,” explained Hugh.  “It’s not really in a very hygienic state anymore.” 

Tony punched Hugh in the arm, “Why don’t you tell the whole bloody world?”

“Why don’t you simply wash more often?” asked Uwe.

“Why don’t you keep your bloody nose out?” 

“Come on,” Ben interrupted, “stay focused.”

Hugh, Uwe and Tony turned their attention back to the front of the class.

“Sorry Ben,” apologised Hugh.  

“So I can’t see the sheet?” asked Ben.

“No,” said Tony tersely.

“But both the sheet and my drawer have the same graffiti on them?” Ben attempted to ascertain.

“Yes,” Hugh confirmed.

“Hmmm, okay.  Well I guess we’ll just leave it there then.”  Ben walked back to his desk and slid the drawer back onto its runners.  “Where was I?” he muttered to himself.  “Ah yes,” he said remembering, “I was finding the list of the optional courses for you.”  He leafed quickly through the papers on his desk until he found the relevant piece.  “Okay, just to name a few we have ‘Innuendo for overseas students’, ‘Gay history’, ‘Drama queens’, ‘Safe sex’,  ‘Book Club’ and ‘Sport’.”  

Whilst the class talked excitedly amongst themselves about the courses Ben placed the paper back onto the pile and then returned the papers back to his drawer then closed it.  He then addressed the class again, “I can heartily recommend the sports class.  Every year our school puts together a new hockey team which competes against other teams in a league.”  He rubbed his hands together, “The try-outs are later this week, so once you’ve settled in I’d like to see some of your faces there.  The details are all on the board in the main reception.”

The noise level rose quickly in the classroom as the students discussed the try-outs.

Ben clapped his hands together twice, “Settle down, settle down.  You have plenty of time to discuss that later in your own time.”

The classroom fell into silence again.

“So let’s move now to the appraisals,” Ben said.

As this was announced backs straightened, smiles widened and stomachs flattened.  Ben switched off the projector, retracted the screen, pulled back the curtains and returned the lights to their normal level accompanied by a low excited whispering from the class.  

“So the point of your personal appraisal is to identify your weak points and highlight your strong points so we can polish them,” explained Ben.

Bruce leant over to Hugh and softly but suggestively commented, “He can polish my strong point any time he likes.”

The two of them gently tittered at this.

“The reason we do one at the start of the course is so we can gauge your progress over the coming months and we can work together to improve all of your areas.  Some it will be hard and some of it will be easy,” Ben explained.

Bruce whispered to Hugh again, “Well I’m hard if he’s easy.”

“Do I really have to put up with this shit from you Bruce?” Tony muttered quietly.

Unaware or undeterred Ben carried on, “For some of you it will come naturally and others will have to sweat to make it happen.”

Bruce’s lips began to move, Tony, predicting what was coming next, glared ferociously at him but that impish smile flickered across Bruce’s face once more and he spoke again, unable to help himself.  “I love it when I cum naturally, but I…”

But that was as far as he got before Tony cut him off.  “Shut the hell up you queer bastard!  You’re making my stomach turn!”

“Hey, hey!  What’s going on here?” Ben cried out at this interruption.  

Tony quietened down and folded his arms angrily.

Ben pointed at Tony, “Right, I think we have our first volunteer,” and he gestured for him to stand up and come forward.  “Come on everyone, give him some encouragement.”

The class clapped half heartedly as Tony reluctantly rose from his cushion.  He stood upright and took a couple of steps forward towards the front of the class.  Some of the tassels from his cushion became entangled with his ankles and he dragged the cushion behind him momentarily before losing his balance and stumbling.  Tony caught his balance and irritably kicked the cushion back causing the tassels to snap.  The sound of metal tassels and beads bouncing could barely be heard over the groups’ giggling at Tony’s expense.  Tony shot a look of rage at the class and the room instantly fell into silence.

For a moment Ben was lost for words.  “Well, young man …” he paused for a second or two as he decided on how to converse with Tony.  “Remember what we said about first impressions?”

“Yeah, I remember,” growled Tony.

“Now my first impression of you…” he tapped his index finger against his lips as he mulled this over, “… not so good, I’m afraid.  Here’s a little tip.  Before getting up always check that you are not attached to the furnishings.”

A collective snigger rose and quickly fell.  

“We seek perfection in every form here at this establishment!” Ben proclaimed pompously.

“What a wanker,” Tony mumbled.

“Sweet Barbarella,” gasped Ben. “You’re like a Neanderthal.”

The class laughed tentatively.

“Are you out yet?  Or are you so far back in the closet that you’re still in Narnia?” enquired Ben with a puzzled expression.

The room, encouraged by Ben’s bravery, exploded into fits of hysterics.

“Well Sherlock, it should not come as a surprise to you that I’m not one of your lot,” snarled Tony spitting the words out as if they were polluting his mouth.  “I’m only here because some leftie magistrate sent me here instead of putting me in prison.  But in this place I’m having to watch my back constantly to stop one of your lot from trying to have their way with me!”

Ben rubbed his forehead, “Ah yes, I remember the Head mentioning a special case.  Well, look at it this way…” he gestured for Tony to provide his name.

“Tony,” he said curtly. 

“Ah Tony is it?  Thank you,” replied Ben.  “Well Tony, at least here one of the boys will wine and dine you first before trying to have their way with you.  Methinks that courtesy would not be extended to you in the showers at the prison now would it?”

Tony pursed his lips, but didn’t speak.

“Anyway, enough about your prejudice Tony,” Ben said, “let’s start your appraisal.  We have a rating system here from one to ten; one being the worst and ten being the best.  You will be graded accordingly.  We don’t give zeros, but in your case we may have to make an exception.”  He laughed to himself, “Only joking,” and then took three small steps backward and began to look Tony up and down.  He smiled devilishly before speaking, “Well, I think I speak for the whole class when I say that we’d all like to give you one!”  He winked at class as they cheered him.

Tony’s face went red with anger and he turned to storm out, “I’m not putting up with this shit!” he screamed.

Ben stepped forward quickly, putting his hand onto Tony’s shoulder carefully to calm the situation.  Tony stiffened and pulled away from Ben’s touch.

“Sorry Tony,” Ben added apologetically, “that was unfair.  Go on, take a seat again.”

“Don’t make me do anything that I’ll regret Ben,” Tony raged.

“Now, now Tony.  Don’t do or say anything that could jeopardise your time here.  I will pretend I didn’t hear that,” Ben said soothingly.  “Please sit back down now.”

Tony ignored Ben completely and made his way to the door, wrenching it open and slamming it behind him.  The bang made several of the class flinch and left awkwardness hanging in the air.

“Well, even I’m prepared to admit that was not the best start to the year,” he commented.  “I am sure he’ll calm down later though.  Okay, let’s move on.  Who’s next?”

Hugh stood up quickly.  He checked his ankles for tassels then minced towards Ben.

Ben watched incredulously as Hugh approached.  “Well, at least that makes it easy to know where to start with you.”  He took his notebook from his pad and wrote, ‘Walk’, and put the number two next to it.  “So, what’s your name?” He enquired.

“My name’s Hugh, ducky,” Hugh announced in an over-the-top camp voice.

Ben wrote ‘Hugh’ above ‘Walk’ and paused, “How do you spell ‘ducky’?”

“D-U-C-K-Y,” replied Hugh.

“That’s an unusual surname, Hugh,” Ben commented as he wrote this down.

“Oh, it’s not my surname,” stated Hugh, “I was calling you ducky.”

“You’ve confused me Hugh, explain that again?” Ben said furrowing his brow.  “So you’re saying ducky isn’t your surname?”

“No of course not, I was calling you ducky, as a term of endearment,” explained Hugh.

A look of realisation hit Ben’s face, “Oh I see.  Okay, okay.”  He quickly scribbled ‘Speech – 1’ in his book, underlined it twice and said, “You’re making this really easy for me so far.  Unless you’re a pantomime dame I would suggest not calling anyone ‘ducky’,” he added gently.  

Hugh blushed and his shoulders sagged.

Ben regarded Hugh’s clothes for a moment and tapped his pen against the notebook.  “Style not too bad,” and he wrote down ‘Style – 5’.  “We will rate your dance moves separately during one of our next classes together.”  He made a few short notes that he hid from Hugh before speaking again, “Thank you, Hugh, you can sit back down now if you like.”

Slightly dejected Hugh, wandered back to his cushion and sat down quietly.

Keenan shuffled over to Hugh, “Don’t worry about it Hugh, it’s only day one, after all.”

“Yes sure,” said Hugh, “but I’ve been working on that walk for weeks and he only gave it a two.”

“Aye, but he could hardly give you a ten now, could he?” Keenan explained.  “Now at the end of the term when you actually get a ten he can take a lot of credit for that.  Did you think about that?”

Hugh’s face brightened.  “You’re right, Keenan, I bet I should have really scored an eight!”

“Now don’t get carried away, like,” chortled Keenan, “maybe a seven and a half.”  

“Okay, who’s our next brave soul?” Ben asked jovially.

Uwe and Gareth stood up at the same time.

Ben looked at them both and clapped his hands together enthusiastically, “Now this is what I’m talking about.”

They both grinned back at Ben, then looked each other up and down.

“After you, Uwe,” Gareth offered graciously as he gestured for Uwe to approach Ben with a sweeping arc of his arm.  As Uwe strutted forward like a peacock, Gareth whispered just loud enough for him to hear, “Age before beauty.”

Uwe turned to Gareth and placed his index finger on his face and pulled the bottom of his eyelid down for a second.

“Huh?” said Bruce to Gareth, “what did that mean?”

“I haven’t got the slightest idea.” 

“Well, well, well,” Ben said approvingly, “who do we have here?”

“My name is Uwe, that’s spelt U-W-E,” he explained.

“Right then, Uwe, let’s start with your appraisal,” said Ben.

 

 

Meanwhile, in the corridor outside, Tony skulked at the door, listening.  He pressed his ear against the door and strained to hear.  When he realised that they weren’t talking about him he meandered along the corridors with no real plan in mind.  He heard the click of a woman’s heels on the marble floor and instantly his interest was piqued.  The sound grew louder and he attempted to strike a casual pose.  He fidgeted awkwardly trying several different positions but in the end he settled on leaning against one of the pillars.  He waited impatiently for the owner of the clicking heels to appear, and then suddenly from around the corner Louise appeared.  

“Oh hello, it’s you again,” she said startled.  

“So you remember me then?” Tony responded.

“You are hard to forget, and not for the right reasons.  What are you doing lurking in the corridor?” Louise asked accusingly.

“Hoping I’d bump into you gorgeous,” he replied.

“Oh,” she said with resignation in her voice, “lucky me.”

“It’s so good to be near a woman after being surrounded by all these woofters,” Tony confided to her.

“You’ve been here for about forty-eight hours, are you really that starved of female company?” Louise said curtly.

“Christ, has it really only been forty-eight hours?” he said in disbelief.  “It feels like a bloody lifetime.”

“I should remind you that we don’t tolerate homophobia here, so please try and refrain from using derogatory names,” she scolded.

“What?  You mean ‘woofter’?” Tony said amazed.

“Please!” she said firmly.

“Oh I know a lot worse than that, but anything for you darling,” he said smoothly.  “Anyway what’s your name?” 

“Louise,” she replied, unimpressed, “and I’d prefer you to address me by that or not at all.”

“Alright, sweetheart, I mean, Louise.  Don’t get your knickers in a twist,” Tony jibed.  “My name’s Tony.  Thanks for asking.”

“I didn’t ask, but yes, I already know,” she said disdainfully.  “After our last encounter I made a point of looking up your details.”  She pulled a face to show her disapproval.  “I know exactly why you’re here,” she said in a low voice, trying to retain some level of confidentiality.

“Do you like bad boys then?” he flirted.

Immediately she stiffened, “No I most certainly do not.  You appear to be as thoroughly an unpleasant character in person as you do on paper.”  

“Really?  Well, why don’t you let me take you out somewhere?  We can get to know each other a bit better and you’ll find out I’m not all bad,” he said with a hint of sarcasm and a touch of hope.

“I think I’ll pass on that Tony,” she snorted.  “I have work to attend to now, I can’t spend all day chatting with the students here.”  And with that she walked away down one of the long corridors.

As she left Tony closed his mouth and took a deep breath through his nose, smelling her perfume.  He closed his eyes for a second and concentrated on the smell, smiling to himself, drinking it in.  When the remains of her scent were gone he felt empty.  He opened his eyes but she had vanished from sight.  All that remained was the sound of her clicking heels, but they too were growing weaker by the second.  When the echo of her walking away finally vanished he felt a strange feeling of loneliness.  He didn’t know what to do now, so he simply did nothing.

 






Chapter Eight

 

Back in the Larry Grayson boudoir Tony was reading his car magazine when the door burst open and the group returned from Ben’s lesson.

“Hey Tony,” greeted Hugh.

Tony grunted in acknowledgement.

“Ben assigned us some coursework; I picked yours up for you,” Hugh said helpfully and he threw some magazines onto Tony’s bed.  They bounced on the mattress and stopped near Tony’s feet.

Tony leant over and picked them up.  He looked at the front covers, “They want me to read fashion magazines?” 

“Not just you Tony, all of us,” Hugh replied.  “We have to select an outfit from one of the magazines and write a little review on it.  Say why it works and what we like about it.  Ben was saying that we should not reinvent the wheel when it comes to choosing an outfit and that we should steal ideas from wherever we can.”

“Give me a break,” Tony said sighing as he flicked through the pages.  “There is no way…” he stopped abruptly and flipped back a couple of pages.  He found a double page spread of several beautiful women modelling underwear.

“There is no way what, Tony?” Hugh asked.

“Huh?” said Tony absentmindedly as he hungrily flipped from page to page drinking up the pictures of all the semi-clad women.

“Oi,” shouted Hugh at the top of his voice.

Tony jumped from shock, dropping the magazine, “You idiot, I’ve lost my page now.”  He picked the magazine up again quickly.

“So, I take it you are going to do your assignment now then?” enquired Hugh smugly.

“You bet,” cackled Tony. “I’m more than happy to spend an hour or two looking through these.  They’re almost like porno mags,” exclaimed Tony.

“Would you like me to lend you some stationery Tony?” Hugh asked, “I would assume that you didn’t bother to bring anything with you.”

“Yes please,” Tony muttered before becoming completely distracted again.

“Look at the dirty old devil angrily fingering the magazine,” said Bruce pointing at Tony.

Hey don’t knock it Bruce,” commented Gareth, “at least he’s finally showing an interest in something.”

They looked over at Tony as he drooled over the magazines.  When he found a page he liked he folded down the top corner.

“Here Tony,” Gareth said, “I’ve got some more that you can look at.”  He threw several more copies onto Tony’s bed.  “That should keep him busy for a while,” he said to the others.

“Shall we go and get something to eat?” Giles suggested, “I’m starving.”

They left their boudoir and headed down to the refectory.  They were chatting busily as they made their way down the stairs.

“Are you going to the hockey try-outs tonight Uwe?” asked Hugh. 

“Of course, though it’s insulting that I have to prove myself,” Uwe said snootily.

“Who else is going?” 

“I reckon I’ll give it a go, Hugh,” said Keenan, “and I think Tony should give it a go too.”

“Yeah, it might help him to burn off a bit of that testosterone,” Gareth added.

“Talking of Tony, did anyone invite him along to eat?” asked Hugh.

They all shook their heads.

“Oh, well, someone had better go back up and ask him,” Hugh suggested.  “We don’t want him to feel left out now do we?”

Uwe groaned, “I’ll go.  Wait here I won’t be a moment.”  Uwe trudged up the stairs back to their room whilst the others waited on the staircase chatting.  He walked to the double doors of their boudoir, opened them and walked in.  He stood there shocked and unable to speak at the sight before his eyes.  Tony was stood over his bed with the fashion magazines laid out in front of him masturbating furiously.  Uwe turned and left the room quietly; he walked quickly along the corridor and down the stairs and rejoined the group.

“Well is he coming?” asked Hugh.

“Yes, I believe he is,” replied Uwe solemnly.

Hugh looked up the stairs but couldn’t see any sign of Tony, “Is he coming right now?” 

“There is no absolutely no doubt in my mind,” Uwe confirmed quietly.

Hugh realising that something was wrong probed Uwe, “What did you see up there?”

“I caught Tony masticating,” he replied, “I feel quite disturbed.”

“Why were you disturbed?  What on earth was he eating?” asked Bruce.

Keenan laughed, “Oh I think I know what Uwe means.  I think old Tony was milking his miserly moo cow.  I think we’d best leave him to it, eh?”

“Yes, I agree,” Gareth said.  “At least he will be in a calmer mood for the rest of the day.” 

“Perhaps we should bring him back a sandwich, he was really working up an appetite,” Uwe added thoughtfully.

Keenan slapped Uwe on the back, “Come on son, let’s eat.”

“I don’t seem to be hungry anymore Keenan,” Uwe revealed.  “In fact I feel a little sick.  It was like the Black Forest; I don’t think he’s ever even considered trimming.”

“I am inclined to agree, Uwe, but all in good time eh?” comforted Keenan, “all in good time.”

 

 

After dinner they returned to their room.  Keenan stopped them all before they entered, knocked on the door and shouted, “We’re coming in Tony!”

“What are you doing?” asked Hugh.

“Sshhh,” hushed Keenan listening for a reply.

“So what?” came the reply from inside the boudoir.

“I think we’re okay,” said Keenan as he pushed the door open and wandered into the room.  “Are you alright Tony?” he asked.

“Top of the world,” Tony replied with a wayward look in his eye.  “But I ain’t half hungry.”  He rubbed his stomach in rapid circular motion, “I could eat a bloody horse.”

Gareth chucked a sandwich at Tony, “Here you go Tony, enjoy!”

“Wow thanks, Gareth,” said Tony as he caught the sandwich with both hands, “just what the doctor ordered.”  He hastily unwrapped the sandwich and sank his teeth into it.

“You’re in an unusually good mood Tony,” observed Bruce with a wink.

Tony nodded and muttered something unintelligible with a mouthful of food.  He swallowed and then spoke, “Hey Gareth, I’ve finished with your magazines.  Thanks, they were just what I needed.”  He kicked the magazines to the bottom of the bed and Gareth walked over and picked one of them up by a corner with his thumb and forefinger and regarded it with utter disgust.

“Hmm, it looks like a snail has crawled all over it.”  He dropped the magazine back onto the bed.  ”I’ll tell you what Tony, you can keep these.  Consider it my gift to you.”  Then he turned and walked to the bathroom to wash his hands thoroughly.

“Thanks Gareth, much appreciated,” Tony called after him before finishing his sandwich.

Hugh sat on his bed and addressed Tony, “Are you going to the hockey try-outs tomorrow?”

“You know what Hugh?” said Tony, “I think I will.  Football’s my game, but I reckon I’ll give hockey a go.”

“Glad to hear it Tony,” Hugh said and he rummaged in his drawers for a spare pen and pad.  He found what he was looking for and offered it to Tony.  “Here you go, as promised,” he said cheerily, “pen and paper, so you can write up your coursework.”

“Thanks, Hugh,” Tony said genuinely as he took the stationery from him, “I’ll start it now whilst it’s still fresh in my mind.”  He lifted his knees up and leant on one of the magazines and then started writing.  His tongue poked out the right hand side of his mouth as he concentrated.  He stopped writing and opened up one of the magazines where he had turned the page and ripped it from its bindings.  “Have you got any paperclips Hugh?” Tony asked.

“Sure, let me grab you a couple,” replied Hugh as he searched for them.  When he found them he reached over and handed them to Tony.  Tony’s attention had immediately focused again on writing and he didn’t notice Hugh waiting with his outstretched arm.  Hugh coughed several times until Tony looked up.

“Sorry Hugh, thanks,” apologised Tony as he took them from Hugh and continued to write down his thoughts.  

Over the next thirty minutes the group were amazed at Tony’s enthusiasm as he feverishly scribbled his thoughts onto the paper and eagerly ripped and clipped pages from the magazine to his written notes.

“Ah, finished,” proclaimed Tony with an air of satisfaction as he held up his work glowing with an enormous sense of pride.

“Hey, good on you Tony,” Keenan remarked genuinely, “you’ve put the rest of us to shame.”

“Guys, look at the time,” Hugh announced, tapping his watch, “the trials start in under an hour.  We’d better get a move on.”

They all started to pull sports clothes from their cupboards, bags and drawers and began to change out of their clothes.  Tony suddenly realised that he didn’t have anything suitable other than his football shirt.  

“What can I do?  I haven’t got any shorts,” he said.

“Why don’t you go and check the lost property box and see if you can take something from there Tony?” suggested Gareth helpfully.

Tony leapt from his bed and ran out of the room, “Good idea Gareth.”

“But be quick,” Gareth shouted after him.

Tony ran down the stairs, three at a time, into the reception.  He stopped, bent double catching his breath, Christ, he thought as he wheezed, I’m really knackered.  He took a few more deep breaths and straightened up.  

“I would like to take this opportunity to remind students that running in the corridors is not permitted,” a voice spoke sternly.

Tony turned to see Louise standing there watching him with her hands on her hips and shaking her head.

“Tut-tut, someone’s really out of shape,” she scolded.  “Would you like me to fetch first aid?” Louise mocked with a fake expression of concern on her face.

“I think I need mouth to mouth.  Quick come over here and give it to me, there’s no time to waste,” he said smirking.

“In your dreams,” she stated flatly.

Tony laughed it off, “I need to speak to you anyway, Louise.  I need to borrow a pair of shorts for the hockey try-outs.  I thought I could have a look in the lost property box.”

“Well, normally we aren’t supposed to do that,” she said cautiously, “but I guess we can make an exception.  The stuff in there is from last year’s students, so if it hasn’t been claimed by now then it shouldn’t matter if you take it.”

“Great, thanks gorgeous, I mean, Louise,” he said correcting himself.

“Follow me,” Louise said as she beckoned to him to follow.  She walked along the corridor with Tony in tow.  He stayed downwind of her so he could smell her perfume.  He allowed himself to close his eyes for a moment as he followed her trying to shut down his other senses and focus all of his effort on his sense of smell.  Louise stopped in front of the door and Tony bumped into the back of her and pressed her against the door.

“Ow,” she wailed, pushing Tony back.  “What are you doing, you dimmock?”

Obviously embarrassed Tony apologised profusely and muttered jumbled explanations at her.

“Never mind!” she tutted as she unlocked and opened the cupboard door.  She pulled out a large box and placed it on the floor near Tony’s feet.  “Take a look in there,” she said.

Tony bent down and started to rifle through the items of clothing in the box.

“There,” Louise said pointing into the box, “they look like shorts.”

“Where?” Tony asked as he stared into the box.

Louise bent over and put her hand into the box moving items aside.  As she bent over her blouse hung loosely, Tony gazed wantonly at her perfect, full round breasts.  He knew he should look away but he was completely mesmerised by their beauty and was totally unable to blink never mind divert his gaze.

“Here,” she said pulling out a pair of pink shorts and waving them in Tony’s face.  She suddenly realised what Tony was doing and stood up quickly, placing her hand on her chest as if to protect herself from Tony’s stare.

“What!” Tony exclaimed taking the shorts from her, “I’m not wearing these!”  He held them up in front of him and inspected them more closely.  “Wait a second, these aren’t shorts!  They’re bloody hot pants,” he shrieked in disbelief.  With both hands extended in front of him he pulled at the waistband and stretched them to make the elastic vibrate.  He turned them around to view the back and rolled his eyes in disbelief, “No effing way,” he gasped as he read the word ‘BITCH’ embroidered across the rear.

“Beggars can’t be choosers, Tony,” she said picking the box back up again and returning it to the cupboard.

“Surely there must be something else…” he started but was cut off mid-sentence.

“I shouldn’t even let you have them.  Now come on, I have work to do,” Louise said, locking the  door.  She walked away leaving Tony staring at the small, pink hot pants.

“Oi Tony, nice choice!” shouted Marc from the stairs, “you’ve only been here a couple of days and you’re already turning.”

“Am I bollocks!” shouted Tony defensively.  “Hell will freeze over before that day comes,” he added as he stuffed the hot pants into the pocket of his jeans.  He stormed back up the stairs past Marc and into the Larry Grayson boudoir.

“Hurry up Tony, we have to go soon,” Hugh said hurriedly.

“I know, I know,” Tony said as he took the hot pants from his pocket and placed them on top of his bedside cabinet.  “Quick Hugh,” Tony ordered, “give me a marker pen, now!”

Hugh opened his drawer and searched for a pen.  He found a black marker pen and handed it to Tony, “Will this do?”

Tony nodded silently, popped the top off the pen and started to write on the back of the hot pants.  Very carefully, above the word bitch, he wrote: ‘Nobodys’.

Hugh watched Tony and pointed out, “There should be an apostrophe between the ‘y’ and the ‘s’ Tony.”

Tony muttered something incomprehensible then quickly added the missing apostrophe.  Then whilst waiting for the ink to dry he removed his trainers and jeans.  

“Hey!  Look the other way for a minute,” he ordered.

As they turned their heads to offer Tony some privacy he snatched the hot pants from the bedside cabinet and stepped into them.  He had raised them as high as his kneecaps before they started to feel tight, then he strained visibly as he squeezed them over his thighs and onto his hips.  They heard the grunts and couldn’t resist watching Tony again.

He looked over to the others, “Shut it!” he ordered before any of them spoke.

“We don’t know what you mean Tony,” replied Uwe stifling a laugh.

Tony tried to sit on his bed to put his shoes on but the shorts would not allow it, so his slid his left foot into his shoe and hoisted it onto the bed and pushed his foot into it.  He repeated this action for his right foot, and then attempted to reach under his bed to pull his bag out.

Hugh walked over quickly, “Let me help Tony,” and he crouched on the floor and pulled Tony’s sports bag out from underneath the bed.  “Here you go Tony,” he said handing him the bag.

“Thanks,” Tony said begrudgingly and he unzipped the bag and took out his football shirt.  He quickly changed into it leaving the t-shirt that he had worn today crumpled on the bed.

“Right let’s go!” Hugh cried as they headed out of the room.

 

 

The students were gathered together on the playing fields in the grounds of the school.  They chatted freely amongst themselves as they waited for Ben in the mild September air.  Eventually Ben appeared from the building and made his way towards them dressed more appropriately for the catwalk than the hockey field.

“Hi boys!  Wow, we do have a good turnout this year don’t we?” he proclaimed brightly.  “So, first things first, we need some equipment.  May I have a volunteer?”

One of the hopefuls stepped forward and offered himself.

“Ah, perfect,” Ben said, “it’s Paul isn’t it?  Would you be so kind as to fetch the hockey equipment from the sports hall?”  He handed the volunteer a key and explained where to find the paraphernalia and sent him off to complete his errand.  

Ben surveyed the assembled hopefuls as he waited for the hockey equipment to be brought out, “So, who’s played hockey before then?” he asked.  

Uwe thrust his hand skyward.

“Ah, Uwe, great.  It’s always good to have someone with a little experience.  Perhaps you’ll take the hockey virgins under your wing.”

“No problem,” said Uwe.

“And we’d better make you the captain of one of our try-out teams today then,” Ben added.  He cast his eyes over the group and was greeted by Hugh’s grinning face.  “Well, it looks like you fancy your chances here, Hugh.  Have you ever played before?”

“No,” came Hugh’s honest reply as the volunteer, Paul, returned dragging a box of hockey sticks and balls behind him, “but I’m keen to learn.” 

“Well, that’s the spirit, Hugh!  But I guess I should explain the rules of the game then,” Ben announced enthusiastically.  “First the captains have to wear these arm bands,” he said handing Uwe and Hugh an arm band each, which they duly slid up their forearms and onto their upper arms.  

“So, before we start the game one of the captains must decide whether they want to have first push back at the start of the game or they can choose which end their team is going to attack first, but they have to choose one or the other,” Ben explained methodically.  “But does anyone know what we have to do first to make that decision?”

“Toss!” Bruce shouted like a Tourette’s sufferer.

“He’s right.  We toss a coin,” said Ben.  

“I go for tails every time,” Bruce said lewdly with a customary nudge to his closest neighbour’s ribcage.

“So let’s give that a try.  Hugh, make the call,” Ben ordered as he threw the coin into the air.

“Heads!” cried Hugh as the coin came spinning down towards Ben’s hands.  As the coin neared chest height Ben’s right hand swooped down and pushed the coin flat onto the back of his left hand.  He carefully lifted his right hand and Hugh and Uwe craned their necks to see fate’s choice.

“Tails,” declared Ben, and Uwe’s nostrils flared.  “So Uwe, make your choice.”

Uwe answered instantly.  “I choose to have first push back, and begin play.”

“Okay, thank you Uwe,” said Ben.  He turned to look at Hugh, “So Hugh, this means you can choose which end you want to attack in the first half.”

Hugh pondered this for a moment, seemingly unable to make a decision.  “Err, that one?” he said unsurely as he pointed to the area furthest from him.

“Good choice,” Ben said, “so you’ll defend this goal for the first half and then you’ll swap ends.”  

Both captains nodded to acknowledge that they had understood.  

“Well Uwe, since you won the toss I guess it is only fair that Hugh gets first pick for his team,” suggested Ben firmly.

Hugh grinned from ear to ear and said, “Right, this is an easy one really.  Tony, I choose you.”

Tony walked forward to join Hugh and the assembled hopefuls stared at his arse as it appeared to fight to release itself from its hot pants prison.

“Nice outfit, Tony, well done for making an effort,” Ben congratulated.

“Tony,” Keenan called out, “it looks like your arse is chewing a toffee.”  

The group laughed and Tony pulled uncomfortably at the bottom of his makeshift hockey shorts.

“Actually, I think it looks quite nice,” came a soft voice from behind them as the crowd fell silent.

They all turned to see Louise, “Don’t listen to them, Tony,” she said kindly, “just rise above it all.”

“Ah, so good to see our number one supporter again Louise,” Ben shouted over and gave her a friendly wave.

“I never miss a match Ben, you know that,” she replied keenly, “and I couldn’t resist seeing this year’s hopefuls.”

Impatiently Uwe said, “May we continue?  Can I make my choice now?”

“Be my guest,” replied Ben sarcastically, bowing towards Uwe.

Uwe pointed at Bruce and announced his choice, “I’ll have you Bruce.”

“You can have me whenever you want to you sexy beast,” growled Bruce.

“Urggh,” Tony complained.  “Watching you two flirt is like watching porn with your parents; it’s bloody uncomfortable viewing!”

Hugh and Uwe then took turns to make their selections until both teams were picked.  Each player then took a hockey stick from the box and Ben threw a ball to Uwe.

“There are no fixed positions, but there are formations that you will need to learn.  But since we’re just starting out you can go anywhere you like, so find your natural places and let’s begin,” Ben informed the two teams.  

They made their way onto the pitch and took their positions, Hugh stood nearest the centre of the pitch and his team flanked him like migrating geese.  Uwe placed the ball in the centre and Ben blew his whistle.  Instantly, Uwe surged forward into a hapless Hugh knocking him to the floor roughly.

“Wow!  That Uwe’s really got some spirit, bravado and a touch of derring-do!” cried Ben as he watched him streak towards his opponents’ goal and into their ‘D’.  Then with a loud crack Uwe belted the ball into the goal and it thumped against the back board.

“Arggh, shit!” screamed Tony, “who’s the goalkeeper Hugh?”

“But, but, but …” Hugh stuttered, “Ben said there were no fixed positions.”

“Yes, but he didn’t say don’t pick a goalkeeper or have a strategy did he?” replied Tony angrily.

“Oh, well what do you think Tony?” Hugh asked timidly.

Tony sighed and pointed to various members within their team, “I think that he should be the goalkeeper, they should be in defence, they should be midfielders, you can be the centre forward and I’ll be the sweeper.”

Ben watched from the sidelines taking note as Tony gave Hugh instructions.  He realised that Tony appeared to be applying football knowledge to the hockey game and made a note to speak to him about this.

“Okay, that sounds good to me,” Hugh said.  “Aren’t the goalies supposed to wear some sort of padding?” he shouted out to Ben.

“Yes, but as I keep saying this is just a trial today.  Everyone needs to see where they fit best.  We can’t have everyone taking the padding and helmet on and off every few minutes.  We’ll deal with that later.”  He looked over to Uwe, “Nice play, but we need to have a talk about the push back as well, okay?”

Hugh’s team took their new positions and Hugh walked to the centre of the pitch with the ball.  He placed it carefully on the ground, stood up and waited for Ben’s whistle.

As soon as he heard it blow he tapped the ball to Bruce and almost immediately Uwe ploughed into him knocking him to the ground savagely.  Uwe smirked and he pushed forward breaking the defence line and raising his hockey stick as he prepared to smack the ball once more into Hugh’s team’s goal.  Then, like a flash of lightning, Tony appeared from nowhere knocking Uwe backwards onto the ground and sweeping the ball from under his nose then surging towards the attacker’s goal.  Uwe lay on his back as he stared at the cloudless sky unsure of what had just happened as he heard cheers around him as Tony scored.

“One-all,” bellowed Ben from the sidelines.  “Just take it easy, Tony, that was technically a foul that you committed then.”

Tony stood over Uwe and put his hand out, “Let me help you up from down there, Uwe.”

Uwe swatted Tony’s outstretched hand away from him and clambered to his feet unaided.  He stared at Tony, “Arschloch!” he muttered before he made his way back to his half of the pitch.

“Hey, Hugh, perhaps you’d be better in goal, you don’t want to get hurt now do you,” Tony suggested, gently pushing Hugh towards the goal area.

“Yes, maybe you’re right,” he replied as he took his position.

The game started again.  With Uwe in possession of the ball once more, he passed the ball to his team mate, Keenan, and ran towards the goal.  Keenan dribbled skillfully around his opponent and hit the ball back to Uwe waiting near the goal.  Uwe controlled the ball masterfully and there was a loud crack as he smacked the ball towards the goal.  It lifted off the ground and flew towards the top right hand corner of the net.  

“Not the face, oh please, don’t let it hit the face,” screamed Hugh in terror, and he lifted his arms to protect himself.  The ball rebounded off the side of Hugh’s head knocking him to the floor before it bounced towards Tony’s feet.  

“In a real game, blocking it with your head would be considered a foul, but since this isn’t a real game play on,” Ben shouted.

Tony nodded that he’d understood and instantly took control of the ball.  He raced with it towards his opponent’s goal.  With a gritty determination Uwe ran up the pitch after Tony.  Tony passed the ball to another player and went around Bruce and the other defenders.  The ball was passed back to Tony as he readied himself to score another goal.  But at that moment Uwe charged up behind Tony and hooked his hockey stick between Tony’s legs and pulled back hard, tripping him.  Uwe stepped on Tony’s back as he lay on the ground and took the ball from him.  The whistle sounded and everyone stopped play except for Uwe who continued to make his way down towards his opponent’s goal.  Ben blew the whistle hard again, but Uwe ignored this still.  Hugh saw Uwe approaching and jumped out of the way as Uwe hit the ball into the goal for the second time that game as the whistle screeched yet again.

“Are you deaf, Uwe?” shouted Ben angrily, running down the field towards him.  “Did you not hear the whistle?”   

“Yes I heard it, but why were you whistling?  It’s not half time yet,” replied Uwe.

“That was a deliberate foul on Tony and I was whistling to give you a green card.  If this had been a real game and you’d have ignored me completely, you would have earned yourself a yellow card, and therefore time in the sin bin,” Ben explained irritably.  “You’ve just blown your chances for the captainship of this team.”

“What!  Do not be ridiculous!” Uwe cried out in frustration.

Tony brought himself to his feet and turned towards Ben and Uwe.  Like a raging bull he snorted as he charged down the field.

“No!  Stop!” cried Bruce trying to hold Tony back.

Realising what was going on Hugh and the other team members ran at Tony trying with all their might to keep him back.  But like Canute, they could not hold back the waves.

Ben saw Tony breaking through the ranks, “Go inside immediately Uwe,” he ordered hastily before he made his way over to the melee.  

Uwe turned and wandered back to the changing rooms in disgrace.  

“Now Tony, calm down,” reasoned Ben, “I have given Uwe a yellow card and I’ve removed him as a captain and that should be enough.”

Tony lashed out at the crowd as they tried to hold him back.

“That bent bastard is a dead man,” Tony shouted, his eyes almost red with rage.

At this point Louise walked onto the field and fought her way through the group, “Tony, look at me for a moment.”  She placed her hands upon his heaving chest, “Look at me!”  Tony’s gritted teeth relaxed marginally as he took his eyes off the changing rooms and focused on Louise.  She looked him directly in the eyes and patted his chest.  “You did really well out there today.”  His breathing started to slow as his testosterone levels began to drop.  “Really well!” she reiterated softly.

“But…” Tony started.

“But nothing,” Louise interrupted gently, “what matters here today is that you appear to be a natural.  Have you ever played before?”

“Err, no, never,” he replied.

“Wow, then that’s all the more impressive,” she stated heaping on the compliments. 

“Ah, well, erm thanks Louise,” he said shyly, conscious of this tender moment surrounded by so many gay men.

“Ooohhh, Tony’s got a girlfriend,” mocked Bruce to a chorus of wolf whistles.

Embarrassed, Louise stepped back and removed her hands from Tony’s chest.  She coughed, “I’m in charge of the facilities here and I don’t want you lot smashing up the place.  The paperwork would be horrendous.  Okay, Ben, I really must be getting back to my duties now.”  She turned and walked back across the field to the main building.

“Aren’t you going to kiss her goodbye, Tony?” ribbed Keenan.

“Shut up,” Tony said.

“You’re blushing, Tony,” Keenan said, pointing at his face.

“Okay, okay, break it up.  Enough’s enough,” Ben ordered clapping his hands together.  “It’s time to talk business.  So line up, please!”  

They lined up accordingly but before Ben had a chance to speak, Hugh started to address them all, “Hey everyone, what about me?” Hugh whined.  “The bloody ball hit me in the head and almost knocked me out,” he added dramatically.

“Sorry Hugh, in the kerfuffle I forgot about that,” Ben apologised.  “You should really go and see the school nurse and get it looked at just in case.”

“Thank you for your sympathy, Ben,” Hugh said, “and as captain I would like to make my first decree…softer balls.”  He stood grandly as he went on, “We shall use softer balls from now on, perhaps something like a tennis ball.”  

“Err, Hugh, we can’t change the balls,” Ben said awkwardly.  “Maybe you’re not cut out to be the team captain.”

“Oh,” exclaimed Hugh softly and dejectedly.

“Perhaps Tony is better suited to this role,” Ben added tentatively.

Hugh looked despondent for a moment as he studied his shoes, “You know what, Ben?  Perhaps you’re right.  I agree to relinquish my captaincy to Tony for the good of the game,” he declared magnanimously.

“Oh, how gracious of you Hugh,” joked Ben.  “Good decision though I think, though you’ve still made the team.”  

“Have I really?” Hugh asked incredulously.

Then an idea struck Ben, “Maybe you could captain the design of the hockey kits?  What do you think to that?”

Hugh clapped his hands together, “Fantastic!” he squealed, jumping up and down on the spot.

“Good, then we’ll speak about this later and put a team of designers together,” Ben said before moving on to Tony.  “You really have a flair for this game and I’d really like to see you enter the team, so to speak.”  

Tony winced slightly at the thought.  

“Sorry Tony, force of habit.  Perhaps you’d like to captain the team and help me train them?” Ben asked.

Tony’s chest swelled with pride, “Yeah alright Ben.  I reckon we can soon whip them into shape.”

“Kinky!” Bruce shouted out before Tony cut him off.

“Shut it Bruce…too obvious,” Tony said tersely as the cheeky smile disappeared from Bruce’s face.

“One thing though Tony.  I still want Uwe to join the team; he’s got a lot of talent, but he’s also got a lot of attitude.  Do you think you can handle him…without coming to blows?” Ben asked nervously unsure of what the answer might be.

“Without a shadow of a doubt,” Tony replied confidently and without too much malice.

Ben’s face brightened.  “Great news!  We’ll make him vice-captain then.  We’ve got our first game coming up really soon, so we need to start work immediately.”

“No problem Ben,” Tony said.  “It’ll be the first manly thing that I’ve done since arriving here.”

“Err, quite,” Ben added with disapproval.  “Okay, right, let’s move on quickly.”  Ben then worked his way down the line of hopefuls.  “We need sixteen players to form a hockey squad and since there are only fifteen people here today, I am delighted to inform you that you’ve all made the team.”  

The team cheered and waved their hockey sticks in celebration.  

“Don’t get too excited though, since only eleven can play at any time, but we’ll rotate our substitutes so you all get a game.  Does that sound fair?”  Ben asked.  

The team nodded in agreement.  

“Wonderful.  Okay, that’s enough for today then, time to hit the showers!” Ben concluded.

The team whooped and hollered at this and rushed towards the changing rooms leaving Tony and Ben on the pitch.  

“I think I might stay out here and practise for a while longer,” Tony said seriously.

“Completely understandable Tony,” Ben said warmly, “I know it’s going to take some getting used to, but I am sure you’ll fit in here in your own special way.”

Tony made a noncommittal noise and tapped his hockey stick against hit foot.

“Anyway, practise makes perfect,” Ben said as he walked away, “I’ll speak to you later to discuss tactics.”

Tony waved goodbye then weaved across the field hitting the ball and trying to get comfortable with his hockey stick.

 

 

Later that evening when it started to get too dark to practise Tony made his way back to the Larry Grayson boudoir.  The changing rooms were closed so he kept his hockey stick and the ball with him.  The group were sat around gossiping about Tony and Uwe’s run in during the hockey try-outs.  The door creaked as Tony pushed it open and the group fell conspicuously silent.  Tony looked at them and noticed Uwe wasn’t there.

“Talking about me and Uwe were you?” he said as he walked towards his bed and sat down, wincing slightly at the pinch of his hot pants.  He slid the hockey stick under the bed and put the ball in his bedside cabinet drawer.  

Hugh coughed and tried to change the subject.  ”Have you been out there practising all this time Tony?” he asked.

“Yeah, I was just trying to get a feel for the game,” Tony replied kicking off his trainers onto the floor.  “I’ve never played hockey before; football’s my game as I told you before.”

Bruce pondered this statement for a moment before speaking up.  “Tony, I have never quite understood football, really,” Bruce admitted, “which is very odd when you think about how gay football actually is.”

Tony almost choked as his brain digested these words, “Gay!” he exclaimed loudly.  “What do you mean, gay?”

“Well,” Bruce started to explain, “from what I’ve seen, as soon as these men get on the pitch they all start slapping each others’ bottoms.  True?”

Tony was lost for words for a moment before he admitted, “Err, well, yes, but there’s nothing in that.  That’s just for encouragement.”

Bruce scratched his head again before speaking, “And then when a goal is scored every man on his team rushes as fast as they can to the player who scored and they throw their arms around him, cuddle him and then shower him in kisses!” 

The group nodded in agreement, as if this had only just occurred to them.

“He’s got a good point, hasn’t he?” Keenan chipped in.

“Are you seeing a pattern here?” Bruce asked Tony.

Tony started to look incredibly uncomfortable and it was obvious he was trying to think of plausible explanations for these things.  But unable to find the words to defend the beautiful game and articulate a counterargument he muttered feebly, “Look it’s not like that, honestly.”

But Bruce had Tony against the ropes and launched his final assault:  “Oh and then after the game you all go back to the changing rooms, strip off so you are completely naked, whip each others’ arses with wound up towels and then you all get into a great big bath tub together and drink champagne.  It seems to me like football is an outlet for latent homosexual outpourings.”

Tony’s mouth hung open flabbergasted for a moment.  “But that’s only if we win,” he said finally.

“What is?” asked Bruce confused.

“We only have champagne if we’ve won a big game,” Tony stated weakly.  

“But regardless of winning or losing, you still indulge in the kissing, cuddling, towel whipping and the naked communal bath,” Bruce enquired, “don’t you?”

Tony’s body hung limply as if his whole world had been shattered as he spoke quietly, “Yes Bruce, we still do all that.”

Above the titters from the rest of the group Bruce concluded with a camp flick of his wrist, “Oh just ignore me Tony, it’s probably just my big, gay, overactive imagination.”

Slowly, Tony laid down on his bed and lowered his head onto the pillow.  His face enjoyed that momentarily coolness of the fabric against his skin.  

Gareth walked over to Tony with a glass of red wine, “Here Tony,” he offered kindly, “they’re only pulling your leg.”

“Cheers Gareth,” Tony said as he sat up and took the wine, “what is it?”

“It’s red wine, the grape is called Shiraz and I think you’ll like it,” Gareth said gently.

Tony sniffed the liquid and took a small sip, “Hmmm, yeah, that’s alright,” he said sounding surprised.   Gareth smiled and went back to join the others.

Tony looked down at the clothes he was wearing - the sweat stained football shirt and then at the tight, pink hot pants.  Then he started to reflect on his day.  He’d chatted up a woman, played a bit of sport, scored a goal, been made captain of the team, looked at semi-naked women in magazines, had a wank, been involved in a fight, engaged in a bit of banter and drunk some alcohol.  All things considered it was pretty much a perfect day, he admitted to himself regardless of the circumstances.  He thought very carefully about this for a moment before he necked his wine, leapt out of bed and walked across to join the others, empty wine glass in hand “Hey guys, do you want to hear a filthy joke?”

“Sure,” Bruce said eagerly.

“Okay.  What’s the difference between Clint Eastwood and anal sex?” Tony said bawdily already laughing at the punchline yet to come.

“I don’t know, what?” said Bruce grinning from ear to ear.

“Give me a top up and I’ll tell you,” Tony said cheekily holding his glass out to Gareth.

Gareth smiled and duly topped up Tony’s glass.  “Go on tell us then!” he ordered.  

Marc snatched the bottle from Gareth, held it up to the light to see how much was left and drank directly from it, “Yeah tell us Tony,” he slurred loudly.

Outside the room Uwe skulked.  He couldn’t make out the words but he recognised the low sound of Tony’s voice followed by shrieks of laughter. He ground his teeth together and squeezed his fists into balls before silently descending the stairs.  He walked across the foyer, through the main doors and stood on the steps outside the building.  He placed his hands on his hips and looked up at the text inscribed in stone above the doorway, ‘Ad augusta per angusta.’ He repeated these words softly, like a mantra, as he gazed at the night sky for a few moments.  Finally he took a deep breath before making his way back up to their room to join the party.  It felt like the longest journey he’d been on in a long time.  






Chapter Nine

 

The group awoke the next morning relatively early considering antics of the night before.  As usual Uwe was the first to the bathroom to prepare for the day.  Tony got up and stretched.  He was still wearing yesterday’s football top and one of the socks, though he’d removed the hot pants and they lay next to his bed in a heap.  He took off his football shirt and threw it onto the floor; the movement wafted the smell of Tony’s body odour towards Hugh.

“Phew, Tony you stink,” said Hugh holding his nose.  “You can use the shower next if you like.”

Tony lifted his arm up to reveal a mass of hair.  He sniffed at his armpit, inhaling a lungful, “What are you talking about?  It hums but it doesn’t stink.”

“It stinks Tony.  Seriously,” Hugh said looking Tony in the eye.

“You woofters are so bleeding sensitive.  Look, throw me your deodorant if it bothers you that much,” Tony suggested.

“But it’s a roll-on,” Hugh said pleadingly.

“So?” replied Tony.  “Just give it to me.”  He leant over to Hugh with an outstretched arm.  

Hugh muttered to himself and took his toiletries bag out of his cabinet.  “Here!” he said irritably handing Tony the deodorant.

Tony took it and proceeded to roll it into his clammy armpits.  Once he’d finished he took another sniff of himself and smiled contentedly.  “There!  All done,” he said to Hugh handing the roll-on back to him.

Hugh recoiled in disgust, “Keep it!” he said sharply with a wave of his hand.

Gareth laughed, “You can’t just cover it up with deodorant Tony.  You actually need to have a proper wash now and then.”

“I had a shower a few days ago Gareth,” Tony said defensively.

“Yeah, alright.  But maybe have another one tonight eh?” added Keenan having his tuppenceworth.

“You also might want to think about washing your clothes or buying some more,” said Gareth.  “I’m not sure how long you’re going to eek those ones out,” he said, gesturing to the crumpled clothes next to Tony’s bed.  “And you’re still sleeping on the shit stained Phantom bed sheet aren’t you,? he said sternly.

“I turned the sheet over so the shitty side is against the mattress now!”

 “Tony!”

“Alright, alright!” he said holding his hands up, “I’ll get the sheet cleaned properly today, I’ll get some more clothes this weekend and I’ll have a shower tonight.  Is there anything else while we’re here?” he said contemptuously.

“No, that’s all…for now,” Gareth said with a smile.

They continued with their morning preparations and talked about what the day had in store for them.  

“Are we about ready?” Keenan asked, “I’d like to get some breakfast before we go to our first lecture.”

A quick discussion ensued when it was agreed that they’d all go and have breakfast together.    

“Marc wake up,” Hugh shouted at the duvet covered lump curled up on the bed, but after he received no response he walked across to Marc’s bed and gave him a shake.  

“Erggh,” grunted Marc as he stirred.

Hugh tried again, “Marc, come on or we’ll be late.”  He shook him again but harder this time.

“I don’t feel well, I need more sleep,” groaned Marc before turning over.

“Leave him Hugh,” said Giles, “don’t mother him.” 

“Okay, but breakfast is the most important meal of the day,” Hugh added sagely.

They finished their morning routine and headed down to the refectory for breakfast together.  

“Do you think Marc will be alright?” Hugh asked with concern.

“If you are that worried about him then simply bring him a strong coffee back after breakfast,” Uwe replied unsympathetically.

“If he can’t handle his booze that’s his problem Hugh, just take care of your own affairs, you’re not Mother Teresa,” Tony said.

Hugh nodded unsurely and they made their way to have breakfast.

 

 

After breakfast they headed onto Ben’s classroom for the day’s lecture.  They all took their places on the cushions in the room.  Tony sat down and fiddled with the tassels as they waited for Ben to arrive.  The door burst open and Ben strolled in fashionably late.

“Good morning my nearest, dearest and queerest,” Ben greeted in his customary manner.  “How are we all today?” adding “good, good,” before anyone had a chance to answer.  He walked towards them and gestured with his hands for them to clear a space.  The students shuffled out of the way, leaving a walkway for Ben.  “Well, today we’re going to deal with ‘Walking’.”

“Walking!” Tony sneered.

“Ah Tony, for your benefit, walking is an important skill.  It’s not all mincing you know,” Ben said,  winking at him.  “It’s far more complicated than that.”  He held his hand up in front of him and counted off some examples.  “You’ve got the ‘Saturday Night Fever strut’, then there’s the ‘teaser’, you’ve got the smug ‘I know you’re watching me’, and let us not forget the angry ‘storming out’.” 

The class listened intently and made notes.

“Now, who shall we have first?” Ben asked and Gareth’s hand shot into the air.  “Ah, please stand up.  Let’s all see what you’ve got.”

Gareth rose to his feet and walked over to Ben.  

“I think we’ll start off with a casual walk; this can be used when you’re shopping on the high street or walking in the park.  This is a day-to-day walk that you should adopt and put your own little twist on.  We’re not all robots now, are we?”  He stepped forward and gestured for Gareth to follow and copy.  Ben sauntered with the grace of an eel, hips undulating slightly, back straight, but his whole demeanour was relaxed.  Gareth studied him for a moment or two and then followed him.  He attempted to copy the walk and for the first few steps it was not quite right.

“Almost,” Ben said as he looked round at Gareth.  “Loosen your hips slightly.”  

Gareth took the advice and relaxed his hips, and the group looked on as Gareth mimicked Ben.  

Ben stopped walking and said, “Now try by yourself without following me.”  

Gareth slowed for a moment as he concentrated on each step.  With each repetition he began to gain mastery of this walk and sped up slightly.  He walked back and forth between his class mates performing a small flourish at the end of the space as he turned and walked back again.

Ben applauded, “Bravo, Bravo,” and the rest of the class followed suit and cheered Gareth.  “Okay, take a seat.  Who’s next?  Hugh, what about you?”  

Hugh rose to his feet and walked up to Ben.

“Okay follow me,” Ben instructed eagerly.  He repeated his saunter as Hugh attempted to follow and copy him.  “Relax, relax,” Ben said constructively, “you’re too stiff.”

Hugh walked back and forth as Ben watched, “How’s that?” he asked.

“Hmmm,” Ben said as he thought of how best to continue.  “The best way that I can describe that is…it looks like you’re on the waiting list for a hip replacement.”

Deflated, Hugh stopped walking and sat back down on his cushion.

“Never mind though Hugh, early days, early days,” Ben said trying to comfort him.  He looked for his next volunteer, “Uwe, come on you try it.”

Uwe rose elegantly and walked up to the front, Ben started to walk forward and demonstrate but Uwe spoke, “That is not necessary Ben, I believe I can do this without you.”  

“Oh, very well, please show us Uwe,” Ben said.

Uwe started to clap his hands slowly, and everyone looked rather confused.  Uwe continued to clap but outstretched his arms a little and slowly moved his head from one side of the group to the other.

“I think he wants us to clap a rhythm, the arrogant bastard,” Keenan whispered to the other students sitting near to him.  Keenan joined Uwe in clapping his hands, and Uwe nodded at Keenan to thank him.  The rest of the class started to join in until they were all clapping out a slow beat.  Uwe kept them waiting just long enough and then walked forward.  He kept in perfect time and performed the walk with absolute Teutonic precision, and as he turned his heels clicked together.  The class gasped at Uwe’s show and he repeatedly sauntered up and down before them.

Hugh leant over to Giles, “I actually think he’s better than Ben,” he whispered, so Ben would not hear.

“Well, well,” Ben said approvingly, “you really know how to deliver the goods, Uwe.  That was perfect, absolutely perfect!”  He slapped him on the back, “Now take a seat and let someone else have a turn.”  

Uwe took his place on his cushion again.

“Hey, you were pretty good at that, Uwe,” Tony said quietly.

“You sound surprised Tony,” Uwe replied.  “We’re not all goose-stepping whores in Germany.”

Tony raised his eyebrows, “Goose-stepping whores, eh?  I am beginning to like the sound of Germany.  I might even visit there one day.  It sounds a little kinky.”  He laughed out loud whilst Uwe appeared puzzled.

“And what are you so happy about Tony?” Ben bellowed.  “Come on down Tony, dazzle us.”

Tony stopped laughing and groaned, but duly stood up.  He kicked his cushion with the back of his foot and walked up to join Ben.  

Ben sauntered forward repeating the walk and Tony wandered sullenly behind him making no effort at all.  “What the hell is that Tony?” cried Ben.

Tony shrugged, “I did my best,” he whined like a spoilt teenager.

“I doubt that very much Tony,” Ben replied.  “You walk like an ape.  Just take a look at yourself dragging your knuckles on the floor behind you.”

Tony shrugged again and looked unimpressed.

Ben scratched his head for a moment and thought about how to motivate Tony.  After a few seconds he smiled, “I know, the problem it’s that you can’t relate to this, isn’t it?”

“I suppose,” Tony muttered moodily.

“Wait one minute,” Ben ran over to the front of the class and hastily set up the projector.  He searched his laptop for a few moments before finding what he was looking for.  The class listened to the hum of the projector as it warmed up and shone a beam of light onto the screen.  Ben double clicked his mouse and the speakers crackled.  The opening sequence of Saturday Night Fever played onto the projector screen while the music blared out.  

“Watch this then,” Ben shouted at Tony over the music.  

Tony sat back down with the others and watched as John Travolta strutted down the New York street in 1970s’ Brooklyn.  The opening sequence finished and Ben stopped the show.  

“Now Tony, what did you think to that?”

Tony nodded reluctantly, “Pretty cool, I have to admit.”

“Yes!” said Ben clapping his hands together loudly.  “Now do you reckon you can do that?” Ben enthused.

Reticently, Tony stood up and walked to the front again to join Ben.

“Go on then, show me.”  Ben smiled and took a few steps forward demonstrating to Tony the basic movements.  

Tony copied and repeated the actions.  

“Watch again,” Ben ordered, “see how I flick the hip?”  He took a few slow steps again.  “Now you try.”

“Monkey see, monkey do,” whispered Uwe superciliously.

“Alright, alright, keep your hair on,” Tony complained as he stepped forward and repeated the moves over and over again.

“By George, I think he’s got it!” shouted Ben triumphantly and he ran back to his laptop and started the sequence again.  The projector screen sprang into life once more as Tony stood still.  “Come on Tony, what are you waiting for?” Ben urged.

Tony swallowed and stepped forward slowly and performed the walk.  As his confidence picked up so did his pace.  Behind him the footage of John Travolta was displayed on the projector screen and Tony re-enacted it for a live audience.  After a few struts back and forth Tony started to get into the swing of it and his classmates clapped and cheered him on.  He added in a few twists and shakes along the way to their rapturous applause.  When the music stopped and the dialogue cut in Ben stopped it once again.  

“Well,” he said to the class, “how on earth are we going to top that?”

Tony made his way back to his cushion to a rapturous applause.  He sat down quickly and received several pats on the back and legs from his classmates.  He flinched at their touch and growled,  “Don’t touch me you bum bandits.”

“Well, which brave soul is going to follow that magnificent performance?” Ben asked the class.  There were a few moments of awkwardness until finally one of the class stood up and made his way to the front.  

“Come on everyone, let’s give him some encouragement,” Ben said clapping.

The lesson continued with Ben demonstrating different walks and with the students practising, but after several hours the bell rang and Ben brought the lesson to a close.  

“Do not ask for whom the bell tolls!” he declared grandiosely.  

The class put their notepads and pens away and rose from their cushions as they made their way out of the classroom and off to the refectory for lunch.  

“Tony, Hugh,” Ben said trying to get their attention, “would you mind staying behind for a few moments?”

They both nodded and stepped aside to let their classmates past.  Once the last of the students had left the room Ben beckoned them over.  

“Hugh, I just wanted to follow up with you regarding the new hockey kits,” Ben said.  “Would you be able to make a start on some preliminary designs?  As you know we have our first game soon and we have to get moving.”

“Sure Ben, I will make a start this evening,” Hugh said happily.

“Well, once you’ve got your designs ready run them by me and we’ll speak to our fashion design lecturer and see if we can get him to whip them up,” Ben explained.  “Obviously he will need time to measure the team up for their outfits and order up the materials, so there’s not a moment to waste.”

“I’ll skip lunch and run up to my room and start on the designs now,” Hugh said eagerly and made his way to the door.

“That’s the spirit, Hugh,” Ben called after him.  “Just let me know if you need anything.”  

The door slammed behind Hugh as he charged out of the room.  

“So Tony, I just wanted to have a couple of minutes with you to see how you’re fitting in.”

Tony scowled, “I am not fitting in; I’ll never fit in.  I’m a square peg and this place is a round hole.”

“Hmmm, well at this school we pride ourselves on being able to ram geometrically diverse items into holes of differing shapes and sizes,” he said half seriously.

Tony winced at the mental image, “And things like that really don’t help me to feel at ease,” he growled.

“Sorry Tony, I’ll try and keep it to a minimum,” Ben said apologetically.  “Look, you’ve only been here for a short time and I think that you’re doing really well.  You had a bumpy start but you’ve really excelled on the hockey pitch and your performance in today’s class was breathtaking.  I mean you were a natural,” he said respectfully.  “You should be really pleased with yourself,” he added genuinely and smiled warmly at Tony.

“Thanks.  I suppose hockey and walking isn’t that gay,” Tony said begrudgingly. “I guess I can cope with that and I actually surprised myself with the fashion assignment that you gave, in fact I’ve finished it already,” Tony announced proudly as he fished in his pocket, pulled out a few pieces of folded up paper and handed them to Ben.

Ben looked impressed and eagerly began to unfold the papers, “Well, let’s take a look shall we.”

Tony pointed at the paper and explained, “I’ve ripped out the bits that I liked from the magazines and written a little bit about each of them.”

