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For every trans creator whose stories showed me a world in which I could exist.



“Didn’t anyone ever tell you? Other people are all there is!”
- Wooden Overcoats 4.10, A Funn Farewell - David K. Barnes



Dear reader,
When diving into a story of any medium, there is little I love more than escaping to worlds in which homophobia and transphobia do not exist. There is so much joy to be found when trans characters are allowed to thrive in better, kinder worlds than ours. The real world has a habit of feeling incredibly hopeless right now, and there is an undeniable need for these kinds of stories.
However, precisely because of this hopelessness, I feel strongly that there is also a need for stories in which trans characters live, flourish, and fight back against the same world we struggle in. Stories that acknowledge the bleakness we all too often feel, but insist that regardless, trans joy persists. I hope to tell a story like this here. 
This book deals with real-world transphobia, the likes of which almost every trans* and gender nonconforming person has experienced to some degree. I have drawn on my own experiences of this as a trans author, and the trans characters’ voices and experiences are at the forefront of the story. Where transphobia appears, it is often implicit or reported second-hand (we have all heard just about enough transphobic talking points to last a lifetime, and I do not intend to give them credit by repeating them). But for many who have been deeply affected by transphobia, reading about a character’s experience of it can still be triggering. Please make your own wellbeing your top priority, and make an informed decision about your comfort level with this kind of content. And rest assured that – first and foremost – this is not a story about transphobia, but about trans people finding love, joy, and solidarity. 
Thank you for choosing to pick up this book. Writing it made the world feel a little less bleak. I hope reading it can do the same for you.
With love,
Leon
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‘Mr Lowell’s onto us,’ Ava hisses.
‘What?’
Ava holds up the crumpled PE kit. It’s got that signature lost-and-found smell that makes me wrinkle my nose.
‘What about the sick note?’ I ask, horrified.
Ava shakes her head once, her mouth set into a grim line.
‘Apparently there’s only a limited number of weeks of the month someone can be on their period. I tried to explain that not everyone’s regular, but then he just handed me a tampon.’ She winces. ‘It was awful.’
‘Oh god.’
Mr Lowell has an immense fear of periods. This is a known fact, but Ava and I have been exploiting this particular fear to get out of PE for years. All we’ve ever needed was a forged sick note, and to clutch our stomachs and cry But sir, it’s my uterus. It’s gushing! The next step was to simply watch Mr Lowell turn ghostly pale and tell us both to take a seat on our usual bench.
‘I think we accidentally gave him exposure therapy,’ Ava says with a groan. ‘Which, I mean, good for him or whatever, face your fears, but now I’ve got to wear this mouldy old kit and learn to play netball.’
‘I’m so sorry. You fought valiantly, but disaster comes for us all in the end.’
‘Not you, apparently. Where’s your foul-smelling PE kit of shame?’
‘He took my note,’ I tell her, eyes finding the ground as I shrug. ‘Don’t know why.’ This isn’t exactly true. I can take a pretty good guess as to why.
‘He’s probably scared of your dad. What if he did the same thing to you and the next day he gets an angry phone call from the infamous Mr Cason accusing him of transphobia via tampon?’
I wince. That was my theory too, but Ava painted a more vivid picture of it than I’d dared to think about. The worst part is, it’s not even too ridiculous. I’m fairly certain my dad might actually do it.
‘So, what, you’re leaving me to sit this one out alone?’
‘You’re not the one suffering here, Jude. I’ve actually got to do PE. Take your win.’
She isn’t wrong. I don’t love the idea of spending the lesson alone, but I’d still take it over having to play a sport, any sport. I could remind her that if I’d had it my way, we’d have gone to a college where we wouldn’t have to do PE at all. It was her choice to stay on at our school’s sixth form, and I wasn’t about to go swanning off to a new school without my only friend. Now doesn’t seem like the time to bring that up, though.
I place a hand on her shoulder, giving her my gravest expression.
‘Godspeed, soldier.’
Ava gives me a salute before slinking off into the changing room, leaving me alone on the bench, slumped against the wall of the sports hall, waiting for everyone to file in while I try to figure out how I’m going to get through the next hour.
Mr Lowell comes out first, and he’s followed by a handful of boys in their kits, frowning and dragging their feet.
‘But sir, we don’t want to play netball. It’s for girls.’
‘There’s no such thing as a girl’s sport or a boy’s sport,’ he recites, his voice flat. ‘And we’re all playing football next week, so get over it.’
The boys don’t argue further, but as the rest of the class files in, Mr Lowell shoots me a look. It’s almost imperceptible, but I’m fairly well attuned to dirty looks. It’s a bit shit as far as special talents go, but at least it keeps me from embarrassing myself too often. This one is a look of total disappointment, one that says ‘This is all your fault, and you don’t even appreciate it.’ And maybe, no, he didn’t quite manage to convey all of that with one look, but I know he’s thinking it. Mostly because he’s not wrong.
It’s not like I asked for the title of Jude Cason, Thorn in Literally Everybody’s Side. I didn’t ask for my dad to call the school and go on a crusade about gendered sports. I didn’t ask to be the only non-binary kid in the whole school, for that matter. If I’m being honest, it’s actually about damn time this school had someone speak up about the downfalls of separating PE lessons by gender. But why did it have to be my fight?
The school was doing just fine before me. A few years ago, Aiden Beckley in my year came out as trans. Afterwards, nobody seemed to take issue to him doing PE with the boys. Then, Maya in the year below came out as well and she started playing with the girls, no problem. But all of a sudden, here I come, throwing a whole non-binary spanner in the works, and nobody knows quite where I’m supposed to fit. I was fine with it, mostly. It’s not like I could hate PE more than I already did. Dad, though, had other ideas. He suspected I might have some secret, hidden love of getting publicly sweaty and winded that was being squashed by the school’s regressive policies, and only several angry calls and a school-wide parent petition could help me release the secret facet of my heart that would allow me to find my bliss. Sorry, Dad. I still can’t throw a ball to save my life. Nice try though. This wasn’t his first battle with the school, and it won’t be his last. I’m fairly sure the receptionist has his number saved so she can emotionally prepare herself when she sees him calling.
So now I’m just the kid who ruined it for everyone else. And nobody’s going to let me forget it. I can feel everyone’s eyes on me as we all file into the sports hall and start warming up. It’s not always noticeable, but I know it’s there, the resentment, bubbling away. The only exception is Ava. Ava’s face is like thunder, but at least with her, I know it’s aimed at Mr Lowell, not me.
This next hour is going to be hell. Without Ava here, I’ve got nothing to look at but at the game of netball as it begins, and I’m starting to get hot and itchy as I glance around the room, avoiding eye contact as best I can. It was bad enough using the girls’ changing rooms before I came out, having to stare at the ground in order to beat the lesbian allegations – wrong on multiple fronts, but how could I explain that: a) first of all, I’m not a girl, and b) I don’t even like girls, without sounding defensive? But now, I’ve got the added issue of watching the boys play too, and trying desperately to keep my eyes off Aiden Beckley, who’s terrible at netball by the way, but nobody seems to care. It’s bottom-set PE; none of us are here because we’re Olympic-level athletes, but that doesn’t seem to matter when I play. When I drop the ball, or miss a shot or mess up in some other inscrutable way, the whole class reacts as if I personally am the only reason we’re not currently in the running for a whole slew of gold medals. But when Aiden sends a ball flying in entirely the wrong direction, he just laughs, runs a hand through his hair, and everyone laughs with him.
And now I’m staring again. I drop my gaze down to my hands and wonder if I could take out my phone without being noticed. My favourite audio drama put out a new episode last night that I haven’t had a chance to listen to yet, and if I could find a way to sneak out my headphones, it’d make this whole ordeal almost bearable.
While Mr Lowell is distracted by a fight that’s broken out between two of the girls on Ava’s team, I give it my best shot, trying to angle myself so the little wireless headphones aren’t as visible. This is one of the few moments I almost regret having shaved my head last year. I hated having long hair, but it at least made it possible to hide.
I just about manage it with a little fumbling of my phone behind my bag, and when I press play, the episode begins with the warm familiarity of the Unfathomable Depths theme music. A slow piano piece, dark and resonant, that’s just the right amount of unsettling. That thirty-second melody always sounds like coming home, but this time when I hear the first few notes, my chest tightens as it comes blasting out of the phone speakers instead of my headphones. Every head in the room turns to look at me, and for a second there, I think I might be astral projecting. It’s as if my brain function just decides nope, too embarrassing, I’m out of here, leaving me frozen on the bench. I can feel my ears grow hot under every pair of eyes in that sports hall.
When my ability to function finally enters the building, it does so poorly, and my scramble to pause the episode sends the phone clattering to the floor.
‘Unfathomable Depths,’ the deep, eerie voice from the phone rings out over the piano. Normally, that voice – my favourite voice in the world – would bring nothing but comfort. But hearing it through the ears of my glowering classmates, all I’m aware of is how weird it sounds, with its intentionally creepy drawl. ‘Episode Forty-One: This Night Won’t End.’
I’m on my hands and knees by the time I finally grab the phone, pausing the episode with trembling fingers, but the damage is done. Mr Lowell is already extending a hand, no doubt with an aim to confiscate the phone that I’m clutching to my chest like a lifeline, and every face in that room is lit up with malicious glee. Just the weird kid doing something weird again. They’re already turning to one another, chuckling and whispering – I’m sure of it – about how they’re going to use the new ammo that’s just been freely handed over to them.
But nobody looks over in my direction as quickly and with as much urgency as Aiden does.
Aiden
I know that music. I know that voice.
Jude Cason is listening to Unfathomable Depths.
Jude
It shouldn’t be so piercing; he’s hardly the only one looking. But Aiden Beckley doesn’t look at me. I look at him, obviously, but I can count on one hand the number of times that Aiden’s even spared a passing glance in return. Now he’s just standing there, a wave of blond falling over his face, and he doesn’t push it away; he’s too preoccupied by me.
I grab my bag, still clutching my phone with a clenched, shaking hand, and stand.
‘I’m going to be sick,’ I say to the ground, and I’m fleeing the room before Aiden or Mr Lowell can even react.
Aiden
I’ve been staring too long, because now they’re staring back. They look mortified. And I want to smile at them, reassure them somehow, but they’re running out of the sports hall at full speed.
Someone calls out to me, and I reach up and push my hair back, fixing a smile to send in the direction of my teammates. We’re still playing netball, and the ball glances off my shoulder. I laugh it off, see everyone else shake the interruption away like it was nothing. But all I can think of is Jude Cason, meeting my eye for the first time, that voice still ringing out into the quiet space between us.
Jude
It isn’t until I’m at the other end of the building, in the relative privacy of the only single-cubicle bathroom in the school, that I can even try to take a deep breath. I don’t succeed, and I’m starting to feel a little light-headed, so I just sit on the closed lid of the toilet and squeeze my eyes shut.
Making sure my headphones are actually connected this time, I press play again, trying to ignore the general bathroom smell and breathe in through my nose as the slow, angelic voice of the main character, Fowler, rings out.
Another update from The Anglerfish: we’re running low on food supplies, but obviously you know that, since I’ve been telling you for a month. Although we’ve established you’re almost certainly not getting these messages, and I’m just down here, surrounded by an ocean we should never have explored, speaking into the void. And though you never speak back, sometimes the void does. We encountered another shadow, last night …
Eyes closed. Slow breaths, filling my lungs a little deeper with every attempt. I’m not in this bathroom. I’m in a submarine, in the blackness of the unexplored deep sea. There are unimaginable horrors down here with me, yes, but at least those are a simple kind of horror. Nobody’s shooting sidelong glances and laughing about me behind their hands. I’m here with Fowler and the rest of The Anglerfish’s crew, and Fowler takes my hand and reassures me, like he does every episode, that even when you cannot see the light, it’s there, somewhere. And together, we’ll get through it.
‘Did you hear the emo shit they were listening to?’
‘What band was it?’
‘No, it was like a weird audiobook or something.’
‘I didn’t hear it, I just saw them legging it like they’d shit themselves.’
It’s been a whole day of this. A whole day of sitting in lessons, or in the caff, listening to the barely concealed whispers. And now, emboldened by the last bell as everyone pours out of the classrooms, nobody’s even pretending to whisper any more.
It’s fine. It’s par for the course, isn’t it? Nobody actually cares that I was listening to an audio drama in PE. I’m pretty sure nobody even cares that it sounded weird and dramatic and creepy. What they care about is me. They care because I’m the one who’s weird and dramatic and creepy. Today just gave them a new reason to talk about it.
So I’m fine. I’m used to it, and I’m coping. I don’t need to be liked. I don’t even need to be tolerated. Because I have Unfathomable Depths, and a whole queue of other shows to get lost in. I’ve spent the day sneaking in a headphone during every lesson I can – I know by heart which teachers are more likely to notice a single earbud, and which teachers even care. I lose myself in comforting stories, and when I can’t do that, I lose myself in daydreams of the year after next. Of going to uni, studying sound design, finding a whole slew of people who share my passion. The team behind The Attic Monologues, one of my favourite audio dramas, made the show while at the podcast society at Exeter University. So obviously when I found that out, I looked up the university and promptly integrated it into my daydreams. So that’s where I go, in my mind. On days like today, when a little extra fantasy is required, there’s a boy at the society. A boy who’s gorgeous and a little broody and enormously out of my league, but one night when we stay up late together listening to audio dramas, the boy realises he’s fallen in love with me.
It’s a daydream that I might have got a little too lost in as I rush to the bus stop, thoughts still firmly planted in my future whirlwind first love while my real-world body slams directly into Ethan Roe.
‘God, Jude, you don’t have to jump me like that. If you wanted me to help you get straight again, you just need to ask.’
Except he doesn’t say Jude. Ethan never calls me Jude. The downside of coming out midway through school is that everyone still remembers my old name. And some people – Ethan being among the top culprits – like to wield names like weapons. Yet another reason I should have done a better job at convincing Ava to go with me to college. It’s like four buses away. Yeah, Ava, that’s the point.
I don’t bother with a comeback. They never work anyway. Not on people like this. I just scowl, trying to shoulder past, but Ethan steps out in front of me again, uncomfortably close.
‘You’re not going anywhere until you give me a smile. Go on, just a nice pretty smile for—’
‘Ethan, don’t you have some puppies to kick?’
I look up at the voice. It’s one of those big rugby lads from the other side of the year, Louis or Lucas or something along those lines. Ethan, at least, looks a little cowed. This lad is big, and for all of Ethan’s bravado, he’s tiny in comparison.
‘Off you pop then,’ Rugby Lad adds with a little clap. ‘Puppies aren’t going to kick themselves.’
Ethan turns to walk away with a snarl, but not before spitting on the ground near my feet. You know what, though, I’ll take near. It’s better than on. Except now Ethan’s gone and Rugby Lad’s still standing there, like he’s waiting for me to thank him or something.
‘You didn’t need to do that,’ I mutter.
Rugby Lad shrugs. ‘Nah, but Ethan’s a prick, so.’
I laugh, trying to inject as much cold sarcasm into it as I can manage. ‘Not like he’s anything special. This whole school’s full of transphobes, Ethan’s just especially dedicated.’
‘I don’t think that’s true.’
Of course Rugby Lad doesn’t think it’s true. Why would he? It’s me on the receiving end of it, not handsome, ripped cis guys.
‘Agree to disagree.’ I hitch my backpack up a little straighter.
There’s a burst of laughter from behind me, and when I turn to look, the group of lads who’d been whispering last lesson are doubled over, laughing. All but one. The one who isn’t laughing is on his hands and knees pawing at the ground, in an exaggerated recreation of me scrambling for my phone.
I shoulder past Rugby Lad without waiting to see if he has anything else to say on the matter and don’t stop until I’m out of the school gates. Once I’m at the bus stop, pulling on the hoodie that offers some degree of protection from the prying eyes, I can almost breathe. My only saving grace is that today is the last day of this hellhole for a while. After the weekend, I and everyone else doing Media Studies A-Level have work experience. I’d been dreading it until this morning, but right now it sounds like two weeks of respite, if nothing else. Is it too much to hope that everyone forgets all about this morning before I have to face any of them again?
I’m trying so hard to block out the world around me that I don’t even notice Ava approaching until she flicks my ear, hard.
‘Ignore them,’ she says when I turn to look at her, raising a hand to protect my ear.
‘They’re being really loud.’
‘Yeah, exactly, they’re only doing it because they know it’s bothering you. So ignore them. Or let me beat them up. Those are your only two options, and since you insist I’m not allowed to kick anyone’s balls until they’re concave, you’ve already made your choice.’
I smile, trying to turn my back to the cruel laughter and focus on Ava instead.
‘You wear steel-toed boots, you’d do permanent damage, and then what would I do, with my only friend arrested for putting them in the hospital?’
‘Best friend,’ she corrects. ‘It’s worth less if you say only. And what’s even the point of the boots if I never get to use them?’
I can’t help but laugh. I’ve always been grateful for Ava, but in this moment I’m thanking every deity I can think of for her putting up with me after all these years.
‘Was the episode good at least?’ she asks.
‘Yeah, it’s getting close to the season finale I think. Fowler’s about to go back out into the cave, you know the one where the rest of the crew think the shadows are coming from?’
‘I don’t. Happy for you though. Or sorry that happened.’
I flick her ear back as payment.
‘I just don’t see why you listen to all the boring single-narrator shows,’ she presses. ‘The full cast ones have more action.’
‘My show is single narrator.’
‘Yeah, but yours is actually good.’
‘I can’t even take that compliment seriously. You take that back right now – I could only dream of being as good as Unfathomable Depths.’
‘Nope, I’m right. Besides, you’re about to get two weeks of actual audio work experience, so you’re going to be crushing all those other shows beneath your matching pair of steel-toed boots that you won’t let me buy for you.’
I groan a little at that.
‘Hardly. It’s local radio. Not sure what good radio’s going to do for a career in audio fiction.’
‘Sound’s sound. Doesn’t matter what it is, you get better at sound design, and you can use those skills on your audio drama. What’s not to get? I’d love to do some kind of writing-based work experience, but nobody’s offering me any. You don’t hear me complaining.’
‘You’re definitely complaining-adjacent right now.’
‘No, I’m not. I’ll just read loads of books during all the free time I have while you’re not at school and it’ll make me a better writer. Try again, loser.’
I roll my eyes, but I smile, just a little.
The sea of students gathering outside the school lurches forwards slightly, which can only mean at least one of the school buses has arrived.
‘Mine or yours?’ I ask, craning my neck with no luck.
Ava stands on her tip-toes, a good head taller than me.
‘Mine.’ She takes a step forwards as the bus pulls in, then pauses. ‘Oh, I had another idea for The Night Market. A jar that collects whispers from dickhead lads. If they say something nasty, it steals their voice.’
‘Thanks,’ I say, laughing. ‘Not sure the description exactly fits the tone, but I’ll see what I can do.’
‘You’d better. I’ll text you later,’ she calls out as she’s swept onto her bus by the crowd.
I pull out my phone once she’s gone, still determined not to look up and make eye contact with the gaggle of whisperers, and open up my app to a chaotic jumble of episode snippets and ideas. The Night Market – my pride and joy – sells anything and everything, but all of it’s in these notes, somewhere. Collections of items already used in past episodes, half-formed thoughts that might one day make it into future episodes, whole scripts that I only need time and a quiet house to get around to recording.
I scroll to the bottom and add a new bullet point.
 
	The jar of malicious words: a powerful weapon to wield against those who mean you harm. Be careful not to open, once used. Whoever said words cannot break bones has never encountered this particular item.