Ben nodded and said, “I see, I see.  Let’s go through this now then.”  He smiled broadly as he looked at the first page that had been ripped out of the magazine.  “Nice choice Tony,” he said and then began to read Tony’s submission.  A frown appeared on his forehead and the smile disappeared from his face.  He looked at Tony for a moment and sighed, “Tony I am not sure you’ve understood the assignment correctly.”

Tony instantly became defensive, “What are you talking about!”  He glared at Ben angrily, his eyes made daggers.

“Well, the assignment was to pick a few outfits and explain why you liked them.” 

“Yes, and that is exactly what I did,” stated Tony firmly.

Ben stopped for a moment, his head rolled back and he stared at the ceiling, “Well, technically you have done what I asked, but this really isn’t what I’m looking for.”  He shook the paper to straighten it out and began to read out loud, “You wrote: ‘I really like the bird on this page, she looks chuffing gorgeous.  I love the way that her top is too tight for her and the way her massive tits bulge against her top.  She’s got a cracking set of pins too that she can wrap around me anytime she likes.  Her heels make her look like she’s up for anything and she’s looking out of the page with “come-to-bed-eyes” that seem to say “I’m a dirty little bitch and I’d love you to cum on my tits.”’”  Ben sighed and rubbed his eyes, “Need I go on?”

Tony frowned at Ben, “What you disagree?” he said completely missing the point.

Ben shook his head, “I suppose this is my fault and I should have been a little clearer.  I guess I didn’t take your unique situation into account when assigning this work.”  He handed the assignment back Tony.  “To be honest I was looking for a more critical report on the fashion rather than the models.  Something more like, ‘The vermillion cashmere sweater is the perfect colour to wear this season.  The autumnal colours blend magnificently with the brown leather boots.’”

“Oh,” Tony said simply.

“What we’ve got here is a failure to communicate,” Ben drawled.  “Perhaps you’ll be able to take something away from our conversation today now that I have explained this in more detail and write up a new version…maybe a little less X-rated this time?”

“I think you’re asking the impossible now Ben,” Tony said folding the assignment back up and putting it in his pocket.  “In fact it might be easier to give you the moon on a stick,” he stated matter-of-factly.

Ben nodded resolutely, “True, but no one said that this was going to be easy Tony.”  

Tony left the room with these words ringing in his ears.

 

 

Tony skipped lunch and made his way back up to the Larry Grayson Boudoir.  As he approached he could hear music blaring out of the room.  He pushed the door open and wandered in and saw Hugh playing air guitar.

Over the noise Tony shouted, “What is this Hugh?  Aren’t you supposed to be working on the hockey kits?”

Hugh jumped out of his skin, “Shit, Tony.  What are you doing creeping up on me like that?” he shouted Steven Tyler wailed through a chorus.

“Is this Aerosmith?” Tony yelled.

“Err, yes,” Hugh yelled back, “hold on let me turn it down a bit,” he picked up the remote control and reduced the volume.  “Sorry yes, it’s Aerosmith.” 

“I thought so,” Tony said, “I didn’t think that this would be your sort of music,” he added.  “I thought that you’d be more into Erasure or the Pet Shop Boys or something…erm,” he searched for the right word, “softer.”

As Hugh struggled to explain, the others arrived, “Christ Tony,” said Giles, “what’s this hetero shit that you’ve got on.”

Tony looked at Hugh for a moment, Hugh looked pleadingly at Tony.  

“It’s Aerosmith, Giles.  Hang on, I’ll turn it off.”  Tony made his way across to the stereo but was intercepted by Gareth.

Gareth picked up some of the CDs, “Aerosmith, Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd …” he read out loud.  “Where did you get these from, I am pretty sure that they weren’t in the bag that you brought here.”

“What are you the bloody music police?” Tony said defensively, “give me them back.”  

Gareth chucked them all over to Tony with some suspicion except for one.  He patted the remaining album in his hand, “Tony, what’s this Black Sabbath album like?”

Tony paused momentarily, “Err, really good actually,” he eventually said unconvincingly.

“Really?” Gareth said. “That’s interesting because there wasn’t a Black Sabbath CD in that pile.”    

Hugh’s face went white with panic.

“Oh wasn’t there?” Tony said coolly, “I have got one but I must have left it in my bag.”

Gareth eyed Tony’s face looking for micro-expressions before saying, “Yes, that must be what happened.”

“Hey Gareth,” Hugh said quickly, “Ben’s asked me to design these hockey kits.  Do you fancy helping me out here?  I really don’t know where to start.”

Gareth instantly forgot about Tony, “Would I ever!” he squealed as he ran across to his cabinet and took out a sketchbook and some pencils.  He ran back across the room and sat down on the bed next to Hugh.  “I’ve got a million and one ideas floating around in my head already, so let’s make the magic happen,” Gareth said, overcome with excitement.

“If you guys are working on the kits then I had better get the team together and get some practise in,” Tony said enthusiastically.  “Bruce, Keenan, Uwe, grab your kit and I’ll meet you on the field.  I’ll go and grab the others if they aren’t in lectures and we can get a couple of hours in.”

Tony changed quickly into his football shirt and hot pants and ran out of the room with hockey stick and ball in hand to rouse the rest of the team.

Keenan turned to Uwe and said, “Is it my imagination or is Tony changing.”

“Change alone is eternal, perpetual, immortal,” Uwe replied sagaciously.

 






Chapter Ten

 

With the change of season Tony had been training the team hard, his car magazine was gathering dust as he studied the rules of hockey with occasional relief provided by his fashion magazines.  They trained almost every day, with Ben and Tony jointly testing out different strategies and formations.

Meanwhile, Hugh and Gareth worked feverishly to complete the team’s hockey kits in readiness for their imminent first match.  Designs had been torn up and re-drawn, measurements had been taken and retaken, outfits produced and rejected.  They’d given blood, sweat and tears as they sought perfection under Ben’s watchful gaze.

At the end of their final practice session Ben called them all into the changing rooms for a pep talk.  “It’s the first game of the season tomorrow and you need to be prepared.  I want you all to have an early night tonight.  No drinking and no partying,” he lectured.  

The team groaned but nodded in agreement.

“Now Hugh, Gareth,” Ben said looking at them both, “I believe that you two have something to say,” and he gestured for them to address the team.

“Thank you Ben,” Hugh said before speaking to the team.  “You’ll be delighted to hear that after several weeks Gareth and I have finished the team kits.”  

Gareth walked around the room and handed out a neatly folded kit to each of the players.  The team cooed and gasped as they unfolded it and held it up in front of their eyes.  

“You’ll notice that Gareth and I finally decided on pink.  We had rejected the colour initially because it seemed too obvious and such a cliché but in the end we couldn’t deny it any longer, we just had to surrender to it,” Hugh explained in a serious tone.  “But I am sure that you’ll agree it was the right choice.”  The group smiled and nodded in agreement.

“The thick black line that runs diagonally from the left shoulder to the right hip signifies the road that we are all on,” Hugh elucidated as he traced a line in the air to emphasise this.  “And now for the pièce de résistance,” he said dramatically, his nostrils flaring.  “Inspiration was taken from Tony’s original hot pants,” Hugh continued as he narrated the unveiling of the kits.  “If you turn the shorts around you’ll see that the words ‘Nobody’s Bitch’ have been finely embroidered into the back of them.”  The team laughed out loud as they each looked at the rear of the shorts.  

Tony joined in with the chorus of laughter, “Who’d have thought I could inspire you lot?”

“We’re glad that you approve, Tony,” Gareth said as he handed the last of the kits out.  He handed Hugh the goalie’s smock.  “We did our best with this,” he said apologetically to the group, “but how on earth do you zhoosh up a smock?”

Tony looked at Gareth and saw that he didn’t have any more kits to give out, “Oi, where’s my frigging kit then?”

The room quickly quietened at Tony’s anger as they waited for another outburst from him.  

“Don’t fly off the handle just yet,” Gareth said calmly as he retrieved something from his bag.    He walked slowly towards a scowling Tony.  Then he presented him with his kit.  “We’ve taken your unique position into account here,” Gareth said considerately.  “You’ll notice that everyone else’s kit is pink.”  He waved his arm inviting Tony to look at the kits again.  “But for the captain we thought that you’d be a little more comfortable in this,” Gareth stepped back dramatically as he spoke these words and revealed Tony’s bespoke kit.

As Tony looked at it his scowl faded and gave way to a smile.  “You know what?” he said with surprise, “I like it!  And I’m glad that I don’t have to wear pink.  I’m genuinely relieved that you’ve made me a special kit in burgundy.”

Gareth’s cheeks coloured, “It’s not burgundy, it’s red!”  He stamped his foot as he shouted, “Red!  Red!  Red!”  The team looked amazed, the ‘unfazable’ Gareth was fazed and over such minutiae.  

“Calm down, Gareth, keep your knickers on,” Tony said.  “What’s the bloody difference between red and burgundy anyway?”

“Red is the colour of sex!  Burgundy is the colour of hot water bottles!” he wailed in disbelief at Tony.  He spoke quickly and furiously, barely stopping to catch his breath, “Red is the colour of sex and fear and danger and signs that say, ‘do not enter’,” and as he said these final words he framed them in the air with his hands.  He stopped his rant and gasped for air, staring at Tony as he waited for his response. 

Tony laughed, whilst everyone else tried to blend into the scenery.  “You’ve just listed all of my favourite things in life,” Tony said with a smile.  “Though you could have changed the wording on the back of my shorts from ‘nobody’s bitch’ to ‘do not enter’, I would have really appreciated that.”  

“You really have changed Tony,” Bruce said, smirking.  “A month ago you wouldn’t have known the colour burgundy from maroon.”  

Tony frowned, not sure how to take this comment, and grunted in a non-committal way.

“I’m proud of you, mate.  If anyone could make Gareth lose his cool I knew it’d be you,” he joked, “you really have a talent for it.”

Tony relaxed and thought hard for something to say.  “Err, thanks Bruce, I’ll be sure to add that skill to my CV.”

“I don’t know what’s funnier, you adding it to you CV, or that idea that you even have a CV,” Gareth said, calming down after his outburst.

“Well, try it on then, Tony,” cried Ben unable to contain himself.  “Let’s see what our glorious leader looks like all kitted up.”

“Look away then,” Tony ordered, “I’m not giving you bastards a cheap thrill.”

“Come this way, Tony,” Gareth said, taking the kit from Tony and shaking the folds out.  “It’ll be a little more private.”  He and Hugh led Tony to the doors that linked to the main building.  He handed Tony the new kit and said, “Slip this on.”

Tony took the kit from them and placed it on the tiled floor, and then he removed his shirt and newly-purchased shorts and put on the new kit.  “What do you think?”

Gareth and Hugh tugged and pulled at it critically, “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Tony!” Gareth exclaimed in frustration, “it doesn’t fit properly!  It’s too tight around the chest and too loose around the stomach.”  

Tony shrugged as if to say ‘not my fault’.  

“Jesus, Tony. Every time we measure or fit you you’ve changed bloody shape again.  Where’s your beer belly now?”

Tony patted his stomach.  “It’s hard to maintain a beer belly when there’s no bloody beer around.  I’ve been training almost every day with the team and I guess I’ve lost a few pounds.”

“And gained a few pounds of muscle,” Hugh said squeezing Tony’s arm.

Tony shrugged him off, “Get off me, you bender.”

“Look, it doesn’t matter, we just need to make a few minor adjustments and it’ll be ready for tomorrow’s game,” Gareth reasoned.  “I just hope your body settles down a bit now.”

The three of them walked back to where the team were waiting patiently and Gareth and Hugh presented Tony to them.  They greeted him with a round of applause and cheered.  After a minute or two the clapping and cheering petered out and the team all stared at Tony expectantly.

“I think you’d better say something, Tony,” Ben whispered, “and try and make it inspirational.”

Tony looked nervously at them and coughed.  Eventually he spoke, “As you know we have our first game tomorrow.  We’ve all practised long and hard and now we need to give it all we’ve got.  There’s no way we can lose.  No retreat, no surrender!” Tony bellowed at the top of his voice.  Tony’s call to arms fell on deaf ears.  

“You’re having a laugh,” Bruce shouted over to Tony.  “We’re going to get thrashed tomorrow, we’re absolute shite.”

The group muttered in agreement and nodded their heads.

“We won’t lose, I’m sure of it,” Tony said, beginning to doubt himself.

“How sure?” 

“I’m so sure I’ll put money on it if you like,” Tony said defiantly.

“Forget money,” Bruce said, “where’s the motivation for you to lead us to glory.  If we lose, then you lose a few quid.  We need higher stakes,” he said as he scratched his head trying to think of something.  Suddenly his eyes lit up, “I know just the thing.  If we lose you have to come with us to a gay lap dancing club and have one dance.”

“Fuck off!  You queer bastard,” Tony said out of instinct.

The room fell quiet for a moment in shock, before a mixture of angry and deflated voices started to rise.  

“See!  I told you, even the captain doesn’t think we can do it,” said one of the team.

“Well, if he doesn’t think we can do it then why bother?” said another.

“Hey!” shouted Tony.  The group fell silent.  “I’m sure we can do it.”

“Prove it,” bellowed Paul.

“Yeah, if you’re so sure then take the bet,” another voice called out.  “If you’re so sure that we’ll win then there’s no risk involved for you, is there?” 

Tony swallowed nervously before continuing.  “Okay, okay.  I’ll prove it, but when we win I don’t want any innuendos for a week and if we lose, which we won’t,” he added quickly, “then I’ll go to the bloody club with you.”

“And have a lap dance?” Bruce shouted.

“I said I would, didn’t I?” Tony said through gritted teeth.

“From a gay man,” Bruce said.

“Yes,” Tony shouted losing his temper, “from a bleeding gay man.  From the gayest man that you can find.  But you’re wasting your time, we simply won’t lose, I won’t let you.”  He clenched his fists several times as he took deep breaths. 

“Shake on it then,” Bruce said, extending his hand, “in front of all these witnesses.”

Although it obviously pained him, Tony extended his hand and shook Bruce’s.  “Deal!” he said.

 

 

The following day Tony’s screams rang out from the showers in the changing rooms as the muddied team stood nervously outside at a safe distance.  They exchanged worried glances, not really sure of what to do.  

Finally, Ben broke the silence.  “Do you think he’s alright in there?” 

They each looked at one another hoping that someone would answer Ben.

Eventually, Keenan spoke up, “I’m sure he’s fine, Ben,” he said unconvincingly.

“Well, he doesn’t sound fine to me,” Ben replied.  “Shouldn’t someone go in there and check on him?”

“Seriously, Ben, I really don’t think that’s a good idea,” Keenan said quickly.  “I think we need to give him some space.”

“Ten-nil,” howled Tony from the showers.  “Ten-bloody-nil!”  He thumped the white tiled walls with his clenched fists and the thud reverberated throughout the changing rooms.

“He really doesn’t sound happy,” Ben reiterated to the team.

“Of course he’s not happy,” Uwe growled, “none of us are.  We lost the game.  We didn’t score a single goal, we were absolutely humiliated and now we have to stand here in our muddy, sweaty clothes waiting for Tony to calm down.”

“This is your fault!” Hugh said pointing at Bruce.

Bruce’s face became serious.  “My fault?” he said waving his hands.  “Why the bloody hell is this my fault?”

“Well, you made that stupid bet with him yesterday, didn’t you?” Hugh responded.

“We wouldn’t even be in this situation if you weren’t so shit, Hugh.  You let in every goal,” replied Bruce angrily.  “So, I say that it is your bloody fault.”

The team suddenly started to argue amongst themselves as they searched for a scapegoat.

“Hey, Hey!  Calm down,” shouted Ben over the noise.  “Everyone just needs to settle down.  It was our first game, what did you expect?” he reasoned.

“Sorry, Bruce,” Hugh said quietly.

“No, I’m sorry Hugh,” Bruce replied, reciprocating the apology.

Suddenly everyone froze as they heard the showers being turned off. 

“Shit!  He’s coming out,” Keenan cried.

Tony emerged from the showers with his towel held firmly around his waist.  “What the bloody hell are you lot staring at?”  Tony roared aggressively at the team.  Their eyes darted away from Tony’s pugnacious stare as they tried to make themselves look busy.

“Yeah, I thought so,” he muttered through gritted teeth, “you bunch of friggin’ benders.”  

Ben took a step towards Tony, but Keenan reached out and pulled Ben’s arm back.

“Don’t,” Keenan said with a whisper.

“But, we can’t allow homophobic outbursts like that,” Ben whispered back.  “It’s my duty as a lecturer here to give him a warning.”

Keenan tightened his grip on Ben’s arm, “I understand that, Ben, but no one’s complaining here.    We’ve all been called a lot worse than that, we’re pretty thick-skinned.”

Ben thought about this for a moment and then nodded at Keenan.  “You’re right,” he said, “I suppose I can turn a blind eye on this occasion, due to the extenuating circumstances.”

Tony walked back to the bench where his clothes lay, swearing and banging his fist against the wall.  Most of his team-mates scurried away towards the showers stripping off their clothes.  Without saying a word they all knew that this was the safest place to be.  There wasn’t a chance that Tony would go into the showers with a herd of naked homosexuals, no matter how angry he was.

Keenan silently watched Tony dry and dress himself.  Tony threw his dirty kit into his bag and stormed out of the changing rooms, kicking the door open with his muddy trainers.

Keenan started to undress himself, whilst Ben changed out of his tracksuit and back into his normal day wear.

“Is it safe to come out yet?” shouted Hugh tentatively from the showers.

 

 

Back in the Larry Grayson Boudoir Tony knelt by the side of his bed and picked up the clothes that he’d worn over the past week and bunged them into his sports bag alongside his dirty hockey kit.  

Leaving his room silently, he made his way downstairs to the laundry room, throwing his bag onto the floor as soon as he entered the room.  He stomped over to the vending machine on the wall and bought some washing powder.  He tore the lid from the cardboard pack and poured all of the white powder into the drawer.  Cursing to himself, he pushed a coin into the dull slot and emptied his bag directly into the machine.  Tony turned the dial to a point that felt right, punched the start button and the washing machine burst into life.  He sat himself down in a chair opposite and stared absentmindedly into the heart of the washing machine, as it turned his clothes over and over.  Then stretching his legs out, he reached into his pocket and removed a packet of cigarettes and lit up.  He inhaled deeply and after a moment his shoulders relaxed, but Tony’s solitude was interrupted when the door burst open and Hugh wandered in.  

“Oh, Tony, I didn’t know you were in here,” Hugh uttered apologetically.

“Why would you?” Tony said without emotion, his eyes still trained on the machine.

“Can I come in to do my washing?” Hugh asked him hesitantly.

“It’s a free country.”

Nervously, Hugh stepped forward and went through the motions of getting his washing powder from the vending machine, loading his washing machine and turning it on.  Eventually he took a seat next to Tony.  They both sat in silence for a few minutes listening to the whir of the two machines.   

Unable to endure the silence any longer, Hugh spoke.  “Tough game today, wasn’t it?”

Tony grunted in acknowledgement and took another drag of his cigarette.

“You do know that you’re not supposed to smoke in here, don’t you?” Hugh said.

“Are you going to stop me?” Tony hissed.

“Err … well, no,” Hugh said, “I mean, you have had a bad day haven’t you?  You deserve a cigarette.  It’s just that the smoke will get into the clothes and it’ll mask the smell of the detergent.”

Tony ignored Hugh and exhaled releasing yet more smoke into the room.

Hugh fell silent as he searched awkwardly for something else to say.  “At least you’ll be able to let off some steam tonight at the club.”

“Don’t remind me,” Tony muttered.  “I don’t see why I should go after the performance on the pitch today.”

“Come on, Tony, it’ll probably do you some good, and a bet’s a bet.  You can’t lose face on this one.  What will everyone think?” said Hugh.

“Like I give a shit,” Tony muttered with venom.

“And on the up side, Marc said that they serve beer at the club,” Hugh reported.

Tony shifted his eyes from the machine to Hugh and raised his eyebrows, “Is that right?”

He nodded.  “I’ve not been myself, but Marc said they do.  Does that mean you’ll still come?”

“Yes, I suppose so,” Tony said through gritted teeth.  “But they’d better have some decent beer there!”   Hugh gulped in fear and hoped that Tony didn’t hear this over the noise of the washing machines.  His eyes moved around the room tracing the cracks in the ceiling and the walls.  He followed one of the cracks down from the ceiling, across the wall and into a small space between two washing machines.

“Look, Tony,” cried Hugh, pointing to the gap between the machines, “look!”

Tony turned his head to see what Hugh was pointing at.  “Well, bugger me backwards!” he exclaimed.

They both stood up and walked towards the area to examine it more closely.  There it was again, a ghostly figure drawn in marker pen on the wall.

“The phantom!” whispered Hugh in awe.

“This thing’s like dog shit, it’s everywhere I go!” 

“Do you think it means something, Tony?” Hugh said, his voice quivering.

“Yeah, it means that some wanker needs to get a life,” he said, before returning to his chair.

“I think someone should report it, don’t you?” 

“Report it? “ Tony replied scornfully, “you bloody little do-gooder.”  He tipped his head back and took another puff of his cigarette.

Hugh ignored him, “Yes, I had better tell Louise.” 

Tony’s eyebrows raised and he choked on his cigarette as he tried to speak.

“Are you okay, Tony?” Hugh asked with concern as he walked back over to him.

Tony coughed several times and thumped his chest.  “I’ll report it to Louise,” he said wheezing.

Hugh looked confused, “But you said …”

“It doesn’t matter what I said,” Tony snapped cutting Hugh off.  “I’ll report it.”

“Oh, okay Tony, whatever you say.”

 

 

Later that night the taxi pulled up outside the strip club and the group alighted. 

“Tony, are you getting out?” Bruce asked from the pavement as Tony sat firmly in the back of the taxi.  

“Come on, Tony, it’s a bit parky,” Hugh said, hopping from one foot to the other.  “Let’s get inside.”

Tony grunted but didn’t show any signs of moving.

“Oi, mate,” barked the taxi driver, “are you getting out or what?”

“The meter’s still running, so what are you bitching about shithead?” Tony growled.

From the pavement Uwe laughed.  “I knew he wouldn’t have the balls to go inside.”  He stepped forward, slammed the door of the taxi and waved through the window at Tony.  

Tony scowled at him as Uwe taunted him by banging loudly on the window of the cab.  

“See you in the morning, Tony.  You go home now and get an early night, you spineless coward.”  He gave a final wave and blew Tony a parting kiss.  “Come on, I’m going in,” he said as he turned and walked into the entrance.

Tony reached angrily for the door and tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge.

“You’re not going anywhere until you pay the fare, matey boy,” the taxi driver said firmly.

“You what?  You fucking what!” Tony bellowed as he kicked the partition in the cab.

On hearing the commotion Gareth ran back to the taxi.  He came around the front of the cab and approached the driver’s window.  He pulled out a series of notes bundled together with a silver clip.  “How much do we owe you?” he said apologetically.

“Twenty quid.” 

“Here’s thirty,” Gareth said as he passed the driver three crisp ten pound notes through the window.

 “Well, I can see who’s the monkey and who’s the organ grinder here,” the driver said sarcastically as he took the money from Gareth and pressed a button that unlocked the rear passenger’s door.  

Gareth nodded, “I must admit, I’ve certainly ground my fair share of organs.”

The driver looked a little taken aback, “That’s more information than I cared to hear,” he said as he flipped his indicator on.  “Bleedin’ poofs,” he muttered under his breath.  He craned his neck to face Tony, who was still writhing in the back seat.  “The door’s unlocked, princess.  Now get out and join your boyfriend!”

Tony thumped the glass partition with his fists.  “Who are you calling a queer?” he screamed as he beat the glass.

The cabbie scowled at Tony, “Go on, bugger off before I call the cops.”

Tony flung the door open and in his rage fell out onto the pavement.    Gareth walked towards him as the taxi pulled away and spoke calmly but firmly to Tony. 

“Take a few deep breaths Tony.  You need to keep your temper in check.”  Tony clambered to his feet and dusted himself down.  “Look, let’s go inside I’ll buy you a beer and you can try and relax.  Don’t do anything stupid,” Gareth added calmly.

“That fucking cabbie thought I was like you,” Tony raged.

Gareth’s face remained calm and expressionless, “What … stylish?”

“No,” replied Tony.

“Charming?” Gareth said butting in quickly.

“No!  A bloody puff,” growled Tony in frustration.

“Well, I wouldn’t worry too much about what other people think, Tony,” Gareth said, trying to console him.  “But maybe you should pay some attention to what you’re feeling now.  It’s not nice to be judged, is it?”

“Don’t lecture me, Gareth,” Tony replied.  “This isn’t a daytime chat show.”

“Alright, alright,” he said giving up.  “But you can’t blame the guy.  He has just dropped you off outside a gay strip club in a cab with six homosexuals.”  He rolled his eyes.  “Seriously, what was he supposed to think?” He turned and walked towards the entrance of the club, “Who are you even angry at anyway?  The cabbie or Uwe?  You seem to be angry at the world, Tony, I can barely keep track.”

“It’s Uwe who got me in this state.  One of these days I’ll have that German twat,” Tony threatened.

“Sure you will Tony, but not tonight,” Gareth said as they walked up to the door.

Inside the club the music pounded, Tony and Gareth caught up with the others.

Uwe looked at Tony and smirked, “Fancy seeing you here, Tony,” he mocked derisively.

Gareth shot Uwe a look.  “Leave it, Uwe.”

Uwe’s smirk disintegrated as he fired a look back at Gareth before turning away and walking across to the bar.  The rest of the group followed Uwe to get some drinks and Tony’s heartbeat quickened as he left his comfort zone.  His eyes scanned the room and he began to sweat.

Hugh also looked nervously around the room.  “It’s the first time that I’ve actually been to one of these clubs, Tony,” he confessed.  “What about you?”

Tony shook his head in despair.  “Well, what do you think, you prick?  Of course it’s the first time I’ve ever been to a gay strip club.  What a stupid bloody thing to say.”

“Oh, yes, sorry,” Hugh said, quickly realising his mistake, “It’s all a bit intimidating, isn’t it?”

Tony heard Hugh’s words but was now so distracted that he didn’t respond with anything other than a grunt.  As they continued to walk forward Hugh sidled up next to Tony and took his arm.

  Tony recoiled in horror.  “Urgh!  Get off me.  What are you doing?” he screeched.

“Sorry, Tony,” Hugh spluttered.  “It’s just very overwhelming in here.”

“Never, ever touch me again!  Do you hear?” Tony bellowed as he wiped his arm.  Gareth saw what was going on and called out.  

“Hugh, come over here and order your drink.”  Hugh walked across and placed his order.  Tony stood by himself like a deer caught in the headlights as the coloured beams from the disco ball flashed into his eyes.

“Tony,” Gareth shouted, but he received no response.  “Tony!” he repeated loudly.  Tony continued to stare around the room in quiet bewilderment.  His eyes rested on a muscular man wearing only leather shorts gyrating on a podium, Tony shivered and he quickly looked away.  Gareth decided that any physical contact with Tony at this point wouldn’t be a wise decision so instead he held up a pint of beer and placed it in Tony’s line of sight.  Tony’s gaze rapidly adjusted and focused on the beer.  

He snatched the pint from Gareth’s hand spilling it slightly.  “Thanks, Gareth,” he said gratefully.  He quickly put the pint up to his lips and guzzled a quarter of the contents.  “Ah!” he said, with a satisfied gulp, “just what the doctor ordered.”

“Shall we go and take a seat?” Bruce suggested eagerly to the group.

“Sure,” replied Hugh.  “Lead on, MacPuff, and we’ll follow you.”

They all took their drinks from the bar, “Whose are all those?” Giles asked, pointing at the remaining glasses.

“They’re mine,” Marc replied, as he attempted to pick them all up at once.  Finding himself unable to lift them all at the same time he promptly drank several of the glasses of clear fluid before picking up the remaining ones.”

The group made their way across to the seated area with Tony and Hugh hugging their drinks like a security blanket.  They each took their seats, leaving Tony on the edge.  

“I feel a little exposed here,” Tony admitted in an unusual display of vulnerability from his seat which backed onto the room.  “I’d feel much safer with my back against the wall.”  He stood up quickly and pushed his way past their assembled knees, spilling more of his beer in the process.  The group shifted over to make room for Tony.  Hugh looked on enviously but stayed in his seat.

“Right,” Bruce said clapping his hands together.  “Shall we have our first dance then?” he said with delight.

“Oh, no,” Hugh replied quickly.  “We’ve only just arrived.  Let’s have a little chat before we get started.”

“Oh, okay,” Bruce said with obvious disappointment.

“Actually, I’m going to get some more drinks,” Marc said.  “Does anyone else want anything?”

“Shit!  You’ve drunk all of those shots already?” exclaimed Keenan in disbelief.  “You really ought to slow down.”

“Who are you?  My mother?” Marc growled defensively.  “We’re here to have a good time aren’t we?”

“I don’t know about that exactly, but I’ll have another beer,” Tony said to Marc.  “And perhaps you could grab a bottle of Rioja, if they do it?” he added sheepishly.  

Gareth smirked at Tony.  

“What?” 

“Nothing, nothing, ignore me,” Gareth replied.  

Marc wandered back to the bar to get the drinks, swaying slightly.

“So,” Hugh said, brimming with excitement.  “There are some auditions starting soon for a TV reality show and I am going to enter.”

“What sort of show is it?”  Keenan asked with interest.

“It’s the replacement for Big Brother, I think,” Hugh said.  “You know, where they film a group of people living together in a house.”

“When does it start?” Keenan said politely, with slightly less interest.

“Oh, it’ll start next summer, so I’ll have graduated by then and my talents should be completely honed and perfected,” Hugh said sitting up straight and proud.

“And why would you want to go on a show like that, eh?”  enquired Keenan.

Hugh smiled.  “To get noticed and to get famous,” he stated simply.

Uwe leant across the table.  “Martyrdom is the only way a man can become famous without ability,” he uttered contemptuously.

Hugh sat back on his stool, obviously offended, “You may mock me,” he said, “but you’ll see.”

“Don’t listen to him, Hugh,” Bruce said seedily.  “I’m sure you’ve got a lot of special abilities that I’d just love to discover.”  He nestled up closer to Hugh.  Hugh gulped, uncomfortable with Bruce’s close proximity, and tried to edge himself away from Bruce in tiny micro movements.  

Meanwhile, Marc returned with the drinks, this time on a tray so he could manage them all.  He placed the beer in front of Tony and the bottle of wine in the centre of the table.  “I’ve got some extra glasses for the wine,” Marc said, placing them on the table before sitting down and knocking back some more vodka.  

Uwe examined the bottle of wine momentarily before pouring a small amount into a glass.  He lifted the wine glass up to the light and studied it as it swam around.  Thoughtfully, he brought the glass close to his nose; he closed his eyes and breathed in the aroma.  The group watched Uwe, completely transfixed by this show.  Finally, he raised the glass to his lips and carefully took a small sip.  

“The wine here is shit,” he proclaimed to them all, pulling a face as he put the glass back on the table.  He flicked at the rim of the glass with the tip of his finger.  The glass made a dull thud.  “Cheap wine in cheap wine glasses,” he sighed, “I don’t know how you island monkeys put up with it.”

Keenan nudged Giles, “He knows how to make friends, doesn’t he?”  

Giles nodded in agreement.

“I really don’t know how I am going to last the year on this terrible island,” Uwe said airily.  “The food is awful, the weather is horrible and the tables are always sticky.”  He demonstrated by placing his hand on the table and lifting it slowly whilst pulling a face of disdain and disgust.  “Why are all the tables so sticky?” he asked no one in particular.  “Every time I lean on one in this country I have to suffer the discomfort of the stickiness on my arms.  Have you people never even heard of detergent?”

“Sticky tables?  What on earth are you on about, Uwe?” Tony asked.

“Back in Germany we would never put up with any of this shit,” Uwe declared.  “There are undiscovered tribes in sub-Saharan Africa who have better living conditions than this.”

“Aye, well, if they’re undiscovered how would anyone even know that?” Keenan piped up.

Unfazed, Uwe carried on talking.  “It was a figure of speech you imbecile.  Surely the British understand sarcasm?  I thought it was only Americans that failed to understand this.”

“Isn’t that a complete generalisation of Americans, Uwe?”  Giles asked.

Uwe leant closer to Giles, “Generalisation is a tool.  The alternative is to meet every single American on the planet, interrogate them and only then make a judgement.  I have neither the time nor the inclination to perform the latter, therefore I choose generalisation to save time.”  He stared at Giles waiting for a response.

“Well, actually, that kind of makes sense,” Giles said, quite taken aback by the logic.

Uwe sat back smugly.  “Of course it makes sense.  You will find I am normally correct on such matters. In fact, I would go so far as to say that as a rule of thumb, when we disagree on something automatically assume that you are wrong and I am right.  It will save you a lot of embarrassment in the long run.”

 “You are so self-obsessed, you’re always talking about yourself,” Hugh retaliated.  “You never show any interest in anyone but yourself.”

Uwe replied coolly.  “If we were not all so interested in ourselves, life would be so uninteresting that none of us would be able to endure it.”

“Look, are we here to listen to this crap or are we here to have some lap dances?” cried Bruce in exasperation.

“Err, what about some of that wine Tony?” Hugh said, ignoring Bruce.

Tony picked up his glass and said, “Sure, fill her up.”  

Hugh picked up the bottle and poured it into Tony’s glass.  The liquid reached the top and overflowed spilling into Tony’s lap.

“Careful, you bloody idiot!”  Tony stood up to examine the extent of the spillage.  A large wet patch was visible on the inside of his left thigh.  “Fetch me something to mop this up with,” he ordered.  “I don’t want any of the queens in here thinking I’ve gotten over excited and lost control.”

Quick as a flash, Hugh left his seat and went to the bar to get some tissue.

“Jesus Christ, what next?”  Bruce exclaimed.  “Hey, you!  Come over here!” he cried to one of the dancers, “I’d like a dance.”  

The dancer walked over to Bruce.  “Hi there lover boy, that’ll be twenty pounds.”  

“Yeah, here we go.  This is what I’m talking about,” Bruce said, reaching for his wallet.  “I want a really dirty dance though for twenty pounds.”  He took out his wallet and unzipped it, “I don’t have any notes I’m afraid, so I’ll have to give you coins.”  

“Coins?” cried the dancer, “do you see any pockets in this outfit?” 

“I could pop them in your g-string if you like, one by one.  Though the elastic had better be strong or you’ll be giving me more than I bargained for,” Bruce said half seriously.

“Forget it,” the dancer said walking away.  “Time waster!”

Bruce reached out after him, “Ah, no, please, please don’t go.”

“Bruce, please have some dignity,” Uwe said.  

Bruce’s head hung low for a moment, “Does anyone want to swap some coins for a note?”  He looked around the group pleadingly.  

“I’ll loan you a twenty, Bruce,” Keenan offered.  “You can give me a note back though this week.”

“Great, thanks Keenan,” he said gratefully.

In front of Marc sat a number of shot glasses, all empty bar one.  He picked up the last shot glass and knocked it back.  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then let it fall onto his lap limply.  He turned his head to see Uwe furtively peering at him.  “How many have you had, Uwe?” Marc slurred drunkenly.

“This is something that I will never understand about the English,” Uwe said.  “You are always so keen to find out how much alcohol everyone else has consumed.”

“Answer the question, you foreign devil,” Marc shouted belligerently.

Uwe ignored him and continued undeterred.  “Strangely, this doesn’t seem to apply to other drinks.  For example, you never seem interested to ask how many cups of coffee I’ve drunk today or how many freshly squeezed orange juices.  But I am more than willing to provide you with a well rounded picture, if you want me to break it down to that level of detail?”

“You’re from the same country as Hitler, aren’t you?” Marc garbled.

“No, Hitler was Austrian, I am German.  That’s like saying you’re from the same country as Napoleon, you ill-educated fool,” Uwe scoffed with an air or superiority.  “Anyway, do not change the subject.  You were asking me about my alcohol consumption.  Why stop there?  I can tell you how many calories I consumed today and perhaps give you percentages of fat versus carbohydrates and protein.  Would this be of interest to you since you are so keen to know my gastric intake?”

“Fuck you!  You know-it-all German bastard!” Marc slurred angrily before picking himself up and wandering off to the bar again.

“Arschloch,” Uwe responded coolly as he sipped at the wine again.

Hugh returned with some tissues and went to wipe Tony.  

“Don’t even think about it,” Tony said slowly enunciating each word.  He took the tissue from Hugh and began to wipe himself.

Bruce spoke up again, “I think it’s time for a dance now,” he said with growing impatience.

“Where are your manners, Bruce?” Uwe said with a wry smile.  “Shouldn’t we let our guest, Tony, have the first dance?”

Bruce ground his teeth in anguish, “Yes, alright, but I’m having one straight after him,” he muttered tersely.

“Hey, I’m not so sure about this,” Tony said with a small quiver in his voice.

“Tony, a bet is a bet.  We lost the game and now you must take your medicine,” Uwe stated firmly, and then waved for a dancer to come over.  A tall, tanned muscular man in shorts, braces and a cowboy hat walked barefooted over to Uwe.  “This guy here would like a dance,” he said, pointing at Tony before thrusting some money into the dancer’s hand.  The dancer nodded and moved across to Tony.

“Actually, you go first, Bruce,” Tony said, with panic in his eyes.

“Now, come on, Tony,” Uwe said relishing every moment of Tony’s pain.  “You’re not scared are you?”

All eyes were on Tony.  He looked at them all as they stared back at him, waiting for his response.  Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead and finally he buckled under the pressure.

“No, of course not.  Bring it on,” he said unconvincingly.  “How does this work then?” Tony asked the dancer.

“No touching,” the dancer informed him.

“You think I’m gonna touch you?  In your dreams, you gay bastard,” Tony blurted.

“What?” the dancer said, taken aback at Tony’s outburst.  But after a moment he smiled.  “Oh, I get it, you’re still not ready to admit you’re gay.”

“I’m not bloody gay,” Tony said defensively, “I’m not!”

The dancer laughed then added, “The lady protests too much, methinks.”

“No, seriously, I am not bent,” Tony stated.

“So what are you doing in a gay strip bar having a lap dance from a man then?” the dancer asked with some confusion.

“I’m doing it as a bet,” Tony said, his voice slightly higher than normal.

“Ah, yes, a bet.  I believe you darling, millions wouldn’t!” 

“It’s true,” Tony said weakly.  His shoulders sank and his head hung limp.  “It’s true,” he repeated.

“Sure, sure.  Look, shall we get on with this?” the dancer said, losing his patience.

“How long does this dance go on for?” Tony asked, trying to delay the inevitable.

“The length of one song.” 

“Hey, wait one moment please,” Uwe said to the stripper.  He ran across the dance floor towards the DJ’s box and leant over and spoke to him.  The group watched the DJ shaking his head.  Uwe then reached in his pocket and removed his wallet.  He took some money and handed it over.  The DJ took the money greedily and nodded, and then Uwe turned and ran back across the dance floor to rejoin the group.

“What was all that about?” asked Giles.

“Patience,” Uwe said smugly.

Suddenly the DJ’s voice boomed from the speakers.  “We have an unusual request tonight.  It’s not the sort of music that we play here normally, but we have a dedication.  Where’s Tony tonight?”

The group cheered and waved at the DJ.

“Okay Tony, this one’s going out to you, Bohemian Rhapsody by Queen.  Enjoy, my friend,” the DJ said as the last track faded.  Tony’s face turned pale.

Uwe laughed, “This is going to be six minutes of your life that you’ll never forget, Tony.  Prost alte!”  And with that he raised his glass.

As the opening bars started to play the dancer took his position over Tony.  Tony gritted his teeth and tried to find his happy place but it was no good, he was unable to escape into his head.  The dancer straddled Tony and swayed gently from side to side, staring intensely into his eyes.  Tony, obviously uncomfortable with the eye contact, didn’t know where to look.  His eyes looked to his left and were confronted by the smirks of Hugh, Keenan, Gareth and Bruce.  He turned his head to the right and was met by the glare of Uwe and the simpering smile of Giles.  Flanked on either side by a flange of grinning baboons and faced by a sight that didn’t even feature on Tony’s list of ‘one million and one things to see before I die’, he felt trapped.  

As Freddie Mercury sang, I’m just a poor boy, the dancer placed his hands upon Tony’s chest.  Tony’s torso instantly tensed and he immediately pushed himself back hard against the wall away from the dancer’s touch.  

Tony’s companions watched on gleefully as Uwe declared, “I feel like a Roman emperor watching the Christians being thrown to the lions.”

Bruce nodded his head in agreement, “Two thousand years later and this sort of grim spectacle has lost none of its appeal.”

“I never want it to end.  Look at him squirm,” Uwe said, his voice dripping with schadenfreude.  The dance continued, much to Uwe’s delight.

After what seemed liked hours to Tony, he spoke up again, “How much longer does this bloody song go on for?” 

“You’ve got a while yet, Tony, we’re not even at the operatic part yet!” laughed Gareth gaily.  The dancer bent over and touched his toes.  He winked at Tony from between his legs before pushing his buttocks against his face.

“That’s it, I can’t take any more,” wailed Tony.

“Come on, Tony, stay with it, it’s nearly at the guitar solo,” Hugh said supportively, as he clenched his fists, willing Tony on.  The dancer fell to his knees in front of Tony and placed his hands on Tony’s thighs.  He attempted to pull Tony’s legs apart, but Tony fought this.  The dancer gritted his teeth and his huge biceps and triceps flexed as Tony’s legs shook and gave way.  Quick as a flash the dancer slid between Tony’s legs.  He attempted to close them again but then thought better of it.  

Mama, ooohh, I don’t wanna die sometimes wish I’d never been born at all, came the angelic voice from the speakers.  The dancer grabbed Tony’s wrists and held them down before pushing his face into Tony’s crotch.  Tony wore a pained expression on his face as the onlookers wept tears of laughter.  Uwe clutched his stomach, contorting in pain, and he then threw his head back in hysterics.  He lost his balance and toppled backwards from his chair onto the floor.  The group pointed at Uwe on the floor in fits of laughter and held their sides to stop them from splitting.  

The blistering guitar solo started and the dancer sprang from his knees to his feet.  He undid his braces and let them hang limply at his sides.  He stared intently at Tony as he ran his hands down his chest to the top of his shorts.  With a smouldering look he began unbuttoning them.  Tony opened his mouth to speak but no words would come out.

I see a little silhouette of a man … Queen sang as the dancer pulled down his shorts to reveal his thong and an incredibly large packet.  

“No!” Tony shrieked, “look at the size of that thing.  It’s not natural.”  Tony stood up to escape, but the dancer pushed him back down into his seat and leapt onto him.  At four minutes and seven seconds into the song the rock section kicked in.  With his legs wrapped around Tony the dancer rode him like a bucking bronco.  Gripping Tony firmly with one hand for support, the dancer waved his cowboy hat in the air with his other as Tony bucked like a bronco trying to escape, but the rider remained in the saddle.  The sweat poured from Tony as he twisted this way and that, trying to eject his rider, but the rider was just too strong.  Every time Tony made it to his feet his rider squeezed him with his thighs and Tony collapsed back onto the chair behind him.  

Oh baby, can’t do this to me baby.  Just gotta get out, just gotta get right out of here! Freddie belted out with the utmost passion as Tony flailed wildly.  He made attempt after attempt to buck his rider, but his rider’s prowess defeated him each time.

“That is the most incredible thing I have ever seen,” declared Gareth with awe.  “Has anyone brought their camera?”

“It’s magnificent,” Uwe said, “I never thought it would be as good as this!”

“This is the stuff that dreams are made of,” Bruce declared with his hand suspiciously in his pocket.

As the song reached its crescendo, a defeated Tony collapsed exhausted into his chair.  With an enormous sense of satisfaction the dancer climbed down and danced delicately around Tony, occasionally stroking his arms, face and legs gently.  Finally, the dancer placed his cowboy hat crookedly onto Tony’s head and walked away as the final bars played out softly.  Tony lay slumped in the chair, down but not out.

 






Chapter Eleven

 

“Good morning to you my nearest, dearest and queerest,” Ben said as he shimmied into the room.  

“Morning Ben,” they chorused enthusiastically seated upon their cushions.

“Today we are going to deal with style,” he announced in his normal flamboyant manner.  “For some of you this is going to be a piece of cake …”  He looked at Gareth and Uwe and winked.  “But for others - and I’m not naming any names,” he stared deliberately out of the window at the skyline so as not to give anything away, “well, let’s just say we’ve got our work cut out.”  He turned back to face the class and continued.  “Your latest assignment will be to make someone look fabulous!” Ben announced with gusto.  “You will all be put into groups and the least stylish member of each group will be given a makeover.”

The class cooed and gasped and then started to chatter excitedly.  After a moment Tony raised his hand.

Ben gestured for the class to quieten down then pointed over to Tony.  “Yes, Tony.  Do you have a question?”

“Who decides who the least stylish person is?” Tony asked.

The class burst into hysterics.

Ben gently put his finger to his lips and the laughter immediately died down.  “Tony, Tony, Tony,” he said with a smile, “unless Stig of the Dump is in your particular group then it’s an absolute axiom.  But to save people’s feelings as much as possible I will nominate the least stylish person within each group.  I don’t think we want to let you all start listing everyone else’s faults now, do we?”  He looked at the class seriously, “Guys, I don’t want anyone to take this personally, just accept it for what it is and learn from it.”

The class eyed each other nervously.  Hugh crossed his fingers and hoped that it wouldn’t be him.

“So, Tony, as I inferred you will receive the makeover within your group,” Ben said softly and sensitively. 

“Alright,” Tony said matter-of-factly, “what do I have to do, then?”

“Oh,” Ben said a little taken aback.  “I’d actually put twenty minutes aside in my diary for convincing you to do it.”

“Not needed, Ben,” Tony replied with a straight face.

“Really?” Ben responded with a little disappointment, “but I’ve already spent time compiling a list of compelling arguments as to why it’s a good idea.” 

Tony smirked.  “If it makes you feel better you can still read a couple of items on your list.”

Ben took the list from his bag and screwed it up, “No need to humour me Tony,” he said trying not to sound hurt.  “It seems that after you walked over those hot coals last month at the strip club you seem a little more open.” 

“Does the whole bloody school know about that night then?” Tony chuntered, rolling his eyes.

Ben laughed.  “I think the whole bloody town knows about it I’m afraid.”  He walked over and patted Tony on the shoulder.

“Anyway,” Tony started, “I don’t know if I am more open to anything that is taught here, but let’s just say after that baptism of fire I reckon I can deal with anything that you throw at me.”

Ben clapped his hands together.  “Well, I consider that progress!” he said with obvious delight.  “So to continue, I have put you into groups to work together on this.  Gareth, Uwe,” Ben said, “you two will both be in the same group.  I know this seems a little like overkill but the reason for this is that I’ve put Tony into your group too.  So your team will have the biggest challenge.”  

Uwe put his face into his hands.  “The best we can hope for is making him look like a chimpanzee from a tea advertisement.”

Ben shook his head.  “Now Uwe, is that what you are going to settle for?  I really must say that I expected more from you,” he scolded.

“What you ask is impossible,” Uwe replied firmly.

“Well, if you don’t think that you can handle the challenge then let Gareth take the lead and then act as your mentor,” Ben said, losing his patience.  “You could learn a thing or two from him,” he added.

Uwe’s cheeks coloured.  “Mentor!” he fumed, “mentor!”  He thumped a clenched fist onto the floor, “I am the überschwule, never forget this!  If anyone will be the mentor then it will be me.”  He stood up quickly from his cushion so he was not looking up at Ben and spoke forcefully and with determination.  “I will turn Tony into the most magnificent monkey that has ever dragged his knuckles across this island.  You mark my words.” 

Ben smiled at the class.  “I’m too good!” he said smugly.  “In fact, I’m so good I should write a book on how to motivate the intolerably vain.”

Uwe scowled as the class guffawed.  

“Hey, you do realise that I am actually here in the room, don’t you?” Tony muttered angrily.

Ben looked guiltily at Tony, “Sorry, Tony, nothing personal.”  

Tony grunted in his normal manner.  

“Last but not least,” Ben said.  “Hugh!”  

Hugh sat bolt upright at the mention of his name.  “You’re also in the group with Tony.”

“Yes!” Hugh cried out in relief at not being the least stylish in his group and punched the air.

“Settle down,” Uwe sneered, “you were a close second.”

Hugh’s smile quickly vanished. Ben then spoke to the other pupils and informed them of their groups.  

Once Ben had finished, he wandered back to the front of the room.  “I’ve taken the liberty of already performing an assessment of the least stylish person within each group,” he informed them, “and I will use this as a benchmark to measure the final result.  Quite simply, the greater the improvement, the higher the grade.”

Uwe looked over at Tony and whispered, “Forcing you just to take a shower would give our group an ‘A’,” he said.

“Being attacked by you is like being attacked by a tissue, Uwe,” Tony said laughing it off.  Uwe bit his lip and looked back at Ben.

“So, Tony, let’s use you as an example.  We all know that you’re a real man and that you won’t be offended by a public critique,” Ben said, cornering him.

Tony puffed up his chest.  “Give it your best shot, Ben, I can take it.”

“If you can take it, I can give it,” squealed Bruce.

“Err, yes, well, thanks for your contribution Bruce,” Ben said, blushing slightly.  He regained his composure and addressed the class, “Where were we?  Ah yes, Tony’s critique.  On the upside, Tony has toned up a lot since he first arrived here.  His beer belly is diminishing day by day.”

All eyes focused on Tony as Ben spoke.  Tony started to play up to it by flexing his biceps and patting his stomach.  

Ben ignored Tony’s tomfoolery and continued unabated.  “So what I am saying is that now Tony has at least given you a reasonable canvas to work on, so perhaps I could suggest improving his dress sense for a start.  He’s bought some new clothes since he’s been here, but it would appear he bought them from a jumble sale.”  Ben pointed his finger at Tony for a moment before carrying on with his report.  “Tony only really has one look and I would describe that as …” he paused while he decided on a fitting description, “well, dishevelled football hooligan is the only label that springs to my mind.”  

The class tittered at this.  

“So, if you can get him out of his polyester football shirts and get some jeans that actually fit him then you’ll be making a good start.”

“Have you finished?” Tony said with mild irritation.

Ben smiled back at Tony.  “Almost.  I would also recommend doing something with Tony’s hair; actually, doing anything with his hair would be a drastic improvement.”  He stared over at Tony, “And what a lot of hair there is.  You’ll need to sort out the body hair, facial hair, the hair on his head and that awful mono-brow.”  He looked at Tony and winced, “Let’s just say that your stylists have got one hell of a struggle ahead of them.”

Tony hunched himself over and had a private grumble.

“So these are just some ideas to work on.  For the other groups I’ll spare you the public dissection,” Ben said airily.  “If you want to speak to me in private then stop by my desk after class.”

The class nodded duly.  A few faces looked incredibly relieved and sat back on their cushions once more.

Ben took a sip of water from the bottle on his desk at the front of the room.  Once he swallowed, he clapped his hands together and proclaimed, “Onwards and upwards!”  He faced the class again and continued.  “There are no limits to what you can do,” Ben announced, “well, except for surgery.  I can’t condone that.”

Bruce raised his hand and spoke up.  “What about botox?” he asked.

Ben frowned, “I still count that as surgery, so no.”  Bruce looked a little disappointed.

“You can wax them, pluck them, shave them, tone them up and, of course, dress them,” Ben explained, “just don’t inject any chemicals or involve a surgeon’s knife.  Understood?” 

“Understood,” they all replied.

Ben continued to deliver his homily on style as the class hung on every word.  “Style becomes harder and more and more important as you get older.”  He paced up and down in front of the students speaking carefully and thoughtfully as he explained his philosophy.  “At twenty-five you can’t wear the clothes that you wore when you were eighteen.  At thirty you can’t wear the clothes that you wore at twenty-five.”  The expression on his face grew more pained, “And at forty, you can’t wear the clothes that you wore at thirty.”

Uwe interrupted him, “I would think that anyone over forty should just give it up anyway, Ben, they’ve had their life,” he said scornfully.

“Hah!  Spoken like a man in his twenties,” Ben replied with a sneer.  “Forty is the new thirty, Uwe.  It might seem like a lifetime away for you now, but in a blink of an eye you’ll be there yourself and you’ll soon feel differently.”

Uwe snorted with contempt, “The first forty years of life give us the text; the next thirty supply the commentary on it,” he declared.  “Quite simply, everything that was worth doing, you do before you’re forty, and then you spend the rest of your life boring people with the details.”

Ben stopped pacing and stared at the ranting German and furrowed his brow briefly before realising that that might encourage the onset of wrinkles.  “Have you just about finished with your verbal diarrhoea Uwe?” 

“Not quite!  Just remember, once you're over the hill you begin to pick up speed,” Uwe said.  “One day you’re celebrating your fortieth birthday, and within the blink of an eye you feel yourself sliding towards fifty, and then what?”  Uwe said with passion.  “Suddenly you find yourself on the wrong side of fifty, a sad old queen looking for the lost!”

“It doesn’t have to be like that, Uwe,” Ben said.  “I’ll be forty in a few years, although you wouldn’t know it to look at me,” he added vainly.  He deliberately left a pause, desperately hoping that someone would fill it with an affirmation or even a compliment.  When none came he gave a verbal nudge, “Would you?”

“No, Ben,” came the unified response.

“No, exactly,” Ben said, “and I certainly plan on looking as wonderful at forty, fifty and sixty as I do now.  I’d like to think that when I reach my twilight years I’ll be like a wonderful old leather-bound book, distinguished, ever so slightly wrinkled, but majestic and something quite beautiful in its own special way.”

“Or more likely you’ll be left on the shelf, covered in dust, with a musty smell, yellowing and forgotten about,” Uwe said with absolute derision.

Suddenly and from out of nowhere, a hairy knuckled hand slapped Uwe across the face knocking him from his cushion onto the floor.  

“Tony!” cried Ben in disbelief.

“What?” Tony said.  “He really needed a slap and I was closer to him than you, so I made the decision to save your shoe leather and do it for you.”

Keenan shuffled over to Uwe and whispered in his ear.  “You deserved that Uwe, now I suggest you take it on the chin on this occasion and act like a man.”  He helped a rather startled Uwe back onto his cushion, gently lifting him by his elbow.  

The room was completely silent as they waited for the fireworks.

Tony looked at Uwe.  “Sorry Uwe,” he said apologetically, “I shouldn’t have hurt you.”

Uwe looked back at Tony, deciding on his response, and Keenan gripped Uwe’s arm as a reminder.    

Finally, Uwe spoke.  “Being attacked by you is also like being attacked by a tissue.”  He looked at Ben.  “I apologise.  It appears that I got a little carried away.” 

Ben spoke up, not quite knowing what had just happened, “Well, quite.  Apology accepted Uwe.”  He fumbled for words, “Well … err … I suppose this is as good a point as any to finish the class.  So off you go guys and work your magic.”  

The class silently stood and exited the room, Uwe and Keenan turned left and Hugh and Tony turned right whilst the rest of the class hovered outside the room.  As soon as they were out of sight the gossip factory started production.  By the time the story reached Louise via the grapevine she was shocked to hear about Uwe losing a tooth and Tony’s forehead needing stitches.

 

 

Later that evening in their dormitory everyone was busying themselves pottering about after the day’s excitement.  Tony sat on the edge of his bed and tapped out a rhythm on his thighs.  Hugh was trying to read his book.  His eyes went over the same line time and time again and he grew more irritated by Tony’s tapping.  Tony’s drumming grew faster and louder the longer he played.

“Tony!” Hugh blurted out, unable to contain his irritation any longer.  “Stop that bloody tapping.”  Hugh’s breathing quickened, he was shocked at his outburst.

Tony hastily beat about a final drum roll in an attempt not to lose face before stopping.  “Well excuse me.”  He stood up and walked over to him, “I’m just so bored.”  He started to flip through Hugh’s CD collection.  “Mind if I put some music on?” Tony said after he had picked out a couple of CDs.

Hugh gave Tony a guilty look and surveyed the room.  “I’d rather you didn’t.  I’m trying to read.”

Tony ignored this, “Right then, what have we got here?” he said with a smirk as he waved the Village People CD in front of Hugh’s face.  Hugh reached out to snatch it from Tony, but Tony was too quick and pulled it out of Hugh’s reach.  “The Village People.  This will be good for laugh.”  He opened the CD case and removed the CD.

“I’m not in the mood tonight,” Hugh protested, trying to take the CD from him.

“Quiet, Bruce!” Tony said immediately without even looking around.  

Bruce looked disappointed at another missed opportunity for an innuendo and shook his head before going back to sorting out his dirty washing.

Tony turned his back on Hugh to stop him from taking the CD away.  “Oh, come on, Hugh, I thought you benders loved this sort of thing.”  He stepped back and formed a ‘Y’, then an ‘M’, and backward ‘C’, followed by an ‘A’ with his arms whilst he hummed the tune.  He switched Hugh’s stereo on and opened the CD drawer.  But as he placed the disc in the drawer he frowned, “Hugh, this isn’t the Village People, you’ve left the wrong CD in the case.  This is Iron bloody Maiden.”

“Is it really?” Hugh said, his voice slightly higher than normal.  “That is strange; I don’t even own an Iron Maiden CD.”

At this point Keenan leant over.  “They’re all in the wrong bloody boxes, Tony.  I tried to put on a CD the other day, but I gave up.  There was an Aerosmith CD in the Pet Shop Boys case, a Megadeath CD in the Erasure case and Bad Company in the Communards case.”  Keenan sat up.  “What you need is a system, Hugh,” he said sagely.

A knock at the door interrupted their discussion.  “Can I come in?” a soft voice spoke, “Are you decent?”

“Ah, Louise, come in, come in,” Hugh said with a certain amount of relief.

Louise walked in sheepishly, “Hi all,” she said as she glanced over at Tony.

Tony adopted his most casual pose.  “Alright?” he said leaning on Hugh’s CD player.

“Yes, fine thanks,” she said as she gawped at his hands to see if there were any bruises.  When she saw none she studied Tony’s head looking for the fabled stitches.  Tony rubbed his forehead self consciously under Louise’s gaze.  “I’m surprised to see you here,” Louise said.

“Really?  Why’s that?” he asked.

“Well, I thought that you’d still be at the hospital,” she explained to a room of confused faces.

“Hospital?” Tony said incredulously.  “Why the hell would I be at the hospital?”

Louise quickly realised that the story of Uwe and Tony’s altercation may have been subject to a little exaggeration.  “No reason, no reason,” she said with embarrassment, annoyed at herself for believing the gossip.  Why had she believed this so readily? she wondered.  “Anyway, the real reason that I am here is to deliver your post,” Louise said, changing the subject.

“Really?” Bruce said.  “When did that change?  Normally we have to fetch it ourselves.”

Louise blushed.  “Oh, is that the time?  I can’t stand around here chatting all night, I have to go.”  She threw the post onto Tony’s bed.  “Night all,” she said as she dashed out of the room.

“Night Louise,” Tony said calling after her.  He craned his neck to stare at her arse as she left the room.  “Damn, that girl’s got a beautiful butt,” Tony said to the others.

“Hmm, the blood must have rushed out of your head to other parts,” Gareth laughed.  “Have you forgotten that we don’t share the same passion as you about women’s arses?”


Tony didn’t even hear Gareth speak as his stare remained focused on the door.  Eventually he looked over to his bed and walked across to pick up the letters.  He gathered them together and flipped through them.  “Hugh, Hugh, Hugh,” Tony said slowly, “surprise, surprise.  They’re all for you again.”

“Are they?” Hugh said with a smile, sitting bolt upright.  He trotted over to Tony to collect them, “I love to get a letter, don’t you?”  Hugh said to no one in particular.

“The only letters that I ever get are bills and court summons,” Tony replied assuming that Hugh was talking to him.  He handed Hugh the letters and Hugh returned to his bed with them.  “Who are they all from anyway?”  Tony enquired.  “The handwriting and the postcode are the same on all of them.”

“They’re from my lover, George,” Hugh said in a soppy voice.