That’ll do for now. I lock my phone, then immediately check it again for the time, wondering if I’ll get home quickly enough to record another episode before dinner. Probably not, at this rate – the bus still hasn’t arrived. All I can do is wait, slip my headphones back in, and disappear again.
Scrolling through my steadily growing to-listen list, I feel some of the weight on my chest finally start to lift. Between here and home, no matter how long it takes, there are endless opportunities for new worlds to devour.
I queue up the latest episode of a few different shows, and let the people at the bus stop fade away. When the bus arrives, I make my way up to the top deck somehow, pull off my backpack and sit down, leaning my head against the cool glass like I always do, but I’m not really there. If there are people whispering, or laughing, I can’t hear them. I’m listening to worlds spool out before me, worlds in which underdogs team up to investigate suspicious corporations, worlds in which dark and terrifying magic can be found in the simple reading of words from an old forgotten monologue, worlds in which the moon is both a safe haven of resistance and an isolated base controlled by sinister forces.
The real world is terrifying. There are too many opportunities to slip up, embarrass myself, exist incorrectly. These stories offer whole other lives that I’m not a part of, not in charge of, nowhere I can go wrong. It’s a kind of magic.
Aiden
‘They’re sitting on their own,’ I whisper to Luke from the back of the bus. ‘Should we say hi?’
‘Who?’
I nod over to Jude Cason, shrinking into their hoodie, shaved head against the window. Are they doing okay? It doesn’t look like they’re doing okay.
‘Why would we say hi?’ Luke asks.
‘Because they looked really embarrassed earlier, I want to check in.’
‘Why would you be the person to check in on them? Have you, in the entirety of high school, ever actually spoken to each other?’
‘No. But why shouldn’t I start now?’
It isn’t that I never wanted to say hi to Jude – they seem nice – but they’re always a bit… withdrawn. Not in a bad way! I just always got the feeling they wouldn’t particularly welcome a stranger popping in to say hi. But the look on their face in PE, the way they scanned the room like they wanted the ground to swallow them up, and then the way they looked at me. Like me staring at them was the most terrifying thing they’ve ever seen.
‘Oh, Aiden, stop it.’
‘Stop what?’
‘The puppy dog eyes. You’re looking at them like they’re an injured bird. They’re fine.’
‘They’re on their own.’
‘Some people like being on their own. They’re probably just listening to music or something; leave them be.’
I try. I listen attentively while Luke tells me about the latest slew of texts from Dylan, which apparently confirm once and for all that Luke’s crush isn’t reciprocated (it definitely is – Luke just doesn’t believe in himself). I’m careful and gentle while I offer as much comfort as he needs while doing my best to work in a little advice (Luke hates feeling like he’s getting advice, but if you sneak it in without him noticing, he always feels better). But he gets off a few stops before me, and my attention drifts back to Jude.
I wonder what they’re listening to.
Jude
‘Hi.’
I’m about halfway home, and I’ve had to take out my headphones because for some reason, Aiden Beckley just sat down next to me. I resist the urge to pull up my hood and go full foetal position, settling instead for a quiet hi in response.
‘How are you holding up?’
Aiden’s expression is so earnest it’s almost off-putting. My confusion must be showing on my face because he gives me this little smile and continues.
‘You just looked really uncomfortable in PE today. I thought I’d check in.’
Who does that? Who just checks in with someone they don’t even know?
I shrug.
‘I’m fine. Just embarrassed.’
‘Why? It’s not that embarrassing. Remember when Olivia did the same thing in maths in year eight? Except she was listening to Baby Shark.’
I surprise myself by laughing.
‘I do remember that. She said it was because she has a little sister, but people sang Baby Shark at her everywhere she went for months.’
‘See? It could be worse. At least your thing was obscure enough that nobody can sing it at you.’
‘Mm.’ I drop my gaze again because now he’s reminded me that not only did I do something embarrassing, but it was also noticeably obscure. Read: weird.
‘You don’t sound convinced.’
‘It’s the obscure part that’s embarrassing. As if everyone didn’t already think I was weird enough.’
‘People don’t care if you’re weird.’
The laugh I give him this time is a lot less sincere.
‘Yeah, okay.’
‘No, I’m serious, everyone’s too wrapped up in their own business to spend time worrying about if anyone else is weird.’
All right, he’s starting to irritate me a bit now. Like he’s assuming I’ve got some kind of main character syndrome, and I’ve forgotten that other people also have rich inner lives or something.
‘Yeah, I know that, but for some reason plenty of other people have decided to make me their business.’
‘Well, who cares? Doesn’t that make them a bit weird?’
Who does this guy think he is, going out of his way to sit next to me, only to tell me who cares as if that makes any of it any less stressful? Of course he doesn’t care, this is the first time he’s ever even spoken to me.
‘I care, obviously.’
I turn my head fully towards the window then, watching the road pass by, and Aiden must get the hint, because he’s quiet for a stretch. In fact, he’s quiet for so long I’m debating whether or not I could get away with putting my headphones in without seeming completely rude, before he speaks again.
‘I don’t think you’re weird.’
I snap my head back round.
‘What?’
‘I don’t think you’re weird,’ he repeats.
He gives me this smile. Small and a little bewildered at first, but the longer I glare at him, trying to work out if he’s making fun of me, the wider it grows, these little dimples appearing on either side. This is definitely the closest I’ve ever been to Aiden Beckley. Years of staring at him across classrooms didn’t quite prepare me for those dimples. Or just how blue his eyes would be. Or that little wavy tuft of hair bouncing over his ear with the bus’s juddering movements. And the worst part is, I still can’t figure out if he’s teasing me or not.
I turn away again, hoping that I can shrink far enough into my hoodie that he won’t notice how flustered I am.
‘I think that might make you a bit weird then.’
He laughs at that, actually throws his head back and laughs.
‘Can’t argue with you there.’ He cranes around me a little to look out the window, then grabs his bag off the floor. ‘Anyway, I can tell you don’t really want to chat, so good job my stop’s coming up. But all this to say, you’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about, Jude. And I’m pretty sure you’ve got more allies in this school than you think.’
By the time I can do anything more than gape at him, he’s halfway down the stairs.




Jude
‘Jude? Is that you?’
Well, it’s not going to be anyone else is it? Mum works from home, and she won’t leave the back room until six. And yet, every time I walk through the front door, my dad insists on clarification in lieu of a greeting.
‘Yeah, Dad, it’s me.’
Dad pops his head around the kitchen door as I kick my shoes off.
‘Take the backpack upstairs. Don’t just leave it by the door this time. How was school?’
I groan, halfway to dropping my bag on the carpet.
‘School,’ I call out in answer. Dad’s already back in the kitchen, but he chuckles through the partially open door.
‘I should hope so. Be a hell of a time to figure out now that we’ve been sending you to the wrong place for four years. Do you want to come in here and maybe give me a bit more than that?’
I hesitate. I’d been about to rush upstairs – I’m supposed to have an episode out by Thursday, and I’ve learned the hard way not to leave it all until Wednesday night. If I can get the script finished before tea, I might be able to record over the weekend.
‘Is that a no? You’d leave your poor father in here alone while he suffers over a hot stove for you?’
Yeah, I’m not getting away with that. I hike my backpack up onto one shoulder and head to the kitchen.
‘Dunno what else to tell you,’ I say, pushing the door open and leaning against the frame. ‘School. As usual.’
Dad’s in the process of preparing for some no doubt needlessly complicated meal, like he always makes when he’s on earlies. He’s a postman, so the absurdly early hours mean he has time to kill in the afternoon to test out laborious (though, admittedly, often delicious) recipes on me and Mum. His weird shift patterns are also the reason he apparently has all the time in the world to spend one too many afternoons going head-to-head with the school in my honour.
‘I love you, kid, but you’re not so good with the words are you?’
‘Dad. I have to finish my script.’
‘Then clearly you need the practice! Get loquacious, tell me about your day. Just one thing, I promise it won’t kill you.’
He says all this emphatically, but doesn’t once take his eyes off the ginger he’s chopping at a concerning speed.
I sigh, opting to throw the backpack to my feet, resigned to my fate of being here for some time.
‘I embarrassed myself. As usual. People are dickheads. As usual.’
‘Language,’ he warns. But it’s a knee-jerk reaction, and once he’s processed what I actually said, he puts the knife down and turns towards me, brow furrowed.
‘Was someone bothering you again?’
I’d really hoped the swearing would distract him enough not to pick up on that part.
‘No, not really. It’s fine.’
‘Was it that Roe lad? Because I will be speaking to his mum again. That woman was far too unbothered about raising a bullying little git, and I think—’
‘No, Dad, it’s fine.’ Speaking to Ethan’s mum again isn’t exactly going to make Ethan hate me any less, not that Dad seems able to wrap his head around that. ‘Just normal school stuff.’
I’m working away at a scuff on the floor with my sock, just for something to look at that isn’t Dad, whose sigh of resignation can only mean he’s got his Big Sad Eyes on. I know exactly what’s coming next. We just want you to have a normal education, Jude. We just want to make sure you don’t miss out because people can be closed-minded.
I’m lucky, I know that, okay? I’m lucky as all hell that the first thing my parents said when they figured out I was trans was just ‘Tell us what we can do to help, and it’s done.’ I’m not trying to be ungrateful, really, I’m not. But all the support in the world isn’t going to force a bigot to switch sides. All it does, when Mum and Dad channel that support into complaints to the school or to someone’s parents, is make it look like I’m causing problems on purpose out of spite or something.
‘Jude, we just want—’
‘Honestly, I’m fine, Dad. I just really need to finish this script. Ava’s helped me come up with some new ideas.’
That has exactly the effect I’d been hoping for – cool the fire for a moment by reminding him I do actually have friends. One single friend, more accurately, but Dad doesn’t need to know that. He deflates a little before picking up his knife again.
‘All right, you’ve served your time. Off with you.’
I don’t need to be told twice.
Three items – that’s usually about right for a ten-minute episode. I’m tempted to use the ‘jar of malicious words’ idea that Ava gave me today, but I need more time to find a way to present it properly, so I reread the shoddily thrown-together script in front of me.
I have one and a half ideas sorted. It helps that all of my episodes follow the same format. Out of sheer lack of willing participants (thanks Ava, traitor), I play The Merchant, a travelling salesperson who sells their wares at the night market, and each episode is addressed to the listener, an unnamed wanderer who happens to have stumbled upon this strange and unreal place.
The first item The Merchant offers is usually something valuable. A crown from a distant fae kingdom, a bottle that contains nectar from a long-forgotten deity. The Merchant will tell a grand tale of the item’s history, emphasising its rarity or worth. This week it’s a pearl fallen from the necklace of a siren – legend says that those who sleep with it beneath their pillow will find themselves with an unusual magnetism.
The second item tends to be a little odd. A trinket or otherwise mundane item with bizarre effects. I’ve already chosen this week’s – an ornament in the shape of a house that takes the form of a person’s true home – but I haven’t fleshed it out in the script yet. Daydreaming about strange and magical objects is easy. Trying to make them sound mysterious, that’s the hard part. Maybe that’s what I need today though – to leave this hellish day behind me and fall into the mind of the self-assured and enigmatic Merchant.
You may notice a certain familiarity as you examine this piece, wanderer. This is no mistake – even if it takes the form of a building you have never visited, it will be familiar to you some day. They say a person’s home is part of them from the beginning, even if it takes a while to find. It waits within you, patiently, for your homecoming. Careful though, wanderer. Heed my warning – this ornament was sold to me by a desperate man. Knowing your destiny can be a heavy burden, and previous owners have described an almost unbearable yearning. See the soft glow from within the windows? A strange allure, yes? Do not stare too deeply into them, as you may lose yourself entirely.
It isn’t quite what I’m going for, but it sort of spilled out, and it’ll do for now. The main goal is to sort the third item – if I don’t have that, I can’t even think about recording. This one takes up the majority of the episode – there’s often something sentimental about it, something strange but uniquely human. At least, that’s what I’m aiming for. I’m never quite sure I’ve managed it. Today, though, I’m struggling. Scanning the notes app multiple times without fully absorbing the words. It doesn’t help that every time I see the latest entry, the jar of malicious words, my mind spins out.
It should be a relief that I won’t have to go back to school on Monday, that I won’t have to face the whispers and the leering. But when I think about that, all I can think about is how much I’m dreading this work experience placement. Two weeks of strangers, adults I have nothing in common with, pretending to be polite and interested in talk radio as if this has any impact on what I’m trying to do with The Night Market. Two weeks of being constantly alert. Watching everything I say, monitoring my facial expressions, catching an eyeroll before it can slip out, filtering each word, trying not to trip up in conversation.
It’s not so different from school really, is it? It’ll be more professional, sure. But just because adults are less likely to say it to my face, it doesn’t change the fact that everyone I meet seems to find me inexplicably odd. It’s like everyone can just smell it on me. And it isn’t like I haven’t tried to figure out what it is. Believe me, I’ve spent an almost unhealthy amount of time analysing social interactions, diving deep into every conversation, assessing every expression, examining body language, trying to work out what went wrong, but I can never quite figure it out. I can never see what everyone else seems to. Even the rare cases, people like Ava, it isn’t that they don’t find me odd, it’s usually just that they see it and don’t consider it a bad thing. Ava’s said so herself. That’s how we met. We both spent the entirety of the first term alone, until she marched up to me in the caff at lunch one day. You’re weird. Want to come to mine for tea? I hadn’t really known what else to say but yes.
Ava’s pretty much the only person I’ve met who likes me for me, rather than tolerating me for my attempt at normality at best or hating me for the times the attempt fails at worst. In the placement, I won’t have Ava. All I can do is continue to attempt that normality and hope for as much tolerance as possible.
The other alternative lies there untouched, an unthinkable option. I could take my parents’ favourite (and worst) advice. Be yourself. Yeah, like that’ll go down well. Sure, there are the Avas of the world – one in about a hundred people who might gravitate to my oddness and go ‘yes, you, you’re like me.’ But trying to find one of those people comes with ninety-nine opportunities to mortify myself, to get mocked or hurt or embarrassed.
I abandon the notes app list, throwing the phone to the bed and pressing my palms into my eyes, attempting to take a deep breath and calm myself enough to stop the anxiety spiral. When I open them again, the little black spots dart about in my line of vision, but by the time they’ve cleared, I’ve had an idea for something entirely new.
I pull the laptop closer and start typing.
A piece of a heart, willingly given.
I jump at the weight of Mum’s hand on my shoulder. This probably means she’s been trying to speak to me for at least a few minutes.
‘How’s it going?’ I hear her say once I’ve pulled the noise-cancelling headphones down.
‘I think I need to rerecord. It’s faint but you can definitely hear next-door’s baby in some of the takes.’
‘Well, she’s been quiet today. But you’ll have to be quick about it; tea’s ready in about half an hour.’
Half an hour? It can’t be that late. I blink at the clock. It’s six already. I blink again. Most of my Sunday has somehow passed since I slipped the heavy-duty sound-designing headphones on.
‘I might need longer.’
‘Then you can try again tomorrow evening. You’ve got to eat at a normal time, Jude. It’s one thing eating at ten during the summer holidays when you’re floating around like a ghost at all hours of the night, but you’ll want a good night’s sleep for tomorrow.’
My stomach writhes a little at the reminder.
‘I’ll be quick,’ I insist, pulling my headphones and laptop off the dining room table and darting upstairs before Mum can say another word.
The half-formed blanket fort I never quite manage to take down between recording sessions wilts a little at my entrance, but it’s still standing, blocking the light from the window behind it and covering a good ninety per cent of the usable space in the bedroom.
Half an hour. I’ll have to make it work.
I start repinning the drooping blankets, an abundance of clothes pegs sticking out of every available surface, a shelf here, a lamp there, until it’s back up in all its glory. It’s not exactly perfect, as far as recording booths go, but once I’m inside, in the warm, close air between the blankets, the soft glow of my laptop the sole source of light, it feels like the only place I’m able to really breathe.
Well, mostly. I’ve learned the hard way not to record while wearing my binder. But once I’m in the dark, I tear off my shirt and scramble out of it, grabbing a baggy hoodie off the floor. Then I can breathe.
The world stills in the moments of hush after I put my headphones on and hit record on the laptop. I position myself in front of the mic, and fall into a few seconds of silence. Then, the words – the opening lines I know by heart – come to me so easily, it’s almost like prayer.
‘Welcome, wanderer. I see you’ve travelled far, and it’s getting dark. But worry not, for you’ve stumbled upon The Night Market. What good timing, I have a pot of tea. Sit a while, have a cup, and let me show you the marvels I’ve collected. Rest, weary traveller, for tonight, the wonders of the world come to you.’
I pause to take out my phone then scan over the script I just about managed to finalise in the early hours of Saturday morning.
Describing the items for this week’s episode, falling back into the familiar cadence of The Merchant, makes the embarrassment from Friday, the anxiety for tomorrow, crumble away. I submerge myself in the melodic rhythm of the words, and let it take me over completely.
That is until a particularly loud car passes outside and I have to stop, huffing, while I wait for quiet to fall again.
‘And finally,’ I continue, once the sound has passed, but there’s annoyance in my voice. The Merchant doesn’t ever show things like annoyance.
Deep breath, try again.
‘And finally. An exciting acquisition indeed. A piece of a heart, willingly given. Don’t look so nervous, wanderer, it’s nothing quite so gruesome or literal as you’re thinking. You see, we all go about our lives with patchwork hearts. We all give away pieces to the people we love, sometimes intentionally, other times unknowingly. There are some poor souls who do so until they have nothing left to give, but those who are more fortunate are given a fragment of their beloved’s heart in return. You may wonder, why give away our precious pieces at all? Why take the risk of receiving nothing in return and living out the rest of our days with the absence as a reminder? Well, because one heart alone cannot handle the trials and tribulations of this difficult life. But with many hearts, together, a patchwork community, anything is possible. This piece? This was given by one of those poor souls I mentioned. The recipient did not want it. Have you ever seen anything more vulnerable than this? An exposed fragment steeped in misplaced hope. Tragic, yes, but fortunately, it has found its way here. I would like to give it a good home. How much? Free, for now. Yes, walk away with this piece today – the cost comes later. Should you find the previous owner, you owe nothing more in return than a piece of your own—’
‘Jude! Tea!’
Oh my god. Mum. ‘Just a sec!’
‘It’ll go cold!’
‘Yeah, just a sec!’
I turn back to the mic, but of course every car, motorbike and plane in a hundred-mile radius has decided to pass by right at this moment. Because they all hate me, specifically.
Any second now, Mum’s going to send Dad up after me, and my hope of recording this episode tonight is done for. When quiet finally falls again, I go to unlock my phone and continue reading, but there’s a notification on the lock screen that catches my attention first.
@unfathomabledepths tagged you in a post… 2 mins ago
Oh my god.
Oh my god.
I fumble to unlock it, breath catching as I try the passcode three times with trembling hands.
@unfathomabledepths posted
Happy #audiodramasunday! I’m all caught up with @nightmarketpod and I’m loving it! Escape to the night market, they’ve got all the magic and mystery your heart can desire, but most importantly, let them make you a cup of tea and bring you hope in a dark time <3 seriously, this last episode made me cry, highly recommend!
Oh my god.
The knock on my bedroom door is entirely performative, the door opening half a second later, but I’m still staring at the screen in too much shock to be annoyed.
‘Jude, Mum says tea’s going cold. Can’t reheat casserole. Turns to – you all right, kid?’
I scramble out of the fort, clothes pegs pinging off furniture behind me as I pull the blankets apart too quickly, beaming from ear to ear.
‘Dad. Look at this.’
He squints at the phone I’m holding out in front of his face. His reading glasses are downstairs, but he tries. After several very long moments, he raises his eyebrows and smiles.
‘Lovely, well done! Tea’s still going cold.’
‘Ava, you’re as bad as my parents.’
‘No, like, I get it, it’s cool, I just don’t think it’s as cool as you think it is.’
‘Then you obviously don’t get it. Daniel Wilson – owner of the most angelic voice audible to the human ear – likes my podcast!’
‘Daniel Wilson? That’s such a boring, straight-boy name.’
‘His name’s in the credits of every episode. Didn’t you listen to the ones I sent?’
‘Nope, you send me too many episodes.’
‘Well, these ones are important!’
‘I just think you’re giving this guy too much credit. You like his show, whatever, but your show’s good. Of course he likes it.’
‘Too much—’ I take a deep breath. I was supposed to be asleep over an hour ago, so I have to be careful not to shout. The glow of the phone beneath the quilt won’t be likely to tip my parents off that I’m facetiming Ava, but me shouting at the top of my lungs about the best audio drama in the whole world might.
‘Ava. This man is like. A god. An audio drama god.’
‘So, have you replied to the audio drama god then?’
‘Absolutely not.’
‘That seems rude, ignoring a god like that.’
‘Okay, we’re taking the metaphor too far. I can’t actually speak to him.’
‘Just send him a thanks for the shoutout or something. He likes your show; he’ll be buzzing!’
‘I cannot do that. What if I embarrass myself? What if he’s sat on his phone thinking all right, simmer down, I listened to your show, that doesn’t make us pals.’
Ava looks so incredibly done with my shit.
‘Go to bed, Jude. And get normaler.’