“Erghh,” Tony spat, “sometimes I forget about you lot being queer.”  Tony shook himself at the thought, but before the conversation could continue Uwe burst boldly into the room.

All eyes turned to Tony, then to Uwe and then back again.  Uwe walked silently to his bed and removed his shoes.  

Gareth looked up from his book and gestured at Tony.  “Go on,” he urged, “remember what we talked about earlier,” he said with a whisper.  Tony frowned back at Gareth and shook his head.  “Do it!” Gareth said through pursed lips.  

Tony hesitated slightly before standing and walking across to Uwe.  Tony rubbed his hands down the side of his jeans as he walked over.  He stopped next to him and searched for the right words.  “Erm, Uwe?” he mumbled unsure of how to go on.  

Uwe ignored him.  

Keenan looked up at Uwe and coughed.  

At this prompting Uwe reluctantly turned to face Tony.  “Yes, Tony?” he said stoically.

“It’s been a bad day,” Tony said.  “Really bad, actually.  Perhaps we should clear the air.”

Uwe nodded, “Perhaps you are right,” he agreed.  “It has been a bad day.  I for one am really suffering from weltschmerz.” 

“Velt Smurts?” Tony said slowly, trying to repeat what Uwe had just said.  “What’s Velt Smurts?”

Uwe straightened his back and sighed heavily, “Oh, Tony.  As an Englishman you will never truly understand or experience weltschmerz so I guess there is no real point in explaining it to you.”

Tony began to scowl as Uwe patronised him, but Gareth gestured over to Tony to relax.

“The feeling of weltschmerz is entirely reserved for the German nation, particularly Prussians.”

Tony frowned, unsure how the conversation had led to this, “What do you mean Uwe?” he said, trying desperately not to lose his temper.

Uwe smiled and clicked his heels.  “Ah, I am glad that you asked this question.  You see, we Germans are great thinkers and within us all is a brooding genius, a Beethoven or a Goethe, if you will.  We are tortured souls and with that we carry the weight of the world on our shoulders.”

“Okay, okay,” Tony said with growing impatience, “so I will never understand whelk smurfs or whatever it is.”  He paused for a moment, “Look,” he said trying to get the conversation back on track, “I shouldn’t have slapped you today Uwe, I just thought that you were going too far.”  He broke eye contact with Uwe, “I’m just not very good at expressing myself, that’s all.  I just did what comes naturally to me.”  He stopped mumbling before adding, “It won’t happen again.  Sorry!”

Gareth smiled at Tony from across the room and mouthed the words ‘well done’.

Uwe looked at Tony.  “Ja, okay,” he said, extending his hand.”

Tony took Uwe’s hand and they shook on it.

“Friends?” Uwe said tentatively.

“Let’s not get carried away,” Tony said with a smile, breaking the tension in the room.

Suddenly Marc leapt up and ran to his cupboard.  He rifled through the contents before pulling out some bottles of wine, “I think this calls for a drink,” he shouted.  “Come on, let’s get pissed!”

 




Chapter Twelve

 

“Well guys, last time we played we took a hell of a beating,” Tony said pacing up and down in front of them.  “But we’re not going to let that happen today, are we?” he shouted in an attempt to motivate them.

“No Tony,” they shouted back at him.

He scowled at them.  “Say it like you mean it!” he ordered angrily.

“No Tony!” they bellowed back at him with gusto.

Tony nodded with approval.  “Yeah, that’s right.  It won’t happen again.  We all remember what happened last time, don’t we?”  He shuddered as he recalled the bet he had lost and that now infamous evening at the strip club that followed.  “We’ve trained hard, we have a game plan, we can’t lose,” he stopped and thought about this.  “No.  We won’t lose!”

“How can you be so sure this time?” Bruce said.

Tony stared him right in the eye.  “Who are we playing today?”

“The girls from the lesbian school,” Bruce replied meekly.

“Then you’ve answered your own question then.  We won’t be beaten by a load of girls,” Tony said laughing.  The idea was preposterous to him.

Hugh raised his hand timidly and spoke up.  “Actually, I’ve heard that they are pretty good, Tony.”

“Listen to me!” Tony commanded.  “I’ve seen a lot of films about lesbians in my time and although these programmes weren’t exactly what you’d call documentaries, I do know one thing for sure.”

“What’s that?” Hugh said as he hung on Tony’s every word.

“I’ll tell you,” Tony said smugly.  “The lesbians that I’ve seen in films do not look like they can handle themselves on the hockey field.  This will be a walk-over.”  He strode over and picked up his hockey stick.  “Are you ready to kick some arse?”

“Yes!” they shouted in unison.

“Then let’s do it.”  He stood on the spot and started to stamp his feet in a rhythmic pattern.  Slowly the whole team began to copy him until they were all stamping their feet together.  The tempo of their stomping boots on the hard floor grew faster and faster until eventually it blurred into an excited mesh of noise.

“Let’s go!” Tony cried as he pushed the outside door open and they ran out together in a huddle, picking up their hockey sticks on the way out.

They emerged cheering from the changing rooms onto the pitch as one.  Their feet stomped on the muddy ground.  Their breath billowed up like smoke in the cold November air as they marched out onto the pitch.  Then Tony looked up and saw the other team.

“Hang on,” he said, coming to an abrupt stop.  “I thought you said that we were playing lesbians today?”

“We are,” said Hugh.

“Then who are those blokes over there?” Tony asked.

“They’re not blokes, Tony!”  Keenan replied.

Tony’s face fell as he looked at his opponents.  “Jesus Christ!” he exclaimed in total disbelief.

There before him stood sixteen absolute behemoths dressed in their black and white hockey strips.  All of them had more or less the same haircut, dyed black, parted in the centre and shaved into a step at the back.  They turned to face Tony and his team, waved their hockey sticks and began to jeer.

“My god.  They’re built like brick shithouses,” Tony said in awe.  “Ben, Ben,” he said keeping his voice low so that his opponents wouldn’t hear them, “why didn’t you warn us about them?”

“Well, to be honest, I thought it best not to.  I thought that it might make you nervous,” Ben said sheepishly.

“Oh right, brilliant.  That was a great plan,” Tony muttered.  “Look, we have to make the best of a bad situation, so fill me in.”

“I’ll fill you in, big boy,” Bruce said, almost tripping over his words in his dash to make the most of this innuendo opportunity.

“Not now, Bruce!” Tony said brusquely, “we haven’t got time for that today.”

“Sorry ,Tony, you’re right,” Bruce said apologetically, “please carry on.”

“So tell me then, Ben,” Tony said, prompting him.

“Well, here’s what I know,” Ben said in a whispered tone, taking them into his confidence.  “The captain is known as Lezzy Lex.”

“Why do you think she’s called that then?” Hugh said.

“Shit ,Hugh, just be quiet for a minute,” Tony snapped, losing his temper.

“She is a real ball-breaker and an absolute psychopath.  She’s a man-hater and a queen bitch.  She makes you seem like a Sunday school teacher, Tony,” Ben said, labouring the point.

“Okay, okay, I get the picture,” Tony said impatiently.  “Do you know anything else about them?”

“The only other one that I recognise is her vice-captain, Cunnilingus Carol,” Ben said, looking over his shoulder.

“Wow, as far as nicknames go, that’s a bit of a mouthful,” Hugh said.

“Yeah, don’t mess with her or she’ll leave a nasty taste in your mouth,” Bruce said, thinking the innuendo embargo was over.

“Will you two just shut up for one minute, this is serious,” Tony said, completely losing his cool.

Tony looked back at Ben.  “Anything else?”

“No, nothing else,” Ben said, though his voice didn’t carry its normal level of authority.

Tony noticed a micro-expression flicker on Ben’s face.  “There’s something that you’re not telling me, Ben.”

Ben tried to avoid Tony’s stare.  “No, honestly, Tony, that’s all I know.”

“I don’t believe you.  You’re holding out on me, aren’t you?”  Tony leaned closer to him.  “Tell me!” he ordered.

Ben gulped.  “Well, I didn’t want to tell you this.  But they’re undefeated.  They win the league every single season.”

“What?” Tony gasped.

“Look, I’m sure we’ll be alright,” Keenan said sanguinely, “we’ll just give it our best shot, eh?”

Just then the whistle blew and the umpires called for the teams to prepare for play.  Before they disbanded from their huddle, Tony spoke up.

“We need to go in fighting today.  We really need to be aggressive,” he said, trying to rally the troops.  “You know how much I want this and we’ve trained too hard to lose today.  Just think; if we beat the league champions then we’ll be unstoppable.”  He paused to let his words sink in.  “Are you with me?” he roared.

“We’re with you, Tony,” Keenan roared back.

“Come on, let’s do this!” Uwe snarled.

“Let’s give those lesbians a real pounding,” Bruce said, seizing his chance.

“Go on guys, you can do it,” Ben shouted, swept along by the flood of emotion.

Tony and his team marched onto the pitch to a chorus of boos from their opponents and their supporters.

Ben looked around him at the handful of supporters on their side and shrugged.  “Go on, lads.  Show them what we’re made of.”

Louise trotted out from the main building and walked up to Ben.  “Have I missed much?”

“No, they’re just getting started,” Ben replied.

Louise put her hands to her mouth and shouted, “Come on guys, I know you can do it.”

Tony’s heart quickened on hearing Louise’s voice, and he instantly looked around to find her.  He made eye contact and then realised how desperate this must have appeared and quickly turned back to face the umpires.

One of the umpires beckoned to Lezzy Lex, the away team’s infamous captain.  She walked slowly towards Tony and the two umpires. She was sneering.  Lex got ever closer to Tony but made no indication of stopping.  Tony knew a show of dominance when he saw one and held his position.  She brought her face within inches of Tony’s, but Tony remained there, unflinching.

As the two of them stayed locked in position one of the umpires took a coin from his pocket and spoke.  “The away team gets to call the toss.”

“Heads,” she said, without moving her gaze.  Tony felt the warmth of her breath on his face.  His eyes glinted momentarily; he closed his mouth and belched, then casually blew onto Lex’s face.  Her expression hardened and she breathed hard through her nose to take in what Tony had offered.  Silently Tony admired her brio.

The umpire tossed the coin, he caught it as it fell back to earth and shouted the result: “Heads it is.”

“Let’s do this!” Lezzy Lex shouted into Tony’s face.

“Bring it on,” Tony replied before taking a few steps back into the home team’s half.

The home side umpire ran a few metres behind Tony and took his position.

The away side umpire blew his whistle and Lex cracked the ball back to her team.  The away side umpire followed the ball and Lex charged forwards towards Tony.  She checked to make sure the umpires weren’t looking and then lifted her hockey stick and rammed it into Tony’s ribcage.  Tony gasped and bent double, but refused to fall to his knees.  He took a moment to compose himself before standing up straight again.  Lex seemed surprised to see Tony’s quick recovery.

“Is that all you’ve got?” he said defiantly.  “You’ll have to do better than that?”

“Oh, there’s plenty more where that came from,” she replied, and with that she ran towards Tony’s goal.

“Carol!  To me!” Lex shouted as she ran towards the goal.

Her team-mate, Carol, hit the ball back across to her, but Bruce ran and intercepted it.  He turned and chipped the ball to Uwe, who snaked between his opponents as he charged towards the away team’s goal.

Lex barked orders to her team-mates to take their positions in front of their goal.  “Carol, cover the left side.  Joan, you take the right.  Kath, you cover the rear.  Daphne, pull it in closer.”  She started to build a lesbian wall of defence, impenetrable to anything with balls.

“Uwe!  Over here,” Keenan shouted as he ran parallel to Uwe.

As an attacker came towards Uwe he passed the ball at the last minute.  Keenan scooped it up and darted towards the goal.  He lifted his stick and belted the ball towards the goal mouth; a crack rang out across the field and echoed off a nearby building.  The ball raced towards the lesbian’s goal but was saved by their defence line.  This was met with cheers from the away team’s supporters and groans from the home team.

Quick as a flash, Yvonne, the goalie, kicked the ball back to Joan, one of the defenders, who took the ball back into their opponents’ half.  Hugh prepared himself in the goalmouth for the coming onslaught just as Tony had instructed him.  He crouched slightly and raised his hands to cover as much of the goal as possible.  As his opponents came closer he gripped his hockey stick ever tighter.

“Hold your position, Hugh!” Tony ordered as he failed to tackle Joan.

His opponent ran on, passed the ball through Keenan’s legs and into the area in front of Lezzy Lex.  She instantly stormed into the ‘D’ and towards the goal before smacking the ball with all her strength.  The ball left the ground slightly and whizzed towards Hugh’s knees.  The away team cheered as Hugh bit his lip waiting for ball to strike him, and he did not have to wait long.  The ball hit Hugh’s leg pads with a thud.  He let out a small grunt but the thought of the impact was worse than the reality.  He quickly lowered his stick and hit the ball back out onto the pitch towards Paul, his nearest defender.

“Good save, Hugh,” Tony shouted.  “Keep it up.”

Hugh swelled with pride, his smock rippled victoriously in the breeze.  He grinned from behind his hockey helmet and watched Tony and the others race towards the other end of the pitch through the bars in his visor, and the battle continued, with neither team scoring.

Eventually, the away umpire blew the half-time whistle.  Both teams ran towards their own goals to rest and discuss tactics for the second half.

Ben left Louise and the other supporters at the side of the pitch and ran over to where his team were congregating.  “You’re not doing bad, guys,” he congratulated.  “Half-time and still nil, nil.  That’s the best our school has ever done against them.” 

“Nil, nil is not good enough,” Tony grumbled.

“But they’re the best team in the league,” Ben exclaimed.  “You are really holding your own here.  It’s brilliant!”

“It’s not good enough,” Tony repeated.  “We need to do more; we only need a bloody single goal.”

“He is right,” Uwe said, backing Tony up.  “We only need one.  We must all focus.  You must all do whatever it takes,” he implored.

The sound of the whistle interrupted their discussions. Ben turned around and trotted back to join the supporters.  “Good luck, guys.  Make me proud.”

“Let’s do this!” Tony shouted, holding his hockey stick high above his head.

“One goal!” Uwe bellowed and raised his stick too.

The others followed suit and raised their sticks.

“Let’s go!” Tony screamed before breaking ranks and running back to the centre of the pitch to where Lex was waiting for him.

“Back for more?” Lex snarled.  “You’ve got balls.”

Tony smirked.  “I could say the same about you, darling.”

The two teams swapped ends and scowls as they crossed at the centre of the pitch.

The home umpire dropped the ball at Tony’s feet.  “Team Queens start play,” he said.

Tony looked at Lex.  “Are you sure you’re ready?” he patronised.

“Always,” she replied before taking a few steps back into her half.

The whistle blew and Tony ran forward dribbling the ball.  Lex stepped forward to intercept him and swung her stick.  Their hockey sticks collided as they fought for possession.  Lezzy Lex hooked the ball backwards away from Tony but he quickly countered and pulled it back towards him.  The others watched on as their captains duelled ferociously.  Their grunts could still be heard over the shouts and cheers from the sidelines.  Tony gritted his teeth as he lost and regained possession time and time again.  Occasionally Lex would let out a high-pitched moan as she tussled against Tony.  Lex’s eyes began to sting as she concentrated intensely on the ball and the position of her hockey stick.  Eventually her eyes began to water and she was forced to blink.  As she did so, her contact lenses slid momentarily from the centre of her eyes, causing a mild blurring.  This brief distraction gave Tony the chance he needed and he seized control.  He swept the ball away from her, and bent one knee as if to move left.  Lex mirrored him and stepped across to tackle him again, but Tony quickly lunged to the right and slid past her.  With an incredible surge of speed he dribbled the ball towards her goal.  As soon as he had broken free Tony saw Uwe run to take position in front of their opponents’ goal, just as they had in training.  Tony put their well rehearsed manoeuvre into practise and whacked the ball up the pitch towards Bruce, who had taken his position accordingly on Tony and Uwe’s cue.  Carol ran over to intercept Bruce but he outflanked her and passed the ball safely to Keenan.  Uwe readied himself as Keenan played his part, but Lex saw Uwe hovering in anticipation and raced towards him.  Uwe signalled to Keenan that he was in position and Keenan nodded in acknowledgement.  He pushed the ball past his opponent, Kath, before passing the ball across to Uwe.  Uwe ran into the ‘D’ and gritted his teeth.  A shiver ran up his spine as the ball rolled towards him.  He could almost taste the victory.  The keeper stepped out of the goal and Uwe skilfully dribbled the ball around her and faced the open goal.  He lifted his stick, aimed and swung, but before his stick made contact with the ball Lex shoulder-barged him to the ground and smacked the ball out of the danger zone.

“Pwheet,” the away umpire’s whistle screeched.  “Flick!” the umpire bellowed at the top of his voice whilst running over to Uwe.

Lex immediately began to protest.  “What! I didn’t touch him.  He must have lost his balance as he swung for the ball.”

The umpire in the away team’s half ignored her momentarily and gestured for the umpire from the home team’s half of the pitch to join them.  The second umpire ran up the pitch accordingly.

“What did you see?” he asked the home side umpire.

“A deliberate foul.  Without question!” he replied firmly.

“I concur,” the away umpire stated.  “Penalty to Team Queens!” he declared.

“You have to be joking,” Lex cried out in frustration.

“Any more complaints and you’ll get carded and sent off,” the away umpire warned.

Lex stomped off towards her team-mates.  Tony walked across to Uwe and put out his hand.  Uwe took it and allowed Tony to help him to his feet.

Tony leant over to Uwe and spoke in a gentle tone.  “This is your big chance, Uwe.  We all know that you can do this.  As much as it pains me to say it, you’re the best player on the whole team.  You’ve got natural talent.”

“Talent hits a target no one else can hit, but genius hits a target no one else can see,” Uwe declared pompously.

“Whatever,” Tony said.  He then slapped Uwe on his backside and pushed him forward.  “Just make us proud!”

Tony began to chant Uwe’s name over and over again, and the rest of the team joined in as the crowd cheered and joined the chorus line.  Uwe swelled with pride and took a moment to survey the court, and he strutted back and forth like a peacock.  The world seemed to slow down as Uwe concentrated on his breathing.  He steadied himself and visualised the ball hitting the back of the net.  His palms started to become so sweaty on the handle of his hockey stick that he could not grip it properly.  He wiped his left hand onto his shorts, followed by his right hand.  He swallowed and took another deep breath before stepping into the ball and with a quick fluid movement he scooped the ball soundlessly towards the net.  

The onlookers strained to see where the ball was.  Uwe let his stick rest against his hip as he too looked to see what had become of his ball.

Suddenly the umpire raised his whistle to his lips and let out an ear-splitting peep, and then he took the whistle from his mouth and announced, “One-nil to Team Queens!”

Tony ran over to Uwe and hugged him.  He lifted him off the ground and squeezed the breath out of him.  “You did it!  You did it!” Tony shouted.  Amongst the euphoria a small part of Tony’s brain reminded him of who he was hugging and he quickly dropped Uwe back to the ground.  “Err, well done, Uwe,” Tony said awkwardly, avoiding all eye contact.

The rest of the team ran over to congratulate Uwe and patted him on the back over and over again.  Then, without warning, Lezzy Lex leapt through the crowd onto Uwe and punched him in the face.  They both fell to the ground.  Tony looked around, confused, and was instantly rugby tackled by Carol.  Suddenly, a lesbian maelstrom surrounded Team Queens and began to pummel them.  The umpires blew their whistles time and time again, but this was ignored.  Ben ran over too, in an attempt to break up the melee.  Ben grabbed Lex’s leg and pulled it hard, and he stepped backwards, straining to drag her from the scrum.  The two umpires grabbed her other leg and pulled with all their might as she kicked and screamed.  Once they removed her from the fight, the three of them sat on top of her to prevent her from escaping and rejoining the kerfuffle.  Once Lex was removed, Uwe was freed up to help Tony overpower Carol.  They threw her onto her back and held her, face down, in the mud.  With the ringleaders overpowered, the fight quickly fizzled out.  Team Queens backed away, as did their opponents.  Tony and Uwe let Carol go, and then Ben and the two umpires got off Lex and let her free.

“I’ll be speaking to the league about this.  I’m sending you off,” the away umpire shouted at Lex, showing her the red card.  “And you can have a yellow card,” he said to Carol as he sent her packing.  “And you.  And you too, go on.  I will not tolerate violence in any of my games,” he said pointing at the other two offenders.

“What does this mean?” Bruce whispered to Tony.

Tony grinned.  “What does it mean?  It means that they are out of the game and that they can’t be substituted either.”  He rubbed his hands together.  “They’ve only got seven players left on the pitch and we’ve still got eleven.  This is going to be a massacre.”

The umpires conferred as they wrote down the numbers of the offending players.  Once they were satisfied they both put their notebooks away and walked to the centre of the pitch.

“Are you serious?” Yvonne said.  “How are we supposed to play without six of our players?”

The umpire sneered.  “Your team-mates should have thought of that before they launched into that unprovoked attack.”

Before she had a chance to continue the argument he raised the whistle to his lips and forced her to play on.

Team Queens squealed with delight as they passed the ball from player to player.  They tittered as their opponents ran up and down the pitch vainly, sweating like pigs as they chased the ball to the sound of laughter from Tony and the gang.  Eventually, they were put out of their misery as the umpire blew his whistle to signify the end of the game.  Tony and the team started to cheer wildly and they held their hockey sticks aloft as they began to sing.  Hugh looked up at the hockey sticks as they were being waved in the air and noticed something different.  He stopped chanting and singing and lowered his stick.  He stared at the base of the stick and a little face stared back at him.

The phantom!” he whispered.  He turned to Tony and the others. “Look, look.”  He waved the end of his hockey stick in their faces excitedly.  “Look closely, the Phantom has struck again.”  Each of the team squinted as they studied their sticks.

“You’re right, Hugh,” said Keenan, “he’s back again.”

“Who gives a shit though, eh?” Tony said, starting to dance about again.  “We won!  That’s all I care about today.”

“He’s right,” shouted Uwe, and with that they all began to sing and dance again.

The cheers died down, person by person, until only Tony was left singing.

“Hey, what’s up?  Why has everyone stopped singing?” Tony asked.  He turned around and saw Lezzy Lex standing alone a few feet away from the group.

“What do you want, Lex?” Tony said, preparing himself for more aggro.

“Just to tell you that you’d better watch your backs, guys,” the bitter voice said sternly.

“Oh really?” replied Tony, “is that supposed to be a threat?”

“All I am saying is, watch your backs, you never know what might happen,” Lex said ominously before walking back towards her team-mates and the blue campervan waiting to take them home.

 






Chapter Thirteen

 

“You can stay in here, but you need to keep as far away as possible,” Tony said nervously.  “I don’t want you lot perving at me.”

They laughed hysterically at how nervous Tony still was around them after all these weeks.  The four of them were gathered together in a room that would only comfortably fit two people.  The shelves in the room were loaded with various creams, ointments and oils that Tony had never seen before in his life.

“It’s a little clinical in here isn’t it, Tony,” Gareth said, “hardly the place to get excited.”

“And you forget Tony, we’ve already seen you naked,” Uwe sneered. “It would be like getting aroused at the zoo in the chimpanzee enclosure.”

“I don’t care.  Sit on those chairs over there and don’t get up without warning me,” Tony ordered, “and look away while I take my clothes off,” he added quickly.

Uwe and Gareth did as Tony asked and sat down on the chairs.

“Where can I sit?” Hugh asked. “There aren’t enough chairs.”

“Just sit on that cabinet,” Tony said impatiently. “Jesus Christ, you really need to make some decisions yourself, Hugh.”

Tony started to undress to a chorus of giggles and wolf whistles. “Shut it or I’m not going through with this,” he said losing his patience.

They quietened down while Tony finished undressing. He removed everything but his socks.  He cupped himself with his right hand before climbing onto the massage table and lying down.  He stared at the ceiling; once upon a time the tiles may have been white.  In the corner there was a brown stain where once there had been a leak.

The beautician entered the room and smiled at them all.  “It seems I have an audience today then.”  She laid two towels across Tony, one over his chest and stomach and the other over his hips and thighs.

“So you want the full male body package then today?” the beautician said.

“Well, I wouldn’t say ‘I want it’, but that is what I came in for,” Tony said with a hint of embarrassment.

“Okay, well, we will start with your downstairs area then.” She started to warm the wax for the hair removal and gathered together the instruments for the procedure.  Once she had assembled everything that she needed the beautician carefully lifted the top of the towel from Tony’s hips and folded it over so just his thighs were covered.  “Oh my goodness,” she exclaimed suddenly, “I won’t be able to wax this much hair.  I’ll need the clippers first,” the beautician said, taking stock of the situation.

“It keeps me warm in winter,” Tony said, trying to make a joke out of the awkwardness.

“Uh-huh,” she said, composing herself.  “I can only apologise for my little outburst.  That was not very professional of me, but our clients aren’t normally this hirsute and I was a little taken aback.”

Tony looked confused, “Hirsute?” he said to Gareth.

“It’s a polite way of saying really hairy, Tony,” Gareth said gently.

The beautician reached across, opened one of the drawers and took out the hair clippers.  “Okay then Sir, I’ll just give this area a little trim.”  She switched on the clippers and the room was filled with a quiet hum.  She pushed the clippers against Tony’s pelvis and began to trim off the hair.  The buzzing became louder and angrier as the trimmer fought to cut through the mass of tangled pubic hair. She lifted off freshly-mown pieces and dropped them onto the tiled floor over and over again.

Hugh nudged Uwe. “Man alive!  That is a hell of a lot of hair!” he said in disbelief as he stared at the ever-growing pile on the floor.

Uwe nodded in acknowledgement. “Some poor devil has to sweep that up at the end of the day, too.”

The beautician coughed to gain Tony’s attention. “Sorry Sir, but would you be able to un-cup yourself for a moment?  I need to trim all round there before we can do the waxing.”

Tony shot Uwe, Gareth and Hugh a look and then reluctantly moved his hand onto his stomach, exposing himself.  He felt vulnerable as he held his breath waiting for the beautician to comment, but she appeared to have learnt from her earlier outburst and conducted herself professionally.  As she continued to cut away, Tony lifted his head slightly to look down at her handiwork.  He regretted it instantly as he caught a glimpse of his penis and felt compelled to speak.

“Could you turn the heating up in here, it’s a little chilly,” he said, his voice quivering slightly.

“Of course, Sir, but there is nothing to worry about, this normally happens with our male clients when they get a little nervous,” she said sincerely.  “I believe it’s an evolutionary trait that males experience when threatened.”

“What is?” Tony frowned, not liking what she was implying here.

“For the male’s penis and scrotum to shrivel a little.  I saw a documentary about it once.  I think it’s called the fight or flight stress response.  Anyway, all unnecessary organs start to shut down so the body can concentrate resources elsewhere.”

Tony looked across to his companions, who were holding their stomachs and weeping silently with laughter.

“Unnecessary organs?” Tony said against his better judgement.

“Yes, digestion slows, testicles stop producing sperm and your salivary ducts stop too,” she said with authority.  “Are you thirsty now?”

“Yes,” Tony said weakly, “can I have a glass of water?”

She stopped what she was doing and walked to the door. Tony instantly cupped himself again.  She spoke to a colleague outside the room before returning to Tony and the job in hand. “Your water will be along in a moment,” she said.

Tony un-cupped himself again to allow her to continue.  “You’re remarkably well informed on human biology for a beautician,” Tony said to her.

She nodded. “I love all those documentaries on TV,” she revealed as she trimmed off the final patch of Tony’s pubic hair.

There was a knock at the door. “Come in,” she said.

Tony quickly covered himself with his hands as an attractive girl brought him his water.  She stopped in front of him and held out the glass for him to take.  Tony’s hands stayed where they were, “Put it on the side would you?  I’ll drink it later.”

She nodded and placed it on a table away from them so it wouldn’t get any of Tony’s stray hairs in the glass before leaving the room.

“Right!  Part one is over, now we can give that a wax and shape it a bit.”  She took a little of the warm wax and applied it to the perimeter of Tony’s groin.

Tony smiled and enjoyed the warm feeling.  He closed his eyes and enjoyed the touch of a woman.  “Hey love,” Tony said to the beautician, “I don’t suppose you do extras?” he said only half jokingly.

She frowned. “So you’re asking me to wank you off in front of your three friends?”

Tony’s face fell, “Uh, I haven’t thought this through properly.”

Hugh laughed so hard that he started choking so Gareth smacked him on the back to clear his airways.

The beautician carried on regardless as if Tony hadn’t spoken and applied the strips.  “Are you ready for this?” she said with one hand poised.

“Please hold on a moment,” Uwe called over to the beautician.  She stopped for a moment whilst Uwe spoke directly to Tony.  “Here is your first German lesson Tony,” Uwe said with glee.  “I am about to experience schadenfreude.” He grinned before nodding to the beautician to go ahead.

“Schadenfreude?” Tony said, but just as the word left his lips the beautician ripped the wax strip from Tony’s crotch bringing with it a line of hair.  “Arrggh, you fuc …”

“Now, now, Tony,” Gareth interrupted, drowning out the end of Tony’s outburst, “take it like a man!”

Tony bit his lip. He scrunched up his eyes and nodded for the beautician to carry on.  The room was filled with the sound of ripping hair, stifled moans and titters from the on looking crowd.

Finally she stepped back to admire her handiwork. “There!  Now that looks much better, doesn’t it?” her voice brimming with pride.

“Good enough to eat?” Tony said with a half-hearted leer, his eyes still watering.

The beautician ignored Tony’s latest lascivious comment and spoke to the others.  “Come and have a look, what do you think?” she said, inviting Hugh, Gareth and Uwe over.

Tony sat up immediately and pulled the towel back over himself. “Get back!” he warned.

“Too late, Tony,” Uwe said smugly. “I’ve seen it already and now that that disgusting bush of hair is gone your penis looks about two inches longer.  Congratulations!”

“I agree,” Hugh said with a straight face. “Now it looks about three inches long, doesn’t it!” The three of them burst into fits of laughter.

“Laugh it up guys,” Tony said grumpily, “are we done now?”

“Done?” Gareth said laughing even harder, “done?  We have only just begun.”

“That’s right,” the beautician said.  “That was just the sack; you’ve still got the back and crack wax to come.”  She scanned her appointment sheet. “We also have to trim your chest hair, pluck your eyebrows, give you a spray tan and finally, you have a haircut and styling booked.” 

“Jesus Christ!” exclaimed Tony. “Who’s paying for all of this?”

“I am,” said Uwe, trying to appear magnanimous.

“Really?” Tony said a little surprised.

“Yes, really,” Uwe said dropping the pretence.  “The truth is I am not prepared to fail this module, no matter what the cost.”

“Right then, you’d better turn over, Sir, so we can finish this.  We’ve got a lot to get through and I’d really love to have a lunch break today,” the beautician said in an attempt to refocus Tony’s attention.

“Personally I am amazed that you still have an appetite,” Uwe said to the beautician.

She smiled back at Uwe as Tony lay back down and turned onto his stomach.  He sighed loudly as the beautician fired up the hair trimmers once more and set about the unenviable task of trimming Tony’s arse hair.

“This might take a while lads,” she explained, “are you sure you want to wait in here the whole time?”

Hugh stood up, “Oh okay, I suppose we could do a spot of shopping while we are here.”  He looked at Uwe and Gareth. “I have a brilliant idea. Perhaps we could have a look in the book shops and each of us could buy a book for the others to read.”

Uwe remained seated and spoke in a voice soaked in weltschmerz. “To buy books would be a good thing if we could also buy the time to read them.”

“Uwe!” Gareth scolded. “Let me put it more gently.  Perhaps we should stay here to keep an eye on Tony.  I am sure he wouldn’t need too much encouragement to leave before the treatment has been completed.”

Hugh nodded, “I guess you’re right, Gareth,” he said before sitting down again.

The three of them sat in the room trying to look anywhere but at Tony’s backside.

“Looking at Tony laid out there is enough to turn me straight,” Uwe moaned as he looked around the room for something else to fix his gaze on.  He saw a shelf of bottles and decided to spend his time reading the labels.

“But,” Gareth added after a few awkward moments, “I don’t suppose all three of us need to wait here do we?”

“I suppose not.  If two stay then one of us can have a thirty-minute perusal in the shops.  Would that be agreeable to you both?” Hugh asked.

“I’m not going anywhere; there is no way I am failing this assignment.  So I will stay here for the duration but you two may do as you please,” Uwe muttered in his usual derisive tone.

Hugh stood up again quickly. “Well in that case I am going to nip into a couple of shops and buy a nice present for George.  It’s our anniversary in a couple of weeks.”

“Ah, congratulations in advance,” Gareth said brightly.  “You go ahead and come back in about half an hour then and if it’s okay with you both I’ll nip out and have a quick shufti too.”

Hugh gave the beautician a consolatory smile as he walked to the door. He opened it gently and slipped out.  The beautician finished trimming Tony’s hair and started to apply the wax and the strips.

She placed her hand on Tony’s shoulder compassionately. “I just thought that I had better warn you about this.  If you thought that the front wax hurt, then this is going to be absolute agony.”

Gareth quickly stood up and spoke evangelically. “Ah, but you don’t know Tony.  He is a man’s man.  A hard man.  A real man!  Aren’t you Tony?”

“Of course I am!  Who said I wasn’t?  If I hear anyone question how hard I am I’ll knock their block off,” Tony growled defensively, his testosterone bubbling over.

The beautician smiled and her mood changed, “I like a man who can stand up for himself.  There is something very appealing about a man who can protect his woman.”

Tony winked at her, “Bring it on darling!” he said in his most roguish manner.  “I can take it.”

For the next thirty minutes Tony’s cries of anguish drowned out the normal salon chit chat about holidays and new shoes.

 

 

The four of them walked through the mall discussing their ideas on how they would dress Tony.  Tony walked behind them limping slightly.  He slid his hand inside his baggy, discoloured jeans and under the worn elastic of his underpants.  His fingers ran over a baby smooth surface where a tangle of unkempt pubes had been that very morning.  It felt really odd to him, but at the same time he couldn’t stop touching himself.

Gareth stopped suddenly and pointed through the window of a boutique. “Look!” he exclaimed, “we have to go in here.”

They peered into the window and studied the clothes.  Tony stared into the window too but at his reflection in disbelief, it was like looking at a stranger, a better-looking stranger.  How long would it take him to get used to having two eyebrows he wondered.  His mono-brow had been a firm fixture on his face since puberty.  He looked at his newly cut and styled hair and ran his fingers through it. He couldn’t believe he’d let them to talk him into highlights, but he had to admit that his hair looked fantastic, though he would never tell them that.

“Seen something you like Tony?” Gareth said inquisitively, breaking Tony’s concentration.

Tony quickly refocused his eyes from his reflection into the shop itself. “Those jeans,” he said quickly, “they look alright.”

Uwe scoffed, “They’re women’s jeans Tony!”

“Wow, give the man some highlights and he starts wanting to cross-dress,” Gareth chuckled.

“Look, do you want to go in there or not?” Tony said irritably.  “I’ve had about enough of your shit for one day.”

After a quick confab they agreed that this would be the perfect starting point and they took a few steps towards the entrance before Uwe interjected.

“Before we play dress the monkey, I am in desperate need of a coffee,” he said, and gestured with his hand at the coffee shop two doors down.

“You go ahead Uwe while we make a start in here and you can join us in here in fifteen minutes,” Hugh suggested.

Uwe stiffened. “No.  Why don’t you wait for two minutes while I grab a coffee and then we can all go in together?  Surely that is not too much to ask of you now, is it?” 

He made it sound as if he was offering them a choice, but they all knew the reality.

“Go on then, Uwe,” Gareth said impatiently, “but make it quick.”

Uwe strode purposefully towards the coffee shop while Gareth and the gang complained quietly to each other.  He looked through the large window on his approach and saw a middle-aged man struggling to carry shopping bags and a cup of coffee while trying to pull the door open from  the inside of the shop.  Ignoring this Uwe pushed the door firmly open. The man on the other side stepped back quickly and dropped his bags as he tried to keep his balance and stop his coffee from spilling.

“Hey watch out!” the man shouted at Uwe, “I almost spilt this coffee over my trousers.”

Uwe stopped and turned to face the man.  He stared at his trousers for a moment, “Your trousers are unsightly, uninspiring and ill-fitting.  Spilling coffee over them might actually improve them.”  He let the door swing back before walking towards the counter.

The man shook his head dumbfounded, collected his things together and left the premises.

A rather perky, young fat girl with a Canadian accent addressed Uwe brightly. “Good morning, Sir!  What can I get you?”

“I would like a coffee, please,” Uwe responded curtly.

“Sure!  No problem,” she chirped.  “What kind?  Café Latte, Americano, Cappuccino, Espresso, Macchiato?”

Uwe rolled his eyes. “I would just like a coffee with milk and no sugar.”

“Okay,” she said.  “Café Latte it is.”

Uwe twitched slightly. “Actually, it’s pronounced latt-tay,” he explained with obvious irritation.

The barista frowned slightly. “Sure, the customer is always right.  One Café Latte,” she said pronouncing it incorrectly again.

Uwe started to speak again but thought better of it; he knew a waste of time when he saw one.

“Venti, Grande or Massimo?”

“What?” Uwe growled.

She smiled at him, “What size, Sir?  Venti, Grande or Massimo?”

Uwe rubbed his chin irritably. “Medium.  Just give me a medium-sized drink.”

“Grande it is!” she said with unfaltering energy.

Uwe furrowed his brow. “No, I want a medium.  Surely a Grande is large.  I don’t want a large, I just want a medium.”

“But that is a medium, Sir,” she explained, “a Massimo is a large, a Grande is a medium and a Venti is a small.”

Uwe looked at the ceiling and muttered angrily: “Himmel, Arsch und Zwirn!”

The barista paused momentarily in confusion. “Are you okay, Sir?” she asked with concern.

Uwe simply stared her in the eye and displayed his teeth in an angry, forced smile, “Yes, everything is fine.  Can I have my coffee now?”

“Almost,” she replied in her sing-song voice. “Full-fat, half-fat or soya?”

Uwe placed his hands on the counter and fixed his stare upon her.  His lips parted in a snarl. “Look,” he bellowed, “I have come here for a coffee not a fucking conversation!”

A look of concern replaced the gormless smile on the barista’s face. “Huh?”

Uwe leant further over the counter and said, “Just give me my fucking coffee!”

The barista’s lip wobbled and tears began to pour from her eyes.  She turned and ran through a door behind the counter disappearing from Uwe’s sight.

Her supervisor, hearing the commotion, walked across to Uwe and smiled. “Hi there!  What can I get for you?”

“I would like a coffee with milk,” Uwe said quickly.

“What kind?  Café Latte, Americano, Cappuccino …” the supervisor started, but was interrupted by Uwe.

“Café Latte,” Uwe said curtly.

“Venti, Grande …” he said before being interrupted again by Uwe as he tried in vain to pick up the pace.

“Grande!” Uwe stated simply.

“Full-fat, half-fat …” the supervisor asked.

“Half-fat,” Uwe said, trying to keep his temper.  “Now if you have finally finished your interrogation please give me my coffee.”

The supervisor smiled. “Not yet, Sir.”

“What?” Uwe cried in disbelief.

“I said, not yet, Sir.” the supervisor repeated. “I still have a few more questions to ask you.”

Uwe ground his teeth in frustration. He didn’t dare look out of the coffee shop window; it would be a sign of weakness and he knew they’d be complaining about him anyway so why give them the satisfaction?  Uwe leant forward and read the supervisor’s name badge.  It read: ‘Hi, my name’s James.  How may I make your day great?’

“James,” Uwe growled, “what on earth is there left to ask?”

The supervisor grinned inanely. “Eat in or take away?”

Uwe’s head slumped forward in despair, he looked at his shoes as he spoke. “Don’t you mean drink in or take away?”

“What?” The supervisor replied with a hint of uncertainty, his eyes searched for his laminated sheet of instructions, which was hidden behind the counter away from the customer’s prying eyes.  He surreptitiously read through his checklist, found what he was looking for and smiled.  “No, Sir.  Eat in or take away,” he said confidently.

“Arschloch!” Uwe muttered. He knew he wasn’t going to win this battle, so he decided to just give in.  “Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to take the coffee away from you and this bloody coffee shop, thank you,” he said with resignation.

On hearing these words the supervisor picked up a paper cup and wrote a series of letters on the side of it with a black marker pen.  Still facing Uwe he shouted the order to the staff working the coffee machine behind him, Uwe winced at the volume in which James, barked his orders.

Then lowering his voice and changing his tone the supervisor spoke again to Uwe. “That will be four pounds please.”

Uwe took his wallet from his jacket and removed a five-pound note and handed it to him silently.  The supervisor tapped a series of buttons, put the fiver in the till, removed some coins and handed Uwe five twenty-pence pieces.

“Thank you, Sir.  One pound change,” he said with an air of satisfaction.

Uwe stared at the handful of change and tutted.  He stood there fuming silently while he waited for the staff to prepare his coffee.  The supervisor smiled idiotically, rocking back and forth on his heels.

“One half-fat, Venti, Café Latte,” came the shout from behind the supervisor.

“Finally,” whispered Uwe. 

The supervisor pushed the cup of hot coffee slowly across the counter towards Uwe.  He reached out expectantly to take it, but just as Uwe’s fingers were within centimetres of the cup the supervisor stopped pushing it and placed his hand on top of it.  Uwe stared at the chubby hand on top of his coffee, with a look of bewilderment he peered at the server.  The supervisor’s lips parted slowly and he began to speak. “Chocolate sprinkles?”

“No!” Uwe said quickly and tersely.

“Cinnamon sprinkles?” the supervisor countered.

“No sprinkles.”

“Caramel shot?” said the supervisor with lightning speed.

“Absolutely not.”

“Vanilla shot then?” came the reply, as quick as a bullet from a gun.

“No fucking shots,” screamed Uwe banging his fists on the counter.

“Then a biscotti perhaps?” simpered the supervisor, ignoring Uwe’s foul language.

“Hoffentlich wirst Du den nächsten Monat Feuer pinkeln!” he bellowed venomously before he turned and left the coffee shop without his drink.  He marched angrily back towards the others, his feet stomping on the polished floor.

“Finally!  What took you so long?” Gareth asked with irritation.  He looked at Uwe’s hands.  “Where’s your drink?  Did you sit in there and drink it while we waited for you here like a bunch of idiots?” Gareth said in disbelief.

“I changed my mind,” Uwe lied.  “I am no longer thirsty.”  And with that he stormed off into the boutique.

The group exchanged confused looks.  “Come on then, Tony,” Hugh said enthusiastically, “let’s make you look fabulous.”

 

 

Several hours later the group left the premises of the Twin Pines shopping mall tired but content in the knowledge of a job well done.  Tony strode beside them purposely, exuding a newfound confidence in his newly purchased items.  He smiled as he caught his reflection in the automatic doors.  He ran his hands down the seam of his fitted shirt and twisted his head to check out his own arse in his skinny-fit jeans.

“Why don’t you save them, Tony,” Hugh said, “you’ll get them dirty before we’ve had a chance to present you to Ben in class.”

“I’m never taking these off,” Tony said proudly as he admired the flames on the leather cowboy boots that he was wearing.  “I look like the dog’s bollocks in these,” Tony said, glowing with pride.

A group of girls walked by. Tony took a few steps back and opened the door for them; they smiled in thanks at Tony as they passed him.

“Ladies,” he said in a silky smooth tone as he leant forward, closed his eyes and breathed in their perfume.  They giggled flirtatiously as they walked away. 

“We’ve created a monster,” Hugh whispered to Uwe and Gareth.

“Okay, Tony,” Gareth said warmly, “leave the girls alone, we’ve got to head back now.”

“Oh really?” Tony said with disappointment.

“Yes, really,” Gareth chuckled, “you need a cold shower I think.”

The four of them walked across the car park towards Uwe’s car. “Now wherever did we park the car?” Uwe asked.

As they stood there searching the car park they heard the screech of tyres and the roar of an engine.  Suddenly Uwe saw a blue Volkswagen campervan tearing across the car park towards them.  For a moment he stared curiously at the van as it drove ever closer before it suddenly dawned on him what was happening.

“Oh, my god.  They found us, I don’t know how, but they found us,” cried Uwe in terror.  “Run for it Tony!”

“Who?  Who?” said Tony in total confusion.

“Who do you think?  The Libyans!” Uwe shrieked panic ridden.

“The Libyans?   What do you mean the Libyans?” Tony said baffled.

“Shit!” Hugh exclaimed as he stared through the windscreen of the oncoming campervan.  “He doesn’t mean Libyans, he means lesbians!”

“Holy shit!” exclaimed Tony as the campervan screeched to a halt next to them and the sliding door whipped open.

“Run for it,” Gareth shouted as the lesbian hockey team leapt from their van onto the tarmac. “Don’t let them mess your clothes up and there’s no way we can afford for your face to get any bruises Tony.”

“Get those cock-loving freaks!” screamed one of the lesbians.

The four guys ran across the car park, laden down with their shopping bags and followed closely by the lesbians.

“Christ,” Tony wailed, “it’s almost impossible to run in these boots.”

Gareth also limped along in his winkle picker boots. “Ow, ow, ow,” he moaned as their pursuers gained on them.

“Quick, this way,” shouted Hugh.

They dodged in between the parked cars frantically looking for an escape route.

“I’ve had a lot of dreams about me and lesbians,” Tony panted, “but they were nothing like this.”

“Let me guess, Tony, in your dreams were they really attractive and incredibly keen to have sex with you?” Gareth shouted over to Tony as they ran.

“Yeah, that’s right.  Have you had similar dreams?” Tony shouted back before running across the road directly in front of an oncoming car.  The driver of the car slammed on his brakes and hooted his horn.

“Wake up, Tony!  These girls don’t want to fuck you, but they do want to fuck you up.  They mean business,” Gareth explained to Tony breathlessly.

“Will you two just shut up and run,” wailed Hugh from behind them, “they’re gaining on us.”

“But part of me wants them to catch us and rough us up a little,” Tony said as he ran past the last row of parked cars.

“Think of it this way, Tony,” Uwe said firmly, “it is a clear gain to sacrifice pleasure in order to avoid pain.  You may gain some weird pleasure from having them rough you up, but eventually it will end in pain for all of us.”

“Turn this way,” Hugh shouted as he ran around the back of the shopping centre into the staff car park.

Tony and the others followed him. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. Those lezzers are so bloody ugly and manly anyway.”

“Ah shit,” Hugh screamed, “it’s a dead end!”

Regardless, they still ran towards the edge of the car park, where their escape was blocked by a wire fence.  The lesbians gained on them and before any of them had a chance to think of a plan B one of the girls grabbed Hugh and pinned him against the fence.  The fence rattled as his body was pushed against it.  Almost immediately the fence bounced again and again as Tony, Gareth and Uwe were pinned up against it by their attackers.

“Oi, watch the clothes!” Tony complained as they manhandled him.

“You cock-gobbling queers will never learn,” laughed Lex.  “If you wore comfortable shoes like us you would have gotten away, but now you’ll pay for your vanity.”

“So Lezzy Lex, we meet again,” Tony drawled.

“Ah, Tony the twat,” Lex growled, “I almost didn’t recognise you without your hot pants.”

“Pretty natty clobber eh?  I bet I could even turn you?”  Tony joked with bravado.

Lex just laughed. “Christ!  Not even if you were the last person on the planet.  Never will a sausage pass through either of my lips.”

“How boring though,” Tony scoffed, “don’t you get tired of just licking away?  Where’s the variety?”

“Well sometimes it’s white meat and if I fancy a change it is not far to go for brown meat.  Both sides are finger-licking good.”

“Oh carry on, tell me more.  Then what do you do?” Tony said staring intently into her eyes.  “I’m seriously getting aroused,” he said sarcastically.

“Then let me help you out,” Lex walked over to Tony and rubbed the bulge at the front of his jeans.  “Is this the spot?” she said.

“Oh yes, yes, yes!  Now we’re talking,” Tony looked over at Gareth, “See, they are like the lesbians in the films, just uglier.  But that doesn’t matter one bit to me.  This is the best day ever!”  He grinned ecstatically, so much so that his face began to ache. “Hey, would you two lesbos over there mind tonguing each other?  I’d kill to see that.”

“Oh you like this sort of thing, do you?” Lex said softly before her expression hardened. “Well, how do you like this?”  She gritted her teeth and squeezed Tony’s balls hard.

Tony squealed like a pig, “Arrghh you bitch.”

Lex let go and took a few steps back. “You thought that you were pretty hot stuff on the hockey pitch didn’t you?  Well that’s the last time you’ll make a fool out of us,” and with that she spat in his face.

Tony scowled and wretched, his body tightened but two of the girls held him in place by his shoulders.  “What do I do?” Tony said as he struggled against them trying to ignore the pain in his testicles.

A third girl stepped forward and grabbed his throat. “Shut it,” she ordered.

“What do you mean, Tony?” Gareth asked, struggling to speak with his captor’s hand also clenched on his throat.

“I mean, should I hit them?” Tony said gasping for air.

“Why are you asking me?” Gareth said.

“Well, I was brought up never to hit a woman, but these girls really look like men.  I’m just so confused!” Tony said with anguish.

“Sorry Tony, but weren’t you going to prison for aggravated assault?” Gareth asked incredulously, “and suddenly you’ve developed a conscience?”

“Enough!  Shut it you slags,” Lex said, and she strode up to Tony and punched him full in the face.

“You hit like a girl,” Tony said defiantly.

“I am a girl you silly twat,” Lex growled at Tony.

“Barely,” he grinned.

Lex clenched her fist, “Hit like a girl do I?” she said.  Her knuckles cracked as she prepared herself.  “Let him go,” she ordered.

Tony’s captor released him and stepped back.  Tony smugly smoothed the wrinkles out of his shirt to buy himself some time while thinking up his next witty retort.  But before Tony had a chance to speak Lex’s fist flew suddenly and struck him in the centre of his throat.  Tony felt his Adam’s apple bounce off of his oesophagus.  He fought for breath as he fell to his knees and writhed on the floor.

“Do the same to them,” Lex ordered.

Gareth, Uwe and Hugh each braced themselves for the pain as the succession of blows came to them.  One by one they each fell to the ground clutching at their throats, fighting for air.

“Let that be a lesson to you faggots,” Lex said before kicking Tony hard in the stomach and spitting on him for a second time.  She crouched down and peered into his contorted face, “No one makes a fool of us on the hockey pitch and we never, ever lose, especially not to your lot.”  The girls turned and walked casually back to their van laughing and congratulating each other.

Lex turned and shouted back at them.  “You’re nothing but a bunch of useless faggots and fairies!”

Tony, Uwe, Gareth and Hugh lay on the cold, hard tarmac taking brief snatches of air as they fought to breath.

Tony sucked in some air as he searched for the resolve to speak.  “We …” he said before sucking in another breath of air, “… never ... tell ...” pausing for a moment as he strained to breathe “… anyone … about … this ... ever!”






Chapter Fourteen

 

“Hey Keenan, are you coming or not?” Hugh shouted from the doorway. He propped the door open with his foot and tutted impatiently. He glared repeatedly at his watch to emphasise his point.

“What's the rush? Ben's never on time,” he shouted back at Hugh.

Hugh frowned. “I know, but he does that on purpose. You know how he likes to make a big entrance.  If we get there late we'll encroach on his performance.”

“Okay, okay,” Keenan conceded as he threw his stationery and books into his bag and made his way over to Hugh. “Where are the others? Have they left already?”

“Marc didn't come back last night so I don't know what happened to him. But Tony and Uwe have been up for hours training for the next match,” Hugh explained. “They go for a run, then onto the gym and then they do some hockey practise. I should really go with them too, but I don't sleep well, as you know, so I can't get up at the same time as them.”

“Aye, and there I was thinking it was because you're a lazy bastard, Hugh,” Keenan said sardonically.

              Hugh blushed, but thought better of rising to this.

The two of them wandered down the corridor towards the grand staircase. As they approached the top of the stairs they saw a pair of legs sticking out from behind the curtains.

“It looks like we've found Marc,” Keenan groaned, rolling his eyes.

              They walked over to the curtains and pulled them back, Marc lay slumped against the wall virtually comatose and stinking of the night before. Keenan kicked the soles of Marc's shoes, but he didn’t stir. He tried again, but still Marc showed no sign of waking.

Keenan sighed. “I'm tired of this shit, you know.” He walked over to one of the trestle tables that lined the corridors and picked up the floral display. Keenan discarded the flowers and walked back towards Hugh and Marc with the vase in his hand. “This'll wake the drunken bastard up,” he said, with more than a hint of menace, and promptly poured the contents of the vase over Marc's head.

Marc gasped for air as he was awoken from his slumber. He looked around, trying to get his bearings. He squinted up through bleary eyes at Hugh and Keenan. “Why did you do that, you pair of twats? Couldn't you have woken me like a normal human being?”

Keenan shook his head and raised the side of his mouth. “You're late for class you ungrateful gobshite.”

Hugh crouched down to Marc's eye level. “If you don't get your act together they'll kick you out,” he said solemnly.

“Ah, who gives a shit?” Marc muttered angrily.

Hugh studied Marc for a moment. “What’s that on your forehead?”

“What are you talking about?”

Keenan laughed. “Ha!  Someone’s drawn the phantom on your bleeding forehead.  That’ll teach you.”

Marc rubbed his forehead furiously.  “Has it gone?”

“Nope.  Try and wet it.”

Marc ran his fingers through his wet hair, and then rubbed his forehead again. “What about now?”

Hugh shook his head. “Sorry, Marc, it’s not coming off.  I reckon it’s been drawn on with an indelible marker pen.”

“It suits you, though,” Keenan said.  “It makes you look like a super hero.”

“Fuck off, Keenan!”

“Here, let me try.”  Hugh removed a tissue from his pocket and wet it with his tongue.  He extended his hand to Marc’s forehead, but Marc knocked his hand away.

              “Don’t you dare!”

              “What?  It’s only a cat-lick,” Hugh said.

              “It’s your spit.  Why is it okay if you lick a tissue?  Why not just gob directly on my face and then wipe it with the tissue?”  He shook his head at Hugh.  “I'm going back to bed to sleep this off,” he said, and with that he walked unsteadily back towards the Larry Grayson boudoir licking his hand and rubbing at his forehead.

“Come on, Keenan, we'd better get a move on. He's made us late now,” Hugh said, before making his way quickly down the stairs.

When they arrived at the class they could hear muffled voices. Hugh listened at the door and heard Ben awarding the grades from the style assignment.

“Oh shit, they've already started. You go first,” Hugh said to Keenan, urging him on.

“Jesus, what are you like?” Keenan replied. He reached down and turned the handle of the large mahogany door. It creaked as he pushed it open, Hugh winced at the noise and the attention of the class turned away from Ben and onto Hugh and Keenan.

“Oh, so nice of you to join us,” Ben said without his normal pleasantness.

“Sorry, sorry,” Hugh said as he and Keenan made their way over to their cushions.

Ben put his hands on his hips. “I accept your apology, but shouldn't you apologise to the new boy?”

All of the students looked around trying to see who Ben meant.

“Why don't you stand up and introduce yourself?” Ben said warmly.

“Who exactly are you talking about?” Uwe said with vitriol.

“Why, this dapper young fellow here,” Ben said, pointing at Tony. He smiled to himself and began to ham his performance up.  “He looks vaguely like everybody's favourite hooligan and homophobe, but this could never be. This must just be an unfortunate coincidence for this fellow.  Stand up young man and introduce yourself.” He gestured for Tony to stand up to cheers from the rest of the class.

Tony remained firmly seated on his cushion.  “I'm alright here, actually.”

“Oh so modest,” Ben simpered with a flick of his wrist. “Seriously, Tony, please stand up and come to the front. I'm not a religious man, but I think I've witnessed a miracle.”

Reluctantly Tony rose to his feet, kicked back his cushion and walked to the front of the class.

“So, let's take a look at our man. Nobody is to speak, just look on in awe.”  He stepped back to the side of the class and faced Tony.

The whole class stared at Tony as he stood uncomfortably in the spotlight.

Ben turned to face the class with one arm outstretched towards Tony and started to speak respectfully.  “Now, isn't that a work of art. Somebody take a photo and hang it on the wall.” His eyes moved from Tony and onto the class. “Uwe, Gareth. Please stand up and take a bow. Oh, and you too, Hugh.”

The class applauded as the three of them stood up and took a bow.  Hugh basked in the glow while Uwe held back a smile that fought to make an appearance on his face.

Gareth made his way over to Tony.  “We can't take all the credit here, Ben.”

Uwe frowned and his eyes made daggers at Gareth.

“Tony deserves most of the credit.  He jumped at the chance for this makeover and let the three of us give him a complete overhaul.”  He reached out and shook Tony's hand as firmly as he could.

Now it was Tony's turn to frown.  “Well, I wouldn't go that far,” he protested.

“Oh, don't be so humble; be proud of the new you,” Gareth said warmly, patting him on the back with his other hand.

The class whooped and whistled at Tony; eventually he grinned and gestured for Hugh and Uwe to join him and Gareth. He clasped his hands together and raised them above his shoulder in victory, mocking himself.

“Okay, you all get an 'A' for that. I could not have asked for more,” Ben said proudly. “Now please return to your cushions.”

As Tony walked past Ben, Ben reached out and stopped him. 

“Is that eye shadow you're wearing? How on earth did anyone convince you to wear that?” Ben said, trying to get a good look at Tony's eye.

“No, it's not eye shadow!” Tony protested. “It's a bloody bruise, that's all.”

Ben tilted his head to one side and waited for Tony to provide an explanation.

“It's a long story and it's not very interesting. Can we move on?”

Ben looked a little disappointed at missing out on this titbit of gossip.  “Whatever you desire, Tony,” he said with a sigh.  “Go on, take your seat.”

They all settled back down onto their soft cushions and chatted about their grades.  Ben decided to let them have a few moments before he started the day's lecture.  He walked over to his desk and took a small sip from a bottle of water. Then he took some of his notes from his desk and read through them quietly. Ben half listened to the students and noticed that they had stopped talking about grades and were now talking about their plans for the weekend, so he placed his notes on his desk and turned around to face them once again.

“Right!  Settle down,” he shouted over the racket.  “Today you're going to learn about Fag Haggery.”

An excited murmur rippled across the class and Ben smiled.  “So what is Fag Haggery?” he asked rhetorically. “Well, as I told you at the beginning of the year, Fag Haggery is the capture and subsequent keeping of a fag hag.”

Tony raised his hand.  “Sorry, I just don't get it. What exactly is a fag hag?” he asked with a look of confusion.

“Sorry Tony, you look so much like one of us now that I completely forgot to explain,” Ben said apologetically.  “A fag hag is a girl or woman – I am never sure of the most politically correct way to refer to them these days – who acts as a companion to you. Cast your mind back, if you will, to the beginning of term when I delivered my fabulous and truly unforgettable introductory session. You may recall that I informed you that you will be taught how to intelligently select a female companion.”

The class nodded, except for Tony, who raised his hand again.  “I still don't get it. You lot are gay, right?”

“He's learning,” Ben said with a wink.

Tony ignored this and carried on.  “But you want a girl to hang around with, right?” he said requesting confirmation.

“Yes, right again, Tony,” Ben said, nodding.

Tony's facial expression changed to puzzlement as he tried to make sense of this. He rubbed his forehead with his thumb and index finger.  “So you look for a girl that you like and make friends with her on a purely platonic basis?”

Ben clapped his hands together in delight.  “He's got it. What a wonderful teacher I am.”

It was Hugh's turn to raise his hand now.  “But what do you do with them exactly once you select one?” Hugh asked.

Ben listened carefully and waited politely for Hugh to finish.  “Well, they will accompany you when you go shopping and help you choose your outfit. Or you can take them to a club with you and they'll watch your drinks while you dance or visit the little boy’s room. They'll even help you decide who's worth pulling and who isn't, without the worry of them trying to cop off with your potential target.”

“Okay,” Hugh said. “That makes sense. They sound handy.  I think I'd like one.”

Tony scratched his head.  “You know what? I still don't get it.”