Jude
I don’t want to do this. I didn’t want to this morning, when Mum woke me up after only about four hours of sleep, excited enough for both of us (and then some) about the first day of the rest of my career. I didn’t want to when I almost missed the bus because I was so lost in an old episode of Syntax that I forgot it was a regular bus – not the school bus – that I was supposed to be catching today. Or when I almost missed my stop because I was staring so intently at the post from Daniel Wilson that I think I might have the pixels permanently etched somewhere behind my corneas. And I certainly don’t want to do it now, standing beneath the RadioHorizon sign hanging over an ugly concrete box of a building.
I stand there for a moment, headphones still on, hoping to delay the inevitable at least long enough to finish this episode. Silas Caldwell is talking through the latest translation of an ancient text, but Cassius has just arrived. Cassius, the bold and sarcastic biologist with too much weight on their shoulders, is telling Silas it’s time to go. Any minute now they’ll be heading back into the Breach. Into an unknown world, with new species to catalogue and hazards around every corner.
I stand there for a moment longer.
I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to take out my headphones, put this new world on hold, for some dingy office and two weeks of learning how to queue up the latest Top-50 chart music. I want to close my eyes and forget anything exists outside of this world I’m living in right now.
‘Jude? Jude Cason?’
Aiden
Is that Jude? What are the odds!
Okay, not that high. There’s only about twenty of us in our media class, and there can’t be too many opportunities for media work within travelling distance from our small suburb of an already fairly small city. So actually, the odds of being coupled up with Jude for work experience are likely pretty low. But still! Seems like fate a little bit, doesn’t it?
I’ve been looking forward to this for weeks. An actual radio station. A chance to properly work out if this is what I want to do with my life. I barely slept last night, which I’d sort of been expecting. I always get too hyped up to sleep when I’m excited for something. So I haven’t completely ruled out that this is a moment of sleep-deprived delirium. I have been thinking about Jude a lot this weekend; maybe I’ve summoned them into existence just by thinking about them too often.
They do look about as horrified to see me now as they had when they locked eyes with me in PE, which only adds to the theory that this might all be a strange-but-fascinating hallucination.
Jude had been listening to Unfathomable Depths in our school sports hall; it’s a lot, okay? I know that theme song inside out, but it had felt so alien reverberating through the wide open space, Jude looking right at me just like they are now.
Yeah, it’s definitely fate.
Jude
Of
course Aiden Beckley is here. Might as well add that to the list. In the whirlwind of everything that’s happened, I’d almost forgotten about the bizarre interaction with Aiden. The weirdly intense eye contact in PE, him accosting me on the bus with a baffling cheeriness that I’m almost certain was a joke at my expense, except I cannot for the life of me decipher the punchline.
Is this some kind of punishment? Did I do something truly heinous in a past life, and now I’m going to be plagued for the rest of my life by beautiful, unobtainable boys with unreadable motives popping up at the least opportune moment?
‘What are you doing here?’ I might have phrased it less accusatorily than that, but oh well, it’s done now.
‘Same as you, I expect.’ Aiden doesn’t seem put off by the question at all, shooting me this wide smile that lights up his face so much it makes me want to throw up a little bit. ‘Work experience, right?’
‘Yeah. I didn’t realise there’d be pairs.’
‘Me neither. Cool that it’s happened to us though, right? I was worried radio might be a little niche.’
I have to fight to keep from rolling my eyes. As much as I wish Aiden wasn’t here right now, he does seem to be earnest – painfully so – and I don’t want to seem too rude.
‘Yeah, that’s ’cause nobody actually wants to work in radio.’
‘Don’t you?’
‘Hardly.’
‘Well, looks like you picked the wrong placement. Sorry about that.’
I cannot figure this boy out at all.
I make a mental note to write something down later for The Night Market – a pair of glasses with the ability to analyse a smile, providing captions that inform the wearer of the true intention behind the smiler’s façade. Wait, no, not glasses. Spectacles. That fits the theme better, I think. Spectacles of Social Sapience.
I’m pretty proud of that one, actually.
Aiden shuffles his weight from one foot to the other.
‘Should we maybe go inside, though?’ he suggests.
Oh. Right.
‘Yeah, sorry—’ I fumble with my headphones, with no small pang of regret that I didn’t get to finish the episode. I briefly consider telling him why I was standing out here like an idiot, but that would mean having to explain the concept of an audio drama at best, and the entire plot of Syntax at worst, depending on how capable I am of getting to the point.
‘No worries,’ Aiden says, stepping forwards to open the front door, smiling as he holds it open. ‘I’ve been there. You’ll have to tell me all about what you were listening to later, though. You looked pretty lost in it, so it must be good.’
I would sincerely rather die.
Pretty much as soon as we step inside, we’re assaulted by a wave of intensely perky energy from a woman leaning against the front desk. The woman is tall and broad, with the kind of haircut you’d expect from an old man who’s been going to the same barber every week for forty years. She’s wearing a dark striped shirt tucked in tight to her trousers, buttoned up to the very top button. Honestly, it’s a look. I’d be so here for the whole butch thing if she wasn’t beaming ear to ear and practically vibrating with excitement at our entrance.
‘You must be Aiden and Jude!’
Aiden matches the perky woman smile for smile.
‘That’s right. I’m Aiden, they’re Jude.’
Well, that’s the pronouns sorted, at least. I’d been dreading that part. If I’d got she/her-ed on day one, I’d probably have just grimaced my way through it, correcting nobody. Aiden does it so easily, so casually, I’m not even sure he’s done it on purpose.
‘Great to meet you both! I’m Jen—’ Jen’s extended arm reveals, beneath the starched cuff of her shirt, a rainbow-striped woven bracelet. As if she really needs it, given her whole vibe, but it’s always nice to have confirmation.
I return the handshake tentatively, then watch as Aiden follows suit, noting a thumb ring on his left hand. The thick metal band seems to have the word fruity stamped into it. How did this happen? What tear in the universe conspired to make me the least queer person in the room right now?
‘This is our first time hosting a work experience placement here at RadioHorizon, so we’re thrilled to have you here. Or, I am at least. Don’t worry about Dave, he’ll find any excuse to be miserable. Don’t take it to heart when you meet him. He’s my manager. Right, sorry, I’m nattering. First things first …’
She grabs a couple of lanyards off the reception desk and hands them over. Mine has a card with my name written on it, and the words School Placement written large enough that anyone at the station could spot from the other end of the building that I’m not to be trusted with any kind of real work.
‘These are for you, just pop ’em on before you come in each morning, and Paula here will let you right through.’ Paula’s on her phone, and doesn’t seem particularly enthused by this little welcome speech. ‘That fob will open certain doors once we’re inside. Which brings me to the exciting stuff – I’ll give you both a tour.’
On instinct, I turn to look at Aiden, maybe roll my eyes, exchange a glance that says something along the lines of ‘bit much, isn’t she?’ But he just grins back at me, and it looks like genuine excitement. It makes me feel sort of guilty, actually. I attempt a smile that, even if it doesn’t quite match Aiden’s, at least offers a partial echo.
Aiden
This is so cool.
I’m obsessed with Jen, for one thing. You know that joke about how if you ever see a butch lesbian with a crew cut working at a McDonald’s, you know that place is being run like it’s the navy? I feel like Jen kinda has that vibe, like, she knows how to get things done. Except she’d also offer you a cup of tea and hug when you needed a break.
She leads us through the double doors and into the station, and it’s like she’s showing off her kingdom. There’s a break room with a fridge and a coffee machine that seems to be struggling a little, and the open-plan office is filled with a few tired-looking staff members. None of them give us much more than a harried wave as we weave around, and Jude is pulling a face at the grey ribbed carpet, but Jen’s excitement never falters.
She saves the studio for last.
There are two of them – one is being used for the live broadcast, and we’re not allowed in there just yet. But the second one, Jen explains, is used for prerecorded segments. Sometimes just clips – apparently listener call-in sections are rarely live, which feels like a thrilling forbidden peek behind the curtain – other times, whole shows are recorded in here.
Once we’re inside, Jen starts talking about the late-night show she presents, how she hosts it ahead of time in this studio to air from midnight to six, and I want to pay attention, I really do. It’s so interesting, and she’s clearly proud of it. But I’m so distracted by the studio. Expensive-looking professional microphones, actual proper mixing boards, dual monitors with complicated audio-editing software filling the screens. It’s maybe the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.
I’m looking around at everything, eyes flitting across the room, when I catch sight of Jude. There’s a glimpse of something real there. I’m not here to judge – I barely know them – but they’ve seemed so uncomfortable every time I’ve spoken to them, a grimace fixed tight onto their face. But this look they’re wearing now, this open expression of pure delight as they drink in the studio, that seems real. Like maybe this is what’s underneath the scowl, waiting for permission to come out.
When they catch my eye, you’d think it was them who’d been caught staring, not me. They turn their head away almost instantly, eyes now wide with what looks to be more alarm than anything.
I want to say something, put them at ease, but Jen beats me to it.
‘All right, so now we’ve got to figure out what you’re both looking to get out of this,’ she says, sitting on the edge of the desk. There are a couple of desk chairs that she seems to be leaving intentionally available for the two of us, but Jude seems unwilling to sit, standing a little stiff in front of her, so I decide to stay standing too. ‘We’ve had a couple of interns in the past, but they’ve usually got some kind of past experience or a degree. Mostly, I think this’ll just be a chance for you both to get a proper look into how a radio station operates behind the scenes. We won’t be piling you up with admin work like we do with our paid interns, but we likely won’t be able to give you a ton of the more exciting tasks, either. We’re hoping more than anything to give you a little glimpse into everything – production, presenting, promotions, that kind of thing. We’re a small station, so we all wear a lot of different hats, so it’s a good opportunity to shadow and learn more about it.’
Like I said. So cool.
‘Jude?’ Jen prompts. ‘You look disappointed.’
When I look over, Jude shakes their head, though they seem to be struggling to shift their expression into something that makes it fully believable.
‘No. No I’m not, I’m… I’m very grateful for the opportunity.’
Jen offers them a smile and an affectionate laugh, but Jude winces a little.
‘You’re not here for a job; you’re here to learn. You both are. Which means we can’t fire you for being a bit ungrateful. Doesn’t hurt to speak up now. Maybe we’ll be able to teach you something you’re actually interested in.’
Jude just shakes their head again, their neck and ears growing blotchy and red. I can see them struggling to speak, and I want to help, but I panic.
‘They’re into audio dramas. I think,’ I blurt out.
Jude whips their head around to glare at me. Oops. I think maybe that wasn’t the right thing to say.
‘That right?’ Jen asks, and Jude looks like they would rather the world end in a fiery explosion here and now than answer the question, but they nod and swallow anyway.
‘That’s what I told my teacher when she asked about work experience, but I don’t think she knew what I meant. So she chose here.’
‘Right. You mean podcast audio drama, yeah?’
Jude just nods while Jen leans back a little on the table, thinking.
‘It’s not that different, you know? Podcasts are a medium, and people use that medium to make mostly non-fiction, and some fiction. Same with radio. Audio drama has its roots in radio plays, you know that right?’
Jude nods again, but seems… I don’t know exactly; they’re incredibly hard to read, but they seem slightly more at ease, maybe? It feels too easy, but is the answer to helping Jude out of their shell as simple as mentioning their special interest?
Jen keeps talking, and it’s fascinating. She mentions a few of the bigger-name fiction podcasts, going on a little tangent about the radio plays that came before them. I recognise most of them, but I take out my phone to make a few notes anyway, which she seems pleased by. Mostly though, I’m watching Jude. They’re nodding along, which feels promising. Their hands, which had been balled into fists inside their sleeves, seem to relax a little, even if they don’t seem to know quite what to do with them.
‘What about you, Aiden?’ Jen asks, making me jump. ‘Is that what you’re interested in too?’
Jude
Aiden looks surprised by the question, tucking his phone away like he’s been caught doing something wrong instead of taking studious notes.
‘Oh, yes ma’am. Big fan of audio dramas.’
If Jen looks a little taken aback by the formality of the ma’am, the big warm smile Aiden offers seems to put her at ease. I’m so far from at ease it’s ridiculous. I’m too busy gaping at the news that Aiden Beckley listens to audio dramas.
‘Well then, great, that makes things easier! And you’re both interested in pursuing a career in sound production, right? You want to make audio drama, not just listen to it?’
I look at Aiden, hoping he’ll answer first.
‘… Someday, yeah.’
‘And you, Jude?’
‘I already make one.’ I absolutely shouldn’t have said that, but I’m in it now. ‘But I’m not very good. I want to learn to get better.’
‘That’s so cool! What’s your show, out of interest?’
I’m not sure what’s happening on my face, but whatever it is it’s enough to cause sincere alarm in Jen.
‘You don’t have to share if you’d rather not! But I’d love to give it a listen. I might be able to figure out some areas for improvement for you.’
And it’s mortifying, it is. But this is why I’m here, isn’t it? I thought I’d get nothing out of this, and maybe I still won’t. But here’s someone who works with sound every day, offering pointers on my show. It’d be stupid to turn that down.
‘It’s called The Night Market.’
Aiden
Oh, this is brilliant.
There’s no way this happens to real people.
It’s one thing to find out, a few days before this placement, that Jude listens to audio dramas – listens to Unfathomable Depths of all things – but this? To find out they’re the creator of a show I’ve been listening to non-stop for the past few weeks?
I love The Night Market so much.
I’m shocked I didn’t figure it out sooner, but the episodes credit them simply as JC, and even now that I know, it’s hard to piece together the quiet, nervous person standing in front of me with the flamboyant eloquence of The Merchant.
I’d barely heard Jude talk before today, at least not since we were both kids. Even in the short time we’ve spent together this morning, they’ve kept close guard over their words, like one too many might spell their doom, but they’re never quite sure which one will tip them over the edge. But still, now that I’m listening for it, it’s there, that odd familiarity. Their accent is a little different, a little grander and more formal on the show, but it’s Jude. They’re The Merchant. They really have been taking up a lot of space in my mind these last few days. Even in what I’d thought had been the moments of respite from thinking about Jude, I’d been listening to their voice.
Jude
I’m not sure what’s worse. The way Jen takes out her phone and immediately pulls up Spotify, or the way Aiden turns his entire body towards me, shock and… maybe recognition? In every part of his expression.
‘This looks like a lot of fun,’ Jen says, scrolling through the episode list. ‘I’ll give this a listen tonight for sure.’
I would like very much to disappear right now. It’s PE all over again. As if Jen looking up my show wasn’t embarrassing enough, as if I didn’t feel enough like I had a blinding spotlight pointing at me, now for the second time in the space of a few days, Aiden’s making the whole thing more uncomfortable by staring at me. The worst part is, this is entirely my own fault. I could have just kept my mouth shut, nodded along and echoed Aiden’s response. Yeah, sure, I’d like to make a show someday. I definitely don’t have one already and if you find one that sounds like it’s made by me then no you didn’t. But no, I had to take a risk. I had to go and be brave for once, put myself out there. Idiot.
Aiden
I can’t quite tell if it’s my fault that Jude seems so uncomfortable. Maybe me showing up this morning has thrown them off; maybe they were hoping to be alone, and I’ve ruined it for them. But maybe they just need time to come out of their shell a little bit. The person who made The Night Market has to be in there somewhere, right? And I’m determined to get a glimpse of that person if it kills me.
Jen promises she’ll try to find us some kind of meaningful project, but in the meantime, we’re going to be shadowing a few different departments to get a feel for the bigger picture. Jude must be so deep in their own discomfort that they can’t even seem to bring themself to look disgruntled by our various assignments. The morning passes, shadowing Mike, a sweet-but-slightly-tired-looking man who talks us through the social media he manages, using words like engagement and content liberally, and I keep shooting Jude a glance or two, but they don’t even so much as roll their eyes.
By lunchtime, they look about ready to flee the scene. Jen reassures us we can make use of the break room, as well as offering directions to a nearby Tesco we can walk to if we didn’t bring our own food. I did, but Jude glances nervously around the break room as I reach into my bag for my Tupperware of pasta.
‘I’m going to Tesco’s,’ they blurt out after a second. ‘I’ll see you in a bit.’
They’re reaching for their headphones before they’ve even finished talking.
‘I’ll come with you!’ It’s not the most subtle I’ve ever been, I’ll admit. But I feel like we’ve barely had a chance to chat, and I’m desperate to catch a glimmer of the Jude I’ve never met – the person open and tender enough to write The Night Market so beautifully.
‘You’ve already got food.’
‘Yeah, but I could use a walk. Also, I want some Fanta.’
I watch Jude put away their headphones like it’s the hardest thing they’ve ever done.
Jude
Jesus Christ, I’m not going to get a moment of peace for the whole two weeks am I? I already have my packed lunch. I only wanted an excuse to leave and not be followed. Just one hour. To eat in peace, finish my episode of Syntax, and stare a little longer at the post from the Unfathomable Depths account. Is that too much to ask?
Apparently, yes. Too much by a long shot.
‘So, what were you listening to this morning?’ Aiden asks as we make our way downstairs, apparently oblivious to the general leave-me-alone vibes I’ve spent years cultivating.
I open my mouth to offer some lie in response, some immediate dismissal of the question, but stop myself just in time. My usual answer to that question is to pick a random album, or a vague reference to an audio book. Too much hassle to explain what an audio drama is to everyone who asks, and most are just hoping for something to make fun of me for anyway. Aiden, though, seems to know more than most.
‘How’d you know to tell Jen I like audio dramas?’ I ask, knowing full well I’m avoiding the question.
‘That’s what you were listening to in PE, isn’t it?’
Oh, all right then. We’re just doing back-to-back questions until one of us caves, I see. We’re obviously both really good at this whole holding-a-conversation thing.
Aiden steps aside, holding the door open for me, which at least gives me a moment of peace to cringe at the memory while I scurry through.
‘I was listening to Syntax,’ I say once we’re both outside, fighting the urge to mumble. ‘This morning, I mean.’
‘No way. I love that show. No spoilers, though. I’m only on season two.’
I really wish I knew how to manually turn off the gape-like-a-fish function that seems to switch on in my expression at the least opportune moments.
‘You do?’ Great going, Jude. Really intelligent response. What’s he going to say, No actually, I lied, good catch?
‘Yeah! I love Cassius. Who doesn’t? They’re a grumpy cynic with a reckless streak and heart of gold. It’s like my kryptonite.’
‘Silas is my favourite.’
Aiden laughs then, a warm quiet laugh that seems to just tumble out of him as easily as breathing. It’s ridiculously lovely. I hate it.
‘The bookish pessimist who’d rather be literally anywhere else than the adventure he’s supposed to be having? Yeah, I can see that.’
It should sound cruel. It should sound like a jab. But somehow it doesn’t. The way he says it, it’s like he’s charmed by it. And it’s very difficult not to be charmed by him in return.
This isn’t ideal at all.
The two of us tiptoe around each other in polite conversation for the rest of the walk to the shop, me trying to test the waters best I can. I don’t want to get too excited without first gauging Aiden’s vibe, so I try to mirror his energy without bringing my own enthusiasm too close to the surface unprompted. I buy a meal deal to keep up the pretence of not having a packed lunch, so when we get back to the break room it’s just the two of us sitting there with a Tupperware of pasta and a BLT-of-deception between us, resigned to our fates.
It makes for a very strange hour, if I’m being honest. It’s kind of exciting, talking about audio dramas with anyone, let alone Aiden Beckley, who has always been more of a public figure than an actual person I’d ever imagined having a conversation with. But at the same time, the day’s not even half over yet and I’m already exhausted from all the socialising.
I’m not sure if it makes it better or worse that it’s so quiet in here. When Jen showed us this room, with its small kitchen space and a scattering of little tables and plastic chairs, what she apparently neglected to mention was that not one person who works here seems at all inclined to use it.
‘You seemed pretty into what Jen was talking about earlier,’ I say during an awkward silence while we eat. What I really want to do is pull out my phone and agonise over the Unfathomable Depths post, but I’m worried that if I do, Aiden might ask what I’m looking at, so polite conversation seems like the best form of distraction, even if it does feel a little like walking on hot coals. ‘I saw you taking notes. The stuff about podcasts and radio plays,’ I clarify.
‘Oh, it’s just something that interests me,’ Aiden says, and I recognise that casual shrug. The dismissal of something that clearly goes above and beyond interesting for him. It’s that instinctual panic when someone mentions something you’re passionate about, something you could monologue for five hours about, and the realisation that you might just do that if nobody puts a stop to it. It’s actually quite nice to learn that even Aiden Beckley experiences a human anxiety or two every now and then. The difference between him and me though is that when faced with my silence, he just keeps going.
‘I like audio drama a lot, but I listen to some of the old radio plays with my granddad, and I find it fascinating, y’know, like, the ways they overlap and the ways they differ.’
‘You listen to radio plays? Like the proper old stuff Jen was on about?’
Aiden laughs, ducking his head a little bit.
‘Yeah, some of them. She mentioned The Archers. That’s still airing on the radio but they release it as a podcast too.’
I take out my phone, looking it up in my podcatcher app.
‘I can’t find it.’
‘You need the BBC app,’ Aiden says, then he holds out his hand. ‘Let me.’
It’d probably be rude to say no, right? His hand’s just sitting there between us, outstretched, waiting for my phone. It’d definitely be rude to say no. I still consider it though, before deciding its best to begrudgingly hand over that little slice of my soul. Aiden doesn’t seem bothered, he just heads straight for the app store.
‘You said you listen to it with your granddad?’ I ask, needing something to do other than stare at Aiden’s thumbs flying across the screen.
‘Yeah, I’ll go to his sometimes when it plays on Radio 4. My dad tried to get him a smart phone so he could listen on the app, but him and technology are not friends.’
‘No offence, but it doesn’t sound like me and your granddad are going to have the same taste in audio dramas.’
Aiden laughs, a big chuckle that seems to escape him by sheer accident.
‘You’d be surprised. He’s a big fan of Unfathomable Depths.’
Aiden
Jude’s eyes widen a little at the response, and I can’t help but swell with joy when I see them struggle to contain their excitement. It’s amazing, the way their face changes when that guard slips.