“It's just a female companion for you to hang out with,” Ben said, wondering how Tony still didn't get it.

“A female companion,” Tony said out loud as he considered it further, “and you call these birds 'fag hags'.”

“Yes,” Ben replied simply.

“Do you know what I'd do if I had a fag hag?” Tony shouted out.

Ben pondered this question for a moment, trying to decide whether he should answer.

“I'll tell you anyway. I'd fuck her, if I had one,” Tony announced, not waiting for an answer.  “I'd bang her into next week.”

“Tony, Tony, Tony,” Ben said.  “Can you not calm that throbbing libido for the sake of us all?”

“Hey, I can't fight a billion years of evolution now, can I?” Tony said matter-of-factly as if it excused his behaviour.  “I'd bone her every which way but loose.”

“Urgh, please shut up,” Uwe said, trying not to gag.  “The mental image of heterosexual intercourse is enough to make me bring my breakfast up.”  He raised his hand to his mouth as if to stop himself from vomiting.

Tony laughed at Uwe's reaction.  “Bang! Bang! Bang!” he shouted over and over again at Uwe while repeatedly thrusting his hips.

“Oh somebody please shut him up, it's making my stomach turn,” shouted Bruce.  “Heterosexual sex is so unnatural!”

Ben clapped his hands together again in an attempt to regain control of the situation.  “Come on now, focus everybody. Keep the heterophobia to a minimum please. Let's get back on track.”

The class’s attention went back to Ben once more, but the look of disgust remained on their faces.

“Look, Tony,” Ben said with exasperation, “it's a bit like owning a dog, Tony.  Okay?  Is that something that you can understand?”

“Ah, I see, it's starting to make sense now,” Tony said with a smile.

“And you wouldn't want to sleep with a dog now, would you Tony?” Ben said, trying to bring this avenue of discussion to an end.

Tony grinned.  “Well, never say never, Ben.  I've shagged some real hounds in my time, if you know what I mean.”  He slapped his legs and laughed raucously.

The class looked away as Tony made a series of rude gestures with his arms.

“And I boned a few pigs too, as well,” he added before making high-pitched noises like a distressed pig. “Squeal piggy, squeal!” he said through his laughter.

“Right, that's enough, Tony,” Ben said seriously, waving his finger at Tony.  “Give it a rest now. You're making everyone feel sick.”

Tony's face darkened for a moment before Gareth's hand reached over and touched his shoulder.  “Relax Tony, relax,” he said calmly, “don't lose your cool.”

Tony concentrated on his breathing and slowly the scowl left his face and he nodded begrudgingly to let Gareth know he had control.

“Go on, Ben, please continue,” Gareth said in a soothing voice.

Ben eyed Tony warily.  “Yes. Well, where was I?” he said to himself.  “Ah yes, I remember. I was telling you about Fag Haggery.”

The mood lightened in the room again and Ben started to get into his stride once more.

“As I was saying, every fag needs a hag,” he declared.  “As I said before, what is a fag without a hag?  Remember earlier in the year I asked you to ponder the following: What was Batman without Robin?” He left a pause to allow the class to contemplate this for a moment before continuing. “What was Dorothy without Toto?  And what was Tripitaka without Monkey?  You’re going to need to get yourself a fag hag and it is my job to teach you how to select the right one for you.  I’ll show you where to find one.”  His pace quickened as he explained, “Don’t just pick the first fat girl that you find crying on the stairs at a party, you’ll need to choose carefully … be selective,” Ben warned as he wagged his finger at the class.  “A fag hag is for life, not just for Christmas,” he added in a serious tone.  “Most importantly, I will teach you what to do with them once you get one and how to handle them.”

Uwe’s hand shot up into the air.

“Yes?” Ben said, pointing at Uwe.  “You have a question?”

“I do,” Uwe stated.  “What do you mean when you say how to handle them?”

“Ah,” Ben nodded sagely, “I’ll tell you what I mean.  Fag hags are like Mogwai; you must follow a certain set of strict rules if you want to have one.  Listen carefully.”

The class leaned forward to listen as Ben spoke in a secretive manner.  “Rule number one:  Don’t feed them alcohol after midnight or get them wet, otherwise they will try and have sex with you.

The assembled listeners gasped in horror.

“The forbidden love,” Gareth whispered.

“The love that dare not speak its name,” Ben said in a serious tone.

“Fag shaggery,” whimpered Bruce.

“Yeah.  What sort of sick, twisted pervert would sleep with a woman?” Hugh said out loud so everyone heard him.

Tony's face was like thunder.  “I can't believe that I am hearing this.”

Ben coughed, remembering where he was.  “Sorry Tony, please accept our apologies.  It just seems a little ...” he stumbled for the right words, “... wrong, I suppose.”

“Maybe to you it does. But it's completely right to me,” Tony replied.  “In fact, if any of your fag hags need a good seeing to, then you just call on your old mate Tony. I'll sort them out.”

“Thank you Tony, we'll bear that in mind,” Ben said.  “As I was saying, there are rules to keeping your fag hags.  Like getting them drunk at the end of the night; that's when they are at their most vulnerable and will potentially try and sleep with you.  Or worse,” he added ominously.

“What could be worse?” Uwe asked in disbelief.

“They will try and upstage you!”

The class shrieked at Ben in horror.

“They will try and make you their accessory,” his intonation heavy on the word ‘their’.  “But they must never be allowed to forget that they are the fag hag.  The clue is in their title,” he said seriously.  “You are not the hag’s fag,” he added forcefully, pacing up and down in front of them as he always did when he wanted to deliver an important message.  “You are not there for them to fall back on after midnight when none of the hetties have pulled them.”  He stared several of his pupils directly in the eye as he delivered his homily and they withered under his gaze.  “Take heed now from my words.”  Then suddenly he paused.  The room fell silent as Ben stood alone, apparently reflecting on a painful memory.

“Ben,” Gareth said, “are you okay?”

Ben pursed his lips and nodded silently, taking a moment to hold back his emotions.  The class stared empathetically back at Ben.  He sniffed, and stared at the ceiling.  He walked slowly over to his desk, using this time to regain his composure and took a sip of water.  “Okay, carrying on from my original point before that slight digression.  Can anyone tell me the most obvious thing about these duos, Batman and Robin, Dorothy and Toto, Tripitaka and Monkey?”  Ben asked the class.

“One is the leader and the other is the sidekick,” one of the students said raising his hand.

“Exactly, you hit the nail on the head,” Ben said in an approving tone, pleased that they were understanding him.

“Now, as I said, these girls will try and make you their sidekick.  You must never allow this to happen,” Ben said masterfully.  “Now make this your mantra: 'Fag Hag not Hag's fag’.  Say it with me!” he ordered.

The class duly joined in with the chant, “Fag Hag not Hag's fag.”

“And again,” Ben shouted.

“Fag Hag not Hag's fag.” they chanted in frenzy.

“Good! Now don't you ever forget it,” he advised sternly.  “Whenever you are with her, keep repeating this over and over in your head.”

He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve, the adrenaline still pumping through his veins.  “Right, let's all calm ourselves down.  So, it’s assignment time.  I'm sure you can guess it this week.  Anyone?  Anyone?” he asked as he pointed to the students.

Bruce raised his hand eagerly.

“Yes Bruce, care to take a guess?” Ben said beaming, pleased in the knowledge that he had delivered another award-winning lecture.

“Is our assignment to go out and bag ourselves a fag hag?” he said grinning.

“He's got it in one,” Ben said to the class.  “Give him a clap then.”

The class clapped and cheered and Bruce blew kisses to them all.

“Now I want you all to think long and hard about your strategy.  I have told you before – treat this seriously. I have printed out this reading material,” Ben said as he handed the notes out.  “I suggest that you study it carefully.  You really can't afford to make any mistakes here. So study it hard.  This will be your bible.  Ideally you should memorise it.”

The class flipped through the pages quickly, eager to learn the secrets, and they chatted excitedly.

“How will we know when we've found the right girl?” Keenan asked with more than a hint of worry.

Ben smiled. “Oh, you'll know,” he replied enigmatically.  “Just make sure you're prepared.  When you find the right one you'll only get one shot at bagging her.  So don't screw it up.”

The bell rang and the class duly began to stand up as they prepared to leave.

“Final note,” Ben said seriously as he drew his lecture to a close.  “These girls have got feelings too.  I hate to repeat myself, but remember a fag hag is for life not just for Christmas.”






Chapter Fifteen

 

“No, there is no way I am coming with you!” Tony howled as he waved his hands at anyone who made eye contact with him.

“Jesus Tony, sometimes you really are a drama queen,” Keenan complained.  “Honestly, I don't give a shite if you come with us or not,” he turned back to the mirror and continued to preen himself.

Hugh shook his head and folded his arms in protest, “Look if Tony's not going then I'm not going.”

Suddenly Bruce started to pay attention, “What?  Oh Hugh, don't be like that.”

“Sorry, but if Tony stays, then I stay,” Hugh stated plainly.

Bruce frowned at Hugh as he decided what to say next.  “Why do you care if Tony goes or not?  Do you fancy him or something?” he added jealously.

Hugh grimaced, “Urgh, you must be joking,” and shuddered visibly.

Bruce's face lightened at Hugh's repulsion, “Oh that's good to hear.”

Hugh's eyes narrowed and he peered over at Bruce, he thought carefully before speaking.  “I already have someone special in my life, so no one else could even get a look in,” he smiled to himself, satisfied that this would let Bruce down gently.

“Since when?” Bruce said with disappointment.

“Since forever,” Hugh replied irritably that his last statement hadn't ended the discussion.  

“Really?  Well who is the lucky sod?” Bruce asked inquisitively, but not really wanting to hear the answer.

“George!  Remember?  Christ, sometimes I don't think you people ever listen to me.” 

Bruce took his shoes off and put them back in his wardrobe despondently, “Oh yes, I do remember now.”

Uwe peered over at Bruce, “Why are you putting your shoes away?”

“Suddenly I don't feel like going out now,” Bruce said forlornly at Uwe.

“Oh for fuck's sake,” Keenan bemoaned.  “This is all your bloody fault Tony, you selfish bastard.”

“My fault?  Why is it my fault?” 

“Right listen to me,” Gareth said calmly as he adjusted his tie in the mirror.  “Tony, would you like to get laid?” he said without taking his eyes off his magnificent reflection.

“Not with you queer boy,” Tony said as he wrestled with the decision of making daggers at Gareth's reflection or at the back of Gareth's head.

Gareth saved Tony's brain the trouble and turned around to face him directly.  He straightened his shirt sleeves and sighed.  “Only in your dreams!  But seriously, I meant would you want to sleep with a woman tonight?”

Tony contemplated this, trying to work out the hidden meaning.

Gareth turned back to the mirror and teased the tips of his hair, “It's a simple question Tony.  Just answer me.  Do you want to sleep with a woman tonight?”

“Yes,” Tony said plainly.

Gareth's reflection smiled back at Tony.  “Thank you,” he said before turning around and casually throwing a long grey scarf around his neck.  “Okay, then.  So next question, what are the chances of you meeting a woman by mooching round in this boudoir all night?”

Tony scratched his head, “Pretty slim I suppose.”

Gareth nodded, “Exactly!  Now we are making progress.”  He took out a little roller and ran it over his shoulders to remove any lint.  “Brace yourself Tony, here comes another question.”  He bent his head slightly and inspected his shirt and jeans, satisfied that all the offending lint had been removed he spoke again, “So, who do you think the clientele are at a gay club?”

“Easy!” Tony said enthusiastically, “Benders, bummers, homos, faggots...”

“Yes, of course,” Gareth said interrupting him.  “But who else?”  He tilted his head sideward a little as he waited for Tony to respond.

“Dunno,” came Tony's reply.  “Enlighten me.”

Gareth pursed his lips for a moment before speaking, “Heterosexual women!”

“Women?”  

“Yes!  Heterosexual women!” Gareth reaffirmed.  “And why do you think these women will be at a gay club?”

“Dunno,” Tony repeated as he strained to think of a reason.

“It's simple.  To have a night away from being leered at by men,” Gareth explained before sliding on a pair of expensive Italian shoes.

“Really?” Tony said with a gasp.  He suddenly stopped and looked quite angry, “Hang on.  Are you taking the piss?”

Gareth stared at his shoes unable to take his eyes off them, “No, I am not taking the piss and yes, it will really be full of women?”  

“Interesting,” Tony said starting to consider the possibilities.

“And do you know what happens when there is nobody there to leer at them?” Gareth continued.

“Tell me,” Tony demanded hungrily.

Gareth smirked, “They stop feeling attractive,” he said sagely.

“What?  Explain that to me.” 

Gareth looked up from his shoes and smiled at Tony, “Women moan and complain about men coming on to them, chasing them.  They say they are tired of the innuendo and the leering, but the minute that it actually stops they start to feel empty inside.”

“I see, I see,” Tony said breathlessly as he welcomed this epiphany.

Gareth walked over to Tony.  “It gets better,” he said.

Tony grabbed Gareth's arms, “Go on.  Tell me,” he begged.

Gareth pushed Tony back, “Careful of the outfit Tony.”

“Sorry, sorry.  Please go on!”

“Alright, let me ask you another question,” Gareth said as he inspected and readjusted his clothes.  “How many straight men do you think will be at the club tonight?”

“I don't know Gareth, how many?” 

Gareth looked Tony in the eye and grinned, “Probably none.”

Tony looked puzzled as he tried to put the pieces together to make sense of Gareth's wisdom.  “You have to help me here, what are you getting at?” 

Gareth smirked, “Well, let me put it like this Tony.  If you come with us you'll probably be the only realistic option for the night for all those straight, lonely, empty women.”  The words dripped from Gareth's mouth like honey.

“Really!” Tony gasped breathlessly.  He could hardly believe the information that was being imparted to him.  He felt like he'd found one of the golden tickets to Willy Wonka's Chocolate Factory.  “How do I know that is true,” he said stuttering, “surely straight blokes have realised this and the place will be heaving with them?”

“Well, some do know about this Tony and those that do try everything they can to get into the club,” Gareth explained, “but the bouncers won't allow straight men in.  They just refuse them entry, it is a gay club after all.  They won't accept straight men but they don't mind straight women.  Potential fag hags you see,” he said tapping his nose.

“This is amazing information Gareth.  But answer me this, how will I get in if there are no straight men allowed?”

“Simple,” Gareth stated.  “You'll be with us.   It's hard to spot the geranium in a field of pansies Tony.”

“Are you lying to me?  Because if you are...” Tony threatened as he cracked his knuckles.

“Now Tony, would I lie to you?  And anyway let's face it, you need to come to try and get yourself a fag hag, else you'll fail the assignment.  So are you coming or not?”

Tony thought for a moment, “Yes, let me quickly wash my knackers in the sink and get my pulling gear on and I will be ready.”

Uwe pulled a face of disgust, “Charming.”

“Right, one down,” Gareth said with an air of satisfaction.  “So Hugh, now that Tony's coming, will you come?”

“Yeah, if Tony's going then I'll go too,” Hugh said quickly.

“Two down!”  Gareth grinned before he turned to Bruce, “And you Bruce?  Will you be joining us now?”

No sooner had the words left Gareth's lips than Bruce raced over and took out his shoes again, “Try and stop me.”

Gareth allowed himself to a moment of self congratulation, “Great!  Problem solved.”  He walked over and picked up his silver clip and wad of notes.  “Uwe, Marc, Giles, get your coats we're going to the gay bar.”

 

 

They waited impatiently as the queue snaked a line outside the gay bar, dressed to kill as usual, but this time Tony had pulled out all the stops and sported his new look proudly.

“Come on, come on,” Tony said with gritted teeth as he looked around nervously.

Gareth frowned, “What's your hurry Tony, I didn't think you'd be that desperate to get in there.”

“I'm not particularly desperate to get in there, I am just panicking that someone I know will see me queuing in line to get in,” he explained.

Gareth laughed heartily, “Tony, do you think that anyone will even recognise you.”  He paused for a moment to let Tony consider this before going on.  “I bet you don't even recognise yourself when you look in the mirror some days.”

Tony's mood lightened, “You know what, you've got a point there.”

“I saw him almost pick a fight with his own reflection,” Uwe said derisively.  

Tony chuckled, “That's bloody true.  I just saw some swine staring at me and it took me a moment to realise it was me.”

The line shuffled a few steps forward as another set of punters entered the club.

Hugh turned his head slightly and whispered to Tony, “Hey, don't wander off in there okay?”

Tony frowned, “What do you mean wander off?  Where the hell do you think I'm going to go?”

Hugh sighed, “No.  I mean don't leave me alone in there.”

Tony cracked his knuckles, “Hugh,” he said sternly, “You'd better not be cracking on to me.”

“Of course I'm not,” he quickly explained with exasperation, “I just don't want to be left alone with you know who.”

Tony's eyes darted from left to right as he tried to work out who Hugh meant, “Who?”

Hugh sighed before saying “Bruce!”

“You called!” Bruce said on hearing his name.  He placed his hand on Hugh's shoulder as he squeezed in next to him.  “What are you two whispering about?” he asked.  “I hope you're not hatching some wicked plan to get me drunk and have your way with me.”  Bruce said keenly and gave Hugh's bottom a little pinch.

Hugh gasped and looked helplessly at Tony.  

“No, Bruce,” Tony said dryly, “that wasn't what we were talking about.”

“Oh,” Bruce said with disappointment, “that is a shame.”

The queue moved forward again and Hugh eased his way out of Bruce's grip.

“Right Tony, get in the middle and try to blend in,” Gareth said as they neared the bouncers.

The group shuffled themselves to protect Tony, like cowboy wagons forming a circle to protect themselves from the Red Indians.  They waited in formation as the line moved forward again.  

“We're next,” whispered Gareth.  “Act casual.”

The group in front of them moved forward into the entrance of the club and Tony and the gang took their place at the front of the queue.  The seconds began to feel like an eternity as they stood at the threshold of the club.  Tony's heart was pounding and he began to sweat.  They waited patiently, trying to appear as casual as possible as the bouncers eyed them suspiciously before beckoning them forward.  They stepped forward in unison and moved passed the bouncers into the entrance.

“Hey you!” came a shout from behind them.

They all froze instantly, none of them daring to look around.  

“Hey, I'm talking to you,” one of the bouncers shouted aggressively.

Again, they remained motionless, huddling together.

The bouncer stepped forward and pushed past Giles and Marc before tapping Tony on the shoulder.

Tony turned slowly and looked up at the bouncer.  He was a good six or seven inches taller than Tony and looked like a hell's angel.

“Er, me?” Tony said nervously.

The bouncer grimaced, “Yes.  You.”  He boomed, his voice sounding like thunder.  “What's your name?”

“Tony,” he said stoically as he stared up at the behemoth.

 The bouncer ran his hand over his beard and studied Tony carefully.  “Tony eh?,” the bouncer repeated.  “That's a pretty name.”

Tony's eyes widened, “Oh, why don't you just fu...”

Keenan punched Tony in the back and stopped him from finishing the sentence.  Tony winced in pain and glared at Keenan.  Keenan frowned at him and nodded trying to convey a message without words.

Suddenly Tony realised what Keenan meant, he turned back to face the bouncer again.  “Erm, why don't you just find a pen and paper and give me your number?” he said painfully through gritted teeth.

The bouncer smiled, “Of course gorgeous.  Perhaps I can take you for a ride on the back on my bike.  Would you like that?”

Tony winced as he found the strength to respond, “Yes, I would like that oh so very much,” he said slowly as if walking barefoot on glass.

The bouncer took a pen and paper from the kiosk in the entrance and scribbled down his name and number.  He then leant over and slid it gently into Tony's back pocket.  Every muscle in Tony's body screamed, but he closed his eyes and forced his consciousness to retreat to a safe place in his mind.

“Call me!” the bouncer said before turning and walking back to the queue.

Tony whimpered slightly.

“Well done Tony,” Gareth said, “now I think that we'd better get you a stiff drink.”  

Tony nodded gently, his eyes as wide and white as the moon.

Hugh pushed some money across the desk of the kiosk.  “That should cover it,” he said quickly without waiting for any change.  They led Tony gently through the doors and into the club.

“Lucky bastard,” cursed Bruce as he followed them into the club.

 

 

They stood at the bar, their faces a mix of excitement, nervousness and numbness.

“I'll buy the first round,” Gareth said reaching into his pocket.  He took out his silver clip and wad of notes.

Hugh watched Gareth carefully as he rested his arm on the bar.  “Gareth, if you don't mind me asking, why do you carry that clip around with you?  Why not use a wallet?”

Gareth smiled warmly for a moment.  “There is only room for one unsightly bulge in my trousers, it's as simple as that,” he said nonchalantly and without any hint of irony as he scanned the room for potential targets.

“Oh,” Hugh muttered as he successfully resisted the urge to look down for proof.

Uwe tapped his foot impatiently, “My god, it never fails to infuriate me with how long you are prepared to wait to be served.”  He leant over the bar angrily and shouted, “Hey guy!  Come here.”

The barman nodded to Uwe that he would be the next person served.  As he was finishing with his current customer another patron walked up to the bar.  The barman took the cash from his customer and then began to serve the newcomer to the bar.

Uwe's face flushed with anger, “I do not believe what I am seeing.  That idiot knew that I was next.”

“Calm down Uwe,” Gareth said, “you'll give yourself a nervous breakdown.”  He patted him on the back and waved his wad of notes at the barman.  The barman again nodded over to acknowledge them.  

Once the barman had finished with his customer he made his way over to the group, but before he had the chance to ask them what they wanted Uwe began to speak.  “Are you the barman here?”

The barman looked confused, “Yes, I am.”

“Good.  I just wanted to establish this fact before we discuss your role,” Uwe asserted, the barman looked even more perplexed but did not speak.  “Here is my understanding of your role.  You have two functions, the first is for you to serve decent drinks and the second is for you to pay attention to the order in which people arrive at the bar and serve them accordingly,” Uwe explained irritably to the barman.  “This evening you have proved that you are incapable of the latter, so now we will give you the opportunity to take our order and I hope that you won't fuck this up too.”  

The barman looked suitably embarrassed and could not make eye contact with Uwe.

Uwe tapped the bar impatiently, “Well?”

The barman coughed and took his cue, “Sorry for the delay, can I take your order please?”

Uwe smiled, “Thank you and yes you may.  I will have a vodka and tonic.  Gareth?”

“I'll have the same,” he nudged Tony.  “What do you want Tony?  A beer?”  

“Huh?” Tony mumbled incoherently still trying to recover from his experience.

“He'll have an absinthe,” Uwe said to the barman whilst pointing at Tony.

The rest of the group placed their orders and the barman duly prepared the drinks under Uwe's watchful eye.  He brought the drinks over one by one and placed them in front of Uwe for inspection.  When he had completed this Uwe nodded satisfactorily.

“Well done.  That was not so hard now was it?”  Uwe patronised, “Gareth, please pay the man.”

Gareth paid the bill and placed his money clip back into his pocket before making his way with the other across to a quiet corner.

“So, what's the game plan tonight?” Giles asked keenly.

“Well I don't know about you guys, but I'm on the hunt for one eyed willy,” Bruce announced as he winked at Hugh.

Hugh quickly diverted his eyes and pretended to study the fire exit sign above the door.

“Anyway,” Keenan said trying to change the subject, “I thought that you were a hard man Tony...what happened to you back there with the bouncer?  You looked scared shitless.”

The others craned in to listen to Tony's response.

Tony gulped then tried to look as relaxed as possible.  “I'll tell you what happened,” he said angrily.  “I'm not used to brick shit houses wanting to shag me up the arse.  If he had wanted a fight I could have dealt with that no problem, but in this case the stakes were too high.”

“The stakes were too high?  What do you mean by this exactly?” Uwe said wading into the discussion.

“What if he'd got a lucky punch in and knocked me out.  I mean, what do you think he'd have done to my unconscious body?” Tony asked with a real look of concern in his eyes.

Keenan snorted, “I suppose you think he would have bummed you right there in front of everyone eh?  Did he look like a rapist and an exhibitionist to you then?”

“Look, I don't know what he looked like.  I just thought that it was a possibility that's all,” Tony explained.  “Listen I just wanted to get in here to meet all these birds that you are on about, if I had kicked off I would not have got in would I?”

“I believe you Tony,” Giles said.

Tony stared at Giles to see if he was being sarcastic, but the permanently vacant expression on his face made it impossible to tell.  “Also the police would have been called and no doubt I'd have been kicked out of the school and sent to prison to complete my sentence,” Tony said adding further justification.

“Ah, so you like the school now then?” Bruce chipped in.

Tony bristled, “What is this?  The Spanish inquisition?”  He glared at them all as a warning that they'd had their fun at his expense and enough was enough.  “I didn't say I liked it,” he growled defensively, “but what is there to complain about...apart from the obvious.  I mean all I have to do is go to a few lessons, play hockey, I can go out in the evenings and then there is you know...” he trailed off, worried that he was revealing too much.

The group grinned and leant in further, it was feeding time and they could almost taste the gossip.

“What?  I don't know what you mean.  Go on Tony,” Bruce urged from across the table.

Tony realised that he had let his guard down too much, but felt compelled to go on.  “Not what, who.  I think I'd miss Louise if I was shipped off somewhere else.”

“My god!” exclaimed Uwe, “Tony actually has feelings.”

“You're a fine one to talk Uwe,” Tony shouted pointing his finger aggressively into Uwe's face.

“Hey, Tony, Uwe, we're here to have a good time.  Don't antagonise each other,” Gareth said quickly in an attempt to calm the situation.  “Why don't you ask her out if you like her so much,” Gareth calmly said to Tony.

“Slowly, slowly, catchy monkey,” Tony replied as if that was an adequate response.  He picked up his absinthe and took a sip.

“But what are you waiting for really?  What if someone else picks her up whilst you are dithering?” Hugh piped up.

Tony scoffed at this, “Like who?  I mean who would be interested in her at the school other than me.”

Bruce nodded sagely, “He's got a point there hasn't he?”

“Okay that I accept, but don't wait too long Tony.  She won't wait around forever for you to get your act together,” Hugh said with a sigh as if his mind were elsewhere.

“Alright, alright.  I don't need advice on picking up women from you Hugh,” Tony said as he downed the last of his drink.  “Right, drink up and I'll get the next round.”  The group did as they were told as Tony got up and made his way to the bar.

“If you have any trouble getting served just let me know Tony and I'll come up with you,” Uwe said genuinely as Tony walked away.

Tony looked at the crowded bar and back at Uwe, “Come on then, make yourself useful.  You can help me carry the drinks too.”  Uwe stood up and walked with Tony across to the bar.

“I'll be back in a bit,” Marc said as he got up from his chair too.  

“Where are you going?” Keenan asked.

Marc scowled at Keenan, “Who are you?  My Mother?” he said before stomping off.

“That gobshite has got some serious issues,” Keenan grumbled.  “He's a total wanker.”

Gareth stretched his arms out and cracked his knuckles, “Well, I don't know about you, but I'm off for a dance.  Who's coming?”  Giles and Keenan stood up to join Gareth.  “What about you two?” Gareth said to Hugh and Bruce.

Bruce paused whilst he waited for Hugh to answer.

“Nah, I'm alright here.  I'll keep our seats safe,” Hugh said.

“Me too,” Bruce quickly added.

Gareth nodded and wandered towards the dance floor followed by Keenan and Giles.  

Bruce moved across from his chair and sidled up to Hugh, “I can't hear you very well from all the way over there,” Bruce lied.  “So I'd better get a little closer.”


Hugh shuffled nervously in his chair and fumbled with his hands as he leant on the table.

“So Hugh,” Bruce said softly, “what shall we talk about?”

Hugh coughed to buy himself a few seconds, “Errr, tell me something about yourself that I don't know.”

The familiar glint shone in Bruce's eye, “I invented the word ‘milf’.  I bet you didn't know that.”  He smirked and rested his arm on the seat behind Hugh.  

Hugh looked alarmed, but tried not to show it, “Really?”

“Yes, really,” Bruce said getting uncomfortably closer by the second, “but it was high-jacked and they changed the meaning of the word.  Originally the M stood for Man.”  He sighed, “I really should have had a copyright put on it.”

“Is that actually true?” Hugh asked, not sure whether this was possible.

“Enough about me Hugh,” Bruce said quickly with a wave of his hand.  “Now tell me something about you that I don't know.”

Hugh thought for a moment about something that he would actually be willing to share with Bruce.    “My parents struggle to accept what I am,” he said slowly.

Bruce pulled his most sympathetic face, “I feel your pain brother,” he said solemnly.  He took both of Hugh's hands in his.  “Tell me more,” Bruce said.

Hugh looked down at the table at Bruce's hands on top of his.  Neither of them spoke for a moment whilst Hugh tried to slide his hands out of Bruce's clammy grasp.  But Bruce just tightened his grip and smiled through gritted teeth.

“Oh, I am about to sneeze,” Hugh exclaimed and he tipped his head back to prepare himself.  Bruce instinctively released Hugh's hands as Hugh brought them up to cover his face.  Bruce looked on expectantly but nothing came.  “It's no good, it's gone,” Hugh lied and quickly slid his hands under his thighs and sat firmly on them.

Rather dejectedly Bruce continued the conversation, “Why don't your parents understand you then Hugh?  Is it because of your sexuality?”

Hugh laughed, “No.  They're both gay?” he said laughing at this preposterous thought.

Bruce scratched his head as he tried to make some sense of this.  Finally he spoke, “Your parents are gay?  So your Mum is a lesbian and your Dad is a homosexual?”  He pulled a strange face at Hugh.  “That doesn't sound like a marriage that is going to last Hugh, if you don't mind me saying so.  How on earth did they get together?”

Hugh laughed even louder, “I'll have to tell them about this, they'd laugh their socks off.”  Bruce started to become irritated and wanted to be let in on the big joke.  “Sorry Bruce, let me explain.  They're both men, I'm adopted.  I didn't know my real parents.”

“Oh I see,” Bruce said as the penny finally dropped, that makes a lot more sense.  But why don't they understand you?  You'd have thought that they more than anyone would understand your situation.”

“They can't see why I came to the school, they think that I am wasting a year.  But I need to learn panache, style, how to present myself.  If you get my meaning,” Hugh explained.

“Oh come here you poor thing,” Bruce said lunging over at Hugh and squeezing him tightly.  “I understand you dear, let me give you a hug.”  He clutched Hugh tightly and rocked him ever so slightly back and forth.  “There!  Doesn't that feel nice?” Bruce soothed and Hugh writhed uncomfortably in his embrace.

Meanwhile Tony and Uwe returned to the table and stood for a moment watching this clinch.  

“Put him down Bruce,” Tony said as he placed the drinks on the table.  “I've not come here tonight to watch that sort of behaviour, it's enough to turn a man's stomach.”

Bruce reluctantly released Hugh and scowled at Tony, “Good timing guys,” he said sarcastically.

“Thank you Tony,” Hugh whispered.

“No problem, here have a drink,” he said handing him a glass.

Hugh reached out, his hand shaking slightly and took it.  He brought it to his lips and drank gently from it and he let the liquid warm his throat.

“So, what did I miss then?” Uwe asked.

“I was just telling Bruce how I want to be someone.  How I want to be famous.  That's why I am here, to develop my persona and learn how to project myself,” he explained.

“And how is that working out for you?” Uwe sneered slightly as he lifted his glass.

“To be honest, it is taking forever.  I've been going to auditions and applying for places on reality TV shows.  I thought someone would just snap me up.  I didn't think it would be this hard or take as long as this,” he moaned as he shook his head in disbelief.

“The longer a man's fame is likely to last, the longer it will be in coming,” Uwe said almost kindly.

Hugh's face brightened, “Oh, I like that Uwe.  I'll have to write that down and remember it.  Thanks.”

Uwe's nostrils flared but he said nothing.  

Suddenly there was a scuffle at the far end of the room and the commotion caught their attention.

“Hey, it looks like it's all kicking off here tonight then,” Tony said with obvious excitement.  “I didn't think shit like this would go down at the gay bar.”  They looked over to see the action and saw what looked like Marc and three other men rolling about on the floor together.  “Oh, I hope that isn't what I think it is?” Tony complained, “dirty bastards.”

They watched for a moment before Hugh spoke, “I don't think it is Tony.  It looks like Marc is in trouble.  Will you go and help him?”

“Why me?” Tony asked.

“Well I can hardly go can I, they're not going to listen to me,” Hugh reasoned.

“Wichser!” Uwe muttered as he raised his eyebrows in despair.  He pushed his chair back dramatically and strode over to the kerfuffle.  He reached down and grabbed the top of Marc's shirt and dragged him out of the scrum.  He pulled Marc to his feet and steadied him as he wobbled giddily.  

The three other men got to their feet and confronted Uwe, “What's this got to do with you?”

Uwe raised himself up and stared boldly into their eyes, “Whether I like it or not this man is here with me tonight, therefore I have some responsibility for his welfare.”

“But he was stealing drinks from our table,” one of the men complained.

“That is no concern of mine,” Uwe glowered back at them.

Then without warning one of the men threw a punch at Uwe, his fist came towards Uwe's face but before it made contact another arm reached out and intercepted it.  Tony gripped the attacker's arm.

“Now I don't think you wanted to do that, did you,” Tony growled as he squeezed the man's forearm, his knuckles whitening.  His attacker pulled his arm free and rubbed it where the imprint of Tony's fingers were.  “Right, so how about we buy you a round of drinks and we say no more,” Tony offered, “the alternative will be far less appealing to you.”  Reluctantly the three men agreed, “Hugh!  Go and find Gareth and borrow some money,” Tony bellowed without turning his back on the three men.  Hugh got up from his seat and scampered off to find Gareth.  Uwe returned Marc to where they were sitting.  He pushed Marc forcefully into one of the chairs.  He slumped onto one of the seats and stared belligerently back at Uwe.

“I could have handled that Uwe,” Marc slurred as he reached out and picked up a drink of the table.

Uwe leant over and snatched the drink from Marc's hand, “I think you've had enough.”

Hugh returned to the table with Gareth, Keenan and Giles before running back over to Tony with some cash.  They sat down together and all glared at Marc.  He sat there a crumpled mess in front of them.  

After a few minutes calming Marc’s attackers Hugh and Tony wandered back to the table and took their places.

“So,” Uwe began, “you were stealing drinks from other people’s tables?”  He stopped and waited for Marc to respond.

Marc sat himself up and used the table for support.  “I wasn't actually stealing, more like skimming.  I was just having a small sip from any of the glasses that were left lying around.”

Hugh leant forward, “Marc, I think you have a problem.  We need to talk about this.”

Defensively Marc pointed his finger across the table at Hugh, “There's nothing wrong with a little drink now and then.”

“But it's not now and then is it Marc?  It's every single bloody night,” Hugh said firmly.  “I mean we've only been here for about forty minutes and you're already completely blotto.”

Marc flopped back into his seat, “So I like a drink.  Sue me.”

“I think that there is more to it than that Marc.  Seriously, I have never seen anything like it.  There must be a reason that you are doing this.  What are you trying to escape from?” Hugh probed.

Marc let his head hang low but didn't speak.

“You need to face this Marc, it can only end badly,” Hugh said softly.  

Gareth put his hand onto Marc's back, “You have a problem mate.  You need to face it.  Perhaps we can help.”

The others made various noises agreeing with Gareth.

Marc nodded, “I know, I know.  But it's hard to talk about.”

Hugh spoke up again, “Just try Marc, you'll feel a lot better once you've got it off your chest.”

“It's my parents,” Marc said, “I have been keeping a big secret from them.  I've not told them that I am gay.”

“Okay, well done Marc.  Now we are getting somewhere,” Gareth said as he patted him on the back.  

Marc sucked in a deep breath and continued, “The drinking helps me cope, I am so ashamed of what I am, or at least I am ashamed of what they will think of me if they find out.”

“There is a time when we all have to be brave Marc and make that announcement.  You have to be true to yourself,” Hugh said.  “No one knows this more than I do.”

“But it's not as simple as that.  They are deeply religious and it is completely against their beliefs,” Marc explained solemnly.

“Religion is the masterpiece of the art of animal training, for it trains people as to how they shall think,” Uwe added.

“But that's the problem.  They have never needed to think for themselves, they just accepted what religion taught them,” Marc wailed as he fought back tears.  “They'll choose their faith over me, I know they will.”

“Ah, but religion is like the pick 'n' mix sweet shop.  No one ever follows it to the letter.  Everyone just picks the parts that suit them and then disregards the rest,” Hugh spouted in an evangelical manner.  “These people are your parents, once you come clean to them they will simply drop that part of their belief system.  I mean what sort of monster would choose something that they read in a book over the love for their own child.  I mean seriously, that would be unforgivable and unthinkable!”

Marc looked up hopefully at Hugh, “Maybe you're right Hugh.  Perhaps I do need to tell them.”

Hugh nodded, “Look Marc, my advice is just to come clean.  If they love you they will accept you for what you are.”

He wiped his eyes, “You're right.  Thank you!  I really mean that.  I think I am going to go back to the school now to grab my overnight bag and then take a few days off to visit my parents.”

“Crikey, you don't mess around do you Marc,” Gareth said.  

“I'll come back to the room with you Marc, just to make sure you get back okay,” Giles offered.

With that Marc and Giles got up and made their way out of the club.

“Wow that was intense,” Tony said with a clap of his hands trying to lighten the mood.  “Now that's Marc's problem dealt with, how about the problem of old Tony and his lack of female companionship?”

Gareth beamed, “Tony, tonight is your lucky night.  When I was dancing I spotted a gaggle of girls.  So how about we go over there and bag us some fag hags?”





 

Chapter Sixteen

 

The music was pounding and so was Tony's heart as he made his way across the room with the others towards a huddle of girls.  Tony could barely contain his excitement as he approached them.  He was used to contending against his mates to bag the fittest girl, but tonight there was a twist.  This time his competition were not there to bed the girls, but to potentially win themselves a fag hag.  So this had to be a win-win situation, he reasoned, since Tony didn't care which fag hag he got and his friends had no sexual interest in them, therefore there was no conflict of interest.  He rubbed his hands together in anticipation.  As they made their way across the room like a pack of wolves stalking their prey, Gareth stopped abruptly.  The others followed suit and waited behind him.  

Without moving his head he spoke to them.  “Just play it cool, okay?” Gareth said, “let me do the talking.”  

Since no one objected to this Gareth took the silence as a sign that they were in agreement with him.  He signalled for them to keep walking.  As they approached the curved booth where the girls were sitting, a slim, pretty, blonde haired girl at the table looked up and nudged her friend.  Her companion stopped chatting and looked up to see Gareth and company approaching them.

“Hi ladies,” Gareth said camping it up to make his intentions clear.  “Are you having fun?”  Before they had a chance to answer he added, “You don't mind if we join you, do you?”  He sat down forcing them to all shuffle round to make room for him.  “Come on girls, shift up.  Make some room for my friends.”  

Uwe silently squeezed himself onto the other side of the horseshoe shaped alcove and the girls duly packed themselves in tighter.  They found themselves fenced in by Gareth on their left and Uwe on their right.  Now that their targets were huddled together snugly the first stage of the plan was complete.  There wasn't any room for Tony, Hugh, Bruce and Keenan so they simply remained standing at the entrance of the booth.

“This is cosy isn't it,” Gareth said warmly, “all girls together.”  He patted his neighbour's arm good naturedly.  “There's only one thing missing though,” he said cheerily as he continued to control the conversation, “some drinky-winky-poo-poos.”  He chose his words carefully and specifically to be as camp and non-threatening as possible.

“I'll have a white wine, if you’re buying,” one of the girls said, taking the bait.  

Gareth allowed the smallest of smiles to flicker across his face, his plan was working.  The rest of the girls followed suit and gave their drink requests to Gareth.  He nodded at Keenan and slipped him some cash.

“I'll be back in a moment ladies,” Keenan sang addressing the females and males in the alcove before turning and mincing off towards the bar area in a deliberate but seemingly natural manner.

“So ladies, who's the best mover on the dance floor then?” Gareth said quizzing them.

“That'll be me,” a brunette said boldly from across the table.  “You reckon you've got some moves then do you?”

“Got some moves?” Gareth chuckled incredulously.  “She's asking me if I've got some moves?” he said to no one and everyone.  

“Sister, I not only invented the moves, I patented them as well.  From Stourbridge to Sydney there ain't no one who can hold a candle to my break-dancing.  From Lye to L.A. my krumping is da bomb and from Oldswinford to New Orleans my jerkin' is revered.”  He waggled his finger in the air and made an 'S' shape and he shook his head to add yet more emphasis.

The girls began to whoop and hoot, they nudged and poked at their friend.

“Go on Stace, take him on!” one of the girls cackled.

The brunette, Stacey grinned, “Let's have that drink to loosen up first and then I'll start busting some moves of my own.”

Just as Gareth had planned the girls relaxed and started talking like they'd known him for years.  

“Let the fag hag bagging commence,” Bruce whispered to Tony and with that he took his cue and started to engage excitedly with the girls.  

Hugh leant into Tony and muttered, “I'm not sure about this.  It doesn't seem right.”

Tony did a double take, “You what?  Sorry Hugh, but if I have to milk the miserly moo cow one more time then I'll...” he trailed off unable to think of a suitable way to end his sentence.  “Look, stop wasting valuable time, the sooner one of these birds empties my sack the better.”

Hugh put his head in his hands, “Jesus Tony!  I can't believe what comes out of your mouth sometimes.”  

“Well, what comes out of my mouth tonight will be carefully crafted to persuade one of these girls to let me cum in their mouth tonight,” Tony whispered lasciviously back at Hugh.

Hugh closed his eyes in disgust and shook his head is despair, “You really are one sick puppy Tony.  I guess decency and feminism passed you by.”

Tony laughed raucously, “So my re-education still has some way to go then.  I'll be sure to add those two items to the suggestion box when we return to school later.  Now, I am sorry to end our enlightened conversation but I am on a mission my friend and wild horses couldn't hold me back tonight.”  With that he crouched down so he was at eye level with everyone at the table and joined in the conversation.  

 

 

They spoke animatedly as the night progressed.  Each waiting for the current speaker to stop talking so that they could tell their funnier anecdote instead.  The wine flowed and the laughter grew louder as the group relaxed growing more comfortable with each other's company with every drink.

“So what's the worst place that you've been on holiday?” one of the girls asked Uwe.

 Uwe thought about it for a moment.  “It had to be my trip to the Greek islands two years ago.  I had dreamed since being a teenager of travelling to Mount Olympus.  The idea of walking in the same places as the Greek gods was too much for me to resist.  So I bought myself a plane ticket and hotel using the internet and jetted my way to realising a dream.”  He looked wistfully into the middle distance momentarily before his face took on a more forlorn expression.

“Oh Uwe, you look so sad,” the girl sitting next to him said, “what happened there?  Did someone break your heart?”

Uwe shook his head.  “No, it was far worse.  I apparently trusted the information on wikipedia a little too readily and travelled to the wrong Mount Olympus.”  He cracked his knuckles together before continuing.  “I learned that the Mount Olympus that I wanted to visit was on the Greek mainland, but I stupidly booked a flight to Mantamados.”

“Mantamados?” the blonde exclaimed, “I've never heard of it.  Where is that?”

Uwe closed his eyes, it pained him to admit his stupid mistake, though through gritted teeth he found the strength to admit his error, “On the fucking Isle of Lesbos.”  The group howled with laughter.  Uwe prickled with mild irritation that they had laughed so heartily at his misfortune.

“Lesbos,” Tony howled slapping the table, “the bleeding Isle of Lesbos!”  He screamed with laughter and pushed Uwe's shoulder.  “How long were you there?” he wheezed.

“Two weeks,” Uwe grumbled, “two whole weeks trapped on the island that is the number one holiday destination for the world's lesbians.  Can you believe it?”

“Oh poor Uwe,” his female neighbour said squeezing his arm sympathetically.

“Six hundred kilometres away from the real Mount Olympus.  I believe I was the only person on the island with a penis!” he complained bitterly.  

The howls of laughter continued.

“There, there Uwe dear,” she said patting his arm, “it was an easy mistake to make.  Don't you listen to these hyenas.”  She drew herself closer to Uwe, “You tell Aunty Yasmin all about it.  What did you do then for the rest of your holiday?”

“I stayed in my room and read, I might as well have gone on to the library for a fortnight instead of going on holiday.  It would have been cheaper,” he complained.

“Well, let's try and see the silver lining in all this.  Do you enjoy reading?”

“Yes of course, reading is equivalent to thinking with someone else's head instead of with one's own,” Uwe proclaimed pompously.

“Ohhh, you're very profound Uwe.  Well, if you love reading then it wasn't a wasted trip was it?” Yasmin said reassuringly.

“No.  I suppose not,” Uwe acquiesced, his face brightening slightly.

Everyone stopped laughing except Tony, “Oh man, I would have paid money to see you stuck on that island with all those melon farmers.”

Uwe scowled at Tony.

“I hope that they weren't all like those carpet lickers that we played hockey against.  I bet there were actually some absolute corkers there, like the ones in those films I like.”

“You vulgar animal, I would have expected more from a homosexu...” an attractive, dark haired girl began but stopped mid-sentence as she thought about Tony's last comment.

Tony realised what he'd said, or more accurately what the alcohol had said.

She placed her drink on the table and pushed it away from her.  “Something doesn't seem quite right about you Tony,” she said as she eyed him suspiciously.

Tony placed his hand on his chest in mock protest, “I don't know what you mean?”  This wasn't going to plan, how could he get this back on track, he wondered.  

Gareth's smile wavered slightly as he realised that Tony was in trouble.

“How long have you known that you were gay Tony?” she pried.  

“Oh come on sweetie, leave it out?” Gareth interjected in an attempt to rescue Tony.  

“I'm not talking to you,” the girl said tersely.  “So stay out of this.  And my name is Belinda, not sweetie.  I am talking to our new friend Tony here.”  She stared at Tony, “Go on.  Answer the question.”

“About five years,” Tony replied flustered.

“And how many men have you slept with?” Belinda said as she continued to pry.

Tony took a moment and tried to think of a reasonable number in his head.  “A lady never kisses and tells,” he said trying to avoid the question and trying to sound as gay as possible at the same time.

She sat back and tapped her forefinger on her temple, “I'd hate to think that you were pretending to be something that you're not.”  

“I'm telling you the truth.  I've done more bumming than you've had hot dinners,” Tony blurted in panic.  

Uwe put his head in his hands, he knew the game was up for Tony and perhaps all of their chances to bag a fag hag had just gone out of the window.

“I don't believe you,” Belinda said, “I reckon you're making it up.”

Tony couldn't believe that he was arguing this, this would have been absolutely unthinkable to him just a few months back.  “No, honestly I am a right old bender.”  He argued rather unconvincingly.

“Really?” she said slowly before she sat back and took a drink from her glass.  She kept her eyes fixed on Tony at all times as she studied him carefully.  She parted her lips and spoke, “It's just that I've never heard a gay man refer to himself as a right old bender.  Bender is such an unflattering word, wouldn't you say?”

Tony shrugged, “Well, what have I got to do to make you believe me then?” he said and instantly regretted it.

She took another sip from her glass and smiled devilishly, “Kiss him,” she said pointing at Bruce.

Bruce grinned and quickly licked his lips, he then turned to face Tony and closed his eyes.

“What?” Tony squealed, “fuck off!”  He shook his arms and shoulders to rid himself of the thought.

“See!  I knew you weren't gay,” Belinda said laughing, satisfied that she'd blown Tony's cover.

Bruce, still in position, opened one eye and realised that he was surplus to requirements.  He sheepishly took a couple of steps back hoping that no one would comment.

Tony squinted, this wasn't going well, he had to think of something.  “Well I was gay until I met you, but you've cured me.”

Instantly Gareth, Uwe, Bruce and Keenan stared at Tony.  

“What the fuck did you just say, eh Tony?” Keenan growled.

“Oh, what now?” Tony said oblivious to the offence caused.

Hugh stood up and pushed himself in front of Tony.  “Right, calm down.  I am sure it was a slip of the tongue wasn't it Tony.”  He nudged Tony to prompt him to apologise.

Tony stared back at their angry faces, and thought about what he had said, “Look guys, I didn't mean nothing by it.”  This half hearted apology did nothing to soothe their anger.

“You should watch your mouth arschloch,” Uwe said as his anger simmered.

“Guys,” Hugh said attempting to calm the situation.  “Think about it.  What on earth did you expect?  Tony's got a life time of homophobia instilled in him.  Did you really expect that a few months at gay school would rid him of his prejudice?”

None of them spoke.

“Well did you?”  Hugh repeated.  “It seems to me like we need to take the moral high ground here and just ignore Tony's occasional outbursts,” he reasoned.  “Since there is no such thing as a miracle cure, we just need to give him time.”

Gareth nodded reluctantly, “He's right guys.  We do have to make certain allowances for Tony.”  He turned to face Tony, “You just need to be a bit more thoughtful Tony.  Think before you open your mouth.”  He reached over and put his hand on Tony's shoulder.  “I know they’re only words Tony, but after what we've been through together in the past few months it hurts to hear you say things like that.  You spoke without thinking or should I say you spoke without filtering.  If you think that we have some kind of disease that can be cured, then that worries me.”

Tony felt embarrassed.  “Look, it's easy to be prejudiced.  A few months ago I'd never had anything to do with gays before, things were a lot more simple then.  It's the easy option to hate puffs.  Being prejudiced towards a concept is easy, but when it changes from a concept to a person, it makes it a lot harder to maintain that view.  Then when that person becomes a friend it's actually a real dilemma.”  He held his hands out in front of him and moved them up and down like scales.  “I don't like homos, but I do like Gareth.”  He looked at his left hand, “Homos, bad,” he said lowering it.  “Gareth, good,” and raised his right hand.  “All of a sudden something that I have been brought up to believe, which I have never actually questioned, turns out to be wrong,” he explained.  “It's taken me a few months to get used to the idea but it's going to take a few more months to change my language.  It's just a reflex, that's all.”  He looked at them and waited silently for them to answer.

Nobody spoke for the longest time as they paused to consider Tony's explanation.  Finally Uwe spoke up, “I can relate to this a little Tony.  My general opinion of the English was that you are all beer drinking, football hooligans constantly spoiling for a fight.”

Hugh shifted uncomfortably, “Err Uwe, maybe that is not the best example.”

Uwe looked down his nose at Hugh and continued, “You represent this image perfectly for me Tony, but you've changed a little and occasionally you surprise me.  Therefore I need to change my prejudice about the English, and this will also take time.  Perhaps we can become more enlightened together.”  He put his hand out for Tony to shake.

Tony reached out and took it, they shook firmly.  They both fought their competitive urges to squeeze the other persons' hand as hard as possible.

Suddenly one of the girls spoke up, “See, this is why I love gay men.  There's so much drama, it's like living in a soap opera.”

“Oh I know,” her friend exclaimed in agreement.

“Hang on a minute,” Belinda said firmly.  “If he's not gay what's he doing here and what's your real motive for coming over here.”

“Well I am so glad you asked that question,” Gareth said warmly trying to regain their confidence.  He leant closer in to them as if to take them into his confidence.  “It's actually a long and interesting story.”  He waited for a moment before adding, “Actually it's very personal and it wouldn't be right to discuss such a deeply private matter would it?  We should leave you in peace shouldn't we?”  He dangled the bait and waited for a bite.

Instantly Stacy snapped.  “No don't go.  Go on tell us all the juicy gossip.”

Gareth grinned and took a deep breath, “Oh where do I begin?”

As he began to animatedly tell them Tony's background the mood lightened as they hung off his every word.

“Excuse me, but I need a piss,” Tony said, his voice exhausted, “where are the bogs?”  

Bruce made a vague gesture that they were on the opposite side of the room.  Tony didn't speak but instead turned and walked in the general direction of where he thought the toilets were.  He pushed past the sweaty bodies of the revellers and tried his best to appear inconspicuous.  Through the occasional gaps that opened up in the jostling crowd he saw the toilets.  He took a deep breath and attempted to put his concerns aside, he didn't want to go in there but his bladder was starting to hurt now.  If he didn't empty it, he wouldn't be able to concentrate whilst talking to the girls.  He paused outside the door as he searched for the courage to enter; at the school he'd always snuck off to the toilet in their room and successfully avoided using the student toilets.  He looked over his shoulder furtively to make sure that none of his roommates had spotted him procrastinating, he didn't want to give them any more ammunition tonight.  Finally he tipped his head back, took another deep breath and pushed open the door.

 The toilets were, as he expected, teeming with people all waiting to relieve themselves.  He stood near the entrance with his back to the wall as he got his bearings.  He looked around at the dark red walls, he noticed a mural painted on them; he was pleased to have somewhere to focus his eyes.  He stared at the mural as his brain tried to work out the pattern, suddenly something clicked and the shapes took form.  He realised he was staring a little too hard on a mural of a Roman orgy with a distinct lack of women, Tony instantly averted his gaze.  His eyes darted back and forth looking for a less suggestive focal point, but he realised quickly that he was stuck between a rock and a hard place.  Giving up, he watched the men in front of him jostling each other at the urinals and instantly his breathing quickened.  He decided that the cubicles might be safer and side stepped over to the queue waiting to use them.  He kept telling himself to calm down and that he had nothing to worry about.  He joined the back of the queue and began the longest wait of his life.  It seemed like he was there for an eternity waiting for his opportunity to reach the safety of the private cubicles.  As he stood there in the slowly moving queue paranoia started to take hold, he felt as though everyone was watching him and he flinched whenever someone brushed past him.  

Finally, and not before time, a door opened, he waited just long enough for him to squeeze past the former occupant without actually touching him.  He slammed the door shut behind him and rested his back against it as he breathed a huge sigh of relief.  

What was happening to him? he thought; he used to be fearless, but these were exceptional circumstances, he told himself.  Tony turned and squinted in the dim light, looking for the lock on the cubicle door.  Putting his hand inside his shirt and using it as a barrier, he gently pushed the locking bolt into place.  The stall was remarkably clean all things considered, no graffiti and nothing really vandalised except for a couple of holes in the adjoining cubicle walls.  

He walked over to the toilet and kicked up the seat, he did a double take at the underside of the toilet lid.  On it he could see the Phantom drawn in black marker pen.  He bent forward as much as he dared and scrutinised the figure, it looked absolutely identical to the one on his sheet, on the wall of laundry room and also on the hockey sticks.  

It has to be the same person doing these, he thought, but what do they mean?  

At a loss for an adequate explanation he fumbled with his fly and began to urinate, the relief was amazing as his stretched bladder decreased in size.  He emptied himself directly into the water and took some pleasure in the sound of water hitting water.  It took his mind away from the pig's ear that he was making of the night out there.  

Could the night get any worse?  he thought to himself and closed his eyes for a moment.

He finished the job in hand and gave himself a little shake, a couple of droplets of urine flicked onto his hand.  He tutted and turned to get some toilet paper to wipe himself.  He reached down to the underside of the circular toilet paper dispenser for the end of the tissue, but he couldn't feel anything hanging down.  He looked carefully at the contraption and could see the toilet roll inside through the small plastic window.  He bent over and reached inside putting his hand into the drum.  He could feel the roll of paper with the ends of his fingers, and he gently rotated it as he felt for the end piece.  As he did this he felt something brush against the top of his head, instinctively he ran the palm of his free hand over the top of his head.  His knuckles pushed something warm away momentarily before it rested again on the top of his head.  Out of curiosity he tipped his head back to see what it was.  His eyes attempted to focus momentarily on a protrusion from the cubicle wall and then suddenly the realisation came over him.  Tony yelped and flung himself back away from the veined, throbbing protrusion as quickly as he could, the wall of the cubicle shook violently as his body banged against it.  As he did so his hand was wrenched out of the toilet paper dispenser and he felt a searing pain as the serrated metal edge grazed the back of his hand.   

“Arrghhh, you bastard,” Tony cursed loudly.  

His neighbour in the adjoining cubicle hearing this obviously realised something was wrong and retracted himself immediately.  Tony watched the huge erect cock disappear as he hyperventilated and tried to focus.  What should I do?  Fight or flight?  Go after him and teach him a lesson or just wait in here and hide until I'm sure that it is safe to leave?  After a moment or two he decided on the latter.

After an inordinate amount of time had passed Tony felt it was safe to leave.  Gingerly he opened the door, flinching as the next occupant moved forward expectantly to use the toilet.  Tony slipped out nervously, his back against the opened door.  Breathing heavily he made his way as quickly as possible out of the toilets.  As soon as he got out he walked to a safe distance and leant up against the wall and attempted to gather his thoughts.

“You were in there a while,” a voice said.  

Alarmed Tony looked to see where the voice was coming from.  Next to him was Belinda.

“What were you doing in there?” she said inquisitively.

Tony tried to answer but choked on his words as he tried to force them out as quickly as possible.  “Nothing!  Nothing!  I wasn't doing nothing in there,” he said finally finding his voice.

She smiled, “You weren't doing ‘nothing’ in there?”  She squinted her eyes in concentration, “That's a double negative isn't it?  So that means that you were doing something.”  She smirked as she waited for Tony to respond.

“Well, technically I was doing something.  I just went for a piss, but I wasn't doing anything...you know ...” he said sheepishly his sentence trailing off.

“No, I don't know,” Belinda said flatly, “please elaborate for me.”

“You know...I wasn't doing anything sexual,” Tony whispered trying to keep his voice down.

She laughed, “I know, I was just pulling your leg.”  Belinda touched Tony's arm playfully, “Come on, I'll let you buy me a drink.”  She walked towards the bar and Tony followed.

They ordered their drinks and stood awkwardly together at the bar silently.  Their drinks were duly served but still neither of them spoke.  

Finally Belinda couldn't take the oppressive silence any longer, “Seriously what were you thinking back there?” she said.

Tony's eyes were like saucers, “Where?  In the toilets?”

Belinda shook her head, “No back at the table.”

“Oh,” Tony said with relief.  “Look I just wanted to pull tonight that's all,” Tony explained.

“By pretending to be gay?” she replied in disbelief.

Tony scratched his head in embarrassment, “Well, yeah sort of.”

“Enlighten me.  I really don't follow your plan,” Belinda said keeping her eyes fixed on Tony as she gently drank from her glass.

Tony blushed, “I suppose I thought that we'd just have a chat, and a few drinks, then you'd let your guard down, and you know, one thing would lead to another.”

“So let me get this straight.  You decided that you'd pretend to be gay so that I'd talk to you, then you'd get me so drunk so that I'd forget you were gay, then you'd take advantage of me?” she said staring at Tony.

Tony looked behind her at the fire exit sign for a moment, but realised he'd look ridiculous making a run for it.  “Look, I hadn't thought it through that far.  I was just sort of winging it a little.”

“I see,” she said knocking back her drink.  “In that case you'd better buy me another drink so you can see your plan through,” she said coquettishly.  She pushed herself closer to Tony until her breasts rested on his arm.

“Oh,” Tony wheezed in a high pitched moan as he realised what was going on, he fumbled frantically in his pocket to get his wallet out.  “Another drink for the lady,” he shouted eagerly over at the barman.  He grinned at Belinda, it was funny, he thought, sometimes when things seemed to be going so badly for him they took a massive unexpected U-turn.  He always loved the feeling when fate smiled at him as he was drowning and decided to rescue him.

As her drink arrived she picked it up and led Tony by the hand to a secluded corner, “So come on then.  It's that time of the evening where you lull me into a false sense of security.”

  “Thank you,” Tony whispered to the universe or to fate or whatever it was as he was pulled along by Belinda.

 


 

Outside of the building the music from the club could still be heard wildly pounding away like there was no tomorrow.  In a perverse symmetry, so were Tony's hips as he bent Belinda over the retaining wall behind the club and beat out his own rhythm against the back of her willing thighs.  






Chapter Seventeen

 

“Morning!” Tony sang as he danced into the dormitory throwing out hot bacon butties wrapped in grease proof paper at his room-mates as they lay in their beds.  “Wake up, it's a beautiful morning.  The birds are singing, the sun is shining and my ball bag is empty!  What a wonderful day!”

Keenan raised himself up and reached out to move his curtains so he could look out of the window.  “Tony it's raining,” he said grumpily, “and I can't hear any birds singing.”

“Well, two out of three ain't bad Keenan my old mucker,” Tony chirped.  “Go on have another butty,” he said as he threw another one onto Keenan's bed.  It skidded off his duvet and landed on the floor.

Uwe sat up and removed his sleep mask from his eyes.  “What are you so happy about?” he said peering at Tony.

The others began to stir, and one by one they sat up in bed.

“That's a good question.  What are you so happy about?  The last time we saw you, you were skulking off to the toilet,” Gareth croaked as he wiped the sleep from his eyes.

Tony grinned from ear to ear, “You want to know?  Then I'll tell you.  Old Tony boy struck gold last night.   The drought is over.  Last night I finally got to bury Tone's bone.  Go on have a bacon butty to celebrate.”  He threw another hot parcel at Gareth's bed.  

“What?  You got lucky, even after the complete balls-up you made with the girls?” Gareth uttered in disbelief.

Tony winked at Gareth, “Got it in one matey.  That Belinda was a right old goer and she was desperate for a piece of Tony's prime rib.”

“Oh Jesus!” Keenan cried.  “You're putting me off my butty,” he said with a mouthful of food.

“Sorry,” Tony laughed.  “I just wanted to thank you guys for your help last night.  And what better way to say thanks than with some nice hot butties.”

“Chuck another one over here,” Hugh shouted.  “So what was she like?” he said as he eagerly unwrapped his butties.

Tony's face beamed, “She was dirty!  And I mean dirty!  I've been with some real filthy girls, but last night she took the biscuit.”

“No, no!” Giles said with a grimace.  “Leave it out.”

Hugh looked a little disappointed.  He looked over at Marc's empty bed, “Hey Giles, where's Marc? It doesn't look like his bed's been slept in.”

“That's right he didn't sleep in it,” Giles said.

Hugh groaned, “Yes, I know that.  I mean he came back from the club with you, but obviously went out again.  Did he go out drinking afterwards?”

“Oh, I see what you mean.  When he got back he just packed his bags and I think he went home to see his parents straight away or something,” he added vaguely.

“Well, I suppose there was no point putting it off.”

“You can have Marc's butties Tony,” Giles declared.

Tony shook his head and patted his stomach, which was already a lot flatter then when he'd first arrived here.  “No way, I'm on a diet.  Now I've tasted the sweet rewards of getting in shape.  I will mould myself into an irresistible cad and I need you guys to keep on helping me.  So, no junk food for me.”

“What are you doing up so early Tony?” Gareth asked looking at his bedside clock.

“I wanted to go for a run and visit the gym before class this morning.  I told you I am taking this fitness regime seriously,” he said enthusiastically.

“You're making me tired just listening to you,” Hugh said as he pushed the last of the bacon roll into his mouth.

“So when will we be going to the gay bar again?” Tony asked tentatively.  He looked at his shoes unable to make eye contact with anyone.

Gareth beamed, “Sorry Tony.  Could you repeat the question?”  He winked slowly at Keenan.

Tony blushed, “I said, when will we be going to the gay bar again?  Will we be going again this week?”

Keenan decided to join in here, this was too good an opportunity to pass up.  “We're going again next Friday, but you don't want to come really do you?”  He pursed his lips in order to stifle his titters.

Tony scratched his head in frustration.  “Yes.  I'd like to come with you,” he said almost inaudibly.

“You'll have to speak up Tony, my ears are still ringing from the music last night.  I thought that you said that you really wanted to go to the gay club again because you had so much fun there,” Keenan teased.

“Oh piss off! “ Tony said with a smile and decided to give in to their little joke.  “I would really like to go to the gay club with you poofters if I may,” he said loudly with a wobble of his head.  “There!  Happy?”

They all cheered Tony.  

“Yes you can come.  We wouldn't want to leave you out now would we?” Keenan chuckled.  “Right, fun's over.  I'm first to use the bathroom,” and with that he swung his legs out of the bed and stepped onto a bacon butty.  

 

 

Later that week they made their way down to the classroom ready to receive another lesson from Ben.

“Good morning, good morning, my nearest, dearest and queerest,” Ben greeted in his normal way.  “How are we all today?  No need to answer, the question was purely rhetorical,” he said as he fished in his man-bag for a CD.  He removed it from his bag, placed it in the hi-fi and switched it on.  “So, today we are going to work on our dance moves,” he said and performed a small pirouette before bowing to the class.

“Ballet?” exclaimed Tony.

Ben stopped and shook his head, “No Tony.  Not ballet, even I am not so deluded that I think I can teach ballet to a football hooligan.”  

Tony started to protest but Ben ignored him.  “Today we'll be learning some dance moves to equip you at the clubs.  As I told you before, having the right moves is essential.”  He paced before the class again as he delivered his lecture.  “When you are on that dance floor you are like a peacock screeching ‘look at me, look at me.’  So if you dare to demand their attention then you must deliver something worthy.”  He fell silent to let his words sink in and looked at the class with a steely glare.  His eyes moved across the class like a search light.  A series of audible gulps could be heard as he made eye contact with members of his class.  Suddenly he clapped his hands together loudly and several of the students flinched.

“Everybody up, let's put on a little music and see what moves you've got.  Just start dancing and do whatever feels natural,” Ben commanded as he pushed the play button.

The class got to their feet quickly and threw their cushions to the periphery of the room.  The music started to play and a rhythm filled the room.  

“I'll draw the curtains,” Ben said as he walked to each of the windows and shut them tightly.  The room became darker and began to feel more like a small club than a classroom.

The students stood there motionless waiting for someone else to be the first to start dancing.

“Oh yeah,” Ben cooed sensuously, “feel the rhythm.”  He began to dance slowly, “Listen to the beat.  Let your body lose control.”  He closed his eyes and shook himself, wiggling his fingers and kicking out his legs as if shedding a layer of skin.  

They all watched as their mentor began his routine.  They took a few steps back and formed a circle around Ben.  He swung his hips and arms in time to the beat, building up the dance slowly.  Carefully adding layer upon layer, increasing the complexity of the routine.  He danced like a man possessed, delivering move after killer move and never repeating himself.

“My god,” Keenan said completely in awe with his mouth open, “this man is amazing!”

“Then seize the opportunity and dance with me,” Ben said fixing his gaze on Keenan and throwing out his right arm and pointing at him.

Keenan grinned and lunged into the centre of the circle.  He watched Ben carefully and tried to imitate some of his moves.

“Don't try to copy me yet Keenan, I just want to assess your own moves and your natural talent at this point.”

Keenan nodded and relaxed a little, he stopped moving for a moment as he waited for a beat he could pick up.  When the beat came he threw his arms in the air, brought up his knee and tipped his head back.  He spun one hundred and eighty degrees on his left foot as he brought his arms down and moved his whole body in time to the music.

“Bravo!” Ben shouted over the music.  “Uwe, you're next!”

Uwe nodded and removed his wrist watch.  He carefully placed it on a table behind him making a show that he wasn't to be rushed.  The group watched him closely as he walked slowly to the centre of the circle and without any warning he launched into a series of flawless moves that even made Ben lose his rhythm as he looked on.  

From the sidelines Hugh began to sweat.  Oh shit, he said to himself and pulled at the neck of his shirt.

The group continued to watch Uwe out-dance Keenan as his body shook and his limbs moved like bottled lightning.  Ben upped his game as he matched Uwe move for move, but his smile had faltered slightly.

“Everyone join us!” Ben ordered as he wiped the sweat from his brow.

The rest of the class except for Tony and Hugh took steps forward and started to display their moves.  Ben seized this opportunity to leave the circle and take a quick sip of water from a bottle in his bag.  Once he had refreshed himself he walked over and opened a few of the windows.  As he walked towards the back of the room he noticed Tony and Hugh standing motionless.

“Guys, what's the problem?” he said as he approached them.

“There isn't a problem,” Tony said.  “I'm just working out the best way to get started.”  He began to step from left to right as he concentrated on the music.  “I'm just not used to dancing to music like this I just need to find my place.”

Ben nodded.  “Okay then, start simply until you feel comfortable then.”  And with that he put his hand onto Tony's back and pushed him into the fray.

Tony stumbled forward and watched the other dancers carefully and began to imitate them.  He hooked his hands together to form a circle and rolled them over his head before bringing them down in front of him.  He repeated this move several times before perfecting it and bringing it up to full speed.  He then started on his next move, he placed one hand in his pocket and rocked effortless from his right leg to his left leg.

From the sidelines Ben nodded, obviously surprised and impressed in equal measures.  “That guy never fails to amaze me,” he said to Hugh.  

Hugh gulped again.

“So what's your excuse?  What are you waiting for?” Ben said turning his attention to Hugh.

“No excuse,” Hugh stammered as his breathing quickened.

“Then let's see what you've got Hugh,” Ben said as he pulled Hugh amongst the revellers.

Hugh puffed out his cheeks and looked flustered.

“Well, go on then!” Ben instructed with irritation.

Hugh closed his eyes and tried to control his breathing.  He lifted his left arm and began to awkwardly punch the air slightly off beat.  He tried his best to correct it and then started to stamp his left leg along with the rhythm.

Ben squirmed a little as if embarrassed for him, but still Hugh persevered.  Hugh clenched his buttocks together and thrust them back and forth with a pained expression on his face the whole time.  The harder he concentrated the more awkward he looked.  His tongue started to protrude from his mouth as he bit down on it in concentration.

“Stop, stop, stop!” Ben cried walking over to Hugh.  “Just relax, you look so bloody awkward.”

Hugh hung his head and closed his eyes, “I want to dance but my body doesn't.  Every move I make feels lumbered and wrong.”

“It’s okay, Hugh.  Don't get upset, I am here to teach you,” he said in a calming voice.  He walked behind Hugh and placed his hands on his hips.  “Let's start with the hips, let them feel the rhythm.”  Ben pushed Hugh's hips from left right gently in time to the beat.  “Do you feel that?”

Hugh closed his eyes in concentration; he felt Ben moving his hips and tried to link the movement to the music.  “Yes, I think so.”

Bruce looked over at Hugh and Ben and stared longingly at Ben's hands as they manoeuvred Hugh's pelvis.

“Okay, I think you're getting it.  Now try to maintain that movement,” Ben said, encouraging Hugh, as he carefully loosened his grip.

Hugh continued for a moment and then lost the rhythm.  He cleared his mind of all other thoughts and began to find the pattern again.  He found it and lost it again several times before it began to feel natural to him.

Ben held Hugh's arms at the wrist and spoke serenely, “Now try and maintain that movement whilst we do something with your arms.  You can't just have them hanging down like that.”

Hugh nodded and instantly lost the rhythm in his hips.  After a moment he corrected himself and waited for Ben to continue.

Duly Ben started to move Hugh's arms, from the elbow down, in circles.  Almost immediately Hugh lost the rhythm in his hips again.  Instantly Ben stopped moving Hugh's arms and let him regain the movement in his hips.  They worked on this over and over again until Hugh's brain finally began to accept the movements and repeat them almost without Ben's guiding hands.

Throughout this Bruce looked on jealously.  “Why does Hugh get all this special attention?” he whispered to the person dancing next to him without taking his eyes off Ben and Hugh.

“By the looks of things he needs it,” his neighbour replied bitchily.

Bruce thought about this for a moment and that devilish glint appeared in his eye once again.  He danced over slowly so he was more or less in Ben's eye line and began to exaggerate his moves.  His hips jutted left and right spasmodically, completely out of time.  Then he pushed his head back and forth like a chicken.

“Oh, it looks like there's someone else who needs my help.  Are you okay to continue by yourself Hugh?” Ben said.

“Sure, go ahead.”

Ben quickly walked over to Bruce, “Right!  Let's work on those hips first.”  He repeated the actions that had helped Hugh.  He stood behind Bruce and placed his hands onto his hips and began to move them from side to side in time with the music.  Bruce pushed his hips back firmly against Ben's.

Ben winced at the uncomfortable situation.  “Loosen up Bruce,” he said trying to keep his voice steady.   “Let's concentrate on your arms now,” he said trying to put some distance between him and Bruce.

“But I still need more help with my hips Ben,” Bruce implored.  “I'm not ready to move onto the next stage.”

Ben coughed, “Okay, okay.”  He held Bruce's hips firmly to stop him from rubbing against him.

The other students saw Bruce and Ben dancing together and realised Bruce's plan.  

“Look at that,” Keenan said to Gareth.  “I wouldn't mind knowing what it feels like to have that sexy bastard’s hands on my backside.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Gareth replied.  Then after a moment of thought he nudged Keenan, “Hey watch this.  Ben, I need some help too,” he called.

Ben seizing the opportunity to get away from Bruce said, “Okay Bruce.  That's enough for now; you concentrate on this move for a minute whilst I deal with Gareth.”  

Bruce tutted and shot daggers with his eyes at Gareth.

Ben walked over to Gareth and spoke with some relief, “So Gareth, what are you having problems with?”

With a straight face Gareth replied, “I can't get my hips right either,” and turned away from Ben offering his hips.

Ben hesitated for a moment before placing his hands carefully on Gareth's hips, “Erm, yes okay then.  Just start swaying gently.”  He repeated once more the gentle swaying from left to right.

Gareth winked at Keenan and rolled his eyes in mock ecstasy.

“Ben, Ben,” Keenan called.  “I need some help too.”

The rest of the class realised what was going on and joined in the chorus.

In amongst the melee Tony realised what was going on, “Erghhh.  Shit, shit, shit!  Get me out of here.”  He pushed the surging mass back and in a fit of blind panic stumbled towards the door tripping over cushions and feet.  

Seeing Tony bolting for the door Hugh shouted, “Wait for me,” and forced his way out of the scrum.

Tony fell to his knees in the confusion and crawled the final few metres towards the door.  He reached up to the door knob and pulled himself to his feet.  He pulled at the door and rattled the handle before his brain finally composed itself and sent the signal to his hands to turn the damn thing. As he turned his hand he pulled and wrenched the door open.  Tony flung himself into the corridor.  Seconds later Hugh scrambled out behind him too.

Tony sat panting on the floor of the hallway and looked over to Hugh.  “What's up with you Hugh?  I thought that you liked that sort of thing.”

“I'm claustrophobic,” he replied panting.  “And I hate dancing.  So there's two reasons for me to get out.”  He stood up and dusted himself off.  “I'm off to get some fresh air.”  Hugh turned and quickly shuffled off down the corridor in the direction of the main entrance.

Tony sat there for a moment on the cold marble floor listening to the cries of “Get back!  I'm your teacher.  Control yourselves,” as they passed through the door and echoed down the corridor.

 

 

Later that day the group made their way to the great hall.  The corridors were packed with students as they hurriedly made their way through the building.

“So what's this special assembly about Uwe?” Tony asked.

“I don't know,” Uwe replied, “but I think it's serious.”

They reached the entrance to the hall and passed under a large stone Gothic archway.  Giles spotted Uwe and Tony as they entered and gestured for them to join him and the others.  Uwe acknowledged Giles with a simple nod of the head and he and Tony made their way over to where Giles and the rest of the group were seated.

“Do you know what this is about?” Tony asked his friends.

Gareth leant forward, “All I know is that it wasn't scheduled into the latest timetable so it must be serious.”

Tony nodded, “Well I guess we'll find out shortly.”

“Tony,” Uwe said.  “I saw some of your moves earlier today and I have to admit that I was quite impressed.”

Tony smirked, “Thanks.  Who'd have thought I'd got it in me?”

“I’d like to put it in you,” Bruce jeered at Tony.  Tony flicked Bruce the V sign in response.

“Quite,” Uwe replied indignantly.  “Look, I will get to the point.  You left before the end of the class so you missed out on some salient information.”

Tony coughed nervously, “To be honest I got a little uncomfortable in there.  You lot were like sharks when they taste blood.”

Uwe sniffed, “We all get a little over exuberant sometimes.  Anyway, we're supposed to come up with a dance routine as our assignment.”  He paused momentarily before adding, “We are supposed to do this in pairs and I want you to be my partner.”

Tony almost choked, “Sorry let me get this straight.  The self-proclaimed überschwule wants me to be his dance partner?  Is that correct?”

Uwe stiffened, “Yes, that is exactly what I am asking.”

Tony grinned.  “No,” he said simply.

“No!,” Uwe screeched, “How dare you?”  His face reddened and he began to puff and pant.

Tony rocked back on his heels and laughed, “Just pulling your leg, Uwe.  Sure, I'll do it.”

“Oh,” replied Uwe trying to calm himself down.  “There was that famous British sense of humour again.”  His body language relaxed, “Perhaps if you can spare some time we can work on some routines together.  As partners.”

“Sure, that sounds fine, but don’t use the word partner.  It makes me uncomfortable.”

“I have some ideas that I would like to try out, I think you'll get a lot out of it,” Uwe explained as the Head and the teaching staff made their way onto the stage at the front of the auditorium.

“I doubt I'll get much out of it Uwe.  There's not much call for dance routines where I'm from,” Tony said.

“Ah, but that's where you are wrong.  Just think about the women when they see you dance like that at the club.  They will be like pâté in your hands,” Uwe said in a voice that could sell ice to Eskimos.

Tony's ears pricked up at this, “You've got a point there Uwe, but it's putty, not pâté.”

“Oh I see.”

Tony raised his fingers to his lips, “Shhh.  They're starting.”

The Head clapped his hands to gain their attention and with a face like thunder he began to speak.    “It has come to my attention that someone at this institution has made use of the spray line machine without authorisation.”

“What’s a spray line machine?” Uwe whispered to Tony.

“It’s the machine they use to spray paint the white lines on football,” he replied in a hushed tone.

“In the dead of night this deviant has used the machine to paint a giant outline of a phantom on the school hockey pitch,” the Head continued barely able to hide his outrage.

Whispers echoed out throughout the auditorium.

“Silence!” the Headmaster bellowed.  

The room fell silent instantly.  

“This is not the first time that this so called phantom has been daubed on school property,” he continued.  “Now listen closely to this warning, when the culprit is found, and he will be found.  Then he will be expelled!”  He allowed his words to reverberate throughout the great hall before adding, “If any of you have any information then please visit Louise to arrange a confidential meeting.  Dismissed!”  He left the stage and headed back towards his office.

The minute he left the hall a cacophony of noise erupted as the students started to discuss this.

Tony broke away from the group and made his way towards the stage.  “Louise,” he called.

Louise's attention was pulled away from a conversation she was having with one of the teachers and she looked round and saw Tony.  She excused herself from the conversation with the teacher and made her way over to Tony.

“Hi Tony, what's up?  Do you have some information on the culprit?” she said hopefully.

Tony shook his head.  “I don't know who the culprit is, but I wanted to let you know that the phantom isn't just confined to this building,” he explained.

Louise reached into the pocket of her suit and took out a notepad and pen, “Really?  So where have you seen it?”  She flipped open the notepad and poised the pen, ready to write this nugget of information down.

Tony hesitated for a moment before speaking, then said in his most casual voice, “In the men's toilets in a night club.”

Louise scratched away at the notepad, “Okay, this is good stuff Tony.  Which nightclub?”

Tony hesitated again.

She looked at him carefully for a moment and tried to study his expression.  “Are you hiding something Tony?” she inquired.  “Are you protecting someone?”

“No,” Tony replied firmly.  “It's not that.”

“Well what is it then?  Tell me the name of the club,” she said trying to prise what information she could from him.  “I wouldn't want to think that you were hiding anything from me.”

Finally Tony cracked.  “Okay, I'll tell you.  It was daubed on a toilet seat lid in the men's bogs at the gay bar.”

She rested her pen on the notepad, “At the gay bar in town?”

“Yes,” he said monosyllabically.

“What were you doing in the toilets there?” she asked him with an accusatory tone.

Tony's face coloured, “I was taking a piss.  What else would I be doing?”

“Yes, yes.  Of course,” she said with an air of relief.  She picked up her pen again and wrote down these details.  “That's very useful Tony.  Very useful indeed.”  She smiled at Tony weakly.

“What's up Louise?  Is something the matter,” Tony said reaching out and touching her arm.

  She looked at Tony and blinked repeatedly as she tried to stop herself getting emotional.  “I must find the person responsible for this and put a stop to it.  I really have to find out who is doing this or else my job is on the line.  The Head is fuming about all the graffiti going up around the school and the painting of a massive phantom on the hockey pitch was the final straw for him.”  Her voice wobbled and she leant towards Tony.  “How on earth am I going to find the person responsible for this by myself?”

He put both of his arms around her awkwardly and pulled her closer.  “I'll help you,” he said with resolve.  “I promise that I'll get this person for you.”  She smirked to herself devilishly as he embraced her tightly.

 





Chapter Eighteen

 

“I can't believe that we're through to the quarter finals now,” Hugh squealed ecstatically as his breath swirled in the cold winter air.

“Well, believe it Hugh.  We're on the road to victory!” Tony bellowed as he waved his hockey stick above his head like a maniac.

“Come on, let's get washed and changed and then we can go out and celebrate tonight,” Giles said jumping excitedly from foot to foot.

 As they entered the changing room their cheers and laughter echoed off the tiled walls.  Tony made his way over to his kit bag and slung it over his shoulder.  He waited until he thought no one was looking and then tried to make his escape back up to the privacy of their dormitory.  Just as he placed his hand on the door handle and pulled, an arm reached out and stopped him.

“Where are you going, Tony?” the hard Teutonic voice said.

Tony flinched, “Christ Uwe, what are you doing sneaking up on me like that?”  He released the door.  “What do you want?”

“I thought that we could put in some extra dance practise before we go out tonight,” he said.

Tony sighed, “Uwe, we've already spent five hours this week practising our routines.”  

“Übung macht den Meister,” Uwe replied.

“What?  Speak English man.”

“I said, practise makes perfect, Tony,” he said with irritation at having to translate.

“Yeah I know that, but as well as the dancing we've been putting in extra time at hockey training.    Not to mention my running or gym sessions.”  

Uwe patted Tony's stomach, “And don't you look all the better for it.”

“Ergh, don't touch me,” Tony said squirming, but then quickly smirked to himself and slid his own hand up the front of his hockey shirt.  He felt the individual muscles on his stomach and glowed with pride.  

Uwe grinned, “You have every right to look pleased with yourself, Tony.  But just imagine how good you'll feel tomorrow morning after you've pushed some birds at the club.”  The words left Uwe's lips with an unnatural flow.

“It's pulled, not pushed,” Tony corrected.  “Pulled some birds.”

“Danke sehr.  How are those birds going to resist you tonight after they see your new moves?”

He realised that Uwe was buttering him up, “I've got the moves sorted already Uwe,” he said resolutely.

“But don't you want to practise our routine just once more before we go to the club?  This routine is so complex.  If we can get this right just think of how much it will impress those girls that you are so fond of once they see your moves.  They will be all over you like a rash,” Uwe said in a rich tone as he tried to tempt Tony.

“Well, I guess I can spare half an hour,” Tony said.  “But that's all.”

“Deal!” Uwe said making no attempt to disguise how pleased he was with himself.  “So are you coming in for a quick shower before we practise?”

Tony shifted on his feet nervously, “I'll go up to our room and have one there if it's okay with you.”  He reached for the door and pulled it open quickly.

Uwe shook his head, “You don't have to worry Tony.”

“I know that, but it just makes me uncomfortable, that's all,” Tony muttered quietly without making eye contact with Uwe.  “I keep forgetting and thinking that we're all the same, but we're not are we?  I'm different or you lot are different,” he paused momentarily.  “How do I know that one of your lot isn't a wolf in sheep's clothing?”

“Tony, we have to share the same toilet with you.  Let me assure you that anyone who has had the misfortune of using the toilet directly after you could never find you attractive.  In fact it's making me nauseous just thinking about it,” Uwe groaned, his nostrils flaring.  “I could never stick part of me into something that manufactures that much of a stink.”  

“Oh, that's good to hear...I think?” Tony said wondering whether he should be relieved or offended.  “Look I'll meet you in twenty minutes in the dance studio,” he said as he slipped out of the door and into the corridor.

 

 

The music was blasting out, Tony was grinning wildly and toying with his collar.  The coloured lights flashed as red and green laser beams danced across the wall.

“Tony,” Gareth said, “you know I have never seen you happier than you look right now.”

Tony laughed out loud, “I know.  Who would have thought it?  There is nowhere else I'd want to be than here tonight.”

“Aw, with us you mean?”  Giles said, his voice all gooey.

Tony frowned.  “Fuck off!” he growled defensively.  “I'm talking about the pussy potential at this gay bar,” he said calming down as his eyes scanned the room.

“You know you really need to curtail your foul language,” Gareth said firmly.

“You what?” Tony laughed.  “Give me one good reason,” he said with defiance as he threw the last of his drink down his neck.

Gareth thought carefully for a moment.  Tony was getting far too cocksure as of late and needed to reel it in.  “Well, for one, Louise hates swearing.”

“Yeah, and what's your point?”

“My point is that you've been spending quite a lot of time with her recently haven't you?” Gareth pointed out, “and I reckon you're in with a chance with her.”

Tony stopped jiggling about to the music and immediately turned to face Gareth.  “What makes you say that?” he enquired, his curiosity piqued.

“Oh Tony, I guess you'll never understand the way a woman's mind works, will you,” he patronised.  He turned away from Tony and took a sip from his drink.

Tony put his hand on Gareth's shoulder, “Whoa there!  Tell me more!” he demanded.

Gareth shrugged, “Oh, but you're not interested in Louise are you Tony.  Not when you can have your pick of the girls here tonight by masquerading as a homosexual.”  He waved Tony off, “No, you carry on.”  He turned away from Tony again.

Tony pulled at Gareth's shoulder once more, “Please Gareth, tell me what you mean, please!”

“Oh don't beg Tony, it doesn't become you,” he said haughtily.

“Look, I'm sorry that I am such an arse, it's just the testosterone oozing through my veins,” he said, trying to explain away his behaviour.  

Gareth winked at Hugh, “Okay Tony, I'll explain.  So you've been spending some time with Louise lately haven't you?”

“Yes, she asked me to help her track down the Phantom.”

Gareth pulled an expression like he was thinking hard, “Hmmm, yes.  Because you're the obvious choice aren't you.”

“What do you mean?”  

“I'm saying, why pick you?  A part time postman and a full time hooligan.”

Tony frowned again as he thought about this, “But I'm neither anymore.”  He stopped abruptly, this was the first time he'd really admitted the effect that the past few months had had on him.  He looked at Gareth, “I'm not the same person any more, am I?”

Gareth tilted his head to one side, “Well, I must admit you certainly look different and you act differently, at least most of the time, with the occasional lapse.  But can a leopard ever really change its spots?  Are you not just a product of your environment, who'll slip back into your old ways once you get back to your normal life?”

Tony scowled, how could he argue this?  He'd always been so proud of being a man's man, a beer drinker who likes his football, a real Jack the lad.  Now what?  After just a few months could he really disregard all that he once was?  Should he now declare himself a metrosexual, albeit in the loosest sense?  He shuddered at the thought, a strange emotion that he hadn't felt before overtook him, he didn't know what it was but it felt wrong.

Gareth clicked his fingers in front of Tony's face, “Hey, are you still with us Tony?”

Tony flinched and shook himself, he pushed the thoughts to the back of his mind.  This wasn't something he was ready to think about.  “What were we talking about?” he asked, his voice a little shaken.

“We were talking about three things, weren't we?”  Gareth held his right hand up in front of Tony and extended his thumb.  “One, we were talking about how you need to stop swearing so much.  Two,” he said holding up his index finger, “how Louise needed a Sherlock Holmes figure and out of everyone at the school she decided to pick you, and three,” he held up his middle finger, “about  how you've changed.”

Tony decided to completely ignore the latter.  “Well, I guess Louise thought I'd be good at finding the culprit.”

Gareth squealed with laughter, “Oh Tony, you're so naïve.  Do you really think that she needs your help?  She has an ulterior motive.”

Tony looked totally baffled, “And what would that be?”

Gareth looked smug and made Tony wait a few moments before answering, “She likes you Tony, but she's not sure if you're boyfriend material.  She's using this Phantom business as an excuse to spend some more time with you, to work you out.”

 “Really?” 

Gareth nodded, “Really!”  He put his hands on his hips, “Look.  Does she ask you a lot of questions when you're searching for clues?”

“Yes, now you mention it she does,” Tony said, “but don't all women?”

“Yes, but are these questions about the Phantom?” Gareth probed knowingly.

“No.  In fact she hardly ever talks about the Phantom,” Tony said as it finally started to dawn on him.

Gareth nodded, “Uh-huh.  So what sort of things does she ask you about?”

“Favourite films, food, books...” Tony trailed off.  “Oh for fuck's sake, that sneaky cow.”  He leant against the wall gob-smacked.  “I can't believe it.”

Gareth patted Tony on the shoulder, “She likes you Tony and you've unwittingly been sitting an examination to check out your feasibility.  Don't be too hard on yourself, your judgement is completely clouded by hormones and women are very complicated creatures.”

Tony scratched his head, “But why didn't she just ask me out?”

Uwe leant over, “That is the difference between men and women.  Men just jump in, controlled by their hormones.  Basically men have one criterion that has to be met, i.e. would I sleep with her?  But women have a longer check list.”  

“A lot, lot longer,” Hugh agreed nodding his head frantically.

“In fact it is more like a flow chart and 'would I sleep with him?' is way down the list,” Uwe added sagely.

“How come you lot are such bloody experts on women?”  Tony said with bewilderment.

“I didn't think we were.  I thought that this stuff was just common sense,” Gareth said matter-of-factly.  “Should we continue our original conversation Tony?”

“About what?”

“About your bad language, you seem to say the word fuck in almost every sentence” Gareth replied.

“But this is the only way I know how to express myself,” Tony said defensively.

“Words like ‘fuck’ should be used as an exclamation mark, not a comma.”

Tony let this sink in, “Okay, I can see the logic there.  But I've been swearing like a trooper since I was eight.  How the fuck am I supposed to correct this overnight?” he said proving Gareth's point.

Gareth pondered this for a moment and tapped his finger against the side of his head, “Alright, I have an idea.  Why don't we just substitute the word ‘fuck’ for something else?”  He took a step back for effect and smiled.

Tony wrinkled his nose, “Like what?”

Gareth sighed, “Must I do everything here?  Look, I don't know, something similar.”  He scratched his head as he thought about it.  “What about saying ‘frith’ instead of ‘fuck’?”

“What the fuck does frith mean?” Tony muttered as he shook his head.

“It is just very similar and I imagine that your brain would accept frith as a valid substitute Tony,” Gareth explained.  “Frith seems somehow strong enough but is watered down enough to convey the emotion but without the offence.”

“Fuck me!  Not swearing seems a bit gay to me,” Tony grumbled.

Gareth let out a heavy sigh, “Frith me, not swearing seems a bit gay to me,” he corrected.  “Look, just give it a try, that's all I'm saying.  Now will someone please buy me a drink?” he added wearily.

“I'll buy you one,” Bruce said with some enthusiasm, “I'll get you one too Hugh.”

 

 

Later that night Uwe approached Tony who by now had sampled several glasses of wine and was well and truly in the party spirit.  He started up a conversation.  “Hey Tony, how's it going?”

“I'm alright Uwe, but steer clear of the Shiraz tonight, it's bloody awful.”

Uwe listened carefully and tried to gauge whether or not Tony was drunk enough, but not too drunk that he would show him up.  Unsure, he reached down into his pocket and took out a coin.  “Here, catch,” Uwe said as he threw the coin towards Tony.

Tony rapidly focused and snatched the coin out of the air, “What's this for?” he said as he examined the coin.

Uwe felt satisfied, “Do you know what time it is?” he said ignoring Tony's question.

“Ten o'clock?” Tony said looking at the new watch that Gareth had bought him from their last shopping excursion.

“No.  It's time for us to rock this party!”  As the words reached Tony's ear, the alcohol failed to stop him from cringing.

“Oh, try not to say things like that, Uwe,” Tony groaned as he shook his head.  “It really makes you sound European.”

“What are you trying to incinerate?” Uwe responded.

Tony rolled his eyes, “Insinuate,” he sighed.  “Oh for fuc...” he stopped himself, and remembered Gareth's words from earlier.  “Shall we just go and dance?”

“Yes,” Uwe said simply, tiring of his conversation with Tony.

“But no funny business, okay?” Tony growled.  

“Don't flatter yourself,” he replied indignantly.

 Tony knocked back the last of his drink and they made their way to the dance floor.  Uwe found a space and took his position.  Tony, following suit, stood next to him and assumed the same stance.  Under the glare of the flashing coloured lights Uwe looked across at Tony and nodded.  Tony felt the adrenaline in his body start to pump as he waited for Uwe's sign.  The beat pounded as they both stood there motionless, until suddenly Uwe took a step forward and then stopped.  Tony waited for the next beat and then did the same.  Uwe swung his arms over his head, then became motionless once more, as Tony repeated the move.  Then suddenly they turned to face each other and simultaneously lifted their left arms followed by their right, their legs kicked forward and back as they mirrored each other perfectly.

A few of the revellers around them saw what was happening and stood back to make room for them.  Uwe slid to his right, still mirrored by Tony, their bodies undulating, their synchronicity almost perfect.

The other dancers stopped what they were doing and a large circle formed naturally around both Uwe and Tony as they delivered move after killer move.  They began to clap in time to the beat, and Tony and Uwe then took their dancing to the next stage.  The pair doubled the speed in which they moved as they danced around each other to the whoops and hollers from their spellbound audience.  They darted left and right, their bodies owning the dance floor.  Every single eye in the place was on them as they performed what they'd spent hours perfecting.

Finally as the song neared its conclusion Uwe turned and walked away from his dance partner.  Tony took a few steps back and took position, then quick as a flash Uwe span on his axis and ran towards Tony.  When he was just a few feet from Tony he leapt up and was lifted effortlessly high above Tony’s head, his arms fully extended.  Uwe kept his body fixed in a horizontal position, his feet and legs held completely together in perfect symmetry.  The crowd erupted into applause, and the odd whistle punctuated the clapping.  Tony and Uwe held their position soaking up the crowd's rapture and reverence.  Eventually Tony lowered Uwe to his feet.  Tony opened his mouth and began to speak.  

“Sorry Tony, but I must strike whilst the iron is hot.  A moment spent talking to you is a moment wasted,” and with that he turned and allowed the audience to surround him.

Tony felt too exhilarated to let Uwe bother him and began to make his way off the dance floor.  He took his first step and was confronted with a swarm of men as they hustled to speak to him.

“Hey, love your moves.  Let's dance!”  One squealed excitedly at Tony.

Tony waved him away quickly and tried to propel himself through the crowd.

 “Hiya Butch, can I buy you a drink?” another voice said.

Tony shook his head.  Bodies pushed themselves up against him and patted him on the back.  He took several deep breaths and tried to keep calm.  

Suddenly several hands reached into the scrum and grabbed Tony's arm.  He felt himself pulled forward and a fear overtook him.  He lost his balance and fell to the floor.  Tony looked up at the swathing crowd above him.  Then, just as he tried to get his bearings, he felt two hands grip his left leg, and then another two grab his right leg.

“Oh fuck!  They're gonna bum me!” he screamed.  He began to kick wildly as he was dragged across the floor and out of the melee.  “Argghh!  Get the fuck off of me!  Stop trying to pull my trousers down.  There's no way you're bumming me,” he cried out kicking and screaming as he was awkwardly hauled out of the crowd on his back.

“Bum you?  Not for all the tea in China,” Gareth laughed as he looked down at Tony.  “Come on Hugh, put your back into it.”

Hugh grunted in acknowledgement and continued to pull Tony across the carpet to safety.

“Oh shit, it's you guys,” Tony said with a relief that he'd never experienced before, his heart beating frantically.

Gareth and Hugh dragged him a little further and then let go of his legs.

“Well, that's what you get for showing off, Tony,” Gareth said panting as he tried to catch his breath.

Tony clambered to his feet.

“The crowd loved you Tony,” Hugh said jealously.  “That's the sort of response I want to get when I get famous.”

Tony ignored him and lifted up the back of his shirt.  He ran his hands over the middle of his back, “I think you've given me carpet burns.”

“Wear them like a badge of honour,” Gareth chuckled.  “I don't just give carpet burns to anyone.”

Predictably Tony shuddered at the very suggestion.  “I need a drink to calm my nerves.”  He said as he dusted himself down and walked across to the bar.  He slumped himself against the bar and forced himself to relax.  He was calming down now.

After a couple of minutes stood silently composing himself, Tony was joined by Keenan at the bar.

“Hey that was pretty impressive Tony,” Keenan chirped in his usual manner as he leant against the bar.  “You must have put some hours practice in there.”

Tony nodded in acknowledgement, but didn't speak.

“But nothing could have prepared you for that response!” Keenan added.  “That really was some crazy shit.”

Tony exhaled forcefully, “You're telling me!”

“Why did you let Uwe talk you into that?”

“One reason,” Tony said surveying the room.  “Just look at all that pussy,” Tony said as he rubbed his hands together greedily.

“What?  Do you have some sort of filter fitted Tony?”  Keenan asked incredulously, “your brain seems to have some innate ability to filter out all the gay men here and just focus on the women.”

“Amazing, ain't it?” Tony said proudly as he switched back to his normal operating mode.  “Now I reckon I can have my pick of the bunch tonight after that performance,” he turned and waved at the bartender.  “A bottle of your cheapest champagne and eight glasses please.”  The barman nodded and duly brought Tony his order.  Tony slapped his money on the bar and took the tray of glasses.  “Now let's see Tony work his magic,” he pushed past Keenan and walked over to a group of girls waving the bottle of champagne aloft.  

“Hiya girlfriends!” said in a faux camp manner.  “Do you have room for a little one?”  He slid the tray effortlessly onto their table and made room for himself.

“Hey, you're that guy who was dancing earlier aren't you?” one of the girls said excitedly.

Tony smiled, closed his eyes and nodded slowly.

“You were amazing!” another squealed as she clapped her hands together.

“Thanks,” Tony mouthed silently as he started to unscrew the top on the champagne bottle.

“Was that guy that you were dancing with your boyfriend?” the girl to Tony's left asked.

Tony winced momentarily, but managed to hold his natural reaction back.  “Who him?” he said as nonchalantly as possible.  “He's a nobody.” He poised the champagne bottle over one of the glasses.  “Who wants some champers then?” he said winking at the attractive girl opposite him.

She smiled, “Oh yes please,” eagerly picking up and pushing a glass towards him.

“So, listen, girls,” Tony started in a sad voice, “I know we've only just met, but I feel like I've known you for years.”  He poured the bubbly into their glasses as he spoke, “I'm in a bit of a dilemma you see.  Well, quite obviously I am just so gay, but I keep having these strange dreams about women.”  He stopped talking, put the bottle down and took a sip of the champagne.  “Oh, where are my manners, you girls don't want to hear about old Tony's problems do you?”

The girls leant forward.

“No, you can talk to us.  We can probably help you, go on tell us about your problems,” the girl to his left urged him.

“Oh alright then, if you insist,” Tony leant closer to them.  “Anyway like I said, lately I keep having dreams about women.  You know, dirty dreams.”  He took another sip from his glass.

“Really?” the attractive girl opposite him said, “and have you even been with a woman?”

“Never!” Tony said, “but I keep having these recurring dreams and even during the day I can't shake them.”

“What are these dreams?” one of the girls said breathlessly.

“Well, right at the beginning of the dream I kiss a girl and do you know what?” he said carefully teasing them.

“No?  What?”

 “It was electrifying, like nothing I have ever known before,” he said wistfully.  He stopped speaking and closed his eyes, he gently ran his tongue over his lips.

 The good looking girl across from him leant over the table, “Haven’t you even kissed a woman before?”

Tony shook his head, “No,” he said sadly, “and I guess I never will.”

She paused for a moment before looking him in the eye, “You could kiss me if you like,” she said.  She bit her lip coyly, her friends' eyes bounced between her and Tony.  “You know, just so you can try it.”

Tony fixed his stare onto her, “Are you serious?  You'd do that for me?”

She slid her hand across the table and took Tony's.  She caressed it gently, “I wouldn't mind at all.”

Tony allowed himself the smallest of smiles, “I'm scared to try it, but somehow I must find the courage.”  He stood up and came around to her side of the table, she made room for him and he sat down.  “Close your eyes then,” he whispered.

Her friends stared on in a hushed silence, as she gently wet her lips and closed her eyes.  Tony took a deep breath and looked at her friends for support.

“Go on,” one of them said impatiently waving her hands at Tony.  

The others nodded in agreement.

“Okay here goes,” Tony said quietly as he pushed his lips against hers.  He breathed in the scent from her cheek and concentrated on the plump, softness of her red lips as he tried to visualise them in his head.  She moved her hand onto the back of his neck and pulled him in closer.  He tasted her lipstick and something within him moved.  Her friends watched on, agog, their mouths open in disbelief.  They tried to hide their girlish titters as they nudged each other gently.

Eventually, the girl pulled away from Tony's kiss.  She opened her eyes slowly and dreamily, “Was that nice?”

Tony grinned broadly, “It was even better than I ever dreamt.”

She smiled and her face lit up.  She took a quick sip from her glass and made brief eye contact with her friends, just to gauge their reaction and to gain some reassurance.

Seizing the moment, Tony spoke again.  “Do you want to know what else I dreamed about?”

“Tell me,” she whispered, her pupils dilating.

 

 

Bruce, Keenan, Hugh, Giles and Gareth were chatting animatedly amongst themselves when Gareth was tapped on the shoulder.  He turned around and a look of surprise appeared on his face.

“Hi guys, having a good night are we?” the soft voice said warmly with an unusually relaxed tone.

“L, L, Louise,” Gareth stuttered and nudged Bruce with his elbow.  “What are you doing here?”

Louise frowned for a moment, wondering why Gareth was acting strangely.

“Are you here with friends?” Gareth said nudging Bruce again, but Bruce stood still, frozen to the spot.

She shook her head, “No, no.  I just came by myself.”

“Oh, I see.  Do you often go to gay night clubs by yourself?” Gareth said with a gulp.

Louise was slightly taken aback by this direct form of questioning, and her tone changed.  “You're acting strangely tonight, Gareth.  Is there a problem?”

“No, no, no.  Definitely not, no problem at all,” he said as beads of sweat started to appear on his forehead.  He pushed Bruce a little harder.

Suddenly, Bruce realised what all the nudging and pushing was about, and surreptitiously tried to side step away from them.

Immediately, Louise noticed this, “Where are you sneaking off to Bruce?” she said irritably.  

Bruce froze in his tracks.  

“Look, why is everyone acting so strangely?”  She was greeted by silence.  “Oh, okay it's like that is it?”  She turned and walked away from them.  

Gareth looked at Keenan, “What are we going to do?”

“Go after her,” Keenan said quickly, pointing towards Louise as she stomped towards the bar.

“Go on then,” Hugh said urging Gareth to deal with the fall out.

“Louise!” Gareth called, trying to be heard over the sound of the music, “Louise!” he called again.  He pushed his way through the throng of people as he chased after her.  “Louise,” he said putting his hand onto her shoulder.  

She turned to face him, “What?” 

“I assume that you're here to see Tony,” he said.

She blinked several times, “What makes you say that?”

“Intuition,” he said uneasily with a shrug.  “Tony's over there with some girls.”

“So what?” Louise said defensively.  “He's a free agent isn't he?”

Gareth scratched his head, “Well, yes he is.  But I thought...” he trailed off.  Louise waited for him to finish his sentence, but Gareth was lost for words.  She sighed wearily, “Since someone has obviously made a decision to be completely direct tonight and do away with English pleasantries, I'll be direct with you too.”  She composed herself and then began, “I like Tony and I have come here tonight specifically to see Tony outside of business hours.  So, if you could tell me where he is I would really appreciate it.”

Gareth pointed, “He's over there.”

Louise craned her neck and saw Tony.  He was seated with a gaggle of girls who were in fits of flirtatious giggles.  She instinctively scowled and then made her way over to them.  As she approached the table she stopped in disbelief.  Tony was feeling one of the girl’s breasts.  Then after a moment of careful contemplation he moved onto the next girl and gently felt hers too.

The girls giggled and one of them spoke.  “Have you honestly never felt any boobs in your life Tony?”

“No,” he said.  “Never.”

One of the girls swept her blonde hair over her shoulder to expose her large cleavage, “Here Tony.  Get a load of mine!”

Tony grinned like a child in a sweet shop, “Oh my god, they look amazing.”  He leant forward greedily and buried his face in them.  The girls erupted into laughter again.

Louise had seen enough.  She walked over to Tony and tapped him roughly on the shoulder.

“Alright, alright, who's next?” he said, his voice muffled as his face was still buried in the girl's cleavage.  He lifted himself up, grinning like an idiot and turned to see who had tapped him on the shoulder.  As he turned his face fell.  “Louise,” he said with shock.

“Girls!” Louise said firmly.  “I need to have a little chat with lover boy here.”

“Oh, it's not like that,” one of the girls piped up.

Louise placed her hands on her hips, “I won't ask again,” she said with a voice like thunder.

One by one the girls quickly left their table under Louise's glare.

“So, Tony,” Louise began pulling up a chair.  “Tell me what you've been up to tonight?”

Tony gulped, “Oh Frith!” he said under his breath.

 


 

Uwe had tired of his potential suitors advances for the moment and made his way back across to the group for a short break.  He noticed Gareth, Keenan and the gang staring transfixed at a table across the room.

“What's so interesting?” Uwe said in his abrasive manner.

Gareth raised his finger to his lips, “Shhh Uwe.”

Uwe turned to join them as they watched Louise break up the coterie and send the group of girls on their way.

“Jesus Christ,” Keenan said in disbelief.  “Would you look at that?”

It looks like Louise means business tonight, “Poor old Tony.  Just look at how she despatched his harem.”

Uwe, who was never one to miss out on an opportunity to gossip or even better to watch Tony squirm laughed, “I've seen this happen so many times and this why I was so pleased to be born gay.”

Keenan pulled his eyes away from Tony and Louise as the girls dispersed into the crowd, “What are you going on about?”

“I was simply making an observation that men are by nature merely indifferent to one another, but women are by nature enemies,” he explained.

“Be that as it may, I can't wait to find out the juicy gossip from Tony in the morning,” Keenan said jiggling about and barely able to contain his excitement.






Chapter Nineteen

 

The door to the Larry Grayson Boudoir creaked open.  Distracted by the noise Hugh looked up.  

“Oh, hi Marc.  You’re back then?” he said with some surprise.

Marc nodded but did not speak and threw his bag onto his bed, the contents clinked together as it bounced.

“So, how did it go?  Did you tell your parents about your situation?” Hugh enquired carefully.

Marc unzipped his bag and started to remove several items of clothing, he sorted them into piles of colours and whites, as he did so the sound of glass on glass emanated from the bag.  Hugh waited awkwardly for Marc to respond, he motioned as if to speak again, but hesitated.  Not sure of what to do he placed his hands upon his thighs and pushed the wrinkles out of his jeans.  He looked over at Marc again and smiled.

Marc’s eyes moved to the right but his head remained fixed on his laundry.  Finally, he spoke, “Can we talk about this later, Hugh?  I appreciate your intentions, but I just need a bit of time.”

Hugh nodded apologetically, “Sorry, Marc, I didn’t mean to pry.  Perhaps you need some time?”  He stood and made his way towards the door, he hesitated in the doorway as he waited for Marc to say something.  He bobbed on the spot for a moment, then realised that the conversation, if that is what you could call it, was over.  He slid himself between the doors trying to make as little noise as possible and left the room.

 

 

“Good morning, my nearest, dearest and queerest,” Ben said, as he pirouetted into the classroom.  “How are you all this morning?”  

The students smiled and nodded to let Ben know that he could go ahead with the day’s lesson.

“You’ll need your pens and paper today, since we’ll be learning about language, primarily Polari.”  He retrieved some papers from his bag and started to hand them out.  “Here’s a little crib sheet for you to read through.”  The students duly took their papers and skimmed through the list of words.  As Ben handed Tony his sheet he stopped, “Tony, you look a little different today.”

Tony scowled, begrudging the fact that Ben had singled him out yet again for public inspection.

“You have a little glint in your eye, a little sparkle,” he placed his hands on his hips.  “Do you have a secret, Tony?”

“Tony’s in love,” Hugh blurted out.

The class tittered and Ben smiled warmly.  “So, Tony, dare I ask you if this is a man or a woman?”  He crouched down onto one knee in order to bring his eyes level with Tony’s.  He motioned to the class to settle down.

Tony’s face contorted, “It’s a woman!  Of course it’s a bloody woman.”

Ben grinned, “Well, well, well.  We’re making progress.  I noticed that you said woman and not bird or tart.  That is something.  And it’s love is it?  How can you be sure?”

“I didn’t say that I was in love, el dickhead over there said that,” he gestured at Hugh dismissively.

Hugh chuckled, “Deny it then, Tony.”

“Frith off, Hugh,” Tony spat.

“Hmm, now that is interesting,” Gareth whispered to himself.

“You want to talk about love?  What about your lover?  Shall we talk about George?” Tony said, angrily.  Hugh’s cheeks coloured quickly and he fell silent.

“Now, now, settle down,” Ben said wearily.  “Why does everything have to turn into an argument with you guys?”  He got to his feet and sighed.  “There always has to be an argument,” he muttered as he handed out the last of the study material.  He returned to the front of the class and began his lecture.  “So, as I said, we’ll be learning about language today, and specifically Polari.  We’ll cover Ringlish a little later in the term.  Uwe, do you know what Polari is?”  He clasped his hands together.

“Of course,” Uwe replied.  “It’s a form of cant slang used primarily by British actors, circus folk, criminals, prostitutes and the gay sub-culture.”

“Oh my, a round of applause for Uwe, please,” Ben said with a grin, as the class started to clap enthusiastically.  “The boy’s a marvel.”  Uwe smirked as he accepted their applause.  “Have you heard of Polari before, Tony?” Ben enquired.

Tony looked to his left and then to his right, “Ben, you do know that there are other people in this class don’t you?  You don’t always have to involve me, you know,” he added sarcastically.

“I am fully aware of that, Tony, but ...” he searched for the words.  “How can I put this gently?  You’re like our special needs student.  You require that extra bit of attention.”  

Tony frowned.  “No, I have never heard of Polari,” he said, as he decided to try and ignore Ben’s last statement.  “Why would I have?”

“Well, as Uwe said it’s used by criminals, but I guess you’d market yourself as a rough diamond though,” he continued quickly, not giving Tony a chance to protest.  “Have you heard of the word, naff or zhoosh, Tony?”  He tapped his finger on his lips whilst he waited for an answer.

“Yeah, like naff off and zhoosh it up,” he said confidently.

Ben spun on his heels dramatically, “then you already speak Polari.  Well done!”  

The class spontaneously applauded Tony and he grinned broadly.  

“Who knows what naff stands for though?” Ben asked, sweeping his arm in front of the students.

Hugh’s hand shot up into the air, “Me, me.  Ask me.”

Ben nodded, “Hugh, please enlighten us.”

“Naff is an acronym.  It means Not Available For Fucking,” he beamed proudly, as he waited for his round of applause.

Ben shook his head, “Aha, you fell into my trap.”

Hugh’s face fell, and he looked despondent.

“Don’t worry, Hugh, someone makes that mistake every year.  That’s actually a backcronym; that meaning was applied to the already existing word.  But, that is so commonly believed now that perhaps it’s the real meaning after all.  Language is changing constantly,” he added trying to bring a smile back to Hugh’s face.  “Let me give you an example now, Omies and palones of the jury, vada well at the eek of the poor ome who stands before you, his lallies trembling.  Can anyone translate that?”  He waited keenly, but received no response.  “Okay, let me do so for you.  I said, men and women of the jury, look well at the face of the poor man who stands before you, his legs trembling.”

The class let out a series of oohs and aahs.

“By the end of term, you should all be able to speak and understand Polari, so, let’s get started with some easy ones.  I want you to use this daily when conversing with each other, okay?”

“So, Tony, using your crib sheet I want you to ask me to join you at the pub for a beer,” he said and waited in anticipation.

Tony looked at his sheet for a moment and thought about this, slowly he began to speak.  “Would you like to come to the bungery for a buvare with me?” he said with poor pronunciation.

“Perfect!” Ben squealed, “well, nearly perfect at least.  Or should I say, bonaroo!”  He pointed quickly to Gareth.  “Translate.”

Gareth’s eyes quickly scanned the sheet until he found the word ‘bonaroo’, “Wonderful?” he said unsurely.

“My Aunt
Nells heard you clearly and you are right.  Fantabulosa, Gareth!” Ben declared.  “Right, one or two more and then you can practise amongst yourselves.  Okay, Keenan, say, look at the bulge in that Policeman’s trousers, do you think it’s really his truncheon?”

Keenan paused for a moment and then made his attempt.  “Look at the bonaroo basket in that charpering
omi’s cats, do you think it’s really his truncheon?”

  “Spot on!  Now, Bruce, compliment me on my dancing.”  He shimmied on the spot as he waited.

Bruce slid his finger across the sheet to find the word that he was looking for, “Ben, you are quite the hoofer,” he said gleefully.

“The homy polone has got it in one,” he grinned.  “Well done!  Right, we’ve got twenty minutes left, so pair up and start practising.”

 

 

When the class was over, the class filed out.  Tony noticed Louise waiting in the corridor.  She pretended to study the notice board as the students filed by.

“Look Tony, it’s your girlfriend,” Keenan chirped as he pointed at Louise.

She shot him a look and then surreptitiously beckoned Tony over.

“I’ll catch you later guys, I need to talk to this palone with the lovely willets,” Tony said with a wink.

They all looked confused and reviewed their crib sheets as Tony walked over to her.

“Hi Tony.  We have found another couple of Phantoms,” Louise said in her most matter-of-fact voice.

“Really?  Where are these ones?” he asked, trying to be equally as nonchalant.

“They’ve been drawn on the basketball backboards in the sports hall,” she said as she maintained eye contact for a little too long and a little too intensely.

“Well, how did they get up there?  They would have needed a ladder, wouldn’t they?”

She nodded, “would you be free later today to help me investigate?”

Tony nodded eagerly, “It’s a date.”

She was about to correct him, but decided that she quite liked the sound of it and left it at that.  She hugged at her handbag as she walked away from Tony.  The clicking of her heels echoed in the now empty corridor.

Tony realised that amid the sexual chemistry, they hadn’t arranged a time or a place to meet.  Should he shout after her to arrange something?  No, that would look desperate, so he simply shrugged.  I’ll find her, he thought, as the last of the clicks faded away.

 

 

After another long, punishing workout in the school gym, Tony bounded up the stairs towards their dormitory and was confronted by a large group of students outside his room.  He pushed his way past them trying to get to the door; he elbowed them out of the way as he fought his way through.  The bustling crowd thinned out as he approached the door, he climbed out of the crowd and reached for the door handle.  

“You can’t go in there,” a stern voice said.

Without looking up, he responded in his usual brusk manner.  “This is my room.”

The man leant over and spoke carefully, “If this is your room, then we’ll need to speak to you.”

Tony looked up and realised suddenly that this was a policeman.  “You’re a copper,” he said in disbelief.  “I haven’t breached my terms, I’ve stuck to the rules.  What do you want?”  Tony’s pupils dilated as he began to panic, “you can’t do this.  I’m not leaving this place.  I can’t leave, not yet.”

“Calm down, Sir,” the Policeman said.  “There’s been an incident.”

“Incident?  What incident?  I haven’t done nothing,” Tony protested wildly.  “Hey, fuck you copper!” Tony said and pushed the policeman back against the door.  The students at the front of the crowd took a few steps back cautiously.  “I ain’t done nothing,” Tony repeated and started to push his way back out of the crowd.

“Tony!” a voice shouted, “Tony!  Calm down.”

In a blind panic, Tony barged the students out of his way, a number of them fell like dominoes into each other.  Above the fallen students Tony saw Gareth.

“Tony.  They’ve not come for you.”

Tony stepped on the students as he tried to make his escape.  The policeman watched on with confusion.

“It’s not you that they are here for, it’s Marc,” Gareth shouted to him.  “Something has happened to Marc.”

“What?  Is he back then?” Tony said, as he tried to process what Gareth was telling him.

Gareth took Tony’s arm and pulled him off of the student that he was standing on.  “Something terrible has happened to Marc.  You have to come with me, they’re waiting for you in the Head’s office.  You’re not in trouble.”  He led a bewildered Tony away from the crowd as they started to get to their feet.  Tony cast a look back at them and looked at the policeman, his heart was beating wildly.

 

 

“Ah, come in, Tony.  Thanks for finding him, Gareth,” the Head said.  “Please take a seat.”  He pointed them to the empty chairs.  Hugh, Uwe and the others were already waiting there looking very pale and serious.

Tony eyed the policemen suspiciously, “What’s going on?”

The Head pointed to the remaining seats again, “The police need to take some statements and check your room over, so in a minute you will be interviewed separately in the adjoining office.  After you’ve given your statements I’d like you to head down to the staff room and we’ll get chef to make you something to eat.”

“Why can’t we go back to our room?” Tony asked irritably.

“It’s going to be a late night for you all tonight, but you can go back in there later.  Now sit down,” the Head said more forcibly.

“Just sit down,” Gareth said.

Suspiciously Tony acquiesced and slowly took his seat.

The Head took his position and addressed the assembled group.  “Earlier today Giles discovered Marc in your sleeping quarters.”

“What do you mean discovered?” Tony interrupted.

“Shhh, Tony,” Keenan said.

“Giles discovered his body,”

“Marc’s dead?” Tony said is disbelief.  “What?  You’re talking bollocks.  He went away a few days ago, I haven’t seen him since.”

The Head spoke reverently, “Apparently he returned earlier today.  It seems he drank an awful lot of alcohol.”

Tony thought about this for a moment.  “He’s a boozer.  He can take it.”

“Please be quiet and let him speak,” Keenan whispered softly.

“I cannot say too much at the moment for obvious reasons, but it seems that Marc left a note,” the Head explained.

“Oh!” Tony said finally accepting the news.

“Look, let’s all try and support each other at this difficult time.  Officer, please start taking the statements and gathering the information that you need.  Please deal with this sensitively.  My students are very dear to me, so please handle this with care.”  He reached over and took a sip from his mug of cold coffee.  He winced as he swallowed the liquid.

The suited policeman nodded.  “I can assure you that we’ll gather what we need to know and leave you to grieve as soon as possible.”  He picked up his notebook and flipped it open.  Without looking up from it he spoke, “So, I need to speak to Giles first.  Which one of you is Giles?”

Giles rose to his feet slowly, “That's me,” he said and walked towards the policeman.  

“The rest of you should wait here until you're called.”  He turned to Giles, “We'll just go next door to discuss this in more privacy.  I'm Detective Inspector Thompson, by the way, and this is Detective Sergeant Dormer.”  The three of them left the room together leaving another plain clothes officer with them.

They all sat in silence in the room, no one knowing what to say.  The clock noisily ticked away the seconds.  Tony rocked back and forth on rear legs of his chair and Keenan bit at his nails.  As the evening went on the Detectives returned and called for them individually.  Finally, the last of the group left the room and gave his statement.

 

 

“Please leave the sandwiches on the table Chef, and could you also bring the boys some fruit,” the Head fussed.  “I know you will want to return to some form of normality as quickly as possible, but as I said earlier I’d like you to all stay in the staff room until the charpering omis have finished their duties.  It’ll be better to keep you away from all the hubbub.  You’ve gone through enough today and you don’t need the other students bothering you tonight.  At least you’ll have some privacy here.”  

The Chef returned with a bowl of fruit and some muffins, he laid them on the table and disappeared quietly from the room.

“Right, now I must leave you for a while boys.  I need to speak with the police to contact Marc’s parents.”  He shuffled out of the room and left them alone.  The door closed by itself slowly and then thumped as the catch fell into place startling them.

Tony was the first to speak.  “I’m sure this won’t take too much longer and then we can head back up to the room and get some kip.”