Jude
‘I’m sorry… your granddad likes – but wait, how do you even know what Unfathomable Depths is?’
‘I could say the same to you,’ Aiden says, his voice playful. He’s probably trying not to laugh at my poorly concealed shock. ‘I was not expecting that to start playing during PE.’
‘You recognised it! That’s why you were – I saw you – I mean, you looked surprised by it.’
Aiden reaches up to push his hair out of his face. It hadn’t been especially in his face to begin with, but it doesn’t seem to matter. Maybe it’s a nervous tic, but if so, it’s the single most attractive anyone has ever looked during a nervous tic. Trust Aiden to make anxiety somehow look good.
‘Surprised sounds about right,’ he says.
‘But… wait, does that mean I can talk about the latest episode with you? Have you heard it?’
Aiden gives me a strange look at that, a small smile that seems only for himself. Like there’s a joke I’m not getting. I try really hard to convince myself that I’m reading too much into it, and I even manage it for a second there, but then Aiden does this thing where he puts his hand to his mouth, sort of pulls at his lower lip a little to make it look like he’s biting his thumbnail, but the main purpose seems to be hiding the smile.
‘I have heard it, yeah,’ he says through the hand, but then the smile grows a little, and Aiden has to turn his head to hide it fully.
This feels strange. I don’t like it at all. I don’t like not being in on the joke. I don’t like not knowing if I’m the joke. My excitement battles against the desire to clam up. Aiden is the first chance I’ve had to gush about this show I love to someone who loves it too – Ava is my go-to, usually, but Unfathomable Depths is her weak spot, and I can tell I’m annoying her sometimes. But then, what if Aiden’s just messing with me? What if me getting too excited about it is just handing over ammo for him to make fun of me with later?
‘What did you think of it?’ That seems a safe bet. Give Aiden the chance to volunteer information. I’d have dived right in with something like Oh my god, what do you think the shadows are? Also, what’s going on with Kat because I know there’s something? Also, Fowler, love of your life, yes? But that hardly seems the best idea if there’s a chance I’m currently the butt of the joke.
‘That was …’ He trails off, thinking. ‘Fowler hasn’t gone back into the cave yet, right?’
‘No, not yet. Why, have you heard a newer episode? Is there an early release thing because I’ve looked everywhere for 
a Patreon or something but I can’t—’
‘No, no sorry!’ Aiden’s eyes get wide as he waves his hands a little to try to put an end to my panicked rambling. ‘That’s the last I heard too. Just making sure that there hadn’t been a new one since.’ He pauses, seeming to choose his next words carefully, and I watch as he absent-mindedly twists at his thumb ring. ‘I enjoyed it,’ he says eventually. ‘I hope we hear more from the other characters soon, bring in other actors. The single-narrator format worked well at first, but I think it’s going to get difficult to progress the story much further without other voices.’
My first instinct is anger, immediate fury that this show, this perfect show I love so much, is being criticised, but I have to remind myself that Aiden led with I enjoyed it. This is my chance for an actual intelligent conversation about it.
‘I disagree. I think the single voice really works. It makes Fowler seem so alone. Just him, talking into the void. You hear about these other people around him; you know there’s a crew, but you don’t interact with them. When he’s baring his soul, when he’s at his most vulnerable, he’s alone. A full cast would cheapen that I think. And the story’s doing just fine without other characters. It looks like the shadow plotline’s going to wrap up soon, so after that, who knows what kind of arc Daniel Wilson’s going to go for. But he’ll find something that works with just Fowler; he’s done it before.’
Aiden’s considering me far too intently while I speak. He’s got his head tilted just a little to the side, a small crease between his brows, but a fascinated smile playing at his lips at least partially reassures me that the furrowed brow is a result of concentration rather than disagreement. When I’m finished speaking, Aiden just stays there like that, and I don’t really know what to do with that silence except attempt to fill it.
‘Or, you know. Something like that. Not that your opinion’s wrong or anything,’ I hurry to add. ‘But I always got the feeling that it’s something Daniel Wilson does intentionally. Like the editing on his voice. You know what I mean? The—’
‘Wait, what editing?’
I’ll be honest, when people tend to cut me off like that mid-rant about audio dramas, it isn’t usually to ask me follow-up questions. So I’m thrown for a second.
‘Oh. Well, his voice is obviously altered, right? We’ve never heard him speak out of character, so it’s hard to tell how exactly, it’s reverb, but it’s… something else too. Something weird, makes Fowler sound just a little unnatural, a bit off, you know?’
Aiden’s still deep in contemplation mode, which makes me feel far too perceived.
‘I didn’t know it was …’ he starts, but trails off, still thinking. ‘How’d you pick up on that?’
‘Oh, tons of people have. There’s loads of theories. Most people say it’s a hint that Fowler’s been taken by the shadows from the start, but I don’t like that one. I think it’s a way to make the whole thing feel a bit unreal. Removed from reality, removed from the rest of the crew.’ I pause for breath, suddenly afraid that I’m ranting again. ‘But what do I know?’
That, at least, seems to pull Aiden out of his reverie.
‘A lot, it sounds like. In a good way! It’s fascinating. You’ve given it far more thought than me; that’s proper intelligent literary analysis. I just thought more voices equal more interesting, which now that I say it out loud feels a bit daft.’
Then he flashes me this smile. This kind of half self-deprecating grin that’s a little too angelic and brings out just one of his dimples. I don’t like what that does to my stomach one bit. Or what it seems to do to my filter.
‘It’s not that intelligent. My ulterior motive is that I just want to spend a whole episode listening to Fowler. Why would you want to hear less of Daniel Wilson’s voice? I think I’d actually pay that man to just start reading out the ingredients lists on my crisps or something.’
The snort that escapes Aiden seems to genuinely shock him. He clamps a hand over his mouth right away, but the laughter doesn’t abate. It’s loud and surprised and something in the tone of it has changed. I’m not exactly sure what it is, but it doesn’t seem a stretch to assume it’s something bordering cruel. I let my filter slip for a moment and now Aiden’s belly-laughing at me. It sends a spike of fear through me, an old familiar feeling that sits uncomfortably in my chest. Aiden doesn’t seem to notice.
‘Sorry,’ he says, visibly un-sorry as he struggles to pull himself together. ‘I wasn’t expecting that. I didn’t know people liked Fowler’s voice that way.’
‘You… didn’t? Are you straight or something?’ That sends him howling again. Which, fair enough. Pretty sure I deserve that one. ‘Don’t answer that, actually,’ I say, feeling stupid. ‘The fruity thumb ring and blue nail varnish tells me everything I need to know. Except for how you’re somehow immune to Fowler’s charms.’
‘He’s just not my type, I suppose,’ he says after a moment, and he looks over at me, laughter still lighting up his face. It’s incredibly distracting is what it is.
Something weird happens then, while I’m trying my absolute best to ignore the whole angelic sweetness thing Aiden’s got going on. There’s a silence that follows, and Aiden pulls himself into something a little closer to seriousness. But after the quiet lingers for a moment too long, he looks at me like he’s examining me, taking my measure somehow. The weight of it makes me itchy and uncomfortable.
‘I can’t believe you’re the creator of The Night Market,’ he says eventually.
Not what I’d been expecting after the way he just looked at me, if I’m being honest. Maybe something along the lines of Has anyone ever told you your ears are a bit wonky? Or like, Do you know you’ve got mayo on your face? But no. That really had been recognition on Aiden’s face when I told Jen about the show.
‘Jude, that show is so good. How are you not bragging about it constantly?’
My mouth is open. I’m aware of it. I’m working on it. Unfortunately, my brain processors are working overtime right now, and simple instructions like Close your mouth, dear god, he’s looking at you have got a little lost in the mix. Even worse, when I finally manage to amend the gaping-maw situation, it immediately opens again – thoroughly without permission.
‘Are you sure you aren’t thinking about The Night Post? Or Night Shift? Because both are amazing shows but definitely not—’
Aiden laughs, and there’s that spike of fear again, the ice-cold feeling shooting through my body, just as it always does when I figure out someone’s making fun of me.
It’s frustrating as all hell because I’m supposed to be better than this. I’m so on my guard these days – I spent so many years just a couple of steps behind the joke, always a few mortifying, stuttering moments late to the realisation that the joke was at my expense. People can be so impossible to read, saying things they don’t mean, meaning things they don’t say, cruel words with cheerful voices and compliments with mocking tones. So I learned to be on-guard. To never assume benevolence if I can help it. But somehow, Aiden caught me off-guard. With his easy smiles and what seemed so much like genuine earnestness. Less than a day, apparently, is all that took. And now I’m feeling that shame I haven’t had to feel for years.
Aiden’s still laughing. He looks me right in the eye, and I try to get as far away from my body as I can.
‘I mean, yes, they are excellent shows, and now that you mention it I will 100 per cent be getting your thoughts on both of them at some point because, oh my god, I need someone to talk to about them. But no, I am definitely thinking of The Night Market. I didn’t recognise your voice until you said it; you do The Merchant’s accent really well.’
And what bothers me is that I still can’t figure out the joke. It can’t be one of those situations where someone compliments me for the irony of it. A girl in year eight telling them in a sickly sweet voice Wow your hair looks so pretty today, how do you get it all flat like that? Words spoken only for the benefit of her friends who snicker at the mere idea that my hair could ever be called pretty. The snickering friends are a vital component of that one, but there’s nobody but the two of us here. The only thing I can think is that it’s some kind of coded insult. There’s something in between the lines that I can’t parse.
Aiden
I’ve messed up. Overstepped somehow.
Jude had been close – so close – to opening up, but now their expression is painfully neutral. Like they’re crafting it meticulously to mask whatever’s happening underneath.
The strange thing is, why now? They’d have been well within their rights to be hurt a minute ago, with me doing such a terrible job of walking on eggshells, hoping they wouldn’t put two and two together. They’d have been within their rights to be furious at me, actually. They shared something deeply personal when they admitted to being the creator of The Night Market. I’m not taking that lightly. It doesn’t feel fair at all that I’m keeping my own secret so close to my chest, but I don’t think they’re suspicious. Not about that at least.
‘Are you okay, Jude? Did I say something wrong?’
Still neutral. I’m not sure I could manage that if I tried. They’re probably seeing all kinds of horror on my face right now.
‘You’re laughing at me, and I’m trying to figure out why.’
Wait. Was I? I don’t think so. I was laughing, yes, but …
‘Oh! No, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t laughing at you, not at all! It was funny, but in a sweet way, I promise. It surprised me that you seemed so shocked. I really do love the show, look.’
I’m hoping I don’t lose Jude too much in the time it takes for me to pull up The Night Market on my phone and thrust it out to them. Across the screen stretches a long list of episodes, all of them greyed out and marked as played. A handful of them have little yellow stars next to them.
‘Those ones are favourited,’ I try to explain. ‘I only do that if I know I’m going to want to revisit an episode a lot. They’re gorgeously written, Jude. I promise I wasn’t laughing at you.’
I’m so desperate for them to believe me, I don’t even think before reaching out across the table, laying my hand softly across Jude’s. I should know better. It’s easy enough to tell that they aren’t huge on physical contact, and I almost pull away as soon as I remember, but they don’t flinch. They’re still looking at me with wary eyes, but I’ll take wary over neutral, so I stay.
Jude
It feels genuine, it really does. I’m not sure I’d have believed him, if it wasn’t for that. Bullies don’t usually reach out with a gentle, entreating hand. And they definitely don’t leave it there long enough for me to become hyperaware of every place where Aiden’s hand touches mine.
‘I only have about fifty regular listeners’ is all I can think to say after a moment. ‘Just my luck that one of them goes to my school.’
Aiden laughs again, and I think I see it this time. The icy feeling is replaced by something warmer. A hesitant, reluctant moment of pride that I made Aiden laugh with me.
It isn’t until I’m on the bus home at the end of the day that I even have time to think about the message from Daniel again. This whole day has been so bizarre, so uncomfortable and strange and new.
I’m exhausted. It’s exhausting.
More so for me than most other people, I think, but it’s hard to tell without having been any other people. Does everyone else stay as vigilant as I do through the twists and turns of an interaction? Does everyone else get so worn out by constantly trying to predict where the conversation will go next so they won’t be caught out without an appropriate response? And if so, why do I seem to be so much worse at it than the rest of them?
It doesn’t help that Aiden looks like that, and the little fight-or-flight hormone cocktail that rages about in my body every time I’m in an unfamiliar social situation feels very similar to the other kind of hormone cocktail that happens when Aiden runs his hand through his hair, and it’s infuriatingly difficult to figure out which is which.
It also definitely doesn’t help that he’s been unfailingly sweet all afternoon, sending little compliments my way out of thin air. The two of us would be looking through an analytics spreadsheet or something, and he’d keep jumping in as if it had been on his mind the whole time: Oh, and that one episode about a stone that finds lost things, but only once they’ve been lost for two years. I loved that. I think about it every time I lose something.
I don’t have a script for that. Why would I? Normal people aren’t that nice. And certainly not to me. And aside from the obvious difficulty involved in trying to work out whether the niceness is genuine or not, I now have a brand-new problem to wade through that I’m horribly unaccustomed to – working out how to prevent myself from taking the compliments to heart.
Because I know exactly what’s going to happen after these two weeks are over. I’ve got to be careful. If Aiden keeps this up and I let myself get too big for my boots, I can’t just swan about unchecked with all that false confidence. Once these two weeks are over, I’ll go back to my normal life, and everything will be just as it was. It’ll only be a matter of time until someone steps in to take me back down a peg or two.
So why, even with this at the forefront of my mind, am I suddenly harbouring a dangerous and electrifying idea? Why is staring at the post from Daniel Wilson suddenly not quite enough? Why, after a few small compliments from a boy I barely know, would I be considering something as idiotic as sending Daniel a message?
It’s all I can think about. I have to shove my phone in my pocket for the rest of the bus ride to avoid doing something impulsive. Even when I get home, my parents unavoidable and asking too many questions about my first day, it’s impossible not to itch to pick up that phone and type out a message.
After I’ve eaten tea and Mum and Dad have finally run out of questions, all I can do is run upstairs to the privacy of my bedroom and throw myself on the mercy of the one person I know will give me honest advice.
Jude: do you really think I should message him?




Ava replies almost immediately.
Ava: being all alone at school
while you were away was great thanks for asking x
Jude: sorry!!! I got distracted




Jude: it’s been a day




Jude: guess who I’m paired with for my placement???