Hugh looked at Tony, “How am I supposed to sleep in there tonight or any night, knowing what has happened?”

“I just don’t understand it.  Why would you kill yourself?  It’s like ejecting the DVD half way through the movie,” Gareth said.

“Maybe he wasn’t enjoying the film.  Maybe he didn’t want to see the ending.”

“Don’t you want to know the end though, Keenan?” Gareth replied.

“I guess he didn’t think the end was worth knowing.”

“Maybe this was always going to be his ending,” Tony said quietly.

“This is our fault,” Hugh said, his voice cracking.  “We told him to speak to his parents.”

“It’s not our fault.  How could we have known?” Bruce said angrily.


              “I guess there are some things you shouldn’t get involved in,” Gareth said.

“I knew he was a bit depressed, but I didn’t think he’d end up killing himself,” Hugh muttered.

“Technically he didn’t kill himself.  Technically he choked on his own vomit.  That’s accidental death,” Uwe said stoically.

“Then why did he leave a note?  He knew what he was doing,” Hugh stated.

Uwe looked away, “I suspect it was more a cry for help, I just don’t believe he meant to do it.”

“It’s his parent’s fault.  Why couldn’t they just accept him?  Why did they have those ridiculous views?”

“Religion is the masterpiece of the art of animal training, for it trains people as to how they shall think,” Uwe said coldly.

Gareth shook his head angrily, “Shut up, Uwe!  Now is not the time.”

The group fell silent.

“Marc’s gone and he’s not coming back.  It was his decision and his decision alone.  Whether it was a cry for help that went wrong or not, we simply can’t question it now.  At least he got to die a young man’s death.  None of us really knew him and we can’t take responsibility for his actions.  Yes, we played a part, but it was a very small part and as his friends we did what we thought was best.  So now we all need to come to terms with what has happened and support each other on the rest of our journey together,” Gareth declared to the group, trying to show some solidarity and give them something to focus on.

No one spoke for a few minutes until Uwe bowed his head and spoke solemnly, “so it goes.”

 

 





 

Chapter Twenty

 

“That was bloody awkward, wasn’t it?  None of us knew anything about him,” Keenan said, as they returned from the funeral.  

“And what we did know about him was inappropriate.  We could hardly share stories about how we’d found him passed out in various amusing places, considering how he died,” Gareth said, removing his tie and hanging up his suit jacket.

Hugh sat on his bed and removed his shoes.  “His parents made us feel less than welcome.”

“Why did they bother to invite us?” Tony muttered.

“I guess they felt they had to, we were the only people there who were his age.  Everyone else seemed to be family,” Gareth replied.

Tony took off his suit jacket and placed it on its hanger.  “Two hundred and fifty quid this bugger cost me.”  He stood back and looked at it shaking his head.  “That’s a lot of money when you’re on the dole.”  

“But, you’re not on the dole are you, Tony?” Keenan said.

“Well, that depends whose asking.”

Gareth put his black polished shoes into a shoe box and slid them back into his wardrobe.  “Look, we did our bit, that’s all we need to be concerned about.”

Bruce nodded, “Yes, agreed.  I’m just glad it’s all over now.”

“It’s over for Marc, not for us.  We’ve got to live with the fact that we played a part in his death,” Tony said.  “Our advice put events in motion that led to this.”

“We can’t blame ourselves.  We did what we thought was right,” Gareth countered.  “His parents have to take the weight of the blame.”

“I suppose so.  I don’t understand their mentality though.  My old Mum stood by me through thick and thin.”

“If you had a son, would you stand by him if you found out he was gay?” Uwe said.

Tony scratched his head.  “That’s different though isn’t it?”

“Is it?”

Tony looked embarrassed, “No, I suppose not.  Look, I guess I need to think about this, don’t I?”

“You do that!” Uwe replied.

They all changed out of their suits and into clothes with a bit of colour, all trying their best to avoid looking at Marc’s empty bed.  Each of them wished that someone would remove it, but none of them were brave enough to broach the subject.  

Hugh bent down and opened his bedside table drawer.  He took out a letter and caressed it in his hands.  “Guys,” he said trying to gain their attention.  “I know we’ve had some dark times recently, but you’ll all be pleased to know that I have some good news.”  

“Really?” Keenan said expectantly.  “We need some of that.  Go on, cheer us up, Hugh.” 

“I’m through to the next round in the talent show, darlings,” he clapped his hands together weakly and minced up and down the walkway next to his bed.

Tony shook his head in disbelief, “I see you’ve gone ‘seventies gay’ again, Hugh.”

“Nice observation, Tony. Hugh’s gayness does seem to come in cycles,” Gareth chuckled.

“I should invent some sort of gay barometer to try and predict how gay Hugh’s going to be each day,” Tony said, gently teasing Hugh. 

“If they do an exam here on how to be a stereotypical gay, then you should take it,” Giles said chiming in.

“Oh luvvies, stop messing about,” Hugh simpered.  “Do you remember that I told you I was entering that TV talent show?”

They all groaned.  “You enter every TV show going, Hugh, and it always ends the same.”

“Well, this time it’s different.  I passed the first set of auditions and I am through to the next round,” Hugh sang out gleefully.

“Okay,” Uwe said.  “What does that actually mean?”

Hugh pulled a face that said ‘isn’t it obvious’.  “It means that I am definitely going to be on TV.”  He hopped from foot to foot, barely able to control himself.

“What talent are you showing?”

“Singing, of course,” Hugh declared, showing all of his teeth.

“Singing?  Are you serious?” Tony cried, “I’ve heard you sing and you’re bloody awful.”

Hugh waved this away with a flick of his hand, “Nonsense!  They loved me.”

“You know that they’re going to show you in the idiot clips, don’t you?”

Hugh frowned.  “What do you mean?”

“I mean, that you’ll be shown in one of the first few episodes where they show clips of the oxygen thieves who think that they can sing or dance,” Tony explained.  “They’re going to ridicule you.”

“He’s right, I’ve heard you singing in the shower.  You’re pretty bad,” Giles agreed.

“Well, the producers really liked me,” Hugh said as he folded his arms.  “It says so here,” he said pointing to his letter.

“They haven’t actually filmed it for TV yet, have they, Hugh?” Gareth said with concern.

Hugh shook his head.  “No.  Of course not, that’s what this letter is about.” 

“Then take my advice, don’t go back to the next auditions,” he warned.

“But, this could be my big chance.  This could catapult me into stardom.”

Uwe pulled his wise face, “I’ve told you this already, but my view is that the longer a man's fame is likely to last, the longer it will be in coming.” 

“Look at it this way.  If you do ever make it and become famous, they’ll be dragging out the clip of your failed audition for the rest of your career.  It’ll make you a laughing stock,” Gareth explained with as much sincerity as he could muster.

Hugh sat down on his bed looking deflated.  He appeared to consider these words for a moment before deciding to totally disregard the advice.  “Oh stuff and nonsense,” he said before breaking into song.  “I am what I am.  I am my own special creation.  So, come take a look.” He sprang to his feet and belted out the song to his audience.

“Oh, sweet baby Jesus,” Keenan said shaking his head.  He walked towards Tony’s bed and pretended to look at something on the wall.  “I’m consulting Tony’s newly invented gay barometer, and it reads ‘trying too hard’.”

Hugh stopped singing mid-line and glared at Keenan, “Eff you!” he screamed before storming out of the room.

 

 

The team stood huddled on the hockey pitch, jiggling about to keep warm in the cold winter air.  

“I’m absolutely frozen, Tony,” Bruce complained.  He looked at his legs; they were pink and mottled with goose bumps.

“Pull yourself together, man,” Tony said sternly, emitting plumes of steam from his mouth.

“But I can barely hold my hockey stick.”

“Then wear thicker gloves next time,” Tony replied.  

Bruce opened his mouth and started to complain again.

“Look,” Tony said stopping him in his tracks, “this is the quarter final.  We need to concentrate today.  Who’d have thought we’d have gotten this far?”

“But it is exceptionally cold today,” Hugh reasoned.

“Oh, for Frith’s sake!” Tony said rolling his eyes.

“Who are we playing today anyway?”

“Oh, it should be a piece of piss.  We’re playing against the weight watchers team,” he chuckled.

“Well they won’t be cold with all that extra meat on them,” Keenan pointed out.

They laughed as the umpire blew the whistle and shouted to both teams to take their positions.    The home team duly moved to their allocated places as Tony marched towards the two umpires and the other team captain.

“The away team get the call,” the umpire said.

“Heads,” the away team captain called.

The umpire flipped the coin into the air with his thumb and clapped his right hand onto the coin as it landed on the back of his left hand.  He lifted his right hand to reveal the outcome.

“Yes!” cried the away team captain, as he punched the air.  “Result!”

“Twat,” Tony muttered at the ridiculous display of machismo.

The away captain stepped towards Tony.  “Got something to say have you, pretty boy?”  He towered over Tony, his chest level with Tony’s eyes.

Tony laughed out loud, “Pretty boy?  I’ve never been called that before.”  

His massive opponent grimaced, “you won’t be laughing by the end of the game.  We’re going to flatten you sissy boys.”

Tony, still grinning, craned his neck to look up.  “If you sit on any of us then you’ll definitely flatten us you fat fuck.”  He rotated his hockey stick in his hand nonchalantly as he waited for the inevitable response.

His opponent pushed himself forward and barged into Tony with his chest, but Tony had already predicted this move and had steadied himself accordingly.

“I hope you’ve put some Vaseline on your nipples, otherwise your massive moobs are going to be red raw by the end of the game,” Tony said, with his head pressed against the away captain’s chest.

“Break it up, break it up,” the umpire said, stepping in and pulling them apart.

The away captain glared at Tony whilst he yawned and patted his hand over his mouth.

“You’re a dead man,” his opponent growled through gritted teeth.

“Do you want to push back or choose your half?” the umpire asked the away team captain.

“Play!” he replied firmly.

“Then you get to choose which end you want?” the umpire said to Tony.

“I know which end his type go for,” the away captain growled.  “And it makes me sick.”

Tony grinned, “you should probably try and be sick a little more often fat boy, maybe after each meal.  You might lose a little weight then.”  He pretended to stick his fingers down his throat.  

The away captain’s face coloured and a rage danced behind his eyes.

“Hit a nerve, did I?” Tony said with a wry grin.  He turned to the umpire, “I’ll stick with this h-a-l-f, if that’s okay with you.”  He looked at the away captain again, “Half?  Is that a concept that you’re familiar with, chubby?”  Tony took a few steps back and took his position.

The umpire dropped the ball at the away captain’s feet and moved into the home team’s half of the field.  The other umpire made his way into the other half of the field.  The home side umpire raised his whistle to his lips and prepared to blow.  Tony winked at his opponent and the whistle then sounded.

His opponent pushed the ball back to a team-mate and lunged forward in Tony’s direction.  Tony turned himself sideways and braced himself for the impact.  His opponent’s body skimmed past Tony, but Tony leant into him to steady himself and overcompensated.  He fell backwards dropping his hockey stick, unable to keep his balance.  The away captain’s team-mate passed the ball straight back to just in front of where Tony was now laying.  The massive frame of his opponent stepped over Tony and started his charge towards the home team’s goal.  

Uwe picked up the mantle and ran in fast to tackle the man mountain, but his opponent ploughed straight through knocking Uwe to the ground with ease.

The team watched on as the away captain belted the ball into goal.  The whistle blew and the away team returned to their half.  Tony got back to his feet and rubbed his back.  He bent over and grabbed his hockey stick from the ground.

“Good effort,” he shouted across to Uwe.  He then looked at Hugh in goal, “come on Hugh, try and show a little fight.”

Hugh nodded apologetically and retrieved the ball from the goal before throwing it back up the pitch.  Tony took the ball and wandered back the centre of the field.

“Back for more are you, pretty boy?” his opponent taunted. 

“Going back for more is something that I assume you’re pretty familiar with too,” Tony said, mocking his foe.  “Though I have to say
that you’re pretty fast on your feet for a fat boy,” he said nursing his back. 

“I’m not fat, I’m big boned,” came the angry reply.

Tony smirked, “Yes, of course.  I’d like to see the x-ray of your massive bones.  Perhaps after we thrash you today, you could show them to me.”

The away team captain’s face coloured and he took a few steps backwards.

The umpire sounded the whistle again and Tony ran forward with the ball.  No sooner had he taken ten steps into the away team’s half when he was hit from either side by two massive bodies.  Winded, he fell to the ground again and gasped for air.   As he lay there he heard the thunder of feet on the ground, the clatter of hockey sticks and then finally a cheer from unfamiliar voices.  He let his head rest on the icy ground for a moment as he tried to regain his breath.

 

 

The half time whistle blew and Tony and the team made their way towards their goal.  They huddled together and began to talk tactics.  

Ben came across and joined the congregation.  “You’re down, but not out yet, boys,” he said trying to raise their spirits.  “Here, have a hot drink to warm you up.”  He began to hand out steaming drinks to the team.  They took the drinks and cupped their hands around them to warm themselves.  Tony looked across and saw Louise waiting on the side lines; he smiled at her and walked across to where she was standing.

“Tough game today,” she said.  

Tony nodded despondently.  “They seem really determined to win.  Someone probably promised them a cake each if they do win today.”  He laughed half-heartedly.

“Perhaps you need something similar to motivate you Tony,” Louise said flirtatiously.

Tony, seizing his opportunity, spoke up, “Like, a date with you?”

“Tony, you know I can’t date the students here.”

“Is that actually a rule?  That you can’t date the students here … who are all homosexuals?” he said.  “Did someone actually write that rule down and make you sign it?”

“Yes, that’s the contract that I signed,” she explained.  “I guess when they wrote it they didn’t think that the facilities manager wouldn’t be a man.”

“So, where is this actually going then between us, Louise?” 

“I just don’t know, Tony.”

“You obviously like me or you wouldn’t have come to the night club the other week and you wouldn’t keep asking me to help you search for the Phantom,” he explained with frustration.

“I know, I know.  I really do feel something for you, Tony, but it’s complicated.”

“I’m tired of all this pussy footing around.  I like you Louise, it’s as simple as that.  And something has to happen between us.  So if we win the game today, then you and I get to go on a date at the weekend.  What about that?” 

Louise looked conspiratorially over her shoulders, then smiled.  “Well, I guess the contract assumed that that facilities manager would be a man.  And I also think it only applies to the usual gay students, rather than special cases like you.  Also, I’m sure that it’s in my role here to encourage success, so if this helps the team to perform, then …”

Tony leant in, willing her to say the words, “then?”

She smiled, “then … yes I suppose it wouldn’t be breaking the rules and we can have that date.”   

Tony grinned from ear to ear, “Right, that’s a binding contract as far as I am concerned.  You can’t go back on it.”

She brushed the hair from her face.  “You still have to win the game though, Tony,” she said, reiterating the conditions.

“Hey, don’t you worry about that,” Tony said, as he turned and ran back to join his team-mates.

Uwe turned to see Tony coming back, “Have you finished your important business now?” his words oozing with sarcasm.

Tony ignored this, “Right, here’s the situation.  We’re losing against these porkers, but not so much that we can’t pull this back.  Now, I’ve just been speaking to Louise and she has said if we win this game then she’ll go on a date with me.  And you all know how much I’m dying to bury my bone in her lady garden don’t you?”

They all pulled faces of disgust at the very thought of this.

“Don’t you?” Tony repeated pointing his finger in their faces.

“Yes, Tony!” came their response.

“Good,” he gave them a moment to think about this.  “So I want one hundred percent from each and every one of you sods today.  No excuses!  If we don’t win today, and I don’t get my chance with Louise, then there will be merry bleeding hell to pay.  Got it?”

“What’s your plan then?” Bruce asked.  “They just keep steamrolling us.”

Tony thought this over, “Sssh!  Give me a moment to come up with something.”

They all fell silent whilst they waited for him to devise a plan and they didn’t have long to wait.

“I’ve got it,” he said raising his finger in the air like an exclamation mark.  “They might be bigger than us, but we’re faster.  We’ve got to wear them out.  We need to get the ball and pass it round, we’ve got to make them move and keep them moving.”

Uwe rubbed his hands together, “That’s brilliant!  There’s only so long that they’re going to be able to drag those massive carcasses around the pitch.

“Exactly!” Tony exclaimed.  “So, let’s get out there and get those chubbies chasing us.”  

The group cheered and followed Tony, whooping and whistling, as he led them up the pitch to let the teams swap ends.  

As they trotted past Louise, Tony winked and shouted over to her, “you’d better start thinking about what you’re going to wear this weekend.”

The whistle blew and Tony waited for the away captain to charge at him.  When he was almost upon him, Tony flicked the ball back to Uwe and darted out of his opponent’s path.  Uwe stopped the ball with the side of his stick and waited.  He listened to the sound of thunderous feet as the away team stampeded forward into the home side’s half.  Two of the away team stomped forward at speed towards Uwe and at the last moment he passed the ball to Paul, who was several metres behind him.  The away team continued to push forward chasing the ball, as Tony and his team passed it back and forth between themselves.  

Steam began to rise in the winter air, as the away team perspired and expelled more and more of their exhausted breath.  

“It’s working,” Tony said, as he ran past Bruce.  

They stood and watched as their opponent’s red portly faces began to tire.  Repeatedly, they ran up and down the pitch, trying with all their might to seize control of the ball, but every time they got within reach it would be knocked away from under their noses by Team Queens.

“To me!” Tony shouted, and within moments the ball was passed to him.

“He’s mine!” bellowed the away captain, before charging directly towards Tony.

Like a game of chicken, Tony waited, bringing his enemy closer and closer to him.  The away team captain, puffing and panting, raised his hockey stick and swung for the ball.  Seizing the moment, Tony knocked the ball through his adversary’s legs and took a rapid side step.  He felt the warmth from the attacker’s body as it skimmed past him, Tony span on his axis and planted his elbow firmly in the centre of his opponent’s fleshy back.  The blow was timed perfectly and the away team captain lost his balance and crashed face down onto the cold hard field.  Tony, knowing that he didn’t have time to enjoy this small victory, took the ball and dribbled it up the pitch.  

The away team-members, in a state of near exhaustion, gave chase, but Tony shot like a bullet towards the goal.  Before the goalie had any real time to react, Tony had launched the ball towards the goal.  His aim was perfect and the ball whizzed between the goalie’s legs and hit the back of the net.

“Woo hoo!” Tony cheered, raising his stick above his head in celebration.

 

 

Team Queens totally dominated the second half of the game, their plan was working like a dream.  Uwe planted the ball firmly in the goal to equalise, and the whistle blew.  Tony and the away captain took their places at the centre of the pitch, whilst they waited for the umpire to blow his whistle again to restart play.  

“Six-all, big boy,” Tony said, as he stared into his challenger’s eyes.

“You’ve not won yet,” he panted, “and you won’t have enough time to score.  This is going to penalty flicks, so there will be no chasing.  We’ll be on even ground again.”

Tony looked at the umpire.  “How much longer have we got?”

“Three minutes,” the umpire replied, and blew the whistle.

The away captain passed the ball back to one of his team mates directly behind him.  He then shouted, “Take your positions, now!”

The away team, using the last of their energy, ran towards the ball and began to huddle around it forming an impenetrable wall of fatty flesh.

“Go!” screamed Tony.

The home team charged towards them and reached into the herd with their sticks trying, unsuccessfully, to hook the ball out.

Tony let out a gasp of anguish as the final whistle blew.  “Shit!  Shit!  Shit!  What the frith are we going to do?”

“We’ll be going to a penalty shoot out,” shouted the umpire.  “You’ve got ten minutes to prepare.”

Tony and the team walked towards their goal to discuss their tactics and to decide the order of penalties.  As he walked back towards the goal he looked over at Louise, “You may have a free slot coming up in your diary this weekend,” he called with disappointment.

Louise’s shoulders fell.

“Right, how are we going to decide the order then?” Bruce asked.

As they began to discuss the order in which to take their penalty shots, Louise took out her mobile phone and made a call.  Suddenly, she smiled, replaced the phone into her handbag and ran like the clappers across the field and out of the school grounds.

 

 

The umpire blew his whistle again and the teams made their way back onto the pitch.  Tony placed the ball on the penalty spot and took some deep breaths.  The goalie took position, his massive body taking up majority of the goal mouth.  He watched as Tony took aim.  Tony focused, made a wish, and stepped into the flick.  The ball was lifted soundlessly, both teams watched with baited breath as it sailed towards the goal.  The goalie moved to the left and raised his hand, he caught the ball with the tips of his fingers and sent it rolling over the top of the goal.

The away team let out a cheer and their captain made his way to take his flick.

“Look at the size of that thing,” Hugh said in awe.

“Cut the chatter and prepare yourself,” Tony ordered.

Hugh gulped, “I have a bad feeling about this.”

The umpire blew his whistle and the massive nemesis stepped into his flick.  The ball left the ground and flew towards the goal.  Hugh dived at the ball, but reacted too late.  The ball made it quickly into the back of the net.

“One-nil,” screamed the away team captain, as he pointed at Tony.

“Oh frith,” Tony muttered in despair.  “Bruce, you’re next.  Don’t balls this up!”

Bruce took his position, “No pressure then?”  He shook his arms and hopped on the spot as he mentally prepared himself.

“Stop time wasting,” the goalie called.
 

Bruce picked up his hockey stick and prepared to take his shot.  Just as he was about to swing a tinny melody began to play out.

“What the hell is that?” Tony called looking around for the source.

As the noise got louder the teams turned to see an ice-cream van turning into the car park next to the playing field.  The tune got louder and louder as the van approached the field.  The vehicle pulled up and there was a moment’s delay before the serving window slid open.  Louise leant out of the window and made an announcement.

“Free ice-cream for all hockey players!” she bellowed at the top of her voice.  “But this is a limited offer, I’m only here for the next few minutes.  So hurry, hurry, hurry!”

The weight watchers team began to twitch.

“Get your delicious, mouth watering, creamy, creamy ice-creams now!” she called out to the players.

“Guys, stay focused and remember your weight watchers points,” their team captain called, realising he now had a new battle on his hands.

The away team ignored their captain and entered into a frantic discussion.  Team Queens watched as they started to perform calculations using their fingers.

“If I skip lunch and dinner, then I could have a couple of ice-creams,” one of them said.

“Well, that doesn’t take into account how many calories we’ve burnt in this game,” another said.

“You’re right.  So, how many points does that give us?”

“Focus!  Focus!” cried their captain in exasperation.  “Please!” he begged.  He listened to Louise shouting and his mouth began to salivate.  Using all of his self restraint he shouted at his team, “Come on guys, stay strong.  A moment on the lips a lifetime on the hips.”

Tony laughed, “Oh my god!  She’s a genius.”

Uwe scratched his head.  “Where on earth did she find an ice-cream van in the middle of winter?” he said with puzzlement.

“Hey, who cares?” Keenan squealed.  “Let’s just finish this.”

Bruce nodded.  “Ready?” he called.  He took aim and launched the ball straight past the distracted goalie and into the back of the net.  “I got him, I got him!”

“Alright Bruce, don’t get cocky.” 

“One-all,” the umpire declared.  

Tony turned to face Hugh.  “You can do this, we believe in you.”

One of the away team took his position.  He placed the ball on the spot and took aim, but before he could swing Louise rang out the ice-cream van music once again.  As the hockey stick began to lift the ball, the away team player looked up.  His stick made contact with the ball, but it jolted and curved, missing the goal by a long way.  The home team let out a cheer.

Uwe quickly picked up the ball and took his position in front of the away team goal mouth.  The goalie steeled himself for the shot, and Uwe raised his stick.  He held it aloft waiting for his moment.

Louise leant out of the window again and shouted, “right!  If no one comes to get their delicious free ice-cream in the next ten seconds, I’m leaving.”

The goalie looked over at Louise, “Oh, screw this!”  He removed his gloves and threw them onto the floor then began to waddle across to the ice-cream van.

“That’s it.  Come on over, don’t be shy!” Louise called. 

Several of the away team also left the pitch and ran after their goalie, with a new found energy towards the ice-cream van.

“No, come back!  It’s a trick,” screamed the away team captain, but it fell on deaf ears.

“Yahoo! Tony cheered.  He looked over at Uwe, “You’re all clear kid, now’s let’s blow this thing and go home!”

Uwe flicked the ball with the grace of an eel and the ball glided through the air and found its target with absolute precision.  He bowed to the umpire, “you may make your announcement now.”

The whistle blew to signify the game was over and Team Queens rushed towards Uwe and lifted him up onto their shoulders.  As they sang and carried Uwe back towards the changing rooms, Tony turned towards the ice-cream van.  He watched Louise handing out ice-creams in the freezing cold to their opponents.  He waved to her and smiled and she returned his smile coyly. 

“Omie’s!” Tony shouted at the team, as they danced away.  “It’s time for you to zhoosh me up and make me look fantabulosa, old Tony’s got a date!”

 





 

Chapter Twenty One

 

“Good morning my nearest, dearest and queerest,” Ben sang out as he entered the classroom.

“Good morning, Ben,” they chorused.

“Before we start our day’s proceedings, let’s have a round of applause for our hockey team.”

The class all began to clap.  

“So, Tony, you and the boys are through to the semis now,” Ben said with excitement.

“And talking of semis, Tony’s got a date this weekend thanks to us winning,” Bruce interrupted.

“Shhh,” Tony said raising his forefinger to his lips.

“Ah, yes, Tony and his mystery woman.  We never did get to the bottom of this did we?” Ben said, hoping Tony would spill the beans.

“I thought we were talking about hockey?” Tony said, trying to quickly change the subject.

“Yes, sorry that was nosey of me.  You’re right, Tony.  So, do you think you can go all the way?” Ben inquired. 

“You’re still talking about my date aren’t you? Tony muttered grumpily.

“Oh, I’m just teasing darling!” Ben said with a wink.  “Seriously, do you think you can go all the way to the finals?”

“Well, we’ve gotten this far, haven’t we?  So, I reckon we can do it.”

Ben clapped his hands together, “Oh, the Head will be so pleased.  We’ve never made it this far into the competition before.”

Hugh tapped Tony on the shoulder, “If Louise agreed to go on a date with you for getting to the semis, then imagine what she’s going to offer you if you get to the finals.” 

“Shut the frith up, Hugh,” Tony barked.

Ben’s face changed suddenly, “Oh, Tony, I really wish I hadn’t heard that.  I had suspected that something was going on between you two, but I just turned a blind eye.  Now you’ve put me into a really awkward situation.”

Tony turned to Hugh and pushed him off his cushion, “Nice one, Hugh.”

Ben looked at Tony.  “I am so sorry, but I have no choice other than to notify the Head.  It’s written into our contracts.  We cannot date students and we are obligated to report any inappropriate behaviour too.”  

“But Ben, I am sure the circumstances are different, aren’t they?” Gareth said, coming to Tony’s defence.  “I mean, Tony is here under very special circumstances.”

Ben shook his head, “Rules are rules.  Tony may be a special case, but the rules still apply.”

“Look, can we end this discussion please?” Tony said firmly.  “Just get on with the class, Ben,” he said, irritably.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Ben said, his tone changing.  “Let’s get started.  Today we’ll start on gay humanities.  Let’s start with a fact, did you know that one in ten people are gay?”

“And one in three people are Chinese, but Tony’s neither,” Bruce shouted out.

“Very droll, Bruce.  Do you have anything more to add or shall I continue with the lesson?”

 


 

“Are you still going through with it?” Gareth asked, as they walked back to their dormitory.

“Of course I am,” Tony replied, “and what’s more you’re going to help me choose an outfit.”

Gareth pushed the door and held it open for Tony.  They walked into the dorm and headed for Gareth’s wardrobe.

“Right, what have you got that I can borrow?” he said rifling through Gareth’s collection of shirts.  He took a few items that caught his attention and threw them onto Gareth’s bed.

“Careful, Tony, these shirts cost a few quid,” he picked them up off of the bed and straightened out the creases before carefully laying them back down again.  “You should wear my black suit, with my red shirt and a black tie.  The suit will show that you mean business and the red shirt will subliminally let her know exactly what that business is.” 

“Whoever thought a gay boy would be helping me get laid?” Tony chuckled to himself.

Gareth tipped his head to one side, “I guarantee that you’ll look amazing, but I don’t guarantee that you’ll be getting your end away.”

“You take care of your side of things, and I’ll take care of mine.”

The door opened and the rest of the group wandered in.

“Oh, here he is, ‘Mr Frithing-big-mouth’,” Tony growled as he looked at Hugh.

Hugh walked up to Tony.  “Look mate, I am so sorry.  I wasn’t thinking.”  He tried to pat Tony on the shoulder, but Tony shrugged him off.

Sensing the tension in the air, Keenan spoke up.  “Come on, Hugh.  Let’s go down to the library and do some study.  The exams are coming up soon and we’ve got start our revision plan.”

Hugh took the hint and followed Keenan out of the room.

Gareth looked at Tony, “Don’t be too hard on him, Tony.  He didn’t mean any harm you know.”

Tony nodded reluctantly.  “I know.  I’ll have calmed down by the time he gets back and I’ll speak to him then.”

“Okay, fine.  But don’t lose sight of why you are here.  Remember you need to pass this course and that means you need to study.” 

“There’s plenty of time for that, but I want to bang Louise so much.  So, I need to focus my energy in that direction for the time being,” Tony explained.  “Have you got some shoes to match this?”

Gareth tutted, “Of course I’ve got the shoes to match, and yes you can borrow them.  But listen to me Tony, you’ve got a lot of reading to do on gay humanities.  Why don’t you do some study now and then you’ll be free to concentrate on getting your leg over.”

Tony shrugged, “Fine.”  He picked up his bag, “Let’s go and join them in the library then and get this out of the way.”

Gareth followed him, “For the first assignment on history, and this is only a suggestion, maybe you want to research Alan Turing.”

“Who?”

“Look, just do some reading on the Enigma machine, World War Two and how we won the war,” Gareth suggested.  

Tony’s eye lit up, “Yeah, that sounds cool.  Maybe I can pick out a few facts and rub Uwe’s nose in it.”

Gareth held the door open for Tony and they wandered out into the corridor with Tony singing, “One World Cup and Two World Wars, doo-dah, doo-dah!”

 

 

Tony sat anxiously in the corner of the restaurant, waiting for Louise to arrive.  He picked up the menu and flipped through its pages, he tried to read it but was so nervous that he couldn’t take any of it in.  After moving his eyes over the words and prices two or three times he gave up and dropped the menu back onto the table.  Across the room a figure appeared in the door way, instantly Tony sat bolt upright.  As the figure stepped out of the shadows and into the light Tony relaxed and sat back down in disappointment.  He looked at his watch and his stomach turned over.  

The waiter walked over to Tony, “Will your guest be joining you Sir or would you like to order now?”

“Can you give me five more minutes?” Tony replied, he wasn’t used to being in restaurants like this and he felt completely out of his depth.

The waiter smiled kindly, “Of course, Sir.”  He turned and walked over to the next table.

Tony tapped his fingers on the table and made up his mind.  He stood and pushed the chair backwards, it scraped across the marble floor.  He took out his wallet and placed ten pounds on the table to cover his drink.

The waiter walked over to him, “Leaving, Sir?” 

Tony nodded silently and walked towards the door.

“Don’t forget your coat,” the waiter called over.

Tony walked over and collected his coat, thanked him and left the restaurant.  He stood in the doorway and looked up at the night sky.  He slipped on his coat and pulled it tight around him forlornly.  He walked out onto the street and wandered towards the car park.

“Tony!” 

His heart lifted at the sound of her voice and something in his trousers stirred into life.  The click of her heels became louder as Louise ran towards him.

“Oh, Tony, I’m so sorry,” she said breathlessly.  She rested on his arm as he tried to regain her breath.  “I couldn’t decide what to wear, so sorry I’m late.”

Tony grinned, he reminded himself not to look too keen, and fought to stifle his huge smile.  “No problem, no problem at all.”  

“Shall we go and eat then?” she said pulling at his arm.

He took a deep breath and put his arm around her and they walked towards the restaurant.  He remembered what Gareth had told him and opened the door for her.

“Thank you,” she said.  “Oh, this place looks nice.  Have you eaten here before?”

“All the time,” Tony lied as he followed her in.

“Ah, good evening, Sir.  So nice to see you again,” the waiter said warmly, as he took their coats.  “Would you like your usual table, Sir?” 


“Please,” Tony said, trying to keep his voice even.  

The waiter led them over to their table and pulled out Louise’s chair. 

She sat down and allowed the napkin to be placed on her lap.  “Oh, someone’s left a ten pound note on the table,” Louise told the waiter.

The waiter smiled at Louise and then looked at Tony, “Oh, that must be a tip left for me by a very, very grateful customer.  Wouldn’t you say, Sir?”

Tony squinted his eyes, “Yes.  It must be.”

“Wonderful,” he said and then picked up the menus and handed them over.  “Can I get you some drinks whilst you peruse our menu?”

“We’ll have a bottle of the Pinotage, please,” Tony said handing the waiter the wine menu.

“Good choice, Sir,” he turned and left them to review the menu.

Louise jiggled in her seat and giggled.  “I’m very impressed, Tony.  You’ve changed so much.”

“For the better?” he enquired, with a raised eye brow.

“Definitely,” she reached over and squeezed his hand.  Tony’s stomach performed its second somersault, so far, that evening.   Louise pushed the candle aside and put her other hand out on the table.  Tony reached out and took it.  She stared at Tony’s face in the candlelight.

“Say something romantic to me,” she said dreamily.

Shit, Tony thought.  The girls he normally took out never made requests like this.  He concentrated hard for a moment and tried to come up with something.  “Where is fancy bred, in the heart or in the head,” Tony said, mentally crossing his fingers.  

Louise squeezed his hands, “Ooooh, that’s lovely.  That’s Shakespeare isn’t it?”

“Erm, I heard it in the Willy Wonka film actually,” he admitted, with a hint of embarrassment.

Louise laughed out loud, “Oh, Tony, stop pulling my leg.”

Tony smiled and decided to keep his mouth shut.

“Say something else.”

Tony racked his brain again searching for something appropriate, “We are the music makers and we are the dreamers of dreams.” 

“Now is that from Willy Wonka too?”  She smiled and rewarded him with a gentle squeeze of the hand. 

“Just teasing,” he said with a wink and a gulp.  “You know, you’re so sweet, I’m amazed that Slugworth hasn’t tried to steal you.”

“Tony,” she gushed, “you really are a smooth talker.”  She let go of his hands and fanned herself with the menu.  “We had better choose something,” she said, making an effort to compose herself.

 

 

After leaving the restaurant, she held his hand and swung his arm back and forth as they strode along in the cold night air.  “Oh, my god, Tony,” Louise said, squealing with delight, “I haven’t laughed so much in a long time.  I think I ended up drinking most of the wine tonight,” she giggled.  “Were you trying to get me drunk?”  She stopped and looked up at Tony and steadied herself.

“No, I wasn’t,” Tony said.  “I drove here tonight, so I could only have the one glass.”    

“Wow, so I drank the rest of that bottle?” she tittered.  “No wonder I’m so woozy.  I shouldn’t tell you this though, should I?”  She placed her hand on his chest and looked into his eyes, “I mean, some people will do anything when they’ve had a drink.”  Her eyes moved down to Tony’s lips and she ran her teeth over her own lip.

Tony’s heart began to thump in his chest.  He had waited months for this moment.  He leant down slowly and their lips met.  Her mouth tasted sweet, something was different about it, then he realised; it didn’t taste of smoke.  He put his hand onto the small of her back and pulled her close to him.  Tony felt her firm breasts against his chest and part of him readied himself for action.  He pushed the hard lump in his trousers against her and his breathing become heavy.

Slowly, she pulled away from the kiss and smiled with a look of satisfaction.  “You’re keen aren’t you?” 

Tony wasn’t sure how to interpret this and decided against responding directly to her question.  “My car’s over there,” he said, pointing.  

They walked along the road together towards the car park, neither of them speaking, but Tony limped slightly.  A group of girls stumbled out of a pub and onto the street in front of Tony and Louise.  

“Right, let’s get a kebab,” one of the girls shouted.

They walked towards Tony and Louise.  “Hey, love birds, where‘s the nearest kebab shop?”

“I don’t know,” Tony said cordially and attempted to walk through the crowd.

Suddenly, one of the girls shrieked with laughter, “Could you point us in the right direction, mate?” she said, waving her hand at Tony’s trouser area.

Tony tried to pull his coat down to disguise himself.

“We should report you to the police for carrying an offensive weapon,” another girl cackled.

“Quick run, girls, before he stabs one of us with it,” and with that they stumbled past Tony and Louise in search of their midnight feast.

Tony and Louise walked together in silence for a few moments. Louise sniggered, but then forced
herself to stop.  Tony twitched uneasily, but tried to ignore the elephant in the room. He couldn’t believe this had got to him. Normally, this sort of thing wouldn’t bother him, but he knew that Louise was different and he couldn’t let anything mess this up.  He tried to pick up the pace and get to the car, once inside he could put some music on and the awkward silence would be gone.

As they entered the car park Louise could feel her insides knotting. She tried to think about something different, anything would do, but all she could think of was Tony’s involuntary reaction. Then, unable to control herself any longer, she burst out laughing.  Tony hung his head down, how on earth was he going to recover from this?

Louise looked at him, “Aw, Tony, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. There’s no need to be embarrassed, it’s a completely normal reaction. Look at it this way,” she chuckled “I gave you an erection and you gave me an anecdote.  Surely, that’s a fair swap?”

Tony fidgeted self consciously, but a glimmer of a smile broke through.

She kissed him on the cheek and brought her mouth to his ear. “Has it gone yet?” she whispered playfully.

“Pretty much,” he mumbled with a smirk, as he felt her putting him at ease.

She peered down, “Oh, yes, it’s gone. I think we’re safe now.” She put her arms around him and gave him a hug.  “Now, what’s a girl got to do to get a ride home around here?”

 





 

Chapter Twenty Two

 

The sunlight burst through the window and landed on Tony’s face.  He squeezed the lids of his eyes shut even tighter and turned onto his side with a grunt.  He tried to pull his pillow up over his face to shield himself from the light, but it wouldn’t reach that far.  He gave up and rolled onto his back again, yawned and stretched.  He reached under the covers and began to scratch himself.

“Errgghh,” came the voice, followed by a “ssshhh.”

“Huh?” Tony said groggily, forcing his eyes open.  Bleary-eyed, he stared into the light and tried to focus.  At the end of his bed he could make out five figures looming over him.

“Arrghh!” he shouted, “get back!”  He pulled the covers up under his chin to protect himself.

“Calm down, Tony,” Hugh said.  “We didn’t mean to scare you.”

“You didn’t scare me.  Anyway, what do you want?” Tony growled, as he fought to get the sleep out of his eyes.

“He thinks we’re after his body,” Bruce jeered.  He started to pull at Tony’s duvet.  “Come on, Tony, show me what you’ve got under there,” he tittered, tugging the bedspread.

“Stop that!” Keenan said with a scowl.  “Don’t wind him up or we’ll never find out.  We don’t want him waking up on the wrong side of the bed now, do we?”

Bruce nodded and let go of the covers, “Sorry, Tony.”

Tony rubbed his face with the palm of his hand, “What do you want and what time is it?”

“It’s eight am and we want to know how your date went last night,” Hugh said eagerly.  “We couldn’t wait any longer.”

Tony sat up and yawned again, but didn’t speak.

Uwe kicked Tony’s bed impatiently, “So, come on.  How did it go?”

Tony grinned to himself, “It was bloody brilliant,” he said punching the air.  “It couldn’t have gone better.”

The group all clapped their hands together excitedly.

“What else?  Tell us more,” Gareth demanded hungrily.

“Okay, okay.  It was amazing, it wasn’t like anything that I’ve experienced before.  No one has ever made me feel this way.”  Tony let his mind slip back to the night before as he tried to recall as many moments as possible.

Gareth started clicking his fingers in front of Tony, “Hey, are you still there?”

Tony flinched and blinked a few times in quick succession, “Oh, sorry guys.  You know, I think this is it?”

“You mean …” Hugh began, but trailed off.

Tony nodded, “Yep.  I can’t believe I’m about to say it.  In fact, this will be the first time I’ve ever said it in my life.”

The group leaned in tentatively and no one spoke.

Tony opened his mouth slowly and they watched as the words left his lips, “I think I’m in love!”

They all gasped at Tony’s admission and they all stood in stunned silence.

The words lingered in the air for some time before Bruce finally broke the silence.  “I bet you never dreamed of finding love at gay school, eh?” he chuckled.  “I can’t wait to hear you tell your mates all about this.”

Tony remained in bed with a faraway look in his eye whilst he tried to make sense of his feelings.

“So, Tony goes on one date and falls in love,” Uwe said playfully, “who would have thought it?”  

“Aye, but it’s been a long time coming, hasn’t it?” Keenan countered.

“When I’m with her everything in my life starts making sense,” Tony said half to his companions and half to himself as he came out of his contemplative trance.  “With her I know who I want to be, I know what I want to be.”

Uwe coughed at this statement before muttering, “The more unintelligent a man is, the less mysterious existence seems to him.  He finds a woman and suddenly his whole life makes sense, I don’t think so,” he scoffed. 

“Right, that’s enough ribbing, leave Tony be,” Keenan said quickly sensing how this conversation was going to go.  “Shall we go and get some practise in, we’ve got the semi-finals match this week and we need to work on our tactics.”

 

   

The day of the semi finals came and Team Queens, accompanied by Ben, marched out onto the pitch resplendent in their kits; Tony in red and the rest of the team in shocking pink.  The flamboyant outfits made them look more like models than hockey players.  Tony stopped and fidgeted with his hot pants and tried to adjust himself so they weren’t so snug around his balls, once satisfied that they were positioned comfortably he quickened his pace to catch up with his fellow players.   The pitch was surrounded by swarms of supporters who screamed words of encouragement at the team.  The atmosphere was electric and Tony chuckled to himself as he compared today’s turnout to their first game.

“It’s funny how popular we’ve become now we’re so close to the finals,” Tony said, waving back at the crowd.

“I’m hoping that my performance on the pitch is going to get me some action in the bedroom,” Bruce drooled lasciviously.  “Though to be honest, it doesn’t have to be confined to the bedroom.  I wouldn’t mind some car park action, public toilet action or on the crates round the back of the supermarket action.”  He cupped himself and waggled his tongue at their supporters.

Egged on by Bruce’s display the home crowd began to chant.  “Team Queens, Team Queens, we’ll go all the way.  We’re camp, we’re stylish and we are über-gay.  Tony, Tony, don’t forget to pass.  You know you might quite like it if you’d try it up the arse!” 

“What the frith!” Tony cried in disbelief.  “Did you hear that?”

“We all heard it, now just stay focused today,” Ben said.  “Good luck guys!” 

“Thanks, Ben,” they said as he turned and ran over to join the supporters.

In the adjacent car park, a vehicle pulled up and the Head stepped out, and walked over to the side of the pitch.  He spotted Louise easily in the crowd, since she was the only woman present, and walked over to stand next to her.

“Ah, Louise, what do you reckon our boys’ chances are today then?” he shouted, trying to be heard over the cheers and chants of the crowd.

“With Tony leading them they can’t lose,” she shouted back.

“Hmm, quite,” he said disdainfully before turning his attention back to the players on the field.

Ben ran over and joined Louise and the Head.  “Good morning!  It’s going to be one hell of a game today,” he said with excitement.  “Can you feel the electricity in the air?” 

Louise nodded eagerly and began to cheer, “Come on you guys!”

 

 

“Right,” Tony said, “we have the disadvantage today since we’re playing away, so remember however much this pitch looks the same it will have bumps and lumps in different places.  But we’ve got our tactics, so stick to them and let’s claw our way to the finals.  Let’s do this!”  

The team took their positions and Tony ran to the centre to join the home captain and the umpires.

As he approached, the home captain looked on in disbelief.  And when Tony stopped in front of him, the home captain looked at what he was wearing and almost choked.  Then he looked over at the rest of the team and his jaw dropped.  “What are you?  Fucking poofs or something?”

Tony gave him a sideways look, “Who did you think that you were playing against when you saw Future Queens of England on the fixtures list then?”

“I thought we’d be playing against a group of privileged public school girls, not some team of raving fucking homos.” 

Instantly, Tony realised what he had to do and he hoped that he had the courage to do it.  He stared his opponent in the eye and spoke, “What’s your name, sailor?”

“Huh?” his opponent grunted.

“I said, what’s your name, sailor?”

 “Why do you want to know?” came the unsure reply.

“Well, you big, burly brute, I will tell you.  I’d like to do you,” Tony said, the words sticking in his throat.

His adversary frowned, “What?  What do you mean?  Do you mean you’d like to do me over?  Do you want a fight?  Is that what you’re saying?”  he asked with some confusion.

“Just answer the question.  What’s your name?” Tony said persevering.

His opponent looked even more confused, but finally acquiesced, “Err, my name’s Jason, but I still don’t understand why you’re so keen to know that?”

Tony gritted his teeth and took a deep breath.  “Well, Jason, I want to bum you.  I want to know your name so I can shout it out whilst I am bumming you right in the bum,” he said uneasily.  

Jason looked horrified, “Ergghhh!  I can’t believe that you just said that.”

“Me neither,” Tony muttered to himself under his breath.

Jason turned to one of his team-mates and reported what was happening.  “Hey, you won’t believe this.  This guy here, says he wants to shout my name whilst bumming me.”

Tony smiled over at Jason’s team-mate.  “In the bum,” Tony added helpfully, “that bit is important.  I want to do your captain right up the bum.”

Jason’s team-mate recoiled in horror.  “Uggh, you bent twat!”

Tony turned to face his own team.  “I was just saying, that I’d like to bum him,” he shouted back at his team-mates.  He winked slowly at them and gestured for them to go along with it.

Keenan realising what was going on stepped forward, “Yes, me too.  I’d like to do some bare back riding on your man, there,” he shouted over to the home team.  “In fact, I’m not fussy.  Any of you would do.”

Bruce seizing the opportunity ran up towards the centre line.  “If any of you want to join me in the showers after the game I’ll show each and every one of you a good time.”  He placed his hockey stick in between his legs and rubbed his hand up and down the handle frantically.  “I’ll shag you so hard you won’t be able to sit for a month.  You’ll be walking like Albert Steptoe.” 

Tony shot Bruce a look, “Tone it down a bit,” he mouthed.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” the home captain squealed.  

“That’s enough foreplay,” Uwe called to the umpires.  “Can we start the game now?”

White as a sheet, Jason faced Tony as they waited for the coin toss.

“Away team gets the call,” the home team umpire said.

“Heads,” Tony called.

“Heads it is,” the umpire said.  “Do you want to choose ends or start play?”

“We’ll push back,” Tony quickly, wanting to strike whilst the iron was hot.

“Which end?” the umpire said to Jason.

“Which end?” came the shaken reply?

“Yes, which end do you want to play from?” 

“Whatever,” Jason mumbled.

“Okay, we’ll stay as we are.  Now let’s start play,” the umpire said.  They all took their positions and the whistle blew.

Tony pursed his lips and blew a small kiss to Jason, whose eyes opened as wide as saucers.  “Here I come gorgeous,” Tony called in as camp a voice as he could muster and with that he hit the ball to Uwe who dribbled the ball into his opponents’ half.  Jason stood there motionless in shock and Tony whizzed past him and his team mates towards their goal.  

Bruce sprinted towards the goal mouth, stopped suddenly turned his back to the goalie and bent over and touched his toes.  “Any hole’s a goal!” he shouted with his head between his legs.

The goalie looked over at Bruce, his hockey hot pants pulled tight around his arse, “What the fuck?” he uttered in disbelief as the ball landed in the net.

Team Queens’ fans roared out their support and began their chant again. 

“I can’t believe I said all that shit,” Tony said quietly to Keenan as they returned to their half.

Keenan patted him on the back, “It’s a good plan Tony and it’s working a treat.  Just see it through and we’re off to the finals.”

 


 

At half time, Tony and the team congregated by their goal to discuss their battle plan for the second half of the game.  Ben walked over from the sidelines to join the team.

“That was a stroke of genius,” Ben cried as he joined them.  “Play on their fears, wonderful.  Absolutely wonderful.  But don’t forget you haven’t won this yet, you’ve got to keep them on the ropes.”

“We’re eight-nil up, Ben,” Tony replied.  “How on earth are they going to come back from that?  You’ve seen them, they’re scared shitless of us,” he said smugly.  “There’s not a chance in hell that they’re coming back from that pounding.”

Ben looked at them all, “Don’t you count on it.  What do you think is happening back there right now?”

“Dunno.  What?” Tony shrugged.

“I’ll tell you, they’re discussing how on earth they can be losing eight-nil to bunch of fairies.  Their fear is going to be replaced by anger and they’re going to come back fighting, so you guys had better prepare yourselves.” 

Hugh looked a little nervous, “Do you really think so?”

“Safety in numbers Hugh,” Ben explained.  “You won the first half through divide and conquer, but now they’re together egging each other on, riling each other up.  With all their supporters here watching them, do you really think that they’re going to let you humiliate them for the next half?”

The whistle blew to signify that the second half was about to start.

“Well, I guess we’re about to find out,” Tony said.

Tony and the team ran up towards the other end of the pitch to change ends.  As Tony passed Louise he blew her a kiss.  Louise shook her head at Tony and tried to point inconspicuously at the Head who was stood next to her.  Tony missed the point and blew her a second kiss before running into the other half.

The Head frowned at Tony’s behaviour and stepped closer to Louise.  “I have something that I need to ask you.  It’s about your relationship with Tony,” the Head said gravely.  “I just wanted to remind you that your contract states that you cannot indulge in any inappropriate behaviour with the students here.”

“What have you heard?” Louise said sheepishly, wishing that Tony had kept his public displays of affection to himself.

“I’ve spoken to Ben and he tells me that he thinks there is something going on between you and Tony.  Is this true?” the Head enquired.

Louise thought for a moment, choosing her words carefully, “We went on a dinner date last night, but that’s all.”

He shook his head in dismay, “This is unacceptable behaviour.  I’ll need to see you and Tony in my office at four pm today to discuss this.”  

“But, it’s the weekend,” Louise protested.

“I do not care.  I’ll see you both in my office this afternoon at four o’clock precisely.”

Tony and Jason faced each other again in the centre of the pitch.

“Are you ready for another bashing, lover boy?” Tony asked airily.

Jason gritted his teeth, “I’m ready for some gay bashing.”

The whistle blew and Jason dashed forward with the ball, Tony minced in to tackle him but received a firm shoulder barge which sent him spinning.

“Take that, you queero gay lord bitch boy,” Jason shouted over his shoulder as he made his way down the pitch.

Uwe stepped forward into Jason’s path and readied himself.  He gripped his hockey stick firmly and fixed his eye on the ball.  As he leant in to make the tackle Jason roared at him and their bodies collided.  Uwe took the impact and they locked horns.  They grunted as they wrestled against each other trying to take control of the ball.  As Jason pressed his weight on his opponent, Uwe used this to his advantage.  Suddenly he moved his shoulder back and Jason fell forward losing his balance.  As Jason hit the ground Uwe took control of the ball and streaked back towards the home team’s half.

Another of Jason’s team mates made a beeline for Uwe and went in to shoulder barge him.  With absolute control Uwe came to a halt just inches from his opponent, who overshot, and could not stop himself toppling to the ground.  Uwe looked up and saw Tony heading towards the goal mouth, he smacked the ball and with the utmost precision it made it into Tony’s path.  Tony took the ball and hit it through the defender’s legs and collected it on the other side.  He saw his opportunity and took it, the ball flicked past the goalie and hit the top corner of the net.

The supporters’ of Team Queens let out a roar.  Even a few of the home team gave a few begrudging claps and nods of approval as Tony, Uwe and their team-mates celebrated their first honest goal of the game.

Both teams made their way back into their positions and waited for the whistle to blow.  Tony and Jason faced each other as they took their positions at the centre of the field.

Tony looked Jason in the eyes and grinned.  “Okay, no more mucking about now.  This is game on!”  He bent forward and gripped his hockey stick and maintained permanent eye contact with his opponent.  Jason tried his best to return the steely glare, but he felt like Tony’s gaze was piercing his very soul.  He let out a sigh of relief when the whistle eventually blew and finally broke the tension.  Jason hit the ball across the pitch towards one of his team-mates, but a
determined Tony darted forward and intercepted the ball.  He glided effortlessly towards the goal outmanoeuvring several of the home team’s defenders on the way.  

Uwe ran up the left hand side of the field keeping parallel to him.  As Tony neared the goal mouth he cockily knocked the ball forward enough for it to stop equidistant between the goalie and Uwe.  Uwe and the goalie took the briefest of moments sizing each other up before they both charged forward to take ownership of the ball.  The goalie stepped forward to kick it away, but was a split second too late as Uwe’s stick made contact with the ball and sent it spinning through the goalie’s legs and into the goal mouth.

Tony ran over to Uwe, gripped him around his waist and picked him up in the air in celebration.  Bruce, Paul and the others also ran in and joined the celebratory scrum.  Jason and his team-mates could do nothing but look on in silent admiration of their opponent’s prowess.

 

 

The final whistle blew and a victorious cheer rang out from Team Queen’s supporters.  The two captains approached each other and shook hands.

“You benders have got some fight in you,” Jason said begrudgingly and he gripped Tony’s hand firmly.  “You deserved to win.”

“Don’t be so gracious, you’re making me feel bad,” Tony replied earnestly.  He tightened his grip on Jason’s hand until he heard a slight crack.

Jason laughed, pulled his hand away and massaged it.  “Erm, can I ask you something?”  He didn’t wait for Tony to reply.  “Are you actually a queer, I mean homosexual?” he said, quickly correcting himself.

Tony laughed too, “I’m as straight as they come, but this lot are as gay as you like.”  He pointed over his shoulder at the rest of his team.

Jason nodded affably, “Well, I won’t ask how you came to join the team.”

Tony raised one eyebrow, “No, best not to anyway, it’s a long story.”

“They play pretty well for a bunch of benders, don’t they?” Jason said, jovially.

Tony frowned, “You shouldn’t call them that.”

“Oh, sorry,” Jason said apologetically, “I didn’t mean to cause offense.”

“No problem, Jason, I’m still getting used to it myself.  Anyway, good game mate and I’m sorry about all that business with the bumming you in the arse and all that.”

Jason waved this away with his hand, “No need to apologise.  It was a great tactic; I think we’ll try that out ourselves next season.”

Tony grinned, “Hey, you’re alright by me, Jason.  See you around.”    

“Why don’t you come back to our club house for a few drinks?”

“Can I bring the rest of the team?” Tony said, pointing at his team–mates, as they danced about in celebration.

Jason paused and considered this, “Yeah, they can come, but they need to get changed out of the pink kit and hot pants.  We ain’t having that in there!” he said firmly.

Tony nodded, “Alright.  Deal!” and they shook hands again, but this time without the machismo.  Tony ran over to join his team-mates in their celebration.  Amid the jubilation, Louise came over to Tony and tapped him on the shoulder.  He turned around and his face lit up, he put his arms around her and span her round.

“We’re off to the finals!  Can you believe it?”  He planted a kiss firmly on her lips, but she didn’t return it.  Tony put her down gently, “Is something wrong?”  

She nodded, “The Head knows about us Tony and he isn’t happy.  We need to go and see him today at four o’clock in his office.”

Tony tried to laugh it off, “Hey, don’t worry about it.  He probably just wants to give us his blessing or maybe he wants to congratulate me personally for getting to the finals.”

Louise smiled sadly, “Yes, maybe.”  She looked at the crowd celebrating the day’s victory, “Anyway, let’s not worry about this now.  Right now, we need to celebrate, you’re off to the finals.  This is an amazing achievement.”  She tried her hardest to smile.

As the words left her lips Keenan and Bruce lifted Tony up and onto their shoulders as the supporters cheered on.

 

 

At ten to four, after spending the best part of the day celebrating, Tony and Louise walked together silently through the foyer towards the Head’s office.  

“Good win, Tony!” a fellow student cried from the main staircase.

Tony nodded in acknowledgement, but did not slow his pace as he walked on.  

“Hey, Tony,” another called from the entrance, “great game!”  Several other students began to cheer and applaud him.  He smiled half-heartedly back but didn’t stop to speak.

“It seems you have a fan club,” Louise teased as they approached the Head’s office.  

When they reached the door they both hesitated momentarily before Tony knocked.

Immediately the response came, “Come in.”  Tony pushed the door open and allowed Louise to enter first.  

“Take a seat,” the Head said, gesturing at the chairs in front of his desk.  He sat back, settled into his imposing black leather chair and rolled the castors forward, so his knees were under the desk.  He looked them both in the eye and began to speak, “I’ll cut to the chase.  I can’t allow this relationship between you two to continue,” the Head said sternly.  “We do not allow staff to have relationships with students, it is completely unethical.”

Tony and Louise looked at each other silently deciding who should speak first.  Tony gave Louise the smallest of nods to get her agreement that he should speak first.

“It seems to me like you’re making a mountain out of a molehill,” Tony said dismissively.  He looked around the room at all the shelves heaving with books.  “You’ve got a lot of books, have you read them all?”

The Head tutted, “We are not here to discuss my reading habits.  We’re all here to talk about this breach of ethics.”

“You’re as bad as the rest of them here,” Tony said with a grin.  “You’re all a bunch of drama queens.”  He laughed to himself and then a thought popped into his head, “You should change the name of this school to ‘Future Drama Queens of England’.”  He roared with laughter and looked at Louise and the Head to join in the joke, but he was met with stony faces.  “Oh, I’m wasted here,” he groaned.

“Have you been drinking?”

“Does the Pope shit in the woods?”

Louise pulled a face for Tony to stop talking.  “We’re two consenting adults and I think these are special circumstances,” she said in a calm voice.

The Head raised his eye brows at her, “You’ve signed a contract Louise.  Rules are rules!”

“I know you have your rules,” Tony said becoming irritable, “but the rules have already been bent in making me come here, so surely the rules can be bent on this occasion.  I mean everything else is bent in this place, so why not this particular rule?”

“I cannot set a precedence.  What sort of message does that send?”

“I understand all that, but we are so close to the end of the school year now, so can you not just turn a blind eye?”

“No, I cannot.  It would undermine my authority at this school and open up the floodgates,” he countered.

Tony thought hard for a minute.  He leant forward then spoke resolutely, “Okay then, I quit!”

The Head sat forward in his chair, “Mr Horwood you can’t quit.  You’re not here through choice, you’re only here as an alternative to prison.”

“If I’d have gone to prison I’d have been out at least two months ago, I’d have been a free man.”

“You are a free man, we do not restrict your movements.  You do not have a curfew.  You could not have any more freedom.”

“At least in prison I’d be free to date whoever I wanted.”

“That is absolute nonsense and you know it,” the Head spluttered.  

Tony cracked his knuckles, “Why is it nonsense?”

The Head’s cheeks coloured, “You would not be allowed to date whoever you wanted in prison.  And you would certainly not be allowed to have a relationship with one of the guards.  This is the same thing, Louise is a member of staff,” he said banging his fist on the table.

Tony stood up angrily, “If you won’t let me quit, then I’ll find another way.”

“Now, don’t do anything rash,” Louise said frowning at Tony.

The Head sat back in his chair, “You should listen to her, you’ve done so well and you’re final exams are coming up soon.  Don’t throw it all away.  I should also take this opportunity to remind you of the rules, if you don’t finish the year then you will go to prison.  This was the agreement, you understand that don’t you?”

Tony stared defiantly at the Head, “I understand it fully.  But some things are worth it.”  He looked at Louise for reassurance, but her face fell.  “Louise?” he said in disbelief.

“Tony,” she said in her most calming voice.  “This isn’t worth it.  I mean we’ve only had one date together and we’re quite different people.”  She looked at her hands and fidgeted.

The colour drained from Tony’s face, “But, what about last night?  Didn’t that mean anything to you?”

She looked him in the eye and paused for a moment whilst she found the right words, “It was, what it was.  We had a perfect evening together, but this relationship can never go anywhere.  We’re two very different people.”