Jude: it rhymes with shmaiden shmeckley




Jude: which is going about as well as you’d expect




Jude: tell me about your day though




Jude: also is that a yes




Jude: about messaging the UD creator




She doesn’t respond to that. Which is unhelpful. And possibly means she’s pissed at me. It’s hard to tell. I learned a couple of years ago that people really don’t like being asked Are you mad at me? but nobody exactly offered an alternative.
I’ll just have to take her advice from last night. It probably hasn’t changed since then. Just send him a thanks for the shoutout or something. He likes your show. He’ll be buzzing. It had sounded utterly wild when she’d said it, but today it really is feeling like a viable option. I’m practically floating from these strange compliments I’ve been getting from Aiden. It’s a very anxious feeling, that floating, but it isn’t wholly unpleasant. Maybe Daniel really would be happy to hear from me. If nothing else, to be on the receiving end of a compliment, even if he is surely more used to it than I am.
I really wish I’d got that weighted blanket I’d asked for a few birthdays ago. That feels like it would really fix me, right about now. This whole decision would feel much simpler if I could simply climb under the blanket-shaped equivalent of a small elephant. Or maybe a large house. I have to settle for clambering into the close air of the recording booth instead. The blankets are suspended above me, but the space still feels weighted somehow. I try a deep breath and, before reopening the post, take a second to navigate to my notes.
A Weighted Blanket of Buoyant Thoughts – This blanket is complimentary in more than one sense. Complimentary as in free, gifted by a friend who must care for you a great deal. But also complimentary in that it was lovingly handmade with kind thoughts woven into every fibre. The creator was thinking of you, wanderer, while they crafted this. How it found its way here, I may never know, but it is meant for you, that much is certain. I have heard the things it whispers. It’s true about your smile, by the way. Take it, with compliments. And know before you use it that all homemade blankets, in the process of being made with love, become imbued with magic. The details vary from person to person – but with no exceptions, there will be magic within. This one seems to have a special ability. While it is exceedingly heavy, with all the same physical benefits as any mundane, factory-made equivalent, this one is apt to make you feel quite weightless beneath it. A strange contradiction, but an interesting one. Try it at your own peril, but know that if you are in particular need of floating above your troubles, this blanket was made for you alone, with loving hands and kind thoughts.
Oops, got a little lost in that one. I’d only meant to note down the idea, but the partial script seems to pour out faster than my thumbs can move. It’s always a good feeling when that happens. Makes me feel like I might actually be good at this.
Ugh, I should just do it, shouldn’t I?
Hi Daniel! Thanks for the shoutout yesterday! I can’t tell you how much I love Unfathomable Depths, so it was really nice to hear, coming from you!!
I wince as I type, but I don’t stop, so that’s something. I hit send quickly, not giving myself long enough to chicken out. And then I immediately wish I’d chickened out. What was that? That weird, wooden, obviously fake voice with three times as many exclamation marks as a message twice its length would have any right to include? This requires salvaging with something that sounds like a person wrote it.
sorry for making you cry lmao, but not that sorry. i still haven’t forgiven you for episode twelve. that letter from kat’s family???? actually traumatising.
I wouldn’t call it quality, but it’s at least a little less AI, so I send that too. And then, because it is impossible for me to be normal ever, I guess, I keep going.
i mean, i know it’s the shadows probably(?) from what’s been happening in the latest episodes. which could mean her family’s actually fine and the shadows are lying about it for some reason?? but still, I’ve never written anything that devastating in my life. so congrats but also like. get help maybe.
Okay, that one’s far too bold. I will not be sending that, thank you very much. I’m about to delete it when the little ticks beside my previous two messages light up, showing that Daniel Wilson is somewhere, right now, reading my pathetic attempt at a conversation starter.
My thumb’s still hovering over delete, but it skitters across the keys in surprise, and I’m not sure I’ve got full control over all of my limbs right now. Fight, flight or freeze. Or the lesser-known fourth option: let out a strangled yelp and throw the phone to the floor.
Aiden
I’ve given up on reading my book.
It was a lost cause to begin with, I think. Mum came upstairs while I was lying in bed re-listening to The Night Market, and told me I should be doing something ‘more productive.’ She’s not wrong. Well, she is, because she just thinks audio dramas in general don’t count as much as books or something, but she unknowingly got it right this time. Re-listening to Jude’s old episodes, sifting through the words, trying to piece them together with the person I met today – it wasn’t getting me anywhere useful.
So now I’m comfortable in the beanbag beside my bedroom window, but the evening got dark around me until straining to read the words on the page became completely impossible. The dim purple string lights are doing their best to bathe the room in an eerie glow, which is absolutely gorgeous but not exactly stellar as far as reading lights go.
I’ve got the book open against my chest, leaning my head back against the windowsill, thinking about today. But today spiralled some time ago into Jude Cason.
This is going to be difficult. The next two weeks will be so full of pitfalls, and I’m going to struggle to avoid falling into each and every one of them.
Jude seems… on edge. That’s the best way I can think to describe it. They’ve obviously had a rough go of it, and whatever they’ve been through has made them slow to trust. I tend to take it for granted, I think, that the world will default to kindness. I need to be careful around Jude, try to remember that not everybody thinks that way.
Jude seems sweet – they really do. But they don’t seem like the kind of person willing to record a heartbreaking ten-minute monologue about finding the people you love in unexpected ways, then put it on the internet for anyone to hear. The Jude I met today seems unwilling to offer even a string of unguarded words for just me to hear.
So that’s the big question isn’t it? It’s not so much about what Jude is hiding behind the armour. I already know that, sort of. I’ve seen glimpses of it, at least, in The Merchant. So the question becomes… how do I get to it?
My phone buzzes, the screen turning on, reminding me that I left it over on the bedside table, a harsh light in the dark room.
I sit there for another minute, unwilling to leave the comfort of the beanbag, but only a moment after the screen dims, it lights up again with another buzz. I abandon the book on the floor and hover over the bedside table to avoid unplugging the charging phone while I check the notifications.
Just like this morning, it feels like I’ve summoned them into existence somehow. Two new messages from The Night Market. From Jude. Not on my long-abandoned personal account, but on my other account. The Unfathomable Depths one.
This is where those breathing exercises are supposed to come in handy. In through the nose. Don’t forget the out-through-the-mouth part. That’s quite important. Hold for four seconds, even though my lungs are screaming for air. It’s a lie. They just want me to hyperventilate, and I’d really rather not.
It should be harmless. Just two creators, two peers, Daniel Wilson and JC, reaching out to each other in the creative field we share.
Except we’ve stopped being peers, haven’t we? We’re not on an even footing any more. Because I’ve met JC now, I’m beginning to learn who they are. But they have no idea who I am, much less who Daniel Wilson is.
And they definitely don’t seem to have worked out that we’re one and the same.




Aiden
I’m aware that I made the active decision to wait for Jude outside the RadioHorizon building. I should not be surprised when they show up, considering that’s the whole point of waiting for someone, but I’m so lost in checking to see if they’ve responded to the message I sent all of ten seconds ago that I almost don’t notice them approach. When I do see them, I jump upright, in a totally 100-per-cent-guilt-free kind of way. The kind of startled jump that really says Yep, not doing anything weird over here. Don’t worry about me silencing my phone real quick. Nothing to do with you, that’s for sure.
This is going to be… a little strange. I’d known it would be last night, messaging Jude until long past the time I should have been asleep, knowing full well that only one of us has the full picture here.
I’m not a very good liar.
This isn’t exactly lying, not completely, but I don’t think I’ll be very good at whatever this is either. Talking to Jude has been so much fun, though.
I’m used to feeling like the world’s about to cave in under perfectly normal circumstances. I’m used to staving off the panic, and to seeing just how ridiculously nonthreatening the situation had been once I’m back in the right headspace. What’s new to me, though, is the whiplash of just how immediately my reservations melted into fondness once I actually read what Jude had sent. I’d laughed a little, through the shock, at that first message. It’s a different kind of mask to the one I’ve seen Jude wearing up to now – Jude’s school mask, their placement mask – they’re a little sullen in person, a lot withdrawn. This other mask, the voice they’d used to speak to Daniel, not me, had been uncannily cheerful. Three exclamation marks. They’d typed like I do.
The second one had been a little more natural, but still, something was off. There was a shiny coating over the words that didn’t feel like Jude.
That was when the third message had come through, making me howl with unexpected laughter in the darkened bedroom. The last part, especially: but still, I’ve never written anything that devastating in my life. so congrats but also like. get help mayberjklmi090
I’d had to spend a minute or two recovering myself, especially from the part where Jude seemingly fumbled their phone at the end. Or maybe just gave up halfway through a word? But they had apparently been doing damage control during that time.
@nightmarketpod: i did NOT MEAN TO SEND THAT
Then, a moment later:
@nightmarketpod: unless you found it funny. in which case of course i meant to send it.
@nightmarketpod: but just in case you found it offensive, i actually didn’t write it. my dog ate my phone (i definitely have a dog and could tell you its name and breed with ease if you asked so don’t even worry about asking)
There they were. That was the Jude I’d been after.
I’m not ready to let that version of them go in the cold light of day.
Jude
Aiden’s waiting for me outside the RadioHorizon office for some reason. I almost don’t even notice him; I’m too busy grinning at my phone. He must think I’m a freak. Though, that’d be a bit rich from the person currently leaning against a brick wall to wait for me instead of just going inside like a normal person.
I take one last look at the message I’d been about to respond to.
@unfathomabledepths: mate, you’re putting me to shame here with these recommendations, stop adding to my to-listen list. How about next episode you include a pair of headphones that let you listen to two things at once. I could do with a pair of those.
I begrudgingly tuck my phone away. It’ll mean leaving Daniel on read, but it needs to be done. I don’t want to risk cross-contamination. Talking to Daniel all night has been such a bizarre, wonderful thing. If Aiden asks what I’m smiling about, if he finds out about it and the two worlds cross, the spell might dissipate. No, best to keep this little escape to myself for now.
‘Ready to face the day?’ he asks when he sees me. Who even says stuff like that?
‘No, never.’
He laughs, holding the door open for me again.
‘What, you aren’t looking forward to sitting next to someone while they do a job they’d rather not be doing? To each their own I suppose.’
Was that sarcasm? Aiden Beckley can do sarcasm?
‘You’re right, I misspoke. Watching Steve from accounting check the clock every five minutes while he walks us through a spreadsheet is my happy place. I should be thrilled.’
‘Poor Steve.’ Aiden sighs. ‘He just wants to go home to his cat, who can blame him? Hi, Paula!’
He waves over at Paula at reception as we pass, and she seems about as surprised by the interaction as I am, but she looks up from her phone long enough to offer a small wave in return. Either Aiden slipped away at some point yesterday to have a secret conversation in which he became best mates with her, or he really is just like that all the time.
Aiden
Jen’s waiting for us in the office, beaming from ear to ear. She rushes over as soon as we get there.
‘I’ve got it!’
I look over at Jude, who looks confused and maybe a little alarmed.
‘Got what?’ I ask, hopefully with a little less alarm.
‘I’ve been thinking about it all night, trying to figure out what kind of project I could give you. I spoke to Dave yesterday, did you meet Dave?’ She barely pauses to let us shake our heads. ‘My boss, Dave,’ she clarifies. ‘He’s… it comes from a good place. He’s very proud of this station, a bit particular about what he’s willing to let go of, especially with newer staff. But he’s a little reticent to offer much in the way of exciting projects.’
I feel Jude wilt next to me.
‘But you said you’ve got something?’ I ask, eager for her to continue before Jude writes this whole thing off as a loss.
‘Right! Yes! I had an idea that doesn’t need his sign-off right away. So I was telling you yesterday about the late-night show I present, right? I’ve been wanting to create a hook for it. Any idea what that is?’
I shake my head, and so does Jude, but it must be instinct because they open their mouth almost immediately afterwards.
‘Maybe. Is it like a trailer?’
‘Sort of! A mini-trailer. You know how on music-focused segments, they often use a small track to summarise the show? It’ll be composed mostly of brief clips of songs you might expect to hear, then will have the name of the station at the end and the name of the presenter; something along those lines. Because my show is mostly talk radio, I’ve been meaning to comb through old clips and find some to knock together into a hook, but I’ve been short on time recently. How would you feel about doing it for me?’
‘So just like, listening to old segments and finding clips?’
‘Exactly! But also editing them together. I was thinking, if you spent your mornings shadowing or doing small tasks for other departments, you could spend some time in the afternoons in the second studio when it’s free. I can show you how to use the audio workspace, but then I’d give you free rein to compose and edit the hook however you liked. Obviously, I’d need you to run it by me first. If I need to make changes I will. I’d need Dave to sign off on it, so I have to make sure it’s professional quality. But I want you to have a chance to do it yourselves first. That way if you’ve done something wrong, it’s at least a good teaching opportunity at the end.’
At risk of sounding like a broken record, this is so cool.
I glance over at Jude, and there’s excitement in their eyes too, seemingly against their wishes.
Jude
Okay, so maybe – maybe – this is about to get interesting. Don’t quote me on it, because there’s still time for this to all be too good to be true. But I can’t stop myself from getting restless all morning. I get it, we still have to do all the boring work experience stuff too, but it doesn’t mean I have to be happy about filling in envelopes for mail-outs or sitting quietly in the corner during a team meeting that’s mostly incomprehensible nonsense about targets and KPIs, whatever they are.
But if school has taught me anything, it’s how to surreptitiously use my phone under a desk, and it’s the only thing getting me through the dull morning in one piece.
@nightmarketpod: i’m sorry, if you think i’m sending too many recommendations, maybe you just need to up your game. not my fault if you have ‘‘‘a life’’’ or whatever.
@unfathomabledepths: Bold assumption, but I do at least need to sleep, occasionally eat, etc.
@nightmarketpod: that’s coward’s talk. think how many episodes of hello from the hallowoods you could power through for the low low price of sleep-deprivation-induced hallucinations.
@unfathomabledepths: Ah yes, horror podcasts and hallucinations, that seems like a stellar idea that couldn’t possibly hurt me
It’s been going on like this all morning. Nobody seems to notice that I’m texting under the table, or if they do, they don’t seem to care. Except Aiden, maybe. Every now and then, when I’m laughing at a message from Daniel, or taking a moment to consider how to respond, I’ll look up and see him smiling over at me. Usually, he’s wearing an expression that looks like some combination of confused and affectionate. Probably wondering why I’m grinning to myself like an idiot.
Aiden
This would be so risky, if Jude wasn’t so caught up in their phone. Mine’s on silent (I check at least three times between messages), but even so, anyone paying any amount of attention right now would surely notice the pattern. Jude will look at their phone, share a secret smile with themself that I was never supposed to see. They’ll agonise for a few moments, glance around the room while they think out their reply, occasionally spotting me before I can turn away and pretend I’m not transfixed. Then, eventually, they’ll type something out. I’ll do my best to restrain myself for a few minutes – no need to make it even more obvious – but then I’ll check my phone, message them back, and it starts all over again.
It would be obvious, but Jude isn’t paying attention. They’re not thinking about anything but Daniel. Me. It’s kind of thrilling, incredibly stressful. There’s also the guilt, the feeling like I’m tricking them somehow. I try to parse through the morality of it all – I’m not pretending to be someone else necessarily. I’m just pretending not to be who I am. Not the worst, ethically speaking. Not exactly great, either.
But even so, the thrill of it occasionally overtakes all that.
@nightmarketpod: ‘this seems like a stellar idea that couldn’t possibly hurt me’ <- me every time i press play on your latest ep
@unfathomabledepths: I don’t know what you mean, I have done nothing wrong ever  everybody’s fine and happy all the time, nothing bad happens in this show. Don’t worry about the upcoming episodes.
@nightmarketpod: !!!!! don’t make me kill off the merchant out of spite. i’ll do it. i am not above emotional blackmail. (failing that: pls don’t hurt my beloved anglerfish crew it’ll make me really sad. is that anything?)
Between the sullen moments and the eyerolls that litter the morning, there are moments of laughter they fail to stifle. The way they squirm a little in excitement when their phone lights up. And if I’m getting to see a side of them – a funny, generous, passionate side – that I was never supposed to see, the guilt that comes from this forbidden peek doesn’t quite surpass how much I’m enjoying getting to know them.
All it does is make me want to get to know them even better in the real world. If they let me in, show me this side of them in person, then there’s nothing to feel guilty about, is there? More importantly, I want to see them smile at me the way they’re smiling at their phone right now.
Jude
‘You’ve perked up today,’ Aiden says at lunch.
I look up from my phone when he does, realising a moment too late that I’m still grinning at Daniel’s latest message. I fix it quick, but he’s already clocked it, offering me a smile in return that’s so pretty it’s just downright unfair.
‘Just excited about the hook… thingy, I suppose.’
‘Me too. What do you think they use to edit their audio?’
‘Oh my god, I hadn’t even thought about that. Maybe Reaper? Or Audition? Honestly, anything’s better than the free one I use. I wonder if they have nondestructive editing. I’d kill for software that lets me do that. I’m always like twelve steps ahead before I realise I’ve done something wrong and have to undo everything just to go a bit lighter on the reverb or something. Maybe I should ask Daniel what he uses. I bet he doesn’t have this problem—’
‘Daniel?’
For Christ’s sake. I’ve run my mouth again – because of course I have. Moron.
You know how in folk tales they say the best way to escape the fae is to pour out a sack of rice because they’ll be compelled to count every grain? Ava and I once spent an afternoon talking about what our version of that would be. She took the piss and said if someone gave me a pile of hideous oversized hoodies, I’d be compelled to stop and try them all on. Turns out the real answer was right under our noses the whole time: ask me anything, literally anything, about one of my special interests, and I’m physically incapable of not going on a rant about it.
‘Oh, uh, Daniel… whatshisface. You know, the Unfathomable Depths guy? I can’t remember his last name that’s why I… yeah.’
Real convincing.
‘Oh, right. Well, I know some smaller creators have talked about using Reaper because it has a pretty generous free-trial system. Maybe he uses that? That one’s nondestructive too. Or so I’ve heard, anyway.’
I have no idea how I got out of that one, but it was by the skin of my teeth.
I’ve somehow managed to get too comfortable with both Daniel and Aiden over the last day or so. It’s a bit pathetic, really. The first two people other than Ava to show a genuine interest in talking to me in years, and I immediately lose all social-filtering capabilities.
I think about the suggestion Daniel made this morning for a new Night Market item. I could tweak it, just a little, and have everything I need right now.
Headphones of Colliding Worlds – Tired of having to switch between personalities for every scenario? Keep your social spheres separate with these dual-audio headphones. The two microphones – one for each earbud – can be trained to recognise every persona in your toolbox, be it professional, social, sullen or desperate to impress. The rest will be cancelled out like so much background noise. Hold a conversation with multiple people, and be free to be yourself (or, at least, whichever version of yourself the people you’re talking to will prefer).
Aiden
My theory panned out! Mentioning something they’re passionate about really is the key to Jude opening up. Which is perfect, because not long after lunch, Jen comes to tell us the studio is free for us to start working in. Ample opportunity to get them chatting about audio dramas.
Jen spends over an hour showing us around the software she uses to edit her show. She must be far too busy to waste her time helping us like this, but she doesn’t once show impatience or annoyance. I actually think I love her.
When she decides we know enough of the basics to fend for ourselves, Jude and I are finally alone in the studio.
‘God, I thought she’d never leave,’ Jude mutters once the door closes behind her.
‘It was sweet of her to help us out.’
Jude grimaces. ‘I know, but we could have googled most of that stuff. And she’s very… high energy.’
‘I don’t know how to tell you this,’ I say with a grin, ‘but you’re going to have to get used to that fast. We’re about to listen to an awful lot of her show.’
‘Can’t we hold off on that for a bit? There’s only like, an hour or so left of the day, and I want to have a play around with the workspace so I remember what she showed us. We can look for real clips tomorrow. Let’s practice first?’
There’s truly nothing I’d like more.
Jude becomes someone entirely new in front of that screen. We pick an old segment at random and mess about a bit, throwing suggestions at each other for things to try.
‘Can we make her sound like she’s underwater?’ They suggest at one point, and I have to tread carefully and pretend I hadn’t spent hours perfecting that exact vibe for an episode of Unfathomable Depths last year. With every suggestion of mine that works – try the EQ, what about cutting this frequency a little – they look increasingly like how I imagine a kid, or at least a kid that’s more normal than either of us have ever been, would look after someone suggests a trip to Disneyland.
Jude
I wish I’d known two days ago that I’d react the way I do when Jen pokes her head through the door to tell us the workday is over. It would have saved me a lot of time stressing out about the placement if I’d known I’d be holding back a petulant groan at the thought of leaving the studio and going home.
Aiden notices, laughing at me. It sets me on edge just a little, but I’m trying hard not to read too much into Aiden’s laughter. It comes too easily and too often to overthink every instance. It’d probably give me an aneurysm if I tried.
‘It’ll still be here tomorrow, I promise,’ he says, standing up. He holds out a hand, and I blink at it for a moment before realising he’s offering to help me up. I take it, more out of panic than anything, letting go of it as quickly as I can to pick my bag up off the floor.
‘You don’t know that. What if it burns down in the night?’
‘Then it’ll be a good thing that you’re not still in here.’
‘Bold of you to assume I’d consider that a good thing.’
He lets out a surprised snort that he doesn’t seem able to contain. For someone as accustomed to cheerfulness as Aiden, it does feel pretty special to have made him laugh in a way that even he wasn’t expecting.
‘I’m really glad we’re paired up together,’ he says once he’s collected himself, starting towards the door to head out. I’m a few steps behind, as usual.
‘Wait, what?’ I say after I’ve hurried to catch up.
‘I’m just glad I’m getting to know you, that’s all. I can’t believe we had so much in common and neither of us knew until now.’
I have no idea what to do with that, so I lean towards what’s comfortable. Prickliness. I know as soon as I open my mouth that I’m going to regret it.
‘Yeah, as if you’d have ever chosen to talk to me before last week.’
He stops just before we reach the double doors to reception and cocks his head. Actually tilts it to the side in confusion. It’s like he heard about the concept of golden retriever boys and just really ran with it.
‘Yes I would,’ he says quickly, an instinctual reassurance. But then more slowly, like he’s worried I’m about to bite him, he adds ‘but we have spoken before.’
‘What?’ I’m rummaging through my memory, trying to pull up a Did you do the homework on time? in maths or an After you in the dinner queue or something. I’m coming up blank. I’ve been fawning over him from afar for long enough that I’d have it stored away somewhere if it had happened. ‘No, we hadn’t. Not before the bus last week.’
‘Yeah, back in primary. We used to hang out together all the time.’
‘No? No, that’s—’ I don’t like how he’s looking at me, so I push the doors open to keep us walking. ‘I’d have remembered.’ There’s less conviction there now, though. I’d forgotten we went to primary school together. I didn’t really start to notice Aiden until he came out as trans. Maybe something slipped past.
‘I do remember. Have a good night!’ He pauses to wave at Paula, then lowers his voice again. ‘I remember, because you used to be so …’ He hesitates, then seems to reconsider whatever he’d been about to say, step faltering a little as he starts on a new train of thought. ‘You were always flitting from group to group. It’s like there were all these little cliques, even back then, and you were so unbothered by it all. You’d just scan the playground each day and join in with whoever was playing the most interesting game.’
We’re outside now, but even with the breeze, I feel the back of my neck grow warm. I don’t remember speaking to Aiden in particular, but I do remember doing that. The memory is mortifying, and I want to pull up the drawstring of my hoodie and fold in on myself until there’s nothing left.
‘I didn’t know it was weird back then,’ I say, mumbling a little. ‘I didn’t know it was a rule.’
‘What, there was a rule that said you couldn’t be friendly?’
Aiden brings us to a stop again just outside, apparently determined to finish this trip down memory lane before we go our separate ways. I’ve already missed my bus I think, but I’m tempted to pretend I have to run for it anyway. I can stand at the bus stop for forty-five minutes if it means getting out of this. Except apparently, the need to explain myself, to not be misunderstood, prevails.
‘No, there’s a rule that says you have to be invited to join in with things. But nobody told me that. I had to figure it out in year five when Amber Blair made me sleep in the garden on her birthday sleepover because I had apparently invited myself without realising I wasn’t wanted. And the girls all found it hilarious, so the consensus seemed to be that she had a point.’
‘Oh.’
‘I didn’t know about any of it back then. I was so embarrassing.’
Aiden frowns a little, an expression that looks strange on him. ‘I think you seemed happier.’
That infuriates me. ‘Yeah, of course I did. Because I didn’t know how much everyone hated me. It’s not fair, is it? It’s not fair that everyone seems to play by a particular set of rules and limitations, and you’re just expected to figure them out on your own, but god help you if you don’t because nobody’s going to warn you – they’ll just decide you’re wrong somehow, too odd, and by the time you realise that, you’re already an outcast. You can be happy, or you can be liked. And god forbid you figure that out too late, because by that point you can’t be either.’
That was a lot. I almost feel bad for Aiden struggling to work out how to respond. He did ask though, he wanted to talk about this. That’s on him.
He lands on ‘No, you’re right. That isn’t fair. I’m sorry.’
‘Not your fault.’
‘I know, but I’m sorry that happened to you. It was cruel, and you were so little.’
‘Yeah, well.’ I hadn’t wanted sympathy. I only felt like I needed to explain myself, defend my past blunders. But this, whatever’s in Aiden’s expression right now, it makes me feel deeply perceived. It’s not quite pity, but it’s pity-adjacent, I think. ‘It’s fine,’ I say eventually, trying to brush it off the best I can. ‘I’ve learned from it.’
‘Learned?’
‘Yeah. I’m… careful now. Less cringe.’
He smiles a little, but his expression is still drenched in that strange not-quite pity.
‘I like cringe. Nothing fun isn’t at least a little bit cringe.’
‘I don’t really care about being fun. Everyone at school already hates me; there’s no fixing that. I’m just doing damage control at this point.’
‘I don’t hate you. I like you a lot, actually. I’ll say it again, I’m really glad we’re paired up together.’
I truly have no idea what to say to that.
‘Me too.’ All right, that’s enough, whoever’s giving my mouth permission to speak without checking in with me first is really doing my head in. It makes Aiden happy, though. Happy enough to almost make it worth the embarrassment. He beams at me, and there’s a quiet moment before a car horn from the main road makes us both jump.
‘That’s my mum,’ he says, looking over at it before turning to me again. ‘Do you want a lift home?’
‘No. Thanks. My bus will be here in a minute. Thanks, though.’
‘All right,’ he says, that ridiculous smile still lingering on his face as he starts walking backwards in the direction of the car, still facing me. ‘And for what it’s worth, I think you’re wrong.’
‘What?’
‘About everyone at school hating you. You’re wrong. My friends think you’re cool.’
And then he backward-steps into a lamppost. Serves him right.




Jude
My hoodie lies abandoned over an empty chair in the break room. It’s uncomfortably warm in here, which isn’t usually enough to convince me to take it off. But it’s Friday – the energy in the office feels lighter, and at some point over the last week I got oddly comfortable around Aiden. Rookie mistake.
‘These ads are all so annoying,’ I say, using my arms as a cushion to rest my head on the table. We’re both listening to the live broadcast on Aiden’s phone, waiting for it to be over so that the studio will be empty. Technically lunch ended ten minutes ago, but we sort of wordlessly decided to linger, to avoid the risk of being given work that would prevent us from running for the studio the second it frees up.
‘At least the prerecorded stuff doesn’t have them baked in. Could you imagine having to listen to ad breaks on top of everything?’
Not a word of a lie from Aiden – that would have been hell. We’ve somehow managed to power through far more of Jen’s show than expected, gathering clips all week. It helps that we’ve been sharing the work, listening on quadruple speed and skipping the boring bits and the music breaks. I hadn’t considered that there would be ad breaks we weren’t hearing.
‘God, you’re right. Imagine every five minutes having to hear that one guy who seems to get cast in every advert ever, like—’ Before I can think about it long enough to be embarrassed, I sit up, pulling my chin into my chest, and drop my voice to my best attempt at a deep, corporate tone. ‘Listening to this at 3 a.m.? Unless you’re a freak who’s awake by choice, you probably need a new mattress. Call us now on 0800-gothefucktosleep. That’s 0800-gothefucktosleep now.’
When Aiden starts laughing, I wonder if he’s being cruel. A gut instinct that turns to dust quickly, far faster than it ever has in the past. Of course he’s not being cruel. He’s Aiden. He’s laughing with me, overgrown curls bouncing with the effort of staying quiet. I feel myself grow warm and uncomfortable in an entirely different kind of way.
‘Let’s see you try then,’ I say, trying my best not to look flustered.
Aiden wastes no time. He briefly adjusts his posture, then opens his mouth.
I’m not listening to the words. Because that voice. Deep and bassy and… can a voice sound luxurious? It’s like the designer suit of voices. Aiden could wear that voice to the Met Gala. And he’d look damn good in it.
Aiden
When Jude’s jaw drops, I freeze mid-sentence. I’d been halfway through some off-the-cuff spiel about an eternal sofa sale, but Jude’s eyes are wide and fixed on me, and whatever I’d been about to say next just stutters out.
I shouldn’t have done that. Jude’s figured it out. That look on their face, there’s no way they haven’t made the connection. I should have known not to do it, I should have known that if I lowered my voice, Jude would only be able to hear Fowler. But I was having so much fun that I didn’t think.
Jude
In the silence that follows, I’m back to being mortified again. After a brief, wonderful respite from embarrassment, it’s back in full force. Because the way I’m staring at Aiden right now – and I cannot seem to stop – has to be glaringly obvious. There’s no hiding it. There’s no pretending after that reaction that this isn’t the hottest thing I’ve ever heard. And there’s no way Aiden hasn’t figured it out.
Aiden lets out an uncomfortable little laugh. Because of course he’s uncomfortable. I’m staring at him like a slab of meat. I manage to avert my eyes (at last) and stammer for a second.
‘How, uh. How can – that’s impressive.’
Another nervous laugh from Aiden leaves me wishing the ground would swallow me up.
Aiden
A laugh is all I can do in that moment. A laugh of cautious relief. Maybe Jude really is just shocked. I don’t use the full extent of my voice training often when I’m not behind the mic. I forget how surprising my range can be. Maybe I’m safe.
‘Thanks,’ I say, smiling again. ‘But you should compliment my coach. He did all the hard work.’
‘Your coach?’
‘Oh, y’know, singing lessons and stuff helped with my range before I came out. And then I’ve been doing voice masculinisation therapy for the last couple of years, while I’m waiting for HRT.’ Don’t mention the voice acting. Don’t mention the voice acting. Don’t mention the voice acting. ‘Not for any reason. Just. Gender.’
… Wow. Very smooth. I try not to wince at this while I watch Jude for their reaction, but it’s difficult to parse. They’re definitely reacting to something.
‘Well, it’s working.’
Jude
Okay, scrap wishing the ground would swallow me up. After saying that, I want to dissolve until there’s nothing left of me for Aiden to chuckle at. The only thing I have left to be thankful for is that I’ve so far restrained myself from asking him to do it again.
‘Can you show me how?’
Oh, nice going. That’s hardly much better now, is it?
But Aiden seems to perk up at the request, like he’s just happy to be helpful.
‘It’s all about resonance,’ Aiden says, apparently unaware that I don’t really care about the technicalities of it. ‘You’ve got to speak from your chest, not your throat.’
I shift in my seat, lowering my head in preparation to try again.
‘No, don’t dip your head,’ Aiden says, reaching out two fingers and a thumb to gently lift my chin. ‘I get the impulse, but hold your head up like this.’
I’m having an out-of-body experience.
‘Jude?’
What am I supposed to say? Sorry, Aiden, I’m just a little out of it because, as if you’re not already the most gorgeous boy in school, you’ve just cracked out the voice of an absolute god, and now you’ve still got two fingers under my chin like you’re actively trying to make me pass out or something.
Obviously not, but I don’t really do much of anything during the time it takes me to actively withhold from saying it, so instead Aiden is left eyeing me quizzically, seemingly wondering what the hell is going on with me. Which is a fair question, I’ll give him that.
There’s a long moment in which both Aiden and I are completely still, then Aiden widens his eyes and snatches his hand away.
‘Oh, sorry! I should have asked. I know some people don’t like being touched. Sorry.’
‘No, it’s fine. It’s okay.’ I work very hard not to add It’s fantastic actually, please do it again. ‘I just panicked. I can’t see any serious attempt at doing a deep voice ending anywhere but with me looking ridiculous.’
I watch then as the concern on Aiden’s face smooths out into another of his easy smiles.
‘Don’t worry, I get it. It’s hard at first, I was so embarrassed, even in front of my coach. And that was like, his whole job.’
‘Maybe I’ll just practice at home.’
‘Yeah! Not that you have to, though. Your voice is perfect.’
And there it is again. There’s that feeling like I’m about to pass out.
Aiden
With a little time and space away from the stress of possibly giving myself away, all that’s left is to spend the afternoon replaying the moment I touched Jude on a loop in my mind.
Their breath hitched in their throat when I did, and I’d have probably worked out more quickly that I was making them uncomfortable if I wasn’t so entirely lost in it all. My thumb brushing their chin and the sound of their breathing faltering and the feeling of my pulse suddenly skyrocketing while they looked up at me.
It was sweet of them to pretend they weren’t bothered by it.
Our afternoons together are usually when my phone is the least active. Jude is too caught up in our work to be messaging Daniel, and I’m glad of the chance to be myself with them for a few hours each day, especially since they seem to be slowly but surely returning the favour. But even after the placement ends today, when I offer them a lift as usual, and they refuse as usual, they still don’t message Daniel back.
I wonder if they’re still too busy thinking about that moment too.
Jude
Jude: ava ava ava. i had a religious experience today




Jude: i’m not kidding. aiden beckley lifted my chin with his fingers and i think i saw god.




I sent those as soon as I left the station, but it’s been a few hours with no response. I scroll through and find I’ve sent Ava a wall of texts over the past week. All of them have been read; none of them have had a reply.
Jude: you doing okay?




Jude: i haven’t heard from you all week




Jude: has school been hell?




Ava responds almost instantly.
Ava: Oh.
Ava: Now you’re interested.
What? I try to call her, but she hangs up on the second ring.
Jude: wdym?????




Jude: i’m always interested???




Jude: you haven’t been texting me. how am i supposed to know if you’re not okay if you don’t tell me?




Ava: you’re supposed to
ask questions
Ava: literally any question that
isn’t about your two new besties
I scroll back up, and all right, fair. Every text I’ve sent has been some variation of Guess what Aiden did today? or Help, how do I reply to this message from Daniel?
Jude: sorry




Jude: i genuinely didn’t know




Jude: i thought if you had something to tell me you would




Ava’s my social translator. She’s got the forbidden knowledge about the outside world. She’s always having to explain stuff like this. Jude, when you walk into a room I’m in you’re supposed to say hi, and You know you’re supposed to say thank you when someone offers you something, even if you turn it down? I guess You’re supposed to ask questions is just another one I should have known from the start.
Jude: i’m gonna make a list of questions tonight. come over tomorrow?




Ava takes a moment to respond.
Ava: Don’t make a list that’s stupid
Ava: Sweet though. Thank you.
Ava: if I come the only rule is you can’t mention Aiden or Daniel at all
Jude: ever?




Ava: let’s try just the weekend for now.
Even so, it’s going to be tough.
Aiden
‘I think we should all hang out together.’
Luke glances up from his phone and looks confused. It’s possible he thinks this no-context thought I’ve blurted out is part of a full conversation he’s missed while waiting for Dylan to text him back.
‘Us and Harper? I thought we were all going out tomorrow?’
‘No, all of us plus Jude. I think you’d really like them.’
Luke takes one last mournful look at his phone before leaning back on the bed. My sleepovers at his house have been in woefully short supply this week. It’s usually easy enough to travel to school together the next morning, but there’s no good way to get to RadioHorizon from Luke’s house. I’m glad he agreed to spend the night together this weekend. Mostly because I’ve missed him. Partially because it’s nice to get out of the house.
‘I feel like maybe you really like them,’ he says, raising his eyebrows.
‘Yeah, of course. We’re friends. They’re sweet.’
‘No, don’t try that, you know exactly what I mean.’
‘Suddenly I can’t hear, weird. Oh well.’
‘Yeah, that’s what Harper said the twelfth time you mentioned Jude in the Discord call the other day.’
‘Ouch.’
‘No judgement from me, you’ve listened to all my complaints about Dylan.’
Complaints that always lead to the glaringly obvious conclusion of He likes you back. Except Luke refuses to believe it when we tell him this, so mostly our role is to offer a sympathetic smile and politely suggest he talk to Dylan about it. Well, that’s my role at least. Harper prefers to call him an obtuse dickhead. I love them both so much.
‘And I’d do it again,’ I say, pulling the covers over both of us and curling up beside him. It’s only early, but it’s been a hectic week, and staying at Luke’s always feels like coming home after a long time away.
‘It’s a good job we’ve got each other,’ Luke says, abandoning his phone. (Nothing yet from Dylan. I know the feeling. Jude still hasn’t responded to my latest message from the Unfathomable Depths account.) ‘If we didn’t, Harper might get sick enough of us to commit a double murder.’
‘All the more reason to introduce Jude to the group. Give Harper someone rational to talk to. Someone who isn’t obsessing over a crush.’
If Luke notices the confession inherent in the words, he’s very polite about ignoring it.
Jude
Obsessing over Aiden and Daniel must be making me so boring. I’ve been trying so hard to follow Ava’s rule this weekend, but god, I’ve got nothing to say that isn’t about at least one of them. I can’t even talk about audio dramas without jumping back to a conversation I’ve had with Daniel recently, or tell her something that happened at placement without mentioning Aiden’s response to it.
I feel like something bizarre is happening to me right now, something that takes up every cell of my being. I feel on edge, reckless, buoyed up and egged on by Aiden’s compliments and Daniel’s interest. I can’t talk about anything without mentioning them because they’ve both become so intertwined with everything.
But maybe that’s the point. This is the first time I’m seeing Ava since placement started, so if this last week has taken over my mind completely, then maybe I haven’t been making any space at all for her.
Ava is the one person I understand most in the world, and I barely understand her at all. Until now, she was maybe the one person who understood me in return. Is it possible that one week could have changed me enough that she doesn’t any more? No, right? I mean, I’ll be back to normal once work experience is over. Aiden and I will part ways. Daniel will still be there, at least. Not real life, but something to escape to when real life gets to be too much.
The thought of it, of going back to school, back to how things were, makes my breathing shallow.
‘You good?’ Ava looks up from her Switch and nudges me with her foot.
‘Yeah. Binder’s too tight.’
‘Take it off – you’re at home. Your hoodie’s massive anyway.’
I nod, go to the bathroom and pretend like I’m taking off a binder that I’m not even wearing. Instead I take out my phone, open up my notes app, and start typing.
The Knowing Glass – see this, wanderer? Of course you do, a looking glass is there to be looked at, is it not? This one is a little unusual. Take it. Don’t worry, it is less fragile than it seems. See your reflection? Not quite? Precisely what I mean. A looking glass is fit for purpose, for checking one’s appearance perhaps, for noticing strange figures approaching behind you, the usual sorts of things. A knowing glass serves its own use. The image you see before you will not advise on the details of your hair or the cleanliness of your face. You have a little something there, by the way. No, just below… yes, you have it. Now, where was I? Ah, yes, this glass will instead reflect the depths of your soul. The ways your spirit grows and changes, the kindness in your eyes or the fears in your heart. It can be difficult to observe. Hold it higher, facing me. Yes, perfect. When faced with another, it becomes a two-way glass. An excellent way to share those parts of yourself that may be difficult to bring to the surface. Think how easy life could be, with this in your pocket. Now I see you. You’re gentle, wanderer. To your core, you are gentle. Troubled, perhaps, but who isn’t? Do not tell me what you see of me, I already know. I have examined the glass all too closely since it arrived in my possession. Do not ask about the dark stain on my soul. I cannot reveal the story behind it. Not yet, at least.
Then, while I’m here, I finally message Daniel back.
Aiden
@nightmarketpod: sorry for the late reply. Real Life got in the way
@unfathomabledepths: no worries!!! I hate it when it does that
@nightmarketpod: actually. while i have you. i’ve just written a new item for tnm, would you be up for taking a look? i was going to run it by my friend but i’m worried it’s a bit too personal
@unfathomabledepths: J, I would be so up for that it’s ridiculous. please send it!
I had to be careful not to use Jude’s name. I’m only supposed to know them as JC, so that would have been tricky to explain. I just got a little excited is all. When they send their snippet, a description of an item called The Knowing Glass, I tear up.
Jude wants so badly to be seen. I think. Or they want to see someone else more clearly, maybe. The first option makes most sense though. It must be lonely to be as guarded as they are. I haven’t stopped thinking about what they told me, their explanation for why they changed so much after primary school. They’d been so happy, so uninhibited, until they learned not to be.
@unfathomabledepths: It’s perfect. No notes. I love it. I could do with one of those myself
@nightmarketpod: you think?? i’m always worried nobody’s going to relate to these kinds of things
@unfathomabledepths: trust me, people will relate. I think you should show it to your friend.
There’s every chance they didn’t mean me, when they mentioned wanting to run it by a friend. But just in case, I want them to know how happy I’d be to be trusted with it. But a few moments pass, and they don’t respond. I try my best to give them an out.
@unfathomabledepths: and don’t think you’ve got away with that bit about the dark stain on the merchant’s soul. Excuse me???? Are we going to get merchant backstory?????
@unfathomabledepths: Wait, oh my god. Is this you making good on your threat to kill them off out of spite???
That works. They ignore the previous message and start off on a cryptic teaser for their plans for The Merchant in future episodes. I’ll figure it out eventually, though. I’ll work out how to see them, properly, whatever it takes.