Tony sank deflated into his chair.  

Louise looked at the Head, “You don’t need to worry about this anymore.  It’s over.”  And with that she stood and walked to the door, she stopped and looked at Tony again, then left the room.

Tony looked at the Head, “What the frith ...” he stopped himself mid-sentence before starting again, “what the fuck just happened?  How could she just throw everything away like that?”

“Women!” the Head replied simply with a shrug.





 

Chapter Twenty Three

 

Keenan kicked open the door and wandered into the Larry Grayson Boudoir.  Gareth was hard at work shining his black leather shoes.  He looked up from his work and nodded at Keenan.

“Hi, Gareth.”  Keenan looked over at Tony and shook his head.  “Is he still moping about?  Jesus, Tony, you need to pull yourself together, man,” Keenan said impatiently.  “How long’s it been now?”

“Three weeks and three days,” Tony said, sombrely without looking up from his book.

Keenan shook his head in despair, “Couldn’t you be more precise, Tony?  I am surprised you don’t know how many hours and minutes it’s been too.”

Gareth stopped polishing his shoes and barked at Keenan.  “Hey, leave him alone.  He’s had his heart broken.”

Keenan took off his jumper and threw it on his bed, “Aye, and don’t I fucking know it?  I’m sick of this shit.  I can’t do another day treading on bleeding egg shells and putting up with that miserable bastard’s face.”  He pointed over at Tony, “Just look at him.  He’s sucking all the joy out of the place.  We’ve grieved more for Tony’s loss than we did when Marc died.”

Tony lay on his bed totally ignoring him.

“I mean all he does is mooch about in here reading,” he complained.  “I bet before he came here he’d never even read a book and now that’s all he does.”  

“And that’s a bad thing is it?  Leave the poor sod alone,” Gareth replied, and went back to polishing his shoes.

“I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, but that’s the only thing he seems to do these days.  He either reads or sleeps.  We’re supposed to be practising for the bleeding final, it’s next week you know,” Keenan growled, pacing up and down the room.  “I didn’t train this hard to get this far just to throw it all away.”  

“Calm down,” Gareth said.  “You’re getting yourself all worked up.”  He put down his tin of polish and his little brush.  “I normally find it quite therapeutic polishing my shoes, but your hissy fit is killing my mood.”

Keenan huffed and stormed over to Tony’s bed.  He yanked the book from Tony’s hands, “What’s he so engrossed in?”  He slammed the book shut and looked at its cover.  “The life and death of Alan Turing?  Jesus Christ, this is a cheery bleeder isn’t it?”  He threw the book on the floor.

Tony watched as it skidded under Hugh’s bed.  It thumped as it hit the skirting board and came to rest.  He took a long deep breath, his chest inflated slowly and he cracked his knuckles together.  His lip curled and the sadness in his eyes was replaced with a cold, steely look.  He rose from his bed and twisted his neck left and then right, the joints in his neck cracked audibly to all in the room.

Gareth looked up from the end of his bed, “Don’t do anything rash now, Tony.  Keenan was only letting off some steam.”  His eyes darted between Tony and Keenan as he tried to gauge the situation.

“Hey, keep your nose out, Gareth.  This is between me and him,” Keenan said, turning to face Tony, as he puffed up his chest and sneered.  “Let’s see what you’ve got, Tony, you miserable bastard!”  He beckoned Tony over with his right hand.

Tony lunged forward and threw a punch at Keenan’s head.

Keenan swung his body back and dodged it.  “Ah, is that the best you can do?  My ma’s got a better hook than that,” he taunted.  

Tony gritted his teeth and swung again for Keenan’s head.  Keenan raised his hand and blocked him.  “That’s more like it.  What else have you got?” he said with a grin.

“What about this?”  Tony snarled as his fist thumped hard into Keenan’s stomach.  

Keenan coughed and bent double.  “Yeah, that’s more like it!” he wheezed, before whipping his elbow round into Tony’s back.  

Tony winced in pain and tried to catch his breath.  He put Keenan in a headlock and dragged him to the floor.

Gareth tutted and got to his feet, “Will you two idiots just calm down?”  He removed his shirt and folded it carefully, then laid it on the bed, “I’ve just bought this, I can’t afford to get any blood on it.”  He looked at his jeans and thought about them for a moment, he sighed and removed them.  “I don’t want these getting damaged either.  Do you know how much these cost?” he called over to the two of them as they exchanged punches, but they weren’t listening.  “Oh for Christ’s sake, you’d better not hit my face, I’ve got a date this weekend.”  He waded into the fight and tried to grab an appendage.  Almost immediately Tony’s forearm glanced off Gareth’s cheek as he aimed another punch at Keenan.  “Oh, you wanker!” Gareth cried out in anger, as he felt his cheek with his hand.  “No one messes with this bone structure,” he shrieked before landing a punch onto the side of Tony’s face.

Tony kicked back at Gareth.  “You want some, do you?”  His foot found its target and Gareth groaned in agony.  “You want some more?” Tony said, turning his attention back to Keenan, and his fisted collided with Keenan’s sternum.

“Come on, Tony, is that all you’ve got?”  Keenan yelled as he brought home a solid blow to the underside of Tony’s chin.

The door of their boudoir burst open and Hugh, Bruce, Giles and Uwe burst in.  

“What the hell’s going on in here?” Hugh shrieked in alarm at the turmoil before him, “and why is Gareth only wearing his pants and socks?”   

Bruce’s eyes lit up, “I don’t know, but it looks kinda sexy.”  He ran towards the melee and jumped onto the pile up of Tony, Keenan and the semi-naked body of Gareth, as they writhed together on the floor.  “Room for one on top?” Bruce squealed in delight as he thrust himself upon them.    

On feeling Bruce entering the fight Tony sent out a jab to Bruce’s ear.  

“Oh, so you like the rough stuff, do you, Tony?” Bruce said and slapped Tony hard across the face with the palm of his hand.

“Come on you bastards, I’ll take you all on!” Tony screamed as he sent punches flying in all directions.  He gnashed his teeth as the perspiration dripped off him and onto the deep shag carpet.  The kicks and punches became a blur and the shouts and groans became incomprehensible.

Hugh looked at Uwe and Giles, “Come on.  We need to break this up.  It’s getting out of hand.”  He walked over to them and nervously reached out trying to grab a leg or an arm.  Panic stricken he called over to Uwe and Giles again for some assistance, “Come on, I can’t do this by myself.”

Uwe tutted and walked over next to Hugh.  “We simply need to stop the element responsible for this and my money is on Tony being the issue.”  He stood over them and studied the brawl for a moment, before throwing himself into the maelstrom and gripping Tony’s arms.

“Get off me, you sauerkraut eating fucker!” Tony bawled, and he tried to release himself from Uwe’s pincer like grip.  

“Would someone get his legs?” Uwe’s said coolly tightening his grip on Tony’s arms.

Hugh grabbed one of Tony’s legs and pinned it to the ground.  The other leg whipped round and booted Hugh sideways across the room.  Giles quickly leapt onto the leg that had dispatched Hugh and hung on for dear life.  Gareth, with Bruce on his back, rolled onto Tony’s free leg before it had the chance to strike out at Giles.  Keenan slid himself free and leant himself up against Uwe’s bed as he tried to control his breathing.

“Will you get the hell off of me, Bruce?” Gareth screeched, as he restrained Tony’s right leg.

“Oh, yes.  Sorry, Gareth,” Bruce said, laying face down on top of Gareth’s back.  He reluctantly let go of Gareth’s chest and pulled his arms out from under him.  “I think I got a bit carried away.”

Tony screamed out as he used every ounce of strength to free himself from their clutches.  He swung his head back and forth wildly trying to make contact with something or someone.

“Grab his head Hugh before he hurts himself,” Uwe ordered, straining to keep Tony’s arms from being freed.

Hugh, nursing his side, reached nervously for Tony’s head and tried to hold it still.

“Ah, Tony, it’s good to see you’ve got a bit of life in you,” Keenan said wiping the blood from his lip.

The sweat poured from Tony’s body, his clothes were soaked right through.  He bucked forward and back trying to escape their grip, but it was useless.  After several minutes he began to tire and flailed about weakly under them.

“I was beginning to think all the fight in you was gone,” he wiped the sweat from his forehead and looked Tony in the eye and gave him a smile.  

Tony looked up at Keenan.  “What are you talking about?” he panted, his mouth completely dry.

“Drastic times call for drastic measures.  Someone had to wake you up, didn’t they?  And I figured that someone might as well be me.”  He stood up and cricked his back, “Let him go guys, I reckon we’ve got our Tony back.”

Slowly and unsurely they loosened their grip on Tony making sure he didn’t start up again, but Tony’s energy was spent.  His head slumped back onto the floor and he made no effort to start up again.  He closed his eyes and a rumble came from his chest.  Hugh looked nervously at Keenan.  The noise came again from Tony’s chest, before he erupted with laughter.  

“Oh, you crafty fucker, Keenan, that was just what the doctor ordered.”  He pulled himself up onto his elbows and winced in pain.  “I’ve not felt this alive in weeks.”  Tony sucked on his lip and felt the swelling, he smiled to himself again.

Gareth looked at Keenan in disbelief, “You planned this?”

Keenan nodded.

“It was a bit of a bleeding risk, wasn’t it?”  Gareth said.  “I mean, starting a punch-up.  It’s madness!”

“As I said, desperate times call for desperate measures.  Talking wasn’t helping, giving him time wasn’t helping.  We needed something to put that fire back in his belly,” Keenan explained, as he examined his ripped t-shirt.

“He’s right, guys,” Tony said.  “I needed to pick myself up and try and forget Louise … and you know what that means don’t you?”

Bruce gritted his teeth and punched to the air, “Yes, Sir!  We’re going to the gay bar!”

 

 

Later that night they found themselves at the club.  The music blared out and the lights shone brightly, the place was heaving and pulsating to the beat.  The six of them stood together looking a little worse for wear.

“Have you seen what you’ve done to me, Tony?” Hugh complained.  He lifted up his shirt to reveal a large blue bruise on his side.

“Wow!” Tony exclaimed, “I’m proud of that.  That’s massive!”  He reached down and poked it, Hugh winced in pain and took a step back. 

“Don’t take too much pride.  I suspect he simply bruises easily, don’t you Hugh,” Uwe scoffed, before sipping at his wine.

“Oh, piss off, Uwe,” Hugh muttered, and let his shirt drop back down.

Gareth looked at Tony’s face, “I don’t fancy your chances tonight.  Your face is a bit of a mess.”

Tony chuckled, “You’re joking aren’t you?  The birds love a battle scar, I just need to think up a decent story behind it.”  He lifted his glass to his mouth as he considered this and after a moment of quiet contemplation proclaimed, “Got it!” 

“Got it?” Hugh repeated with a confused look, “Got what?”

“No time to explain, I must strike while the iron is hot,” he said pushing past Hugh, in search of his prey.

“Right, I’ll get us some drinks,” Keenan said, rubbing his hands together.  “Now, hopefully tomorrow morning, Tony will be back to his normal self and that business with Louise will be behind him.”

“Absolutely!  We should also do our bit and try to limit his interaction with Louise or the cycle may start again?” Gareth commented.  

“Almost all of our sorrows spring from out of our relations with other people,” Uwe said philosophically.  “This is why I am destined to be alone.”  He swilled the wine around in his glass in an anti-clockwise circular movement and stared deeply into it.  “To live alone is the fate of all great souls.”

“Well said, Uwe,” Gareth affirmed.  “Let’s have a night without the complications of romance.”  He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.  

“Who are you calling?”

“Our fag hags,” he replied.  “We’ve not been giving them the attention that they so richly deserve, so let’s invite them down tonight for an uncomplicated evening of dancing, drinking and nattering.”  He went through his contact list on his phone and sent a series of text messages.  “There, that should do it.  Now let’s sit down and have a relaxing evening.”  He walked to the nearest seats and sat down; he placed his phone carefully on the table in front of him and waited. 

Minutes later, Keenan returned to where they were previously standing and looked around for them.

“Over here,” Hugh shouted.  After failing to be heard over the music Hugh stood and waved to gain Keenan’s attention.  Eventually, he was successful and Keenan nodded and brought the tray of drinks over to them.  He handed out the drinks and sat down, they each took them and thanked him, but then sat in silence staring at Gareth’s phone.

“What are you doing?” Keenan inquired.  “Are we expecting a call?”

“Gareth’s invited the fag hags to join us tonight,” Hugh explained.  “We’re waiting for a call back.”

“Hugh, do you have a fag hag yet?”

He shook his head, “I don’t need one, I don’t see the use.”  He took a swig of his wine and hoped they wouldn’t probe him further.

“Suit yourself,” Gareth said, “but they ain’t half handy to have.  I wouldn’t be without mine.”  

Suddenly, Gareth’s phone lit up like a Christmas tree and began to vibrate on the table.

“Ohh,” Bruce cooed.  “Who is it?”

Gareth picked up the phone and read the text, “It’s Uwe’s.”

Uwe looked smugly at them all.  “Natürlich,” he said smacking his lips together.  

“She says she’s already in town and will be along in twenty minutes.”

Seconds later, his phone went off again.

“Who now? Who now?” Bruce squealed, “Oh it’s so exciting!”

Coolly, Gareth read out the text message, “It’s mine.  She’s on her way.”    

“It’s just like bingo, I can’t wait to see who texts next,” Bruce said, unable to contain his excitement.

Gareth placed the phone back in the centre of the table and they all waited expectantly.  Several minutes later they were all still staring at the phone, their excited smiles were fading, as was their enthusiasm.  Then, just as they were about to give up hope the phone went off again.  Gareth scooped it up and read the message.  He left a dramatic pause for a moment, just to build the tension, before smiling and pointing at Bruce.

“That’s a bingo!” Uwe said, slapping Bruce on the back.  Bruce shone with pride and stuck out his tongue at Keenan.

“Now, where’s my bleeding fag hag,” Keenan moaned.  He reached into his pocket and took out his mobile.  He punched in the numbers and put the phone to his ear.  Keenan closed his eyes and strained to hear over the noise from the club.  His call was answered immediately, but he could not make out the voice on the other end.  Keenan stuck his finger in his ear and began to speak, “Listen, I can barely hear you, but I am at the gay club, do you fancy coming down?  What?  I can’t hear what you’re saying.  Speak up.”  He crouched down and got under the table, “Okay, say again,” he shouted into the phone.  “You’re what?  Oh, okay.  That’s fantabulosa!  I’m over at the table near the bar, you can’t miss me.”  He came out from under the table and did his own smug face, “She’s already here.”  

“Oh, I hope she wasn’t here scouting for another fag,” Bruce said pulling a face of faux shock.

Keenan stuck his middle finger up at Bruce, “It’s more likely that she was lurking here on the off chance that she might bump into me.”

“Okay, guys, settle down,” Gareth said trying to keep the peace.  “I’d better get some more wine and glasses, our fag hags will all be joining us shortly.”

Elsewhere in the club, Tony had sidled up to a couple of attractive girls and was going through the motions.

“So, you see, I keep having that same strange dream about women night, after night, after night,” he said, coyly staring into his wine glass.  “What do you think they mean?”  He let the words hang in the air waiting for one of them to take the bait.

“Well,” the pretty brunette started, “I think it’s your heterosexual side trying to break free.”

Tony raised his hand to his chest camply, “No it can’t be.  I wouldn’t know where to start with a woman.  I’ve never even kissed a girl.”  He leant forward in his chair and waited.

She nudged her friend, “Well, there’s a first time for everything, isn’t there?”  She took a large gulp of her drink for Dutch courage, then leant in and kissed Tony gently on the lips.

Tony at first pretended to resist, then returned her kiss nervously, before finally pulling her close and kissing her passionately.  

After a moment or two, she pulled away.  “You seemed to enjoy that.”  She looked at her friend and fanned her face and whispered, “Oh, my god!”

“We can’t leave it there.  How sad would it be for me to have only ever kissed one girl?  Can I kiss you too, you know, just to be sure?”  

The two girls giggled at each other, before the first girl nudged her friend, “Go on, kiss him.  I did.”

Her friend picked up her drink, knocked it back and then looked at Tony.  “Come on then, let’s give it a go.”  She leant over the table and their mouths met, they shared a steamy kiss together before sitting back in their chairs.

“Wow!  That was absolutely amazing,” Tony said, out of breath.  “I can’t believe how that made me feel.”  He finished the last of his wine and rested his arms on the table.  “Listen, see these bruises on my face.”  He pointed at them and the girls nodded in acknowledgement.  “Guess how I got them?”

The girls shrugged to show that they had no idea, but hung on his every word.

He leant closer to them, taking them into his confidence.  “I’ll tell you then,” he whispered.  “Gay bashed!”  He sat back and waited for their reaction.

“No!” they said in unison.  “I didn’t think stuff like that happened any more.  Some people are animals.”  They both leant forward and took Tony’s hands sympathetically, “Oh, Tony, you poor, poor man.”

“And what’s worse, I was bashed by actual gays.  So it was an actual gay bashing!”

“Bashed by your own kind,” the brunette said.  “I can’t believe it.”

“I know it’s totally shocking,” her friend added.  “Come here,” she moved around so she was next to Tony.  She put her arm around him and gave him a hug.  “You stick with us and you’ll be alright,” she said, rocking him back and forth gently.

“When I think about what they did it makes me scared to be out in public.  Could we go back to your place, do you think?  I’d feel safer than in this club, I might get gay bashed again.  There are an awful lot of them in here.”

The two girls looked at each other and nodded.  

“Sure,” the brunette said.  “We’re actually housemates, so, let’s go to the off-license and grab some drinks and then head back to ours.”

Tony grinned, “Yes, that sounds like a good plan.  Maybe we could watch Sex in the City or some shit like that, or maybe play some Abba songs and have a boogie.”

The three of them got up from their seats and made their way towards the exit to collect their coats. 

“Two seconds girls, I’ll be back in a flash,” Tony said, excusing himself.  He pushed his way through the revellers looking for his room-mates.  After a few minutes searching he found them seated at their table with their fag hags.  “Hi,” he said, waving to the girls.  “I didn’t know you were joining us tonight?”

“Come and have a drink with us,” one of them said.

“I can’t girls, I’ve got to go home early.”  He leant over to Keenan and whispered excitedly into his ear, “I’m leaving now with a couple of girls, I’m going to try for that fabled threesome tonight.”  He looked at his hand, “I’m shaking like a leaf.  Oh, I can’t believe that this is going to happen.”

 

 

The living room was dimly lit and Zero 7 played gently in the background.  Tony leant over and kissed the brunette’s neck.  She threw her head back submissively to allow Tony access.  He brushed her hair from his face and nuzzled her gently.  He felt a hand on his shoulder pulling him back and he turned to see her friend.  Her pupils dilated as he moved closer to her and kissed her.  

She pulled away from him and looked him in the eye.  “We’re going to give you an experience that you’ll never forget.”  The girl moved over to her friend and kissed her softly.

“Oh, my god!” Tony squealed.  “Never in my wildest dreams …” he stopped himself and remembered that he had to stay in character.  “Take your tops off, I’ve always wondered what boobs feel like.”

The girls smiled at him and removed their tops, Tony had to pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.  He watched goggle-eyed as they removed their bras and threw them at him.  He sat up and reached out and caressed their breasts, the brunette with his left hand and her friend with his right.  

“I can’t believe this is happening.  This is the happiest moment of my life.”  He was so grateful he was close to tears.

“Ssshhh,” the brunette said softly.  “Why don’t you take your clothes off, whilst we slip into something more fitting?”  

Tony nodded eagerly and began to remove his clothes frantically.  The two girls left the room as Tony began to tear off his clothes.  He kicked to remove his jeans and pants as they got caught around his ankles.  Sitting down on the sofa, he peeled them off and threw them across the room.  He removed his shirt and chucked it on top of his jeans, then removed his socks too.  My whole life has been building up to this one moment, he said to himself.  I’ve got to make this last.  He took several deep breaths and tried to calm himself down.  Premature ejaculation, you are not welcome here, he repeated in his head over and over again.

“Oh, lover boy,” the brunette called seductively from another room in the house.  “Why don’t you come and join us?”

Tony stood up and part of him pointed the way to go.  “Thank you,” he said to the universe, “thank you, so much.”  He made his way to where the voices were calling him.

“Come on up.  We’re waiting for you,” her friend called.

Tony bounded up the stairs, his penis slapped against his muscular stomach with every lustful leap.  As he got to the bedroom door he waited and took another deep breath.  “Here we go!”  He pushed open the door and strode into the bedroom.  He looked at the brunette and stopped in his tracks.  She stood there naked except for a strap on dildo.

“What the fuck’s that?” Tony cried, his erection wilting slightly.

The brunette laughed and rubbed her hands up and down it, “It’s a Strap-on- Sally.”

“What are you planning to do with it?” he cried, unable to take his eyes of the beast.

“What do you think she’s going to do with it?” her friend said.  “Come over here, she’s going to give it to you.”

“Oh, don’t play so hard to get, you must have done this with your boyfriends a thousand times.  What’s the problem?” the brunette said looking confused.  She approached Tony, “Bend over, Tony and let me give it to you, you dirty boy.”

Her friend ran over to Tony and grabbed him, “Come on, let’s experiment.”

Panic had set in, here he had the opportunity of the threesome he’d fantasised about for all these years, but at what price?  He looked at these two gorgeous girls, he thought about the possibilities, but, then he looked at the ridiculous dildo.  Oh shit, why had he told them he was gay? he thought to himself.  If I’d been more honest, maybe I’d still have made it here, but without the presumption that it’d be fine to shove that bloody great thing up my arse.  Pearls of sweat appeared on his forehead as he grappled with the situation that was unravelling before his eyes.

The brunette kissed him and ran her hand over his chest.  She trailed them down his torso, drawing a line from his chest to his stomach.  Then her friend reached over too and the pair of them gently caressed Tony’s cock.  He felt the familiar electric tingling sensation and closed his eyes.

The brunette slid herself gently behind him and whispered in his ear, “Bend over.”  He felt the cold plastic against his arse.  She grabbed the back of his arms and pushed her hips firmly against him.

Tony’s back arched and the fear set in.  “Fuck off!” Tony shrieked.  

The two girls flinched as he pushed them off of him and he scampered out of the bedroom and down the stairs.  

“Hey universe,” he shouted as he frantically gathered his clothes together in the lounge.  “Why did you have to kick a man when he’s down?  Why did you show me heaven and then pull the rug from under my feet.  Fuck you, universe, fuck you!” 





 

Chapter Twenty Four

 

The main hall was filled with row after row of symmetrically arranged desks.  The students’ faces contorted in concentration as they studied their exam papers intensely.  The only noise that could be heard in the hall was the sound of pens scratching away at the paper, and the footsteps of the invigilators as they paced back and forth amongst the aisles.  Tony’s tongue stuck out of the side of his mouth, clamped in place by his teeth.  He feverishly wrote down the answers to question after question.  Gareth looked up from his paper and scratched his head, as he racked his brain for the answer.  Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of Tony scrawling out lines of text onto the paper.  He noticed Uwe gritting his teeth and staring at Tony too.

“He’s a man possessed,” he whispered across to Uwe.

“Shhh,” Uwe replied and raised his index finger to his lips.

On hearing the disturbance, the footsteps quickened and grew louder as they came closer to the source of the noise.  Uwe and Gareth quickly put their heads down and tried to look inconspicuous.

Tony reached the bottom of the final page and with a flourish filled in the last answer.  He threw his pen down onto his desk and raised his hand.

One of the invigilators marched over to him quickly and whispered, “Yes?”

“I’ve finished.  Can I go now?”

The invigilator looked at her watch and then back at Tony.  “Really?  Already?” 

The heads of the other examinees began to pop up like prairie dogs, craning to see who had finished the exam.  

The invigilator picked up Tony’s paper and ran her finger down it, it was complete.  “Are you sure you don’t want to check your answers?  You’ve got plenty of time.”

Tony smiled, “No need, it was a breeze.”

The invigilator shrugged, “Okay then.  You can leave, but do it quietly.”  She picked up Tony’s paper and took it back to the front of the hall and placed it in the tray for completed papers.

Tony stood up and nonchalantly made his way to the main doors.  He pushed them open, but before he left he couldn’t resist a sneaky look back.  As he turned he saw the head of nearly every student peering back at him.  As quickly as their reflexes would react, they all turned back to the papers and tried to continue with their exams.  Tony grinned to himself as he meandered back up to the Larry Grayson Boudoir.

 

 

The school was eerily silent, since every student was still in the exam.  Tony wandered into the foyer and made his way to the main staircase.  He ran his hand absentmindedly along the smooth wooden banister as he ascended the stairs.  Suddenly, he heard the familiar click-clack of heels.  He stopped and tried to gauge which direction they were coming from, but they seemed to echo off of every surface.  He panicked and took a few steps back down the stairs, but the noise appeared to grow louder.  Tony’s head turned wildly and he tried to make a decision, finally he decided that they were behind him and swiftly made his escape up the stairs.

“Oh, hi Tony,” came the unmistakable voice, as Louise appeared at the top of the stairs in front of him.  “In a hurry?” 

Tony looked up at her and tried to compose himself.  “Hi, I didn’t see you there.”  He smiled weakly.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in an exam?”

“I’ve finished it.  It was easy.” 

Louise smiled, “I’m impressed.  You must have studied really hard.”

“What else could I do?” he said flatly.  “I threw myself into reading to try and forget you.  Every bloody song reminded me of you and every TV show or film seemed to be about lost love.  So, I turned to books.  Each and every book on the syllabus here is about gays, it was the only place I could go to escape you
…
to escape us.  The constant input served as a distraction and stopped my brain dwelling on what you threw away.”

Louise’s face changed, “But what else could I do?  I’d lose my job.  They could have kicked you out too if they wanted to, and that means they’d send you off to prison for not completing the course.  It would be in breach of your terms, don’t think I didn’t check the conditions thoroughly.”  She placed her hand on Tony’s shoulder and looked around her to make sure no one else was around.  “You know I still have feelings for you, but I did it to protect both of us.”

Tony looked her in the eyes, as he looked at her he was overcome with a feeling of hopelessness.  He didn’t speak, but stared intently at her face, trying to memorise every single detail.  

“Tony?” Louise said, waving a hand in front of his face.  “Are you okay?”

He watched her lips move, it was all too much to resist.  He gave into himself and leant forward to kiss her.

“Stop!” she said and tilted her head back.

“How can I stop?”

“Look, I have to go,” she let go of his arm and moved past him.  “I shouldn’t have stopped to talk to you.  I’ll try and avoid you in future.  I’ll keep out of your way.”

“That won’t mean that I won’t love you anymore,” Tony blurted.

She stopped and looked up at him.  “What did you say?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you saying that you’re actually in love with me?” she whispered slowly and breathlessly.

Tony shuffled uncomfortably.

“Well?”

“Yes, I am.”

Her face brightened and her eyes glistened.  “Oh, well then, perhaps we need to talk
…”  She stopped abruptly as she heard footsteps approaching them.  “I have to go!”

“Louise!” 

“Shhh,” she said.  She removed her shoes and bounded hurriedly down the stairs and towards her office.  As she got to bottom of the stairs a figure swung around and they collided.

“Entschuldigung!” Uwe said apologetically.  “I did not see you there.”  He looked at her hands and then down at her feet, “Why are you not wearing any shoes?”

“Oh, they were killing my feet.  You just missed Tony, he’s only this minute gone up the stairs,” she said without thinking and instantly wishing she’d kept her mouth shut.

“Es ist mir völlig Wurst,” he said looking down his nose.

“What?” she replied with a look of confusion.  “Anyway, it doesn’t matter, I’ve got things to attend to.”  She put her shoes back on and trotted back towards her office.  

Uwe eyed her suspiciously as she disappeared.

 

 

The day of the finals came at last, Tony stood alone in the toilets of the changing rooms.  With his eyes closed he calmed himself by breathing deeply.  The wall of his chest slowly expanded and retracted.  Never in his life had he carried this much responsibility.  Never in his life had so many people believed in him.  Never in his life had he felt he owed other people so much.  The weight of the world was on his shoulders and he could not fail the people who had put their faith in him.  

Through the walls he could hear the muffled cheers and songs from the supporters.  He attempted to block this out and tried to listen solely to the sound of his breathing.  The changing room served as a bubble to protect him, but the seconds were ticking away before he had to leave.

Suddenly, another sound interrupted his meditation.  He listened intently to the patter of footsteps and the squeak of the rubber hockey studs on the tiled floor.  Then finally, the voice came.  

“Hey, Tony, are you in here?”  Keenan shouted.  

Tony didn’t answer.  The footsteps came closer.  They stopped outside the cubicle, and then came the knock.

“Tony, is that you in there?”

He waited a moment, then spoke.  “Yes, I’m in here.  Just give me a minute.”

“We don’t have a minute.  We’re waiting for you
…
everybody’s waiting for you.”

Slowly, he unlocked the door and stepped out.

Keenan looked at Tony.  “Are you alright, mate?” he said with some concern.

Tony puffed out a burst of air.

Keenan slapped him on the back, “Come on, man.  Don’t let the pressure get to you.”

Tony nodded, his face took on an expression of gritty determination.  “Where’s my stick?”

Keenan grinned, “Aye, that’s the spirit.”

Tony and Keenan marched out onto the pitch.  When the home supporters saw Tony emerge a huge cheer erupted.  The whoops and hollers were deafening and Tony gave his fans the thumbs up.

“You can do it!  We know you can!”

“Come on, Team Queens, we believe in you!”

“Queenies never say die!”

The emotion was getting the better of Tony, but he knew he had a job to do.  He closed his mind off and walked over to his team mates.  He raised his hand and beckoned them to come closer and form a circle.

“Right, lads, you know what we’re up against today don’t you?” 

“The Libyans!” Uwe growled, he cast a look over his shoulder as the lesbian team warmed themselves up at the other end of the pitch.

It wasn’t the time to correct him.  “That’s right.  It’s the finals and we’re up against the lesbians.  Now, we beat them once before, but only because they got disqualified.  They’re not going to make the same mistake again, so we really need to give it all we’ve got.  We’ve got to go out there fighting today and we can’t give them an inch.”  The passion from Tony’s speech affected the whole team as they listened to their leader.  “Now, listen to me.  I believe in you.  I believe in each and every one of you.”

Hugh twitched and interrupted.  “Even me?” he said unsurely.

“Without a shadow of a doubt,” Tony replied, and he placed a hand on Hugh’s shoulder.  He gripped him firmly, “You’re a fantastic goalie and I know you won’t let us down.”

Hugh smiled, grateful for the faith that Tony had in him.  “I promise you, Tony, I won’t let you down.”  

“Okay, so the time has come.  This is our finest hour.  When this game is over we can hold our heads high and let those bitches know that they can’t fuck with us!  Now, let’s go and get them!”  He raised his hockey stick into the air and waved it and the rest of the team followed suit.  Tony turned and ran towards the centre of the pitch to face his nemesis.

“Ah, Lezzy Lex, we meet again,” Tony drawled, as he joined her in the centre of the circle.

“Oh, you finally decided to show up then?  I didn’t think you had the guts to come out to face us today.”

“You know what?  I’ve kind of missed you,” he said with a wink.

Lex tilted her head and stared into the middle distance, “I’m trying to think of the last time we saw each other.  Hmmm.  Ah, yes, I remember now.  The last time I saw you I kicked the living shit out of you and your mates in that car park.”  She cackled with glee as she recalled this.  

“Go on, laugh it up,” Tony growled.  “You’ve got good reason to be proud.  You won a fight where I didn’t even throw a punch.  Congratulations!”

She scowled at him for a moment and then glared at the umpires.  “Hey, are we gonna start this massacre, I mean game, or what?” 

One of the umpires stepped forward and took a coin out of his pocket.  “We normally let the ladies have the call in the coin toss, but in the absence of a lady
…”

“Oi!  I am a lady,” she protested.  Tony laughed to himself.

“Are you?” the umpire said in genuine shock.  “Oh, please accept my apologies.”  He looked over at Tony and raised his eyebrows.

“Easy mistake to make,” Tony said genuinely, trying to get the umpire on side.

“Only because I’m stood opposite you, you faggot!” she said with a snarl.

“Attila the Hun would look feminine stood next to you, Lex.”  He winked at the umpire and gave him a nudge.  

The umpire let out a little snigger, but quickly suppressed it at the sight of Lex’s face.  “Call!”  He threw the coin into the air and caught it on the back of his hand.

“Heads.”

The umpire revealed the coin, “Heads it is.”

“We’ll push back,” Lex said snatching the ball from the umpire’s pocket.

“Which end do you want to play from?” the umpire said to Tony.

“This end is fine.”  Tony turned and signalled to his team and they took their positions.

The noise from the crowd lowered to a murmur as Lex dropped the ball to her feet and readied herself.  The umpire then raised the whistle to his lips and blew.  The piercing sound filled the air but was immediately drowned out by the roar of the crowd.  

Lezzy Lex whipped the ball across to her attacker and partner in crime Carol, who took control of it masterfully and made her way across the centre line into the home team’s side of the pitch.  Tony marked Lex as she too entered his side of the field.

Uwe glided forward and intercepted Carol, but she quickly passed the ball to her left and it was collected by her team mate,
Daphne, who skilfully weaved it past Bruce and into her opponent’s ‘D’.  She swung, took aim and smacked the ball towards the goal.  Hugh jumped into the line of fire and the ball ricocheted off his leg pads.  But before he had time to react Lex dashed forward and flicked the stray ball off the floor and into the back of the net.

Tony’s face fell as the umpire blew the whistle to signify that they were one-nil down.

Lex, Carol, Daphne and the girls made their way back up the pitch back towards their side, to the accompaniment of boos from the home team supporters and cheers from their supporters. 

Hugh picked up the ball from the back of the net and threw it to Tony.  Tony made his way back to the centre of the pitch and faced Lezzy Lex once again.

“That’s how you do it,” she said smugly.  “Shall I show you one more time, just in case you didn’t catch it?”

Tony ignored her and waited for the whistle to sound.  He gripped his stick firmly and gritted his teeth.  The whistle blew and he shoved the ball into Uwe’s direction, then ran straight past Lex.  Uwe took the ball and instantly thwacked it behind Lex.  Tony scooped up the ball and made a dash towards the away team’s ‘D’.

Keenan, Uwe and Bruce sprinted, in formation, into their attacker’s half, whilst Paul and the other defenders took their positions across the centre line in preparation for an attack. 

Lex chased after Tony, but just as she reached him he passed the ball to Uwe.  Carol made an attempt to tackle him, but he knocked the ball to Bruce with complete precision and out of her reach.

Bruce and Keenan passed the ball back and forth between themselves and evaded capture for several metres, before Daphne successfully hooked the ball away from Bruce and sent it spinning down the pitch.  Uwe and Kath both ran for the ball, but Uwe was slightly faster and swept the ball back towards the goal.  He took aim and fired and a cheer went up as the ball hit the back board.  Uwe sneered at Lex and her team, whilst he made his way back into the home team’s half.  

They took their positions yet again and waited for the umpire to blow the whistle again.

Tony bent forward and rocked from left to right, gripping his hockey stick firmly.  “One-all.  I guess we’re evenly matched,” he said, the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

“We’ll see,” Lex snapped, spinning her hockey stick in her hands.  “We’ll see.”

 

The half time whistle blew and both teams stopped play.  Dripping in sweat, they made their way into their respective sides, gasping for water.

“Well done, guys!  Oh, I’m so proud,” Ben said clapping his hands.  “It’s three-all.  I reckon that you can really do this.”  He started to hand out bottles of water to them, “Quick drink up.  Refresh yourselves.”  He reached into his bag and took out some energy bars, “Here!  Get these down you too.”

Tony wiped the sweat from his face and tried to find his breath.  “We’re so equally matched, this is anyone’s game.  I need you to prepare the secret weapon.”

Ben nodded to show that he understood.

“But don’t do anything until you get the signal from me.”

 

 

After making his substitution decisions, their five minute interval was over, and the whistle signified that they should change ends.  The two teams made their way across the pitch and exchanged scowls as they swapped ends.  Each team was as rosy faced and out of breath as the other, but they still found the energy to try and intimidate each other.  

Tony stepped forward and looked once more into the dark, soulless eyes of Lezzy Lex.  She stared, unblinking, back at him as her chest rose and fell.  From their peripheral vision, they both sensed the movement of the home team umpire lifting his whistle to his lips.  Time seemed to slow down as the shrill whistle sounded, signifying that the second half of the battle had commenced.  

Tony belted the ball diagonally across to Keenan before racing into the centre of the pitch and then into enemy territory.  Uwe and Bruce immediately ran in opposing directions towards the corners of the pitch as Keenan followed Tony.  

Suddenly, Joan pounced on Keenan like a tramp on chips and they battled for possession of the ball.  They battled against one another as the sweat poured off them.  The umpires watched them carefully for any foul moves from a safe distance.  Then suddenly, Keenan twisted to his right dragging the ball in a wide circle with his hockey stick away from Joan.  He looked up to see Tony just a few yards in front of him and quickly passed it out of the danger zone.

Lezzy Lex saw that Keenan was about to pass the ball and ran over to Tony and started to mark him aggressively.  Tony used every trick he knew in order to retain possession whilst he waited for reinforcements to arrive.  

Uwe and Bruce ran from their corners towards Tony calling for the ball as they ran.  Tony lurched from left to right, waiting for his moment of opportunity as he kept Lezzy Lex at bay.  But then Carol started to attack from the front, realising he had to do something drastic he spread his legs apart and walloped the ball with all his might backwards.  

The manoeuvre took Lex by surprise, and she watched the ball glide straight past her.  Bruce collected the ball and charged toward the goal, pushing with every ounce of energy that he had left in him.  As he neared the goal he puffed and panted and passed the ball to Uwe who finished the job by sending it careening once more into the back of the net.

The sound of cheers and groans was deafening as Uwe strutted back towards the home team’s half.  

“We’re in the lead.  Four-three,” Tony said, slapping Uwe on the back.  “If we can just keep them from scoring it’s in the bag.”

With a face like thunder, Lezzy Lex ran over to Carol, she grabbed her shoulder and ordered, “It’s time to make some substitutions.  Get rid of Daphne and Joan and fetch Vikki and Lynne.  

Carol nodded and informed the two girls that they’d been substituted.  “Vikki, Lynne.  You’re on!”  

From the sidelines two girls, dressed in black coats that came all the way down to their knees, nodded and stood up.  The girls looked incongruous next to their other team members.  Their long, silky, carefully styled hair was in stark contrast to the short unkempt hair of the other girls on the team.  They struggled to unbutton their long coats, due to their long and beautifully painted nails.  A couple of the other girls began to help them to disrobe.

“Oh, shit, we’re in trouble now!” Keenan gasped fearfully, staring at the two girls.

Uwe looked confused, “What’s the problem?  I don’t get it.”  

Keenan did not respond, but continued to gawp.  

Uwe grumbled to himself and prodded Keenan, “Don’t ignore me.  What’s the problem?  These two don’t look as athletic as the rest of the team, why are they a threat?”

Keenan broke off his gaze and rubbed his eyes, he took a few steps backwards in a panic.  He grabbed the front of Uwe’s shirt and twisted the material in his clenched fist.   “We have to protect Tony!”  He turned and ran.

Finally, the buttons were undone and the two girls stepped out of their coats to reveal two gloriously tanned bodies that were barely covered by their skimpy hockey kits.

And then the penny dropped, Uwe’s face changed from one of confusion to one of fear.  “Ach
Scheisse, lipstick lesbians!”  He stumbled backwards unsteadily too, the reality dawning upon him.  He turned and ran after Keenan, “Tony, don’t look at their substitutions.”

On hearing this Tony turned around, his interest piqued, “What’s up?  Did they bring on Medusa or something?  Why shouldn’t I look at them?” 

Keenan threw himself into Tony’s line of sight, “Please, Tony.  Don’t look at the substitutions.”

Tony scowled.  “What the fuck has gotten into you lot?”  He pushed Keenan aside and looked across at the two girls as they wandered onto the pitch.  His jaw dropped open, “H-o-l-y f-u-c-k!” he whispered slowly.  His body chemistry reacted immediately; his adrenal glands and testicles fired up their machinery and the testosterone began to flood into Tony’s blood stream.  “Phwoarrrr!  Get a load of that,” he bellowed salaciously rubbing his hands together furiously; drooling as the two girls walked to the centre of the pitch.  

Carol ran over to them and handed them two flesh coloured hockey sticks, silently they took them and gripped them firmly in their hands.  They both looked up and made eye contact with Tony.  Vikki winked at Tony and gave him a delicate wave with her hand.  Tony lifted his hand weakly and waved back.  Then Lynne puckered her lips sensuously and ran her tongue around her mouth whilst maintaining eye contact with Tony.  Tony shivered, his eyes like saucers.

“Tony,” Keenan said.  “Listen to me, they are not proper lesbians.  Do you understand?”

“Huh?”  Tony replied absentmindedly, gazing back at the two gorgeous girls.  

“I said, they are not proper lesbians.  They’re lipstick lesbians?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll tell you what I mean, they’re straight.  They’re not lesbians, they’re like the lesbians you see in Hollywood films or porn for straight men.  None of it is real, this is a trap, Tony.  Can’t you see that?”

Tony’s gaze remained fixed on the two girls, “They look like lesbians to me.”

“That’s what you’re supposed to think, but you’re better than that.  They’re just acting.  You can see through this pathetic veil of deceit, can’t you?”

Tony ignored him and looked on, the girls giggled and blew Tony a kiss.  His lip quivered nervously.  The two girls walked up further towards the centre of the pitch and took their positions a few metres behind Lezzy Lex.  They held hands and looked lustily into each other’s eyes.

Keenan gripped both of Tony’s shoulders and shook him violently, “Tony!” he cried in panic.

The umpires blew their whistle loudly, “Hey, let’s get it together.  Come one, stop time wasting!”

“I’m ready to go, let’s start play,” Lex growled back at the away side umpire.

Behind her, Vikki held up her pink hockey stick and began to caress the shaft.  Tony’s eyes bulged as he watched.

“Are you ready?” the umpire said to Tony.

Tony nodded, “Yes, I’m ready,” he said, his mind elsewhere, keeping his eyes fixed on the action.

As Vikki continued to caress the shaft of her hockey stick, Lynne leaned in and gently ran her tongue around the end of the stick.

“Okay, let’s continue!” the umpire shouted and blew his whistle to commence play.

Lex took the ball and swept past a stupefied Tony followed by the rest of her attackers.  Team Queens ran after them in a blind panic, but it was no use.  Lezzy Lex led the charge and within moments the ball hit the back board.

The away team and their supporters let out a cheer and hugged each other in celebration.  

“Four-all,” Lex cried out with glee.  “Come on, girls, let’s win this!”  Lex and her team-mates ran back to the centre of the pitch and took their positions again.  She turned and spoke to Vikki and Lynne, “Take it to the next level, girls.”

The two girls nodded and moved closer to each other.  Goggled-eyed Tony stared on, caught in their tractor beam.  They pushed their pert breasts together, maintaining full eye contact with Tony at all times and began to kiss.

“Come on, blow your whistle,” Lex ordered the umpires, but they too were transfixed by the show before them.  “Fuck!” Lex cursed, “I hadn’t considered this.”  She waved her hand in front of the umpires faces and clicked her fingers.  “Oi!  Snap out of it!”

“Sshhh,” one of them said and batted her hand out of the way.

Lex shook her head, she knew her window of opportunity was decreasing by the second.  She scratched her head and thought hard, then suddenly it came to her.  “Hey,” she said to the two umpires, “if you concentrate on the game now, then how about I invite you back to our clubhouse and I can arrange for you to get to know these girls a little better.”

Instantly she gained their attention, “Really?”

“Really!” she said firmly.  “Now, blow that fucking whistle!”

Both of the umpires hastily fumbled for their whistles and within a split second the air was filled with the shrill sound to signify that play had started again.

Lex gritted her teeth and cracked the ball forward, again Tony remained completely motionless, hypnotised by the spectacle in front of him.  He whimpered slightly as she surged past him.

Team Queens was still in a state of chaos, without their Captain they could not function as a coherent unit.  They battled in vain as Lex and the girls ploughed through their defences to land another goal.

Uwe raised his hand to his face, “Five-four to them.”  His head sank.

Bruce ran over to him, “What are we going to do?”

“How should I know?”

“You’re the vice-captain.  Think of something!”

Uwe looked to the sky for inspiration, but none came.  “We need something to wake him up.  He needs something to shock him.”  He paced up and down and tried to block out the noise from the away team celebrating.  He stopped suddenly, “Aha, I’ve got it!  Quick get me some water.”

Bruce scampered to the side of the pitch and grabbed a bottle of water, he ran back and handed it to Uwe.  “Here!  Will this do?” he said as he thrusted it into Uwe’s hand.

“Ja, prima.”  Uwe ran up to pitch to Tony.  “Maybe this will wake you up,” he squeezed the bottle and sprayed a jet of water straight into Tony’s face.

Tony blinked a couple of times, but continued to watch the two girls in front of him.

“Scheisse! 
That didn’t work.”

Bruce ran up to Uwe, “We need something more drastic to break this spell.  Shit, shit, shit.  What else is there?”  

Uwe’s eyes glinted, “I have the answer.”  His nostrils flared as he took a deep breath.  He stepped closer to Tony and quick as a flash gripped both sides of Tony’s face and kissed him full on the mouth.

“Arrgghhh,” Tony shrieked as he felt Uwe’s tongue slide into his mouth.  With every ounce of strength, he threw his arms forward, sending Uwe sprawling to the ground.  “What the fuck do you think you’re doing!” Tony roared.  He furiously wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and spat onto the floor.  “Urrghh, I can’t believe that just happened.”  He scraped his teeth over his tongue and spat onto the grass beneath him.

Uwe clambered to his feet, “You left me no choice.  Truly desperate times, call for truly desperate measures.  The score is five-four to them.  We’re losing!”

“What?  How can that be?” Tony said, disbelieving the words he was hearing.

“They found your weakness and exploited it.  Whilst you were watching that sickening display, they’ve romped into the lead,” he said with a shake of his head.

“Coo-wee, Tony,” the two girls called flirtatiously from across the line.  “Forget this game, let’s go somewhere a bit more private and get to know each other better.”

Tony could still taste Uwe and he spat on the ground.  “You know what, girls?  Suddenly I’m not in the mood.  You go on without me.”

Lex shot them a look, “Don’t fail me now!”

They girls nodded and scurried over to Tony.  They rubbed their hands over each others’ bodies and moaned and sighed, “Oh, Tony, we want you!  Do with us as you will.”  They waggled their tongues and pushed their breasts together.

Tony shook his head and consciously fought off their advances, “Though dangers untold and hardships unnumbered, I have fought my way here to the finals of this competition and nothing must stop me from winning this.”

“But Tony,” they pleaded, “we’ll do anything you want.  Do with us what you will.  We can make your wildest fantasises become a reality.”

Tony scowled at them, “Give it up, girls, you have no power over me!”  He looked at the umpires, “now will one of you blow that frigging whistle!”

“Hold it there,” Lex shouted.  “I need to make two more substitutions.”  She glared at Vikki and Lynne, “You’ve failed me today, get out of my sight.”  Lex looked over to where her substitutes were waiting, but she couldn’t see them.  “Where have they all gone?” she screamed.

One of their supporters nervously spoke, “Err, a few girls came over and chatted them up and they went off somewhere with them.”

“What?  Mid-game?” Lezzy Lex howled, “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

Tony looked over at Ben on the side of the pitch and nodded at him.  Ben immediately gave him the thumbs up.  

The whistle sounded and the game commenced.  Tony pushed the ball back to Uwe, but instantly hit it back to Tony.  He surged forward and knocked Lex to the ground as she tried to tackle him.  Vikki and Lynne fumbled with their hockey sticks and made an amateurish attempt to stop Tony.  He laughed as he weaved past them.  

“You might want to practise hitting a ball with those sticks instead of using them as cock substitutes.”  

Carol came in to tackle him but he masterfully passed the ball to Uwe, who did what he was born to do and slammed the ball against the back board.  The clang rang out for all to hear.

“The score is five-all now, how are we going to win this now, Lex?” Carol said angrily.  “Now we’re stuck with Vikki and Lynne on the pitch for the remainder.  They’ve never even played a game in their lives.  What use are they?  If this goes to penalties we’ve had it”

“It’s simple, we need to take Tony out.  Without him they’re nothing.”

“How are we going to do that?  

 “Sweep the leg,” Lex ordered.

“Oh, that’s a dirty move.  Come on there has to be a better way.”

“Just do it,” she growled ferociously.

Lex then whispered something into the ears of Vikki and Lynne as both teams took their positions again. 

The whistle blew and Lex remained stationary with control of the ball.  Vikki and Lynne ran over to the two umpires, “Hey guys, I hear you’re coming back to the club house to get to know us better.”

With the two umpires distracted, Carol ran around and approached Tony from the rear as he and Lex battled for control of the ball.  She raised her stick, closed her eyes and swung it between Tony’s legs.  Tony shrieked and instantly crumpled to the floor.  Immediately the cheers of encouragement stopped and were replaced with boos from the crowd.

The umpires looked over and saw Tony lying on the floor clutching himself.  Lex took the ball and charged towards the goal, she sailed past Team Queens as they made their way over to check on Tony and she flicked the ball past Hugh’s head into the top corner of the net.  She turned and raised her hockey stick in celebration.

The umpire in the home side blew his whistle, “Disallowed!” he called above the booing.  He looked over at the umpire in the away side and shouted, “I smell a rat.”  

“Disallowed?  Disallowed? Are you crazy?” Lezzy Lex screamed at him waving her hockey stick at him wildly.

Silently he took out his notepad and wrote down her number then raised his hand and issued her a yellow card.  Team Queens’ supporters let out a cheer.  The umpires looked over at Carol who stood there with a guilty expression and conferred for a moment before walking over to her and presenting her with a yellow card.

“You cannot be serious!” Lex cried in anguish.  “I can’t believe this.”

Carol glared at Lex, “This is your fault!  We’ll be having words later.”  She stormed off to the sidelines and threw down her hockey stick.

Meanwhile, Ben ran over to Tony with his medical kit.  “Let me through, let me through,” he said, pushing past the players who were crowded around Tony.  He crouched down next to him, “Right, back up and give me some room.”  The players duly stepped back as requested.  Tony writhed in pain and rocked back and forth in the foetal position.  Ben put his hand onto Tony’s shoulder and tried to steady him, “Where does it hurt?”

Tony grunted and pointed down.  Ben nodded, he took some oil from his medical bag and rubbed it into his hands.  He clapped his hands together and rubbed them to warm the oil up.  

“Hold him down,” he ordered.  

Tony’s team mates bent down and gripped Tony firmly, they pulled him out of the foetal position and stretched his legs out.  

“Relax Tony,” Ben said softly, “this might feel a bit strange.”  Ben reached down and squeezed Tony’s thigh firmly with both hands.  He squealed in pain and his body tensed.  His team-mates fought to keep him stretched out in order to let Ben work his magic.  He gently felt around for the centre of the pain, he judged this from Tony’s reactions.  

Finally, he spoke, “I’ve got it.  Luckily she missed his family jewels but it looks like she hit him pretty hard.”

The home umpire stepped forward, “Can you continue with play?”

“Just give me a few moments and I’ll try and relieve the pain.”  He began to massage Tony’s thigh and Tony quickly began to relax, eased slightly.  Ben pushed his thumbs into the pressure points and the pain subsided dramatically.  “You’re going to be pretty swollen and badly bruised, but you should be okay to play.”

Tony winced as he sat himself up, “Thanks.  Let me get my breath and we can play on.”

“There’s one more thing that might help,” Ben said as he slid his thumbs underneath the hem of Tony red shorts as he probed for another pressure point.

Tony quickly raised his knees, “That’s far enough, I’ll be alright.”  He allowed Uwe and Keenan to pull him to his feet.  “Okay, let’s finish this!”

Ben retreated to the side lines again, and the team took their positions once more.  

Tony hobbled to the centre and faced her again.  “You’ve done everything you can to stop me, but I’m like the terminator, I’ll just keep on coming and coming.  Now let’s finish this once and for all.”

Lezzy Lex snarled at Tony, but before she had time to speak the whistle sounded.  Lex knew that she was three players down and had to give it everything she’d got.  After the push back, she hit the ball hard past Tony and then sprinted after it, Tony limped to intercept it, but his injury slowed him down.

Uwe dashed forward and chased after her and she dribbled towards the goal.  The away team’s attackers flooded into Team Queen’s half and were instantly marked by the home side.  Uwe caught up with Lex and engaged her in battle.  Her face contorted, as she fought valiantly to keep control of the ball, and to get past Uwe as he bore down hard on her.   Then the opportunity came and Uwe scooped the ball from out of her grasp with his stick and made his dash.  

Lex cursed and hooked his leg from under him in a last desperate attempt to stop him.  Uwe crashed to the floor but the ball rolled on.

“Foul,” came the cry.

But Lex protested, “I was going for the ball and he ran into my stick.”

“Play on!” called the umpire.  

“No way!” cried Keenan in dismay at the umpire’s decision.  

Every player in Team Queens ran over to the umpire and began to protest.  The lesbian team joined them to provide a counter argument.

As the teams argued Hugh watched on from his goal mouth and saw the ball roll freely and then come to a stop just ten metres in front of him.  He looked left and right to see who would take the ball, but no one made a move.  He took a deep breath and lifted up his helmet onto the top of his head.  He waddled toward the ball in all his goalie padding and hit it another ten metres towards his opponents’ half.  Again, he trudged forward and repeated this pattern, unable to dribble effectively he moved the ball the only way he knew how.  

“Shit!” Lex cried pointing at Hugh.  “Get into position.”  

The teams stopped arguing and returned into their formation.

Hugh hit the ball again, sweating profusely under the weight of his protective clothing and found himself in the away team’s half.  His mouth was completely dry and it hurt to swallow.  He looked around frantically for someone to pass the ball to but there was no one in range.  He heard the thunder of her feet and turned to face Lezzy Lex.  She hurtled towards him preparing to make a challenge for the ball, but Hugh threw himself at her feet to protect the ball.  Unable to stop herself she tripped and toppled over him and came crashing down awkwardly onto the ground.  Hugh dragged himself to his feet and looked down at Lex who was clutching her knee and writhing in agony.

“Can he do that?” Keenan shouted over to Uwe.

Uwe shrugged, “Well, the umpire isn’t blowing the whistle so it must be legal.”

“Go Hugh!” Tony shouted.  “You can do it.  We believe in you.”

Aware of how little time and energy he had left, but spurred on by Tony’s words, he soldiered on. 

The crowd cheered, whipped up into an uncontrollable frenzy and Hugh felt them wiling him on.  Bruce, Uwe, Keenan, Paul and the others fought hard to keep the away team at bay and to give Hugh the space to approach the goal.  Tony limped into the lesbian team’s half and did his best to remain parallel with Hugh.

Utterly exhausted, Hugh went deeper and deeper into his opponent’s half until all that lay in front of him was the goalie and the goal.  He was soaking wet from sweat and barely had the energy to take another step.

Kath, realising that Lex wasn’t getting back up, made the decision to attack.

“Quick, Hugh,” Bruce called they’re coming for you.

Tony signalled to Ben and called out, “Release the fag hags!”  

Ben nodded and from out of nowhere Belinda, Yasmin, Stacy and the gaggle of fag hags streamed down the side lines of either side of the pitch towards the lesbian team’s goal.

The goalie stared on in confusion as the fag hags came to a halt.  They stopped as if waiting for a signal.

“Prepare yourself, Hugh!”  Tony called with authority.  “Fag hags, reveal yourselves!”

With that the girls began to shout over in unison to the goalie.  “Hey, which pair do you like best?”  Then,
with complete synchronicity, they took hold of the bottom of their jumpers and hoisted them right up to their necks to reveal their beautiful breasts.  

“Phwoar!” Yvonne, the goalie declared, her head whizzing from left to right as she checked them all out as the girls bounced up and down on the spot.

Kath’s pace slowed as she too became distracted by the fag hags display.

Lezzy Lex clambered back to her feet, wincing in pain and limped towards Hugh.  Hugh gritted his teeth and began his swing.

The fag hags jiggled from the side lines and gave the goalie a once in a life time spectacle.

Realising that she could not get to Hugh in time to stop him, Lex threw her hockey stick with all her might at him.  As fast as a bullet it whistled as it spun through the air at her target, but before it was due to make contact Tony leapt into the air and took the full force of it in the centre of his chest.  He fell to the ground winded, but still grinning defiantly at Lex.

The umpire raised his whistle to his lips to stop play, but lowered it when he saw that Lex’s last ditch attempt to disrupt the game had failed.

Hugh’s hockey stick made contact with the ball and he sent it spinning clumsily forward at an angle.  The distracted goalie made no effort to save it and Tony and the team held their breath as they prayed for it to find its target. 

A clang rang out as the ball hit the side of the goal post, they waited with baited breath as it ricocheted along the goal line, before finally coming to a standstill behind the line.  

For a moment there was silence as both teams, umpires and supporters squinted to see which side of the line the ball was, even the fag hags stopped jiggling and covered themselves up.  

The goalie shouted “Clit teasers,” in anger that the show was over so quickly and then looked down to see what everyone was staring at.  She saw the ball and kicked it furiously out of the goal.  “Hey, that’s not fair.  I wasn’t ready.”

The away team umpire blew his whistle to signify the end of the game and shouted, “Six-five to Team Queens!”

The noise was deafening as the home crowd erupted into applause and cheers.  They ran onto the pitch and lifted the players aloft and danced around the pitch with them on their shoulders in victory.

“We did it!” Tony called over to Uwe, who was being bounced around a little too much for his liking.  “We won!”

Uwe cupped his hands over his mouth like a megaphone, “Did you ever doubt it for a second?”

“Well, I didn’t think it’d be me scoring the winning goal,” Hugh shouted over the noise with a massive smile.  “Well, with a little help from the fag hags.”

“You’re right, Hugh.  Come on, guys, show the fag hags some appreciation,” Tony called down to the crowd.

Giles acknowledged this and lead a group of supporters to pick up the fag hags and parade them too.

Louise pushed her way through the crowd to get to Tony, “Hey!” she shouted to get his attention.  

Tony looked down and smiled at her.

“You were amazing today,” she called up to him.

“What?” Tony said, pretending that he couldn’t hear her.

“I said, that you were amazing today.”

Tony smirked, “Yes, I thought that’s what you said.  Come and find me in the bar later and tell me again,” he called as they carried him away.

The defeated lesbians slid open the door and clambered into their blue VW camper van to the sound of backbiting and squabbling.  They started the engine and pulled up alongside the revellers.

The window unwound, “You’ve not seen the last of me!” Lezzy Lex shouted out. “I promise you that!”

The van pulled off and drove away from them with its engine roaring.

“Oh, my God, look!” Gareth shouted waving his finger with his free hand, as he helped to cart Tony around.  He laughed as he pointed at the rear side of the VW camper van.  They all looked over to see what he was laughing at and saw emblazoned on the side of the van a huge picture of the Phantom still dripping with wet paint.





 

Chapter Twenty Five

 

“Good morning my nearest, dearest and queerest,” Ben said, as he danced into the room.  “How are you all today?”  He put his man bag down and turned to face the class, “And have our hockey stars come down from cloud nine yet?”

“We’re still flying high.  I keep pinching myself to prove I’m not dreaming.  I just can’t believe we did it,” he grinned broadly.  “I can’t believe that I scored the winning goal,” he said, with a special emphasis on the word ‘I’.

The class let out a groan.

“Ja, ja.  We know, Hugh.  You scored the winning goal, you are our saviour,” Uwe muttered sarcastically.

Hugh’s grin disappeared in an instant, “But ... ” 

“Okay, okay!” Ben said, clapping his hands together, “let’s not spoil the moment.  We have something new for you all to sink your teeth into.”

Their expressions changed, and they sat upright on their cushions, their interest piqued.