Jude
I try so hard to keep Daniel and Aiden out of my mind over the weekend. After coming back from the bathroom, I put my phone on airplane mode, make my best effort to be the friend Ava remembers.
I must try a little too hard, though, because when Monday rolls around it all comes back in full force, my mind bouncing between Daniel, Aiden, finishing the hook, and the looming cloud of what life will look like once the placement is over and the latter two of those new and exciting developments are no longer part of my stress rotation.
The bright spot is Monday afternoon, when Aiden and I decide together that we’ve gathered enough clips for the hook and get to work editing them all together. This is why I’m here. The things I’m learning, the fun I’m having, this is more than I ever expected from this placement. And if I’m getting more than I bargained for in another sense – Aiden sitting a little too closely to me while we lean in to look at the monitor, his shoulder bumping mine a little too often, his hand on my arm when he excitedly works out how to do something we’ve been puzzling over – then at least I can try to enjoy it while it lasts.
In among this hurtling collection of excitement and stress, I almost forget this week’s episode of The Night Market. I’m just in time for late Tuesday night, so preoccupied with my mental countdown to the end of the placement – the end of my tentative friendship with Aiden – that I hadn’t considered Thursday, on the horizon, as anything other than the day before the last one.
No audio to edit, and no script to record from. But Thursday is release day, and I’m not going to let a bit of pining get in the way of that, if I can help it. I can write the script tonight, but not record – unless I want to come up with an in-universe reason for why The Merchant is whispering, other than ‘my mum and dad were asleep in the next room.’ But if I get up early enough tomorrow, I can record before placement starts. And then pray, I guess, that I can edit it in time.
I spend the night picking a couple of ideas at random from my ever-growing list, two of the more fleshed-out ones to get the script sorted as quickly as possible if I’m planning on an early morning tomorrow. But the third item, that’s the one I never seem able to rush. It’s always tricky to plan ahead with that one. Often, it’s governed by what I’m feeling in the moment, something beneath the surface, tugging at me as I write. Something that hurts too much to examine, or feels too embarrassing to share, but that can spill over safely and be contained in whatever The Merchant offers from their tent.
Now this, wanderer, this is something truly fascinating – mundane though it may seem at first sight. But that, my friend, is precisely the point. I know, I know, this watch seems… well, the polite term might be ‘cheap and cheerful,’ no more than a piece of plastic and batteries. Look at it for a moment, try it on. Ah, what is it that has you so surprised? It appears to me, still, as a simple plastic watch – like one might win from an arcade game, or gift to a child. What is it to you? No, I understand, these things can be very personal, no need to apologise – you do not have to share if you would rather not. But you see now, some of the magic within this piece? Think back, if you are willing, to your happiest moments. Just a handful. What comes to mind first? A celebration? A wedding day, a birthday, a graduation? The moment you met the love of your life, when eyes met across tables and the rest of your lives flashed between you? The moment you met your child, held them in your arms and understood how it feels to truly value another’s life wholly above your own? Not uncommon. These are monumental moments, the moments we treasure – even as we experience them – as ‘the happiest days of our lives.’
You are wrong though. We all are. The moment you met the love of your life was, in reality, likely a little awkward. Most people holding their child for the first time are exhausted, or soon will be after enough sleepless nights. I do not know you, wanderer, but consider it more deeply. What about long evenings with nowhere to be? Fleeting glimpses of pure joy on a beloved face? Consider, if you can, the electricity of their fingertips on your chin. Consider the sound of a small, quiet laugh at a joke told to the person you’d like to impress. Consider the feeling of accomplishment upon completion of a task, perhaps small, perhaps insignificant in the grand scheme of your life, but victorious in that moment. Perhaps the victory is shared with another – someone fleeting. Do you remember who they are now? How long ago was that? Perhaps you remember the way their eyes sparkle when they smile, the way they hold themselves when you offer a kind word, but not their surname or the intricacies of their voice. Perhaps you still remember the way you laughed with this person one evening, the way your stomachs ached and your heads swam and you just about pulled yourself together before you locked eyes and started all over again, but not what you had been laughing at in the first place. Who was that person, and why were they only in your life so briefly? What made them leave, and what are they doing now?
It matters little. What truly matters is that those were the moments in which you were truly content. The moments that pass you by, the moments that fade into obscurity. With each faded memory, you lose a sliver of that joy. That is what this watch is for – for the moments that we never know are the happiest of our lives. One press of that button, and you will see it all, in such clarity. Perhaps you will even remember that person’s surname, look them up, reconnect. Or perhaps you will simply experience another fleeting but wonderful moment of contentment. The latter may seem mundane, but it is certainly nothing to be sniffed at. How much is a moment of true contentment worth to you? Strange, isn’t it, that this little plastic watch, seemingly worth very little at all, will allow the wearer to access the most valuable thing in the world.
All right, well, I might not be letting the pining get in the way of release day, but I never promised it wouldn’t work its way in a little. I’m going to have to edit out the bit about Aiden’s fingertips on my chin.
Opening my eyes is a feat of massive proportions, but when I manage it at long last, lids heavy, there’s a good chance I might be hallucinating. The word fruity takes up most of my line of sight, and I blink. I wonder, for a moment, if I’m dreaming of Aiden – it wouldn’t exactly be unheard of, these days – but then it moves, and I flinch awake. Aiden’s leaning over from the seat beside me, waving his fingers in front of my eyes, struggling to bite back a laugh, front teeth planted firmly into his lower lip. When he sees me open my eyes, he smiles through the bitten lip, which is – quite frankly – devastatingly cute.
‘Late night?’ Aiden leans back a little, allowing me to push myself upright and blink away the bleariness.
‘Yeah. Was I asleep?’
‘If you weren’t, you did an excellent job of pretending. Perfect timing though, Linda from promotions didn’t even notice, she just finished her speech and went off to lunch.’
‘It’s lunch? Crap, I’ve got to—’ I look around in a panic for my backpack, finally finding it wedged between mine and Aiden’s chairs. ‘Sorry. Episode due out today. Got up early to record, but I’m still trying to get it edited.’
‘Want a hand?’
I falter, terrified of the prospect and more terrified still at the idea of turning it down.
‘Actually. If I work on the dialogue edit, how would you feel about hunting down some royalty-free background music? You’ve heard the show, you know the vibe, it always takes forever to find new music for it.’
I’m briefly worried I might have overstepped, that Aiden’s offer was just politeness, but his face breaks out in genuine excitement at the prospect.
‘I would, sincerely, love that,’ he says.
‘Right. I – that’s… thanks. Thank you.’
Aiden
Jude is thoroughly in the zone at lunch. It’s lovely to see. Too lovely, considering I’m supposed to be in the zone too.
They’ve got a pair of heavy-duty noise-cancelling headphones on, so absorbed in their work they don’t even notice me watching as they pull little faces at whatever they’re hearing. A frown followed by a swift deletion of a snippet of audio. A tight look of concentration as they add or remove infinitesimal pauses between sentences.
They love what they do so much for someone who would seemingly rather die than be seen to be enthusiastic about something.
I can only count myself lucky that I already know exactly what song to send them. There’s a specific site I use for Unfathomable Depths, and last time I was trawling for background music, I found one that didn’t quite fit the vibe. My first thought when I heard it was how perfect it would be for The Night Market.
I give them about forty-five minutes, letting myself watch them work while they forget to eat their lunch, before I tap them on the shoulder.
‘Eat,’ I say when they lift one headphone slightly away from their ear. They take a despairing look at the clock and then at their work. ‘I can show you the song I found while you do. But you’ve gotta eat.’
They’re reluctant, but either the hunger or the curiosity wins out. I make a show of pulling the track up, to be sure they’ll have taken at least a few bites before I press play. It was a solid move because as soon as I do, their sandwich hovers abandoned in their half-raised hand.
‘This is so cool. Where did you find it?’
‘It’s just a site I’ve used a few times before,’ I say, taking out my phone. I could just tell them the name. Their laptop is in front of them – they can search it right now if they want to. But that would be a wasted opportunity. ‘I can send you the link. What’s your number?’
Jude
Oh, this is not a good idea.
I tell him anyway, because when have good ideas and I ever been well-acquainted? I continue eating to hide my discomfort, and my phone buzzes in my pocket a moment later. It feels like a bomb. Having immediate access to Aiden can’t be a good thing by any stretch of the imagination, and the thought that Aiden has immediate access to me – the idea that I might want him to text, that I might be waiting for him to text, when I know that it’ll all be over soon anyway – sounds even worse.
Once this is all over, Aiden’s not going to stick around. Having each other’s numbers isn’t going to change that and, as long as I remember it, I’ll be fine.
‘You look stressed,’ Aiden says. ‘Do you want to keep working on it after lunch, in the studio?’
I frown, puzzling through the question until I realise he means my episode. You know, the thing that’s supposed to be stressing me out? Definitely the only thing that’s stressing me out, yep, for sure.
‘Don’t we still need to finish the hook?’
‘We’re almost done, I think. We’ll be done before the end of the day, but I can fiddle around with it for a bit, kill time.’
It is an incredibly kind offer. But we’ve worked hard on this hook. I don’t want him to finish without me. I don’t know how to say it exactly – it feels whiny and ungrateful. Aiden, however, is blessed with an ungodly ability to sniff out an emotion from a mile off.
‘I won’t finish it without you,’ he adds. ‘If it seems close, I’ll let you know and we can finish tweaking the levels together before we send it off to Jen.’
Did he have to practice being this thoughtful, or was he just born with three people’s worth of kindness in him?
Aiden
I’ve been doing nothing but clicking around aimlessly for the past twenty minutes. There’s an hour or so left of the day though, and Jude looks close to finishing. It’s hard to tell because they use a different software than I do, but I can see over their shoulder and they seem to be agonising over the final touches of the episode.
Eventually, they sigh, taking off their headphones and blinking back to reality like they’re emerging from an extended cave-diving trip.
‘Done?’ I ask, and they only just seem to remember I’m in the room.
‘Yeah. It’s been a while since I’ve left it so last minute. I forgot how much of a rush it can be.’
‘Worth the late night?’
‘Definitely.’ They beam at me. ‘It feels really good.’
‘Wanna feel even better?’ I nod towards the monitor in front of me. ‘It’s almost finished.’
Jude scrambles over to look, enthusiasm ramping back up again. I try not to look too pleased by it.
‘Lemme listen!’
I give them the headphones, and as they give it one last pass, they call out tiny tweaks we could make to the track. I make the changes as I go, Jude acting as my ears. I’ll nudge the volume down a little here, extend a cross-fade there and watch for an infinitesimal nod from Jude to know I’ve hit the sweet spot. We each listen twice more, swapping out our roles seamlessly, until Jude takes off their headphones with the biggest smile.
‘It’s perfect,’ they say. ‘Right?’
They turn it into a question at the last minute, as if they’re not allowed to make a statement without at least feigning uncertainty. But there’s no doubt in either of our minds. We’ve nailed it. Not just editing, but the clips we’ve chosen. Jen’s show was surprisingly enjoyable to sift through for soundbites. She has this running theme of how, in the loneliest hours of the night, a friendly voice is exactly what people need. Whether it’s night-shift workers, insomniacs or just solitary night owls, she makes a point of being a ray of light for her listeners in the stretching darkness. I think we’ve captured it wonderfully.
‘More than perfect,’ I tell Jude.
Their smile widens, and they do this little dance, fists clenched as they move their shoulders in excitement. It is, no contest, the best thing I’ve ever seen them do.
‘We should tell Jen,’ they say after a moment, seemingly unaware that anything has even happened, let alone how enamoured I am by it. ‘Then she can listen first thing tomorrow. Or right now, even. No, it’s almost five. Maybe though? I don’t know, she might not have a life.’
I laugh, agreeing that yes, we should let her know right now, but neither of us gets up. Eventually we fall into quiet stillness until we lock eyes again.
‘We did it,’ they say after a moment, grinning.
‘We did it. This is so cool.’
‘It really is.’
I’m about to go in for a hug, but the memory of last Friday, of Jude’s discomfort when I touched them, is too vivid in my mind. I extend my arm for an awkward high five at the very last second.
Jude scoffs, which is fair, I think. It’s not exactly my smoothest moment. But they do return the high five, smiling in spite of themself.
‘You know what this means, don’t you?’ they ask after a moment. I just tilt my head a little. ‘No more studio time. Two days of having to do our actual placement work.’
I laugh. ‘You’ve got pessimism down to an art.’
I’m worried they might bristle a little, but they’re still grinning.
‘Horror podcasts have taught me well.’
Jude
By all rights, I should be dreading Thursday. With our hook finished, there’s nothing for us to do but relinquish control to Jen and go on shadowing team meetings, stuffing envelopes or at best watching other people do the work I’d rather be doing myself.
I don’t dread it though. Even with the end in sight, even with the trepidation of it all being over soon, the thrill of yesterday’s accomplishment stays with me. Even Jen’s feedback on the hook doesn’t cut as deeply as it might have a week or two ago. It’s all constructive, and there is a lot of it, but maybe it’s that I’m sharing the credit (and the blame) with Aiden. Every flaw she points out, every change she suggests, Aiden and I look at each other and nod, working through it together and simultaneously coming to the same conclusion about what we could have done differently.
Maybe working in local radio wouldn’t be too dire a fate, some day. I’d still prefer to have my own production company or something, preferably specialising in audio drama, but I wouldn’t hate having this as a backup plan.
So no, I don’t dread Thursday, and I’m glad I didn’t waste time being miserable about a day that turned out to be a lot of fun. Instead, it’s Thursday evening that hits me like a freight train. A few hours after placement ends – after dinner with my overly-chipper parents who seem befuddled but pleased that I’m apparently looking well these days – all that’s left is the dim hours before bed to mull over the thought that tomorrow is when it all ends. Even a new message from Daniel doesn’t help.
@unfathomabledepths: How’s your day been?
I’m on draft five of my pathetic attempt at a reply. Maybe draft six? God, getting today’s episode out on time was tough. Too transparent, he’ll see right through that. Soooo, how about that latest episode, huh? No. Obviously not that. Did you see I have a new episode out? Please validate me.
That last one wasn’t a serious attempt but I may as well just type it out word for word because that’s how desperate I look right now.
I can only pray Daniel’s not looking at his phone right now because I’ve been typing for so long that with every passing moment it becomes more of a miracle if he hasn’t seen the bubbles appear and disappear. Unlikely though, considering he messaged me first.
Does he actually want to know? Is it perfunctory? Should I respond with a good, good, you? Like most people seem to expect? Should I respond at all, does anyone ever even want a response when they ask that? Maybe he’s only asking because he wants to talk about his day. Maybe if I respond with Good, thanks, I put a new ep out so that’s exciting! he’ll just roll his eyes and ignore me because I didn’t give him the answer he wants? I’m proud of this episode, embarrassing as that may be to admit. I want to talk about it, and Daniel seems like my best bet.
Is it selfish to want my friends to get excited about my show? Ava does, but she’s been there from the start – she’s almost as invested in it as I am. But she also doesn’t listen to the episodes right away because half the time she’s already heard it the night before when I send a frantic MP3 
begging her to check the levels all sound okay.
I lock my phone, trying to cut the spiral short. Maybe I’ll re-listen to it before I tell Daniel about it, make sure there’s nothing embarrassing in there that I forgot about in my tired haze.
I’m halfway to getting the episode open on my podcatcher when a banner appears at the top of the screen.
[unsaved number]: Jude!!!! That episode!!!!!!
[unsaved number]: I need you to stop actually, my tear ducts can only take so much x
Aiden?
It must be, because the link Aiden sent earlier is the only other message on the screen when I open the notification.
Jude: It made you cry??
Aiden: Just a tear or two. On a scale of one to ‘the grieving banshee from Monstrous Agonies,’ I’d give it a solid four.
Aiden: That’s pretty high though, considering the grieving banshee made me cry so hard my mum signed me up for therapy.
Aiden: I loved it, in case that wasn’t clear xx
I know I’m in danger. I know because I have to take a moment to lock my phone and hold it tight while I lean forwards a little in bed, squirming happily at the words I loved it. I loved it. I loved it.
Now I have to re-listen to the episode. Hear it again through Aiden’s ears, try to imagine what he might have been thinking as he listened. The first two items are a little lack-lustre if I’m being honest. They’d been almost fully written and discarded for other scripts because my heart wasn’t in them, and only used out of desperation in the interest of saving time. But when it reaches the third item, the watch, I hear the tone shift as if listening to someone else.
I never thought my show might make someone cry. I’d never thought of it as especially emotional. But hearing it now, knowing Aiden’s heard it too, it feels… raw. It feels like I’ve poured something into this episode, some part of myself that makes it into everything I create, and it never really mattered because it was so distant and anonymous. But this is someone I know, and I can hear the words through Aiden’s ears, hear the little references to him, vague and deniable if he ever asks, but there. I can hear my own voice just as Aiden would have heard it, and there’s something in the sound of it that feels incredibly vulnerable.
The strangest part is that I don’t immediately launch my phone out of the window.
Aiden listened to this, and he liked it enough to compliment it, unprompted. If he’d found it embarrassing, found it too much, he could have just said nothing, right?
So I swallow back every impulse to brush it off, and text him back.
Aiden
Jude: Thank you, I’m really proud of this one.
My heart swells at the response. I’d half expected them to fight me on it, to dismiss my compliment like they do with all my insistences that they’re so much better than they give themself credit for.
Aiden: You should be <3
I swipe away from the texts, changing the screen to my podcast account. The Unfathomable Depths account can be a little overwhelming at times, with too many notifications keeping me on edge, so I muted it a few months ago. Ever since Jude started messaging me though – messaging Daniel – I’ve been checking more often.
They’d been typing for a long time, after I asked them about their day, and it had made me nervous. This is the first time I’ve sent something like that as Daniel. Something that wasn’t just part of an endless string of audio drama talk. I’d wanted to talk to them, but thought maybe Jude would prefer to talk to Daniel than to me. But after I’d sent the message, I spent a good ten minutes watching them start and stop typing, doubting myself. Daniel isn’t Jude’s friend. He’s just a creator of something Jude loves.
But I could be their friend, if they’ll let me.
Jude’s no longer typing in the messages with Daniel.