“As you know, we’re fast approaching the end of the year, and now we need to start working on the show to welcome next year’s students.  I am sure that you all remember the breathtaking performance that was put on to welcome you.”  He allowed a moment for their minds to wander back to the welcome party at the beginning of the year.  “Well, you will need to do the same.  We’ll invite you all back to show next year’s students how much they can learn.”  He smiled wryly and pointed at Tony, “That means all of you.”

Tony rolled his eyes and tutted.

“You will come back for one night only, after you’ve graduated, won’t you, Tony?” Ben said.

Tony shrugged his shoulders in a non-committal way, “Yeah, maybe.”

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes’.  You have to attend, you’re proof that we can work miracles here.  You’ll be the star of the show.”

“As I said ... maybe.”

“And as I said … I’ll take that as a ‘yes’,” Ben said, before declaring loudly to the class, “you heard him folks.  All present today shall bear witness.”  He marched over to the curtains and began to draw them shut against the spring sunshine.  “So, I think it’s time that we watched some videos of the ideas that I have for this year’s performance.”  

Once all of the curtains were drawn, he made his way across to the front of the room and took his laptop from his bag.  He pressed the button to power it up and connected the project cable to it.  As he made his preparations he chattered excitedly.

“This year has to be our biggest and best performance.”  Ben stepped back and picked up the remote control, he pointed it to the projector and switched that on too.  “I think you’re going to love this.”  As the projector began to warm up he reached up and pulled the projector screen down.  As it unravelled a large dark blot appeared in the centre of the screen.  The class squinted to see it in the darkness.  Moments later the projector finished warming up and shone a bright, white light onto the screen to reveal a large, bold Phantom grinning back at them.

The class gasped, as they stared up at it.

Ben took a few steps back in disbelief, “Oh, shite!” he shrieked.  “This has gone too bloody far, I’m sick of this shitting phantom.  This has got to stop.”  He put his hands on his head, “If any of you know who is responsible for this you need to speak up.”

The whole class sat in silence staring back up at Ben. 

“Do you know how much these projector screens cost?”

Again, no one spoke.

“I’ll tell you how much.  They cost a bloody fortune and this is ruined now.”  He lifted the remote control and switched the projector off then wandered over and pulled the curtains back.

“What about the video that you were going to show us?”  Gareth asked, disappointedly.

Ben sighed.  “There’s no point trying to watch it on that.  All you’ll concentrate on is that bloody, stupid Phantom.  It’s a waste of time.  Class cancelled.”  He put down the remote control, collected his bag and laptop and walked out of the room.

For the longest time nobody spoke, then Tony stood up and made his way towards the door.  “Well, I guess that gets me out of performing in the big show then,” Tony declared, pulling the door open.  “See you guys later, I’m off to the gym.”

 

 

Later that day, Tony returned to the Larry Grayson Boudoir.  He kicked open the door with his foot and sang to his room-mates.  “Macho, macho man.  I want to be a macho man.”  He flexed his biceps at his room-mates as he sang.  They stared back at him in silence.

Tony stopped singing and lowered his arms, “What are you lot looking so miserable about?  Have you just found out that Wham! have split up?”  He chuckled to himself as he kicked his trainers under his bed.

Hugh nudged Bruce and whispered, “You tell him.”

Bruce shook his head, “No!  You tell him.”

Tony looked across at them, “Tell me what?”

Both Bruce and Hugh looked down at the floor.

“Well...” Tony said impatiently.

“I don’t know how to say this,” Hugh started weakly.

“Oh spit it out man.”

“For God’s sake,” Uwe said.  “I’ll tell him.”  He stood up and stared at Tony.  “It seems that Ben reported the latest incident with the Phantom to the Head and he was not a happy bunny.”

“What’s that got to do with me?” Tony frowned.

“If you let me finish, I will tell you,” Uwe replied irritably.  “It would appear that the Head is deeply upset that the culprit has not yet been found and has taken his frustration out on Louise.”

Tony’s face changed to a scowl, “What’s he done?”

“Apparently, he has lost all faith in her after she failed to track down the person behind the Phantom, so he has fired her.”

“He can’t do that!” Tony bellowed.

“Yes, he can.  I believe her failure to apprehend the Phantom, coupled with the relationship she had with you, was all too much for him and he has fired her.”

“We’ll see about that!” Tony growled angrily.  He quickly put his trainers back on and stormed out of the room.

“Oh, good God, don’t do anything stupid,” Hugh called after him.

“Don’t get involved Hugh,” Bruce said, “it’s not your battle to fight.”

 

 

The Head almost fell off his chair as Tony burst into his office.

“I want a word with you,” Tony shouted.

“Evidently,” the Head replied, composing himself and straightening his glasses.  “I suppose you’d better take a seat.”  He gestured at the chair directly in front of his desk.

“Now, what can I do for you, Mr Horwood?”

“You can give Louise her job back.”

“Hmmm, news travels fast I see,” the Head said, with a frown.  “And why should I do that?”

“Because I know who the Phantom is.” 

“Oh, really?  Do tell.”

Tony stared the Head straight in the eye and spoke defiantly, “I’m the Phantom!” 

The Head sat bolt upright in his chair.  “Think carefully, Mr Horwood, about what you are saying here.  You need to consider the consequences,” the Head said solemnly.

“Think carefully?  Are you asking me to conceal the truth, just so you can show the world how you’ve made a changed man out of me?  So, you can show me off like a prize poodle?  I’m nobody’s bitch.”

“I’m just saying ... ” the Head stammered. 

“What you’re saying is, that you don’t want the Phantom to be me.  You don’t want to lose me, I’m like a show piece here.”

“I don’t believe that it is you.  I think you’re doing this because of the feelings that you have for her.”

Tony raised his finger and pointed jaggedly at the Head.  “Think about it, the very first incident of the Phantom was on my bed.  Wherever I am, a Phantom surely appears.  Just look at today for instance, I was there when Ben discovered it on the projector screen.”

“This is all very well, but I see no motive.”

Tony sat back in his chair, “The motive is simple.  I did it to spend time with Louise.  You asked her to track down the person responsible, so I daubed more and more Phantoms about the place so she’d have to spend more time investigating this.” 

“But, how would you know that she’d have to track this person down?” the Head asked desperately.

“It’s obvious.  She’s the facilities manager, that’s her job isn’t it?  You weren’t going to get off your fat arse and do it now, were you?  No, no.  You just spend your time sat up here in your ivory tower letting other people do the hard work.”

  “It’s too late now, what’s done is done.  I can hardly bring her back now, can I?  I don’t see what the problem is, now that she’s no longer staff there is no reason why you cannot start dating again.  If anything, I’ve done you a favour.  Think about it!  And as long as you don’t do any more of this wretched graffiti, then I think that we could just forget about this.”  He got to his feet and gestured for Tony to leave.

“It’s not about me, it’s about her.  You need to give Louise her old job back or I’ll go to the press with this,” Tony said slyly.

The Head froze in his steps.

“Are you threatening me, Mr Horwood?” the Head said angrily.

“I am simply saying, that the press might hear from a credible source how you fired an innocent woman, and then refused to reinstate her.  Just think of the field day the press would have with that.  Think about the tribunal that Louise could start.”

“I’ve just about had enough of this from you.  I never should have let you come here!” the Head snarled.  “I gave you a chance and this is how you repay me.”

“A leopard can’t change its spots and you were a fool to think that you could change mine.”

The Head walked over to the door and held it open for Tony.  “I think you had better pack your bags.  I’ve got a call to make to the courts, I’ll arrange for you to be escorted off the premises tomorrow at noon.”

Tony stood up and walked to the door, just as he was leaving, he spoke, “You’ve got a call to make to Louise too.”

Tony walked back up to his dormitory and wandered casually back over to his bed.

“What happened?” Hugh asked.

“I’m leaving,” he replied stoically.

“Leaving for where?”

“I’m leaving for good.”

“What?” they all gasped.

Gareth walked over to Tony and put his hand on his shoulder, “Are you serious?”

Tony nodded as he threw his clothes into his old sports bag.

“But you can’t leave,” Bruce said.

“Really?” Tony said curtly, cramming the last few items into his bag.  “There’re coming for me tomorrow at noon.  This will be my last night here.  I’m going down to the changing rooms to collect my hockey kit, now that I won’t be on the team any longer.”  He walked towards the door and silently left the room.

 

 

The news of Tony’s departure had spread like wildfire; everyone was discussing whether he’d be going to prison now and their shock at who the man behind the Phantom was.

Tony peered at his watch, almost noon.  He looked up at his room-mates, “So, guys, this is it.”  He stood up, “Are you coming to see me off?”

They all nodded.

“Here, give me your bag,” Gareth said.  “Let me carry that for you.”

“And I’ll carry your hockey stick,” Uwe said.

Tony handed them over, “You might as well keep the hockey kit.  I guess I don’t really have use for it anymore, now that I am not on the team.”

Uwe shook his head, “No.  You must keep that.  It’s yours and yours alone.”

Tony turned and made his way out of the room, his friends followed silently behind him. 

He descended the grand stair case for the last time, closely followed by his disciples.  He ran his hands over the wooden banister and enjoyed the smooth feeling of it under his palm for the last time.  Looking up at the pictures on the walls in the foyer, he sighed.  

When he got to the bottom of the stairs, he stopped and paused for a moment.  Tony walked over to the newly erected trophy cabinet and smiled as he saw his own face reflected in the recently acquired hockey league trophy.  

Finally, he made his way to the main door.  As he approached, he turned and looked back, it was eerily quiet.  

“This can’t be,” Hugh said to the others.  He ran over to the doorway and grabbed Tony.  “I’ll come with you,” Hugh said.

“Thanks, but, you should stay here,” Tony said trying not to betray any emotion.  He took his belongings from them.  “I’ll take it from here.”

“But, what about us?  What about our friendship?  What about ...” Hugh said, before Uwe grabbed his arm and held him back.

“A man can be himself only so long as he is alone,” Uwe said solemnly.

Tony nodded at them sadly before stepping outside.  He squinted at the brightness of the midday sun.  As his eyes adjusted from the darkness of the building, he saw hundreds of his fellow students stood there silently waiting.  He nodded at them in acknowledgment and they all silently bowed their heads in response.  

At the main gates, a police car began its approach up the long, gravel drive way.  Tony walked down the steps and waited quietly, as it pulled up and the policeman got out.  

“Don’t go without a fight, Tony!” someone shouted from the crowd.

“Yeah!” many voices chorused.

Tony just smiled and shook his head.  He handed his belongings over without a word and the policeman opened the door for him to get in, but before doing so, Tony took one last look back up at the building that had been his home for all these months.  “Ad augusta per angusta,” he whispered reading the inscription above the door before sliding himself into the back seat of the car.

The door was slammed shut, his bags and hockey stick were thrown into the boot and the engine started.  The gravel crunched underneath the tyres as the car turned and began to drive back out.  As the car moved off, the students occupied its space and waved goodbye.

Tony looked over his shoulder and gave them one last wink before the car took him away from them forever.

 





 

Chapter Twenty Six

 

Tony bent down and tied the laces of his running shoes tightly.  He looked at the electronic tag on his left ankle and shook his head.  He couldn’t believe he had to wear this ridiculous thing, but supposed it was a much better option that going to prison.  He should be grateful for all the overcrowded prisons, he thought, since it had given him some form of freedom.  He slid his finger under the tag and toyed with the idea of ripping it off, but there was no way it was coming off without using wire cutters, and what would be the point of removing it?  Instead, he cursed at it, and began to stretch his legs out.  He’d decided to go for a run to burn off some testosterone.  He was horny as hell, but what could he do?  He couldn’t really go out on the pull wearing this.  Nothing killed passion quicker than the moment a woman laid eyes on his electronic tag.  Tony imagined the panic on their face as he undressed and they spied his ankle.  What would they think they’d come home with?  Also, all he could think about was Louise, no one else would do.  

He hadn’t seen or spoken to her since he’d been kicked out of the school.  She’d tried to get in touch, but his pride couldn’t bear her seeing him like this.  This frithing tag is so degrading, he thought, feeling like a caged lion.  No, don’t let it get to me, the tag will be off soon and I’ll be able see her again after that, on my terms.  

He finished his stretches and opened the door of his flat, the warm night air felt satisfying.  He breathed in deeply and concentrated on the faint smell of flowers, or pollen, or whatever it was.  He loved running in the evenings, the pavements were quiet and his alone.  Tony took a few long strides forward and loosened his legs.  He glanced into the windows of other people’s living rooms, the flicker of their TVs attracting his attention.  Then Tony cricked his neck and began his nightly run, he looked at his watch and noted it was dead on nine o’clock.

 

 

In the centre of town, two figures emerged from the Pink Moon gay club.

“I don’t understand the problem, is it me?” the first man said, his voice quivering.

The other man sighed, “Look, I just need some time to think about things.  Can you give me a bit of space?”

“No, I can’t.  I need to know this relationship is going somewhere,” he placed his hands on the other man’s face.  “I love you.”  He waited for a response, but the other man hesitated.  “Did you hear me, I said that I love you.”

“I know what you said, I heard you.”

“Well?”  he folded his arms and tapped his foot impatiently.

“Look, I’m just not sure, that’s all.”

“You’re not sure?” he shouted, his voice cracking.  “How can you not be sure?  You either are or you aren’t.”

“How many times do I need to say this?  I just need some time.”

“You mean you want to sleep around with some other men to see if you can do better than me, don’t you?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying,” his shoulders sagged.  “You know, I’m too tired for this.  Let’s talk about this another time, I’m going home.”  He went to kiss him on the cheek, but his boyfriend turned away.  “Alright, suit yourself.”  He turned and quickly walked away.

“Yeah, that’s it, walk away,” his lover shouted at him.


              On the other side of the street a group of young men watched on with interest.

“Take a look at that old queen,” the largest of the men stated.  “Dirty fucking benders, I hate ‘em.”

“Me too, Rob.  Bleeding arse bandits.  Look at them carrying on together,” another of the gang piped up.  “What’re we gonna do about it then?”  He looked up at Rob and waited for an order.

“Let’s go and speak to him and see if we can offer him some advice.”  He stepped into the street and the rest of his gang followed him.

The spurned lover began to weep into the sleeve of his shirt.  He leant against a lamppost and sniffled.

“Hey, lover boy, what’s up?” Rob growled, approaching the man.

Startled, the man looked over his shoulder.  “Oh, nothing for you chaps to worry about,” he said nervously.

Rob walked right up to him and towered over him, “Now, now, you can talk to me.  Was it a lover’s tiff?”

The man gulped and began to back away, “I’m alright.  This doesn’t concern you.”  He spun around and walked quickly away from the group.

“Oi, come back here.  I’m still talking to you,” Rob called after him.

The man’s heart began to beat furiously.  He craned his head and looked over his shoulder.

“Get him!” Rob ordered.

The whole gang then charged after him.

The little man started to run too, but he was past his prime and overweight.  The pack of wolves behind him got closer and closer, jeering at him and throwing out insults.  He ran as fast as he could, but quickly found himself out of breath.  The gang closed in on him, but decided to prolong the agony and allowed him a few more metres before they finally pounced.

Rob gripped him by the collar and pulled him back, “Where do you think you’re going, you little fat fudge packer?”

The man began to hyper ventilate, much to the delight of his captors, “I’m ... I’m ... I’m ... ”

Rob laughed, “You’re what?  A faggot, a little willy woofter, a downright dirty little bender?  Is that what you are?  Well, tonight I’m gonna beat that out of you.”  He watched the colour drain from his victim’s face and relished every moment.  Rob raised his fist slowly, the man’s eyes followed it until the fist stopped moving, then he closed his eyes.  Seconds later the fist can thundering back and smashed the man across the side of his face.  He crumpled to the pavement and lay at their feet.

“Get up!” Rob ordered.  “Get up now or I’ll make this twice as bad for you.”

The man raised himself up onto all fours subserviently, before getting to his feet.

“Good boy,” Rob grinned, obviously enjoying every moment.  “Now, take a look around you, who do you want to punch you in the face next?  It’s your choice.”

The man turned three hundred and sixty degrees, slowly looking at  each of the grinning faces.

“Come on, come on, hurry up and choose.  We don’t have all night,” Rob snarled.

The man raised his hand and with a shaky finger pointed at one the smallest of his attackers, “Him.”

Rob coughed, “Manners!” 

“Him please,” the man whimpered.

He smiled, “There you go, good manners cost nothing.  Go on then Jim, give the man what he wants, since he asked so nicely.”

Jim laughed, “My pleasure,” and with that, he cracked the man on the chin with a powerful upper cut.  The victim’s head was flung back and he collapsed to the ground again.

The group cheered and gave him a kick, “Come on, get up.  We’re not finished with you yet.”

Tony turned the corner and ran toward the Pink Moon, as he approached he looked up at it from across the street and wondered if his friends were in there.  He carried on down the road and noticed a group of blokes encircling someone; he slowed his pace.

“It’s my turn, Rob,” one of the gang shouted, “let me have my go.”

Tony’s ears pricked up at the name, he stopped and slid into a shop doorway trying to conceal himself in the darkness.

“You heard the man, you little fucking fairy, now get to your feet and take your medicine.”

With a reluctant wobble the man got to his feet once again, “Please, no more,” he begged.

They group cackled.  “But we’ve only just begun,” Rob said, reaching out and slapping the man’s face firmly.  “Go on Al, give him a taste.”

Without any more prompting, Al head butted the man across the bridge of his nose.

His victim fell backwards onto the cold hard floor clutching at his face.  He felt the warmth of the blood as it dripped from his nose into his hands.

Tony decided that he couldn’t stand by and watch this and so he stepped forward.  “Oi Rob, how’s it going?”  He strode confidently across the street towards the gang.

The gang turned to see who was calling them.  Rob squinted as Tony approached, “Tony?  Is that you, you old bastard?”

Tony nodded, “Of course it fucking is.  Who else did you think it was?”

Rob regarded Tony suspiciously.  “I can hardly recognise you ... you’re a different shape … and what the fuck have you done to your hair.”  He leant forward and studied Tony’s head.  “What are they?  Highlights?”  As he leant closer to Tony he caught the scent of something, “And what’s that poncey smell?”  His nostrils flared and his eyes darted rapidly from left to right in total confusion.  “Is that fake tan that you’ve got on?  You look like a fucking oompa loompa!”  

Tony shifted uncomfortably under the microscope.  “I’ve smartened myself up a bit.  The birds love it, I’ve been up to my nuts in guts recently.  I’m beating the bitches back with a shitty stick!”

“Where’ve you been for all these months, we ain’t seen hide nor hair of you.”

Tony realised that he needed to change the subject quickly, he pointed at the man on the floor, “Who is this then?”

Rob peered down at the man lying there and gave him a sharp boot into his abdomen.  “Oh, just some faggot.  He was having a tiff with his boyfriend, so, we’re trying to take his mind off the end of his love affair.”  He laughed and nudged Tony.  “You should give him a smack too.”

One of the gang, who was taking the last swig from a bottle of beer, interrupted.  “Hey Rob, I’m next.  Tony can’t just rock up after all these months and jump the queue.”

“Alright, alright,” Rob said, “keep your fucking hair on.  Go on then, smack him over the head with that bottle.”

Tony looked down at the man lying on the floor, their eyes made contact and Tony almost fell over in surprise.  “It’s you, isn’t it?” 

The magistrate, who had sentenced Tony, looked up at him in absolute despair.  “Please help me!” he begged.  “Get a charpering omi!”

“There aren’t any around,” Tony said, quickly and quietly.

“What are you two whispering about?  Hey!  Do you know this woofter, Tony?” Rob growled.

“What do you think?”

Rob shrugged, “Yeah, well, it sounded like you knew each other.”

“I’ve never seen him before in my life.  Anyway, I think that this poor bastard has had enough for one night, don’t you?  Come on, let’s go to the bungery,” he said, trying to lead Rob away.

Rob stopped and looked at Tony.  “You what?  A bungery?”

Tony kicked himself, “I meant pub, come on, let’s go to the pub.”

Rob shrugged him off, “There’s plenty of time for that.  I’m not going anywhere until we knock this fucker unconscious.”

“Nah, leave it,” Tony said, “I’m gagging for a pint.”

“Hey, you don’t tell me what to do anymore, Tony.  You can’t just swan up here and order me about,” Rob said angrily.  “Like I said, we’re not going anywhere whilst this bent bastard is still conscious.”  He pointed at the gang member holding the bottle, “Do your worst.”

Tony watched as the bottle was raised ready to be brought down on the man’s head.  He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath before making up his mind.  Suddenly, Tony threw his fist forward with all his might, directly into the attackers face.  His attacker’s nose appeared to explode and he dropped the bottle.  

The rest of the group took a couple of steps back, totally unsure of what just happened.

Tony bent down and grabbed the magistrate.  “You’d better run.  Go on, get out of here go!” he screamed at him before turning and landing a blow onto Rob’s right eye.  

Rob stumbled back, but then balanced himself.  “So, Tony, I knew there was something different about you.  He cracked his knuckles and curled his lip.  “Turning on your own is a serious offence where I’m from.”  He took a few steps toward him.

Tony puffed up his chest, “Come and have a go, if you think you’re hard enough.”  

Rob thumped his right fist into the palm of his left hand, “Oh, I’m hard enough.”  He gritted his teeth and without any more small talk, he bellowed, “Get him!”

Fists rained down from all sides onto Tony’s head.  He bounced this way and that, fighting to stay upright.  He swung a punch and caught one of the gang in the face, but he couldn’t see what the result was.  

Then he felt a sharp pain as one of the gang kicked him in the back of his knees.  He fell forward and grabbed at them, trying to stop himself from falling.  He knew if he fell then it was game over for him.  The next thing he knew was the feeling of concrete under his knees, he lifted his leg instantly and tried to push himself back up to his feet, but another kick to his back sent him facedown onto the cold, hard pavement.  His head began to spin as they kicked and stamped on him, he tried in vain to lift himself up, but there were just too many of them.  He could feel the dizziness overtaking him and as Rob’s foot came crashing down on the back of his head.  Finally, his eyes closed and he slipped out of consciousness.

 





 

Chapter Twenty Seven

 

Uwe walked down the long corridor, his shoes squeaked on the disinfected floor with every purposeful stride.  He stopped at the vending machine, inserted the correct change and thumped a large lit button with the side of his hand.  The machine whirred into life; he waited for the clang of the plastic bottle to drop down and then removed his water from the compartment.  He opened his man bag and nestled the bottle next to the newspapers before continuing his journey.  Uwe made his way to the ward entrance and pressed the buzzer.  He tapped his foot impatiently while he waited for a response, finally a crackled voice spoke.

“Yes, hello,” it said wearily.

“I’m here to see Tony Horwood.” 

“Are you immediate family?”

“Yes.”

“What’s your relationship to the patient?” the voice inquired.

“I’m his fiancé,”

The voice sighed, “Really?  You’re the fifth fiancé to visit him in the past twenty four hours.”

“Are you suggesting that I am a liar?” Uwe replied coldly.

“No, I’m just stating that the patient has a lot of fiancés.”

Uwe thought for a moment, then spoke, “Yes, that would be right.  We’re Mormons.”

“You’re Mormons!” the tinny voice repeated.  “Gay Mormons?  Are you serious?”

Uwe leant toward the intercom and spoke slowly, “Did I detect a hint of homophobia in that response?”

There was a pregnant pause while Uwe waited for an answer.

“Well?” Uwe drawled.

“No Sir, please come in.”  

The buzzer sounded and Uwe smiled to himself.  He pulled the door open and stepped into ward.    He made his way to the end of the room and pushed open the door to a small, private side room.

“Guten
Morgen, Gareth.   Has he woken up yet?”

Gareth got up from his chair.  “He’s showing signs of coming to.  The doctors said the general anaesthetic should wear off soon.  I’m going to head off home now, but will you call me when he wakes?”

Uwe nodded, “No problem.  I’ll speak to you later, hau
rein!”  He walked across and sat down next to Tony’s bed.  He looked over at Tony who was snoring loudly, he tutted and took a book, The Roads to Sata, from his bag.  Uwe nestled into his chair and opened the book, he smiled to himself and began to read.  After a few lines he began to frown, as he tried to concentrate on the words amidst Tony’s snores.  After reading the same paragraph four times he slammed the book shut and glared at Tony.  He surreptitiously looked over at the door to make sure no one was looking; once satisfied,  he then reached over and gently pushed Tony’s mouth shut and pinched his swollen nose with his thumb and forefinger.  After a few seconds Tony’s mouth and eyes opened quickly and he gasped for air, Uwe quickly sat back in his chair again and pretended to read his book.

“Where am I?  Am I in heaven?” Tony said groggily.

“You’re alone in a room with a bed and have me for company,” Uwe said nonchalantly, “it’s the closest to heaven that you’ll ever get.”  He chuckled to himself.    “So, this is the glorious NHS, is it?”

“Uwe?  Is that you?” Tony slurred, he tried to rub his eyes.  “What the fuck?  Why can’t I move my arms?”  He looked down at himself and gasped.

“Both of your arms are broken.  They’ve been put into a cast.” Uwe explained. 

“What happened?” Tony said, trying to come to terms with his predicament.

Uwe frowned again, “Don’t you remember?  You got the shit well and truly kicked out of you.”

“So, where am I?”

“Where do you think you are?  You’re in hospital, you idiot.”  Uwe tutted and shook his head.  “I see they didn’t knock any sense into you.”

“What’s the damage?” Tony said, attempting to look down.  He winced in pain as he tried to lean forward.

“It’s not too bad, you’ve got two broken arms, a couple of broken ribs, your nose is pretty swollen but not broken.  You’ve got a lot of stitches in your ear from where they glassed you and your back is black and blue with bruises,” Uwe said, listing the injuries.  “Oh, and they’ve had to hook up a catheter to your little schwanz,” he pointed at the drainage bag by the side of the bed filled with dark, yellow liquid.

Tony tried to peer over the side of the bed, but every time he moved, the breath was taken out of him.  “How long have I been out?”

Uwe thought about this.  “You were unconscious when they brought you into the hospital.  They checked you over for brain damage and you appear to have been very lucky.  Then once you came to, they took you to theatre again and patched you up.  So, I guess you’ve been out of it for two days now.”

“Huh,” Tony said, trying to make sense of this.  “Have they removed my electronic tag?”

Uwe leant over and lifted up the bed sheet to check.  “Unfortunately not,” he said simply.

“Ah shit, so everyone in here knows I’m a criminal then.”

“Apparently so, hence the private room.  But forget about that, there is something else that you need to know about.”  

“Oh, what else?”

Uwe opened up his man bag and took out the newspapers.  He unfolded them carefully and began to read.  “It seems that the British press has had a field day with this.  You’re on the front page of every paper.”

“What?”

Uwe smirked, “Shhhh.  Let me show you.”  His eyes lit up as he held up the first newspaper, he read out the headline dramatically, “Homo Protectus.”  He took a moment to repress a giggle.  “Ex-thug, turned homosexual saves magistrate from gay bashing.”  He stopped to take in Tony’s look of horror.  Satisfied that he had the reaction he’d expected, he then continued, “Recently converted homosexual, Tony Horwood, single-handedly took on a gang of thugs to protect fellow homosexual and county court magistrate from a vicious homophobic assault.  In an amazing twist, the man he saved had previously sentenced Mr Horwood to an academic year at the controversial school for Future Queens of England.  It is believed that during this time Mr Horwood had given in to his latent homosexual desires and come out of the closet.”  Uwe lowered the paper for a moment, “Should I go on?”

“They think I’m gay?”

Uwe nodded, “So, it would appear.”

“Shit!” Tony said slowly.

Uwe put the paper down, picked up the next one and read out the headline, “Bender Defender,” he said, emphasising each syllable.  “That one has a nice ring to it.”

Tony began to stutter, “I can’t believe this.”  He stared at the headline and repeated the headlines, “Homo Protectus and Bender Defender.”

Uwe picked up the paper, “I’ve got one more paper here.  King of Queens,” he read relishing every letter.  

“Fuck me.” 

“Oh, so it is true,” Uwe said, “well, sorry to disappoint you, but you’re not my type,” he teased.

“This is like a bad dream.”

Uwe put the newspapers back into his bag carefully.  “I don’t see why.  You’re a hero!”

“But they said that I am gay.  Everyone will think I am gay.”

Uwe laughed.  “Anyone that knows you, will know that you’re not gay.  What are you worrying about?  Anyway, didn’t you pretend to be gay to trick women into sleeping with you?  

Tony nodded, “Technically yes, but … ”

“Well then, I guess this is karma.”  He patted Tony’s leg.  “You shouldn’t focus on that, you should just think about the positive.  You risked a lot to save the guy who sentenced you to gay school, you could have been killed by those animals.”  They both sat in silence for a moment as they contemplated this.  “That speaks volumes about you, Tony.  Compassion is the basis of morality and you showed the world what you’re made of.”  

There was a gentle knock at the door, “Can I come in?” a soft voice spoke.

“Louise?” Tony said with a quiver.

The door pushed open, “Hi Tony,” she said as she stood there in the doorway.  

The nurse pushed past her to enter the room, “Aha, you’re awake, Mr Horwood.  I have another of your fiancées here to visit.”  She tutted and trundled a machine on castors over to Tony’s bedside.  The nurse took out her thermometer and shoved it roughly into Tony’s ear.  “I’m just going to lift the immediate family restrictions.  I’ve been single for three years and you have more fiancés and fiancées than I’ve had hot dinners, if another of your so called lovers visits then it’ll send me into a spiral of depression.”  

He rolled his eyes at the nurse, then winked at Louise who hung in the doorway awkwardly.  “This isn’t the reunion that I had in mind,” he said to her with a half-smile.  

She returned his beam, “Since when does anything go as you planned it?”

The nurse switched on the machine and placed a clip onto the end of Tony’s finger.  “I just need to take your pulse.  How are you feeling?” she said hurriedly.

“Strangely happy.” 

The nurse took the reading of Tony’s pulse and scribbled it onto the clipboard at the end of his bed, before replying, “That’ll be the after effects of the general.  It’ll wear off soon.”  She finished her checks and replaced the clipboard on the end of his bed.  “Don’t forget to fill out the menu to say what you want for lunch.  Anyway, I’ll leave you three lovebirds to it.”  She stomped out of the room and continued her rounds.

The three of them exchanged looks for a moment without speaking a word before Uwe realised that he’d become the third wheel.  

“Okay, it’s time I made a move … even though I’ve only just got here.”  He put his bag over his shoulder.  He looked at Tony and smiled gently, “Every parting gives a foretaste of death, every reunion a hint of the resurrection.  I guess I will leave you two to it,” he stood up and left, his words ringing in the air. 

“So … ,” Louise started, “Homo Protectus.” 

“Yes, apparently so.”

She sat on the edge of Tony’s bed and fidgeted with her hands, “I owe you a thank you.”

“For what?” 

“It’s my fault that you’re in here.  If you hadn’t told the Head that you were the Phantom, then you wouldn’t have been in town that night.  And if you hadn’t been in town that night, then you wouldn’t be here now.”

Tony tried his best to shrug, “That’s a lot of ‘ifs’ and anyway if I could go back in time I wouldn’t do things differently.”

She looked him in the eye, “You didn’t return my calls.”

“No, I couldn’t.  It was too complicated.”

“Or my texts.”

“It didn’t seem right to communicate via text messaging.  As I said, I was planning a fitting reunion and I couldn’t face you wearing the electronic tag.”  Tony wrinkled his nose and leant forward he tried to move his fingers closer to his face to scratch his itch.

“Can I help you with that?”  She delicately lifted her hand and gently scratched the end of his nose with her painted nails.  “How’s that?”

Tony smiled submissively, “Ahhhh, that’s the spot!”

“You’re just a helpless little mite, aren’t you,” she said playfully.  “With both your arms in plaster I could do anything that I wanted to you, couldn’t I?”

Tony’s pupils dilated, “Err, yeah.  Probably.”

“I could do this,” she reached over and pulled his ear gently.  “Or this,” she said, running her finger around his mouth in circle.  “Or this … ,” she whispered, bending forward and bringing her lips closer to his.

Tony closed his eyes and gave in to the moment.

Their lips touched, she kissed him once, then playfully bit his bottom lip.  Tony passively laid there and enjoyed the feeling.  He concentrated hard to commit every single sensation to memory.

“In fact, I could do anything at all to you, and there’s nothing you could do to stop me,” she whispered sensuously.

Tony opened his eyes slowly and met her intense gaze.  

She kissed him again and spoke quietly, “Is that nice?”

Suddenly, Tony’s expression changed, “Arrgggh,” he screamed in agony.

Startled, Louise jumped off the bed, “What is it?  What is it?”

“C.c.c….catheter,” he squealed, lifting his knees in pain.  “Get the nurse!”

Louise pressed the emergency button and moments later the nurse ran back into the room.

“What’s wrong?” she said hurriedly, trying to ascertain the emergency.

“Down there,” he said breathlessly, “the catheter!”

The nurse pulled back the covers to reveal the source of the problem, “Aha, it looks like we didn’t account for any change in size.  It’s certainly more impressive in this state, than when it’s sleeping.  I’ll soon sort this.”  She trotted out of the room quickly.

Tony winced in pain and Louise did her very best to avert her gaze.

The nurse returned with a spoon, “This never fails.”  She lifted the spoon up to Louise, “Do you want to do this, or shall I?”

Louise pulled her hands close to her chest, “It’s alright, you do it!” 

The nurse nodded and with expert precision smacked the cold, hard spoon onto the end of Tony’s penis and with an air of satisfaction said, “There we go, problem solved.”  She brushed her hands together several times and pulled back the bed sheets.  “Okay, try not to get too excited again, but just in case I’ll leave the spoon here as a reminder.”  She placed it carefully on the cabinet next to the bed, then left the room.

They sat in silence for the longest time, the spoon reflected the artificial light onto the wall.  Louise didn’t know where to look, she stared at the floor, but then caught sight of Tony’s bulging drainage bag.  Suddenly, Louise started laughing.  

Tony frowned, “What are you laughing at?”

“I’m laughing at this whole situation.”

Tony’s frown relaxed a little, “Yes, I suppose it is ridiculous.”

“You know what?”  Louise said, “I’m going to keep this spoon, I think this’ll come in handy in the future.”  She scooped it up and put it in her handbag, she patted the bag and gave a crooked smile to Tony.

A knock at the door interrupted them.  “Come in!” Tony called with a chuckle.

The door was pushed open slowly, it creaked, and then the figure appeared.

“Oh,” Tony said with a growl, “what do you want?”

The Head made his way sheepishly into the room.  “Now, now, there’s no need to be like that.  I come here offering an olive branch.  May I?” he said gesturing to the chair in the corner.

Tony nodded and the Head sat down slowly.  

“Should I go?” Louise said nervously.

“No, no,” the Head muttered quickly, “this concerns you too.”  He took a deep breath and looked at Tony, “Look, I’ll just come right out and say this.”  He coughed and closed his eyes.  “I’m sorry.  I made a mistake.”

“A mistake?” 

The Head shifted uncomfortably in his chair, “Okay, okay.  I made several mistakes and I am here to apologise.”

“Okay, I’m listening.”

“Well, as you know I reacted badly to all that business with the Phantom and I may have been a little rash with my decision to dismiss Louise, but I took care of all that and as you know I quashed that decision and Louise was reinstated.”  

“That’s old news, why are you here now?” Tony said, losing his patience.

The Head gulped, “Ah, well, yes, erm.  It seems that a letter has surfaced which reveals the true identity of the Phantom.”

Tony narrowed his eyes, “I’m the Phantom!  We’ve already been through this.”  He looked at Louise nervously.

The Head fumbled with his tie and then looked at Tony.  “We both know that you’re not the Phantom and I never believed that you were the Phantom.”

“So why did you let me go then?”  Tony asked irritably.

“As you know, I didn’t want to lose face over the firing and rehiring of Louise, so I kicked you out of the school based on your confession.”  

“I’m losing patience here, will you get to the point or get out?” Tony growled.

The Head’s voice quivered, “I received a letter saying that if I didn’t re-admit you back into the school, then they’d go public with the truth.  And now that you’re a national hero I can’t afford for the press to find out about the treatment that you’ve been subject too.  If this letter surfaces then it’ll be the end of the school, it’ll cause a scandal.”

Louise spoke up, “What does the letter say?”

The Head reached into his lapel pocket and removed an envelope.  He carefully took the letter out and unfolded it.  He coughed and placed it awkwardly in Tony’s hand.  

 

 

Dear Head, 

 

I cannot stand by and watch this miscarriage of justice.  Because of my harmless artwork you tried to punish a good woman and when that backfired you kicked out a good man, rather than lose face.  I would suggest that you right these wrongs immediately.  If you don’t, then I will contact the press and spill the beans and reveal every little detail.  By the end of the week the press will have hung you out to dry.  

Aside from the travesty that has taken place, I can’t have Tony taking the credit for my art.  If you’d only asked Tony to prove he was the Phantom by asking him to draw me, then it would have been obvious that it wasn’t him.  I mean, have you seen his art work?  I’ve seen chimpanzees with more talent.  Anyway, I digress, the real identity of the Phantom, is I, Bruce Stringwell.  And I’ll save you the bother of having me kicked out, because I’ve already quit.  By the time you read this I’ll be on a plane to Mykonos.  I don’t care about graduating, I only came to the school to learn some skills to maximise my ability to get some first class cock and bum fun and now I’m about to put those skills into practise.  

What was it all about?  I hear you ask.  Well, it’s simple, it was just a little outpouring for my sexual frustration, but hopefully that’ll be a thing of the past when I get to my little gay paradise.  

And, just in case you believe that you can talk your way out of this, I took the precaution of burning a forty foot phantom into the school playing fields last night.  If you try and claim that Tony was responsible for that, then good luck, not only was he unconscious in hospital with two broken arms, but he is still wearing an electronic tag which tracks his every move.  So, do the right thing and see that Tony’s name is cleared.  

 

Yours sincerely,

 

Bruce Stringwell  a.k.a. The Phantom

 

 

“Hmmm,” Tony said, “that is interesting reading.  So, what’s your suggestion?”

The Head stiffened, “Here is my proposal.  You keep all this business quiet and I will contact the magistrate and tell him that I made a mistake.  I will ask that you are immediately reinstated at the school, where you will graduate.  Since you saved him from a vicious assault, I am sure he will be more than happy to agree to this.  In addition, you can move out of the shared accommodation and you’ll get your own room.  I will also see to it that Louise receives a generous pay rise.”

“And her own parking space?”

The Head’s left eye twitched, “Yes, and her own parking space.”

“Then we have a deal.  I would shake on it, but as you can see it might be a little difficult at the moment.”

The Head nodded, “Thank you for being so understanding.”

“One more thing,” Tony said, as the Head got up to leave.

“Please don’t push your luck, Mr Horwood.”

Tony smiled, “Regarding my accommodation, I’ll stay in the Larry Grayson Boudoir, if it is all the same to you.  I am more than happy there.”





 

Chapter Twenty Eight

 


“So this is it then?  This is the end of the road,” Hugh said with a touch of sadness.  “I can’t believe it’s over.”  He looked over at the two empty beds that once belonged to Marc and Bruce, “It feels strange that we are about to graduate without them.”

“You almost lost me as well,” Tony piped up.

“I am amazed that you’re still here,” Gareth chuckled.  “When you first arrived I didn’t think that there was a chance in hell that you’d still be with us at the end of the year.”

“Me neither.  When you first walked in the door I thought that this guy is never going to actually graduate,” Giles added raising his eyebrows.

Uwe turned to face them, “And you were right, that guy would never graduate.  The man that stands before us today is not the same person that started the course.”  He gave Tony a small nod and then went back to preening himself.

Everyone in the room remained silent for a moment.

“I think that was a compliment.  Are you feeling alright Uwe?” Gareth said a little taken aback.

“Aye, praise from Caesar,” Keenan laughed as he straightened his tie.

Uwe ignored their jibes as he continued to style his hair.

Tony looked out of the window and reflected on their words, they were right, he was a different person.  When he thought back to his initial reaction when he appeared in court he could not have dreamed that he’d actually want to be there, let alone negotiate his way back into the place.

Hugh walked across to Tony, “Shall I help you put your jacket on?”

Tony nodded and let Hugh remove the sling from his left arm.  They worked together to thread Tony’s left arm still in its cast into the left sleeve of the suit.  Once it was pulled through Hugh placed the sling around Tony’s neck again and placed his broken arm back in the sling.  They repeated the same manoeuvre with his right arm and once this was completed Tony thanked Hugh.

“Could you do me a favour and just scratch my back for me?” Tony said.

“Yeah sure,” Hugh said and put his hand in the centre of Tony’s back and began to scratch.  “Here?”

“Up a bit, up a bit, left a bit, ahhhh!  That’s the spot,” Tony said with obvious relief.

Uwe sneered and tapped his watch, “I hate to break up this bro-mance but it’s time for us to shine.”

“Shit!” Keenan said excitedly, beaming from ear to ear, “I can’t believe this is it.”

“Well, believe it guys!  Let’s go and graduate,” Uwe said with a smile ushering them out of the door. 

   

 


The five of them joined the crowds at the entrance to the main hall.  They pushed their way excitedly through the assemblage of students as they looked for their seats.  Shuffling sideways along the row they found them and hurriedly sat themselves down.  

“Oh look!  There’s my Mum and Dad,” Gareth said pointing over at couple seated in the visitors area.  He stood up and waved at the couple trying to get their attention, eventually they spotted him and waved back.

A look of shock appeared on Uwe’s face, “O.M.G! They’re your parents?” he laughed incredulously.

Gareth scowled, “Yes, is there a problem?”  

“In that case I think you might have been adopted, just look at what they’re wearing.  Aran sweaters!  Can you believe it?”  he wiped his eyes as he wept with laughter.  

“Don’t say sweaters Uwe, you’re not in the US, they’re jumpers.

Uwe ignored him, “Oh, I must see the photos of you as a child if this pair dressed you.  I bet you looked ridiculous.”

“This hurts all the more coming from a nation that is ten years behind England when it comes to fashion,” Gareth said in retaliation.  “Are your parents here?  If they are I bet they’re wearing stone washed denim.”  He craned his neck looking for a couple of people dressed like it’s 1985.

The smile disappeared from Uwe’s face, “Don’t waste your time looking, you won’t find them.  They didn’t come, they couldn’t bear the thought of eating Yorkshire Puddings and Spotted Dick.”

“Eating Spotted Dick,” Tony laughed.  “Where’s Bruce when you need him?  He would have loved that.”

“Well if he’s getting any action in Mykonos then he’ll probably have a spotted dick of his own by now,” Keenan chuckled.

Hugh scanned the room looking for his Dads, his eyes moved across row after row of uncomfortable looking fathers and proud mothers.  At last he found his parents and the three of them made eye contact.

“Oh shit!” Hugh said and turned around in his seat.

“What’s up?” Tony said.

“I can’t believe that they brought George with them!” he whispered not daring to look back again.

“Really George is here.  Then you’ll have to introduce me later,” Tony said.  

“No!  No! I can’t,” Hugh said breaking out in a sweat.

“What?  Why not?”  Tony stood up and looked at the visitor’s area trying to spot them.  “Where are they sitting?”

Hugh pulled at Tony’s arm forcing him to sit down.

“Careful!” Tony bellowed, “Jesus Christ, I don’t need you to break another piece of my arm.”

“Sorry!  Sorry!” Hugh said patting Tony’s cast.  “Just don’t worry about looking for them.”

All of sudden the music began to play and the ambient noise of the audience dropped to a whisper.  

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” the voice boomed from the speakers, “the school for Future Queens of England welcomes you to our graduation ceremony.  And without further ado please put your hands together for the Headmaster of this fine establishment, Doctor Bruno Clements.”

The crowd applauded wildly, except for Tony who just rolled his eyes.

“Come on Tony, you old misery,” Uwe shouted over the noise.  “Let’s see you clap your hands.”

Tony shook his head slowly, “Very good Uwe and even if I could clap I wouldn’t cheer that old bastard.”

“Welcome, Welcome, one and all,” the Head started.  He took his place at the front of the stage, his most senior teaching staff sat behind him to one side.  He surveyed the hall and smiled warmly, basking in their glow.  “Our numbers this year are at a record high and I’m pleased to see so many families here today supporting our boys.  So please, give yourselves a clap.”  He clapped his hands together and the rest of the room joined in.  “We’ve got so much to get through today, so I will keep my introduction short.  As I said our numbers this year are our highest yet, does this mean that there are more gay people in the world?”  He paused for a moment to let everyone consider this.  Hugh sat uneasily in his chair and took a furtive glance back at his two Dads as they sat there proudly listening to the Head’s speech.  He looked at George and gave a weak wave.

“I say no!  I believe that the reality is that society is becoming more tolerant.  I say without a shadow of a doubt that the dark days are over.  Dark days when we had to hide our true nature from friends, from family and from the world.”

The room echoed with the sound of applause.  Hugh began to bite his nails nervously.

“These young men, seated here today, do not feel persecuted.  They do not feel ashamed.  Each and every one of them knows that their family and friends will fully support them.  Each and every one of them can feel confident to stand up and announce proudly ‘I am gay’.”

The audience cheered wildly at the Head’s words.  Hugh began to hyperventilate.

“Are you okay Hugh?” Tony said with some concern.

“It’s no good, I can’t do this,” Hugh said, rocking back and forth in his chair.

“Calm down Hugh!”  You’re alright.” Tony said with some confusion.

“No, it’s not alright.  I need to say something.”  He stood up and waved his hands at the Head.  “I need to say something.”

All eyes turned toward Hugh and the hall was filled with deafening whispers.

The Head coughed, “Oh, do you have something that you want to share with us?”

Hugh nodded and coughed.  “I’ve been living a lie and I need to stand up today in front of you all and finally admit it.”

Hugh’s Dad, Ron, took George’s hand, “Oh no, he’s going to make a scene.”

“This is not normally how we do things here, but I suppose my words have moved you.  So please feel free to make your announcement,” the Head said pompously.

“Thank you,” Hugh replied.  “There’s something you should all know,” Hugh said addressing the crowd, his voice wavering slightly.  “I cannot go on living a lie.”

The crowd let out a spontaneous cheer.

“I must be honest with myself and come out,” Hugh said, gaining some confidence.

“Right on brother!” someone in the audience shouted.

“I must find the courage within to stand up and say the days of concealing my sexuality are over!”

The crowd whistled and clapped.

Encouraged by this Hugh took a deep breath and announced, “I am straight and proud!”

The room fell into a stunned silence.

“Is this a joke?” the Head asked nervously.

“No, I’ve never been more serious in my life.  I’m not gay, I’ve been living a lie.  My god it feels so good to finally say it.”

The silence continued for a moment, but was quickly followed by a series of boos.  

“You people make me sick!” a voice from the crowd shouted at Hugh.

“It’s not natural!” another voice screamed.

Hugh’s face fell as the anger in the room increased.  He looked around in disbelief as the baying mob grew louder and louder.

“Please, please.  Show some control,” the Head called over the speaker system, but this only served to fuel the fire.

Suddenly Tony leapt up and shouted at the top of his voice, “Shut it now!”   

The crowd fell silent, Tony’s face was like thunder.  He remained silent for a moment as he glowered at the students in front of him, daring them to speak up.

“You should be ashamed of yourselves!”  He let his words ring in their ears.  “Put yourself in Hugh’s shoes for a moment.  Ask yourselves how did you feel before you came out?”  He let them think about this for a moment.  Still snarling he continued, “At times like this you should be giving your support not condemnation.”  Row after row of guilty and embarrassed faces bowed their heads.  “It wasn’t so long ago that I would have quite happily kicked the living shit out of any one of you because of your sexuality.  Now it seems to me like you’re an inch away from doing this to Hugh.  Why do you any of you care where he sticks his cock?  Why should that matter to you?  Come on!  Tell me!”  he ordered.

The silence was deafening.

“Yeah, I thought so,” Tony growled.       

“Thanks Tony,” Hugh said gratefully.

“You need to think about something too,” Tony said.  “What about George’s feelings?  Did you seriously think that letting him know that you’re not gay in front of all these people was a good idea?  You’ve humiliated him.”

Hugh laughed.

“You think it’s funny do you?” Tony said his temper flaring again.

“Well, it is a little bit funny.  You see, George isn’t a man.”

“What are you talking about?”

Hugh pointed over at George, “I mean, George is actually Georgina, she’s a woman, but we all call her George.”

“Oh, I love all the drama!” Gareth tittered.

“I’m so confused,” Tony said with exasperation.  “I give up!”

“A man can do what he wants, but not want what he wants,” Uwe commented wisely.

“George!”  Hugh called, “I love you!”  He shuffled out of his row, apologising as he stepped on people’s toes.  “George!”

Hugh’s Dads, Brad and Ron, stood up and began to clap, soon the whole room began to cheer and Hugh scooped George up in his arms and squeezed her tightly. 

“I’m so sorry darling, I realise what an idiot I’ve been.  I’ve been so set on becoming famous that I just lost sight of what really mattered most to me.  I can’t believe you’ve stood by me through all of this.”  He kissed her on the lips passionately and pulled her tightly against him.

“Alright, alright!  That’s enough,” the Head’s voice boomed out of the PA system.  “I suppose that we can all accept that you’re not really one of us but none of us need to see such blatant heterosexuality flaunted in front of us, so please put her down.”

Hugh put George down and bowed apologetically to the room.

“So, he may not be a future queen of England, but he certainly is a drama queen,” the Head chuckled, “but let’s get back on track now and let the graduation ceremony commence.”  

 

A fanfare played over the speaker system and four teachers ushered up the first two rows of students.  They walked across in single file to the side of the stage and waited for their names to be called.

The teacher at the foot of the stage whispered into the student at the front of the queue’s ear, “What’s your name?”

“Anthony Goodwin,” he replied quickly.

The teacher then cleared his throat and spoke into a microphone at the side of the stage, “Please welcome our first graduate Anthony Goodwin!”

He then gave the student a little push of encouragement and Anthony made his way up onto the stage.  He walked across to the Head and shook his hand, they paused for a moment as several camera flashes fired off and then Anthony was signalled to leave the stage.

“Lawrence Faconti,” called the announcer and Lawrence made his way onto the stage.

“Jesus Christ,” Keenan moaned, “aren’t there four hundred students here?  This is going to take forever.”

“Shhh,” Uwe said, “you should only moan that it’s a waste of your time if you actually have something better to do.”  

“He’s got a point,” Gareth tittered winking at Keenan.

They all sat back and waited for their turn and did their best to enjoy the moment.

 

 

Eventually the teachers signalled for their row to stand and make their way to the front of the hall.  They duly made their way forward and lined up single file as they had seen the other students do.  At the front of the queue they were asked to give their names, Gareth gave his name and the announcement was made.  Gareth made his way up the steps and toward the Head, he shook the Head’s hand and waited for the flash to go off before leaving the stage.

The announcer then asked Uwe for his name, when he gave this the commentator looked at his clip board and asked Uwe to wait at the side.

“For what purpose should I wait?” Uwe complained.

“No time to explain now,” the announcer said hurriedly before looking at the next student in the line, “name?”

Giles responded and was nudged up onto the stage.

“Name?” the announcer asked.

“Tony Horwood.”

The announcer nodded and spoke quickly, “Could you just wait to one side please next to that chap?”  

Tony frowned but obeyed and went over and stood next to Uwe.

“What do you think this is about?” Uwe said irritably to Tony.

“Frith knows,” Tony replied simply, “but I guess we’ll find out in a minute.”

Keenan and the rest of the line made their way up onto the stage whilst Uwe and Tony watched and waited impatiently.

As the last student made his way off the stage the Head spoke once more, “Ladies and Gentlemen let’s hear it one more time for our graduates.”

The applause erupted as the families, friends and students clapped, whistled and cheered.  When the noise eventually died down the Head spoke again.

“Now as you can see we have two more students who we still have to call up onto the stage.  These two young men have shown themselves as exemplary students and therefore will receive a special award in addition to their normal graduation.  So let’s hear it for the first of our special students, Uwe Schachtschnieder!”

Uwe smirked and strutted up onto the stage, he pursed his lips and puffed out his chest as he soaked up their applause.  One of the teachers approached him and clipped a microphone onto Uwe’s lapel.  He made his way to centre stage and the Head took his hand and shook it vigorously.

“Uwe Schachtschnieder that’s a mouthful isn’t it?” the Head said pronouncing it badly.

“I think you’ll find it more than a mouthful,” Uwe retorted making a public display of the skills he’d learned in his ‘British Innuendo for Overseas Students’ classes.

“Quite, quite,” the Head replied.  “So Uwe, you’ve shone like a beacon in all of your classes, you were on the hockey team and played a key role in us winning the league, you helped mentor your fellow students.”  The Head took a breath.  “The list just goes on and on.  We’d like to honour you with this special award of ‘Most Outstanding Student’.”  He stood back and gave a little clap, the rest of the room quickly joined in.  “Though I must say that this is the first time that our top Future Queen of England isn’t actually English.”

“Surely this just follows in the tradition of this country, since the Queen is German too isn’t she?”  

The brief sound of laughter echoed off the walls. 

“Okay, the room is yours.  Would you like to say a few words?”

“Naturally,” Uwe said and turned his attention to the audience.  “Although this institution is known to be the greatest in the world of its kind, part of me still wondered what on earth it could teach me.  When I arrived I had the impression that it would be like teaching Grandma to fuck eggs.”

The crowd sniggered childishly.  

Uwe raised one eye brow inquisitively, though oblivious to another of his malapropisms, but he continued unimpeded.

“But I have learned to put aside my prejudices of this island.  Over the past year you have made me one of your own and for that I am truly grateful.  I have learned to love your self-defecating humour,”

Another snigger from the assembled mass.

“Though I will never truly understand it.  But as I stand here today I feel like I am one of you now and even though I will return shortly but to Germany I want you all to know that a part of my heart will be forever England.”  He bowed graciously as the crowd gave a heartfelt round of applause.

The Head stepped forward and presented Uwe with a plaque, “Please accept this award and know that you truly deserve it.”  He shook Uwe’s hand once more.  

“Thank you Uwe and we wish you all the best in the future.”  Another round of applause ensued.

A teacher shuffled over to Uwe and unclipped the microphone from Uwe’s lapel.  “Please wait over here,” the teacher whispered and pointed Uwe to a chair behind where the Head stood.  Uwe made his way over and took his seat, pleased that he was allowed the accolade of remaining on the stage for a while longer.

 


When the applause had died down the Head spoke once more.  

“Our final student is a strange fruit!  Against all odds, he is graduating with excellent marks in all areas and, believe it or not, actually received the highest score ever in our homosexual humanities exam.”

The students let out an impressed, but tongue-in-cheek “oooo.”

“What makes this so unusual is that he isn’t gay but he definitely is one of us.  I guess that you all know who I am talking about, so without further ado please put your hands together for Tony Horwood.”

The room erupted in applause and Tony self-consciously made his way up the steps and onto the stage.  As Tony’s standing ovation continued the Head awkwardly tried to shake Tony’s hand, but quickly realised that this was impossible so settled for patting him on the back.  The applause and cheers showed no sign of dissipating and in fact seemed to grow stronger.  So the Head took a step back behind Tony and heartily joined in.

As Tony stood there listening to the applause he looked around the auditorium and studied their faces.  He realised that he’d given up what he once loved for something that he’d once hated.  As the crowed whooped and whistled he started to become a little overwhelmed.  So before he lost control he gestured, as best he could, for them to stop.  This only seemed to encourage them and the noise grew louder.

Tony began to choke up and took a few deep breaths.  “Guys!  Come on, you’re killing me up here,” he said with a smile.  “I’d like to say a few words.”

The applause petered out as everyone took their seats again eager to hear Tony’s words.

He coughed and began.  “I’ll try and keep this short and sweet.  I want to thank you, I want to thank all of you.  I never thought I’d be saying these words.  When I was sentenced to come here a year ago I could not have imagined anything worse.  Yet here I am today saying that this has been the best year of my life.”  He paused for a moment as his eyes searched for Louise’s face in the crowd.  He quickly located her within the non-teaching staff section and made eye contact with her before speaking again.  “If someone had told me last summer that I would find love at gay school, well, to put it simply I would have punched their lights out.”  He took a moment to reflect on how true this last statement actually was.  “No one from my old life even recognises me.  They say that I’ve changed, not only from the outside, but from the inside too.  Not all of them think that this is a change for the better, but they’re wrong.  And I’ve never been happier.  When I look at all the things that I have learned here and the benefits that came with it I feel…well I can’t put it into words.  The friends that I’ve made here are going to be friends for life.  And I like the idea of being acquainted with you all for another selfish reason, now when I am at a party with friends and I say something slightly homophobic, I can dismiss it by saying some of my best friends are gay.  I like to think that this is my get out of jail free card.  So, I guess tomorrow is the beginning of my new life, I’ll stop talking now since I had better start preparing to leave here forever.”

The crowd applauded once more and several students wiped their eyes, overcome with emotion.

The Head stepped forward clapping and walked over to Tony, “Thank you for those touching words, but don’t go anywhere yet.  We still have to give you your award and today we have a special guest to present this.”  

From somewhere backstage the magistrate strode out and walked over to Tony.  He threw his arms around him and squeezed him tightly.  “Thank you.  I don’t know what would have happened to me that night if you hadn’t have saved me.”

Tony blushed, but was unable to push him off.  “Alright mate, that’s enough.  You’re embarrassing me.”

The magistrate loosened his grip, “Yes, of course, of course.”  He stepped back and spoke, “I effectively would like to give you two things.  The first is your plaque for your outstanding performance this year.”  He placed it carefully into Tony’s right hand.  “And the second award is your freedom!  By graduating you’ve completed your obligations and are now a free man!”

Tony smiled and nodded his head in appreciation, “Now that I like,” he said over the sound of applause.

“Settle down, settle down,” the Head called.  “I’d like to call the members of the hockey team up onto the stage to receive their trophy too.  Come on lads, where are you?”

From various places around the room Keenan, Paul, James, Uwe, Hugh and the others made their way up to the stage.

“Ben, come on.  As team manager you need to come over to accept this too.”   

From the teachers area on the side of the stage Ben walked over and joined them.

“Well done boys,” the Head cheered, “and congratulations.”

He handed the trophy to Uwe, the vice-captain, who held it aloft as they danced about on stage in celebration.  The students became to chant in victory too.

“One more thing,” the Head said to Tony.  “We’d like to make you an offer.”

The noise level dropped and people began to listen.

“We’ve given you a lot over the past year, would you say?”

Tony nodded but didn’t speak.

“Well, now we’d like you to give something back.”

Tony’s face took on a serious expression, “Go on.”

“Well, we would like you to stay on at the school as our PE teacher and also as a heterosexual support counsellor.  What do you say to that?” 

“I have one question.  What’s your position on relationships between staff?”

“Staff are free to have romantic relationships as long as it doesn’t interfere with their work and as long as I am aware of it.  So do you want the job?”

Tony grinned broadly, “Abso-bloody-lutely!”

“Perfect!  In that case you’re hired.”

Tony and the team began to cheer and bustled their way off the stage and the Head gave his closing words.  Tony separated himself from the group and approached Louise who was sitting in the staff section.

She smiled and kissed him tenderly on the lips and brushed the hair across his forehead.

He returned her smile before speaking.  “Relationships can’t be about romance all the time and I’m dying for a piss.  Would you help me into the toilet and take my trousers and pants down for me so I can go?” he said quickly.

Tony heard the words echo over the speaker system, he looked down and realised that in all the excitement they hadn’t taken his microphone off.  Slowly he turned to face the hundreds of students, pointlessly hoping that they hadn’t heard his request for assistance.  He was greeted by face after grinning face.  Like a deer caught in the headlights he stood fixed to the spot.  Time slowed down as he heard the clatter of chairs being pushed back quickly.

“I’ll help!”

“No, let me!  Let me!” came the cries.

The blood ran from Tony’s face, he looked down helplessly at his arms still in cast and then back up as the tsunami of students ready to volunteer surged forward from out of their seats.

“Get away!” he cried as he pushed his buttocks against the wall.  “Get back you bent bastards!”
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