Jude
On the last day of the placement, I can’t help but feel uneasy. Aiden doesn’t seem any different, but every time he makes me laugh, every time he meets my eye and I feel my stomach do something stomachs definitely shouldn’t do, I wonder if this is the last chance I’ll have to savour it.
We’ll go back to school on Monday. And sure, I know Aiden well enough by now to think he probably won’t outright ignore me. Not on purpose anyway. I couldn’t imagine Aiden ever trying to make someone feel bad on purpose. But it’ll happen, eventually. I’ll hang out with Ava again, Aiden will go back to his friends. There’ll be a few weeks of occasional smiles and waves between lessons, and then it’ll be summer. Six weeks of no contact, no reason to be in touch. And come September, it’ll be like it never happened. I’d bet anything on it.
It feels weird. And I know it’s my fault – I’m making it weird. It’s been like this all morning. Something’s just indecipherably off, and it can’t be Aiden’s fault because he’s just radiating sunshine as usual. It’s me who’s bringing the grey tinge to the day, and I wish I knew how to stop.
At some point, in an attempt to remind myself there’ll still be at least one good thing left after the placement ends, I open up my recent messages to Daniel. I eventually got back to him this morning, spurred on by today’s newest UD release. I told him my day had been fine, that I hadn’t responded because I’d been tired from the last-minute release, showered him in (a completely normal amount of) compliments for the episode. Then, out of nowhere, in some sick impulsive twist of confidence, I’d asked him if he was ever planning on releasing the theme song for UD on its own.
@unfathomabledepths: Hold on, I’m getting ready to go out right now. I’ll send you a little something tonight 
I’d gasped out loud when I got that message. Enough to make my dad rush over and make sure I wasn’t choking on my cereal. I’m trying not to get my hopes up, but I’m not imagining that, right? It sounds an awful lot like Daniel’s planning on sending me an MP3 of the theme song. Which would obviously make my year. No, scrap that, my entire life. Unfathomable Depths’s first season is now forty-two episodes long, including today’s. With a new episode every two weeks, that’s… what, about a year and a half I’ve been obsessed with this show? And every single day since then, I’ve had at least one moment that would have been vastly improved by the ability to play that theme song on loop. Setting it as an alarm, having the eerie, underwater sound of it ease me into consciousness, having my favourite universe be the first thing I think of each day. Listening to it on a loop after a bad day, letting my thoughts get washed away in it, measuring my breathing to it. There’s very little that this strange, simple piano melody couldn’t fix.
But rereading the messages just now was a mistake. That grey tinge I’ve inflicted on the day begins seeping between the words on the screen as well. Has any of it been real? My friendship with Aiden, my messages with Daniel? Has it all just been politeness, two people brought to me by circumstance, not a moment of genuine connection between them? Neither of them strong enough to survive outside of the very specific niche they exist in.
‘Psst, Jude.’ I jump about a mile at the whisper, Aiden’s foot nudging my leg softly from beneath the desk. ‘Watcha doin’?’
I know, okay? I know that it isn’t subtle. Nobody who locks their phone as quickly as I do, shoving it into my pocket as soon as I remember Aiden’s presence beside me, comes away looking like a chill person with nothing to hide. But I’m damn well going to try.
‘Nothing.’
Aiden looks appropriately unconvinced, but amusement seems to win out over the suspicion I’d been dreading.
‘Well, don’t let them catch you slacking on the job,’ he says in a cheesy stage whisper. ‘They might dock your pay of… uh …’ He pretends to think for a moment, tapping his chin, and it’s so ridiculous I have to smile a little, even as I’m shaking my head. ‘Oh, that’s right, we’re not being paid. Early lunch?’
I laugh, and Aiden breaks into a huge smile, like making me laugh is a game he’d been playing all along, and now he’s winning.
‘But how else will we learn about radio?’ I insist, gesturing at the desk in front of us. It contains mostly envelopes, and whatever we’ve spent the last half an hour stuffing into them. Some mass mail-out campaign that is so deeply uninteresting to me that I haven’t even bothered to check.
‘Mmm, compelling point. But counteroffer: we listen to an episode of Spirit Box Radio together over lunch. That’ll teach us loads about radio. Providing our future career paths take us to strange supernatural radio stations that are definitely haunted.’
‘How’d you know that was my dream job?’
‘Lucky guess,’ he says with a little laugh, and I have to fight to remind myself not to fall head over heels in love with the sound of it. Just today, then it’s over. I can’t let myself forget it. ‘I’m on season two,’ Aiden adds after a moment. ‘If that matters.’
‘Wait, you’re only just listening to it now?’ I’m so horrified I forget my own self-admonishment almost instantly. Spirit Box Radio is a completed show that ran for about three years, and it was one of the first shows I ever listened to, my gateway audio drama. It took off really quickly, got hugely popular, but I was in on the ground before then – giving me the right to a little superior smugness every now and then, as far as I’m concerned.
‘No,’ Aiden says, clearly delighted by my outrage. ‘I’m doing a re-listen – I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Being in a radio station every day will do that to you.’
I hesitate, trying to rein in the misplaced indignation.
‘Which episode?’ I ask eventually.
‘No spoilers. You’ll have to listen and find out.’ He holds out his headphones, with the most irritatingly sweet smile. Ugh. I can’t stand how charming he is when he’s being annoying.
We settle into a corner of the break room, empty as usual, as we each take a headphone. The proximity wasn’t something I was prepared for when I agreed to this. I’m not sure how to feel about it. On the one hand, it’s terrifying. Being this close to Aiden feels like he might be able to see the desperation coming out of my pores or something. But there’s something about the enforced closeness, the excuse of the wired headphones, that makes it thrilling. If it really is my last chance to be this close to Aiden, then why shouldn’t I enjoy it?
So I do. I allow myself this little moment of peace. The two of us leaning a little closer to each other than necessary over the wire that meets between us. Picking at our food but mostly just existing together in that strange space, the dark and twisted magic of this world winding its way around us as Sam Enfield, the endlessly cheerful protagonist, cuts through the tension with his trademark naivety.
I’m not looking at my food. I’m looking at Aiden, who seems to be lost in it. Lost, like I so often am, in a story. Maybe we do have more in common with each other than this placement. Maybe there is something more between us than forced circumstance.
It’s so hard to tell any more. Such a huge part of every interaction with Aiden is entirely one-sided. I’ve fancied him from afar for ages, so any spark I’ve felt, any moment of charged potential between us, must be thoroughly in my own head. It’s impossible to disentangle what’s real, what’s genuine, from the story I’ve built out of every small touch, every warm smile. But of course it’s just a story. It’s only my heart that skips a beat at those touches, it’s only me who melts at the smiles. Because, come on, look at him.
I don’t get this close to Aiden often, not without averting my eyes out of fear of seeming too into him. But I’m inches away from him now, and I can see with such clarity the way his hair falls soft over his ears as he moves his head almost imperceptibly in response to the narration. The way his dimples form almost before he smiles at one of Sam’s jokes, like the smiling is just built into him, his body just waiting for the inevitable moment it can fall back into that easy expression. The way his eyelashes become almost translucent in the soft light from the break room window.
It’s embarrassing is what it is.
Aiden
Jude is looking at me. I can see them out of the corner of my eye, and for some reason, when I think about turning my head, about locking eyes with them, my heart catches somewhere in the region of my throat.
I think I might know why.
If I turn my head, just a little, Jude would be close enough to kiss.
I hadn’t known for sure that was something I wanted to do until now.
I like Jude. A lot. When I slipped the word crush into my conversation with Luke, I wasn’t lying. I’ve been getting little butterflies at the thought of spending time with them, clinging onto rare unguarded smiles like I’m hoarding them. But this is a new feeling. The taut electricity of the space between us just begging me to close it.
I like the person I’ve been getting to know, the person I now see underneath the guarded scowls and the terrified impulse to retreat. I want to – I plan to – get to know them even better.
Would turning my head now, meeting Jude’s gaze, inviting them to close that distance, make it harder or easier to do that?
But they’re so close to me that it seems impossible not to. Whatever’s happening in the episode has long been abandoned in my mind, replaced by this siren call of the small space between the two of us. So I turn my head.
Jude
I should feel mortified when Aiden catches me staring. And I do, naturally, but it’s not as powerful as I expect it to be. I don’t drop his gaze, for one. That’s unexpected. I’ve never much been one for eye contact if I can help it, and this should all feel too close, too uncomfortable. But there’s a moment there, when Aiden turns around and sees me, a long and incredible moment where Aiden seems to be looking at me with the same kind of urgency I’d been looking at him with. He smiles, just a little, and it feels like we’re both holding our breaths and I think for a second – could swear – that Aiden leans in towards me.
‘Jude! Aiden!’ Jen pops her head around the door, practically buzzing with excitement, and I almost leap backwards, my chair scraping the floor along with me. ‘Oops. Didn’t mean to scare you. Want to hear something cool though?’
I can’t answer that just yet. I’m too busy waiting for the static to clear from my head.
It almost felt, for a moment there, like Aiden had been about to kiss me. Which obviously couldn’t be true. Just another story, built up from one-sided responses to a perfectly ordinary moment. But Aiden wears a strange expression now too, like he was lost in that moment alongside me.
‘I’ve just finished something,’ Jen insists when neither of us respond. ‘You’re going to want to hear this one.’
Right. Of course. Jen is still talking to us and I need to be a person again. Aiden seems to have reached the same realisation as me, and the two of us have no choice but to rejoin the real world together, a little fuzzy around the edges.
‘What is it?’ Aiden asks, buying me a few extra seconds of recalibration time.
‘You really want to spoil the surprise?’
‘She’s as bad as you,’ I mutter to Aiden once my brain has caught up, and he laughs, finally drawing a curtain across whatever tension may or may not have been there a moment ago.
‘Just come, listen.’
Jen waves us on, and I exchange a glance of confusion with Aiden before following Jen to her office, where her monitor displays the final mix of tonight’s show, queued up and ready to play.
‘You’re going to show us a six-hour radio show?’ I ask. I regret it instantly, terrified that it might seem too abrasive, too sarcastic. But Jen only laughs.
‘Never change, Jude. But no, just the start. Drumroll 
please …’
Aiden starts a little drumroll with his hands on his thighs, waiting for me to join in (I decidedly do not). But then Jen goes ahead and presses play anyway, and I recognise it within a second or two.
That’s our clip. The product of two weeks of stolen moments, of trial and error. It’s been edited a little, sure. Polished up. But I can draw a map of every sound, every pause, every fading track and musical crescendo. This clip has a heartbeat, and in each one, there’s a memory of a choice being made. Me and Aiden behind a monitor, staring at waveforms, deciding together on how best to weave together the most intricate of sounds.
The clip only plays for twenty seconds or so, but it doesn’t feel that way. Behind those twenty seconds of audio, hours of our lives spool out. Aiden and I are the only two people in the world who can see it.
I’m almost willing to let this take over. Let this remove the not-quite-almost-kiss from my thoughts in the hope that I’ll forget I was ever stupid enough to think it was a moment worth remembering in the first place. Let myself be happy about something I’ve accomplished, something real, without getting caught up in things that never could be real.
But then Aiden takes my hand, a big, excited grin on his face, and I know I’m in so much danger.
When the clip finishes, Jen’s voice rings out.
‘Hello to all the night owls out there, you’re listening to the late-night show with me, Jen Ritchie. Those of you who listen regularly may notice we’ve had a bit of a makeover. That fantastic new opening clip you just heard was made by – if you can believe it – two brilliant students with us on their year twelve work experience, Jude Cason and Aiden Beckley, and—’
I don’t hear the rest, because Aiden is pulling me into a hug so big it takes over everything, and I can’t find it in me to do anything but hold him just as close in return.
Yeah, danger might be an understatement.
I’m curled up in bed, burrowed as far back as I can get into the corner of the wall. On my laptop – the screen illuminating me in the darkened room – the RadioHorizon website has been playing what feels like the exact same EDM song four times in a row.
Eight minutes to midnight.
I’m not even sure why I’m so invested in this. I’ve already heard the finished hook. I understand, logically, that it’ll sound exactly the same in real time. But the longer I sit here in the dark, waiting to hear it air, the longer I can put off mourning the end of it all.
The last half of that day had been so strange – buoyed by each other’s excitement, Aiden and I had been so giddy for the rest of the afternoon. So much so that in casting off the grey clouds I’d been carrying with me all morning, I almost forgot that I’d been lugging them around for my own protection.
Seven minutes to midnight.
The nondescript dance music playing in my headphones is starting to irritate me.
Mostly, I’m annoyed at myself. Frustrated that for all my attempts at self-preservation, I allowed myself to slip at the very last moment. Brought the whole wall down in one fell swoop, and made this ending so much harder than it needed to be.
I’ve been thinking of a new Night Market item all night.
A Wisp of Stolen Connection – a way to reach out to the ones you miss, the ones you long for when alone. The moment can be captured in real time, if you’re sneaky about it. Catch it in a jar, a bottle, anything that can be sealed. Then, in your time of need, open it. The person in question will feel your presence, a warm moment of connection you’ll share in. They’ll never know you did it, never know you sought them out or even thought of them. They’ll only know that, for whatever reason, you’re on their mind, and you’ll know it too. A way of reaching out without all that messy communication so often required.
It needs some work, I think.
Maybe I should message Daniel.
He never got back to me after his cryptic message that morning. That’s fine. I just want to tell him what’s happening, that something I made is about to play on the radio in – I glance over at the time – six minutes. When I unlock my phone, my messages to Daniel are already open from the last time I did this. I can only stare at the screen again, just like last time.
Is it weird if I spill my heart out to Daniel? Tell him about the kind of day I’ve had? Speak to him like a friend, like someone who can offer comfort?
Yes, probably.
Weirder still is that I know it isn’t Daniel I want to speak to. There’s a moment where I consider calling Ava – if I need a friend to talk to, then she’s the right choice. Except it wouldn’t be fair to her. It isn’t just any friend I want, and I know that. She’d know it too. How could I sit there on the phone to Ava, knowing I’m just using her as a substitute for …
Aiden?
The messages have disappeared, the whole screen obstructed by the incoming call.
I’m still considering throwing my phone out the window. If it had been FaceTime or something, I might have. But maybe it’ll be easier, with just each other’s voices.
Aiden
‘Aiden?’
Jude’s voice is soft when they answer, almost a whisper.
‘Are you listening out for it too?’ I ask in lieu of a greeting, and I hear a small, breathy laugh from Jude.
‘Obviously.’
There’s a moment of quiet in which I can only hear the club music turned down as low as it will go on my laptop.
‘It’s exciting, isn’t it?’ I say eventually.
‘I don’t know why. We’ve already heard it. And it’s not like there are that many people listening right now.’
‘Doesn’t need to be the whole world. It’s like Jen says in her show. Reaching a hand out to a few people who need it is better than trying to appeal to everyone.’
‘I suppose.’
I laugh, lying down a little further in bed, turning to my side.
‘You suppose? Or you agree?’
‘They mean the same thing except the first one feels less like admitting you were right.’
‘Good to know.’
Jude
It’s quiet again, but I’m sure Aiden is smiling. Two minutes.
I didn’t know he listened to Jen’s show. I’ve never heard that, about reaching a hand out to a few people. She seems to take the whole late-night thing seriously, like she’s the final beacon between the night owls and their slipping sanity. Maybe I should give it a shot.
‘I think my mum’s staying up to listen to it too,’ I say after a moment. ‘Dad’s got to get up at four, but I think I can hear her playing the radio downstairs.’
‘That’s sweet. Do you want to go and listen with her?’
‘No. She can be proud of me in the morning.’ I’d much rather be here with you.
‘I get that. I almost called my friends. But I’m glad I called you. It’s our thing.’
I can’t speak for a moment. Our thing. We have a thing. We’re an us.
‘Do your friends know about it?’
‘Of course,’ he says. ‘We’re actually going to go—’
Aiden
‘Wait, shh, the song’s finishing.’
I stop talking, enjoying Jude’s enthusiasm.
We listen in silence for a moment, until an ad begins to play, causing us both to laugh a little as the tension dissolves.
‘What were you saying?’ Jude asks.
‘It’s okay, let’s just listen, we can talk after.’
We stay like that for a while, listening, and when there’s a beat after the final ad, a moment of dead air, we both catch it, holding our breaths.
Jude was wrong. It may just be the same twenty seconds of audio we’ve already heard. It may be that the listenership is low. But they’re wrong to not understand why it’s exciting. The two of us listening to something we made together, in different houses, connected by a broadcast that anyone could be hearing right now, but which somehow makes me feel like we’re the only two people in the world. How is that not exciting?
We’re both quiet for a long time afterwards, and I can’t help but wonder what Jude’s thinking. Because, I, personally, am thinking about the last time we fell quiet like this. How charged the air between us had been. I’d wondered, once the spell had been broken, if the only reason I’d thought about kissing Jude was the closeness, the sudden awareness of how little space I’d need to bridge to kiss them putting ideas in my head that I wouldn’t have had otherwise. But lying here, I can hear the occasional shift of the covers as Jude moves. I can imagine them getting comfortable. They’re so far away, but the desire to kiss them is still very much in the room with me.
‘Not bad for a useless placement, huh?’ I ask after a while, to check they’re still awake more than anything.
‘No need to rub it in,’ they say, their voice even quieter now, sleepy and mumbled.
Jude
‘Jude?’
‘Mmm?’
‘Do you want to go out with me tomorrow?’
My drooping eyes snap open, and I say nothing.
‘With me and my friends, I mean,’ he adds. ‘We’re planning on catching up before school on Monday, and they’ll want to meet you.’
I wonder if maybe I should be disappointed it isn’t a date. The wording, for a moment, had seemed like it might be. But if the disappointment comes, it’s smothered by the relief of hope. Hope that doesn’t seem quite so dangerous any more.
Because it’s over, isn’t it? The ending I’ve been dreading.
Except nothing’s really over at all.




Jude
When I show up, I’m clutching my phone like it’s a buoy in the treacherous ocean that is this reasonably busy park on a sunny morning.
Jude: who just hangs out in a park????




Jude: with nothing to do????




Ava: Normal people I think
Ava: Don’t take my word for it though, I’m not normal people
Jude: ava I love you to pieces but if I ever ask you to hang out for no other reason than to chat




Jude: as in neither of us brings our Switch or we’re not listening to audio drama together or watching netflix or whatever




Jude: promise you’ll shoot me




Ava: well if it’s the humane option
I send a salute emoji back, lock my phone, then scan the smattering of people stretched out on the grass, some lounging in the shade of trees, others cross-legged on picnic blankets, many seeming to bask in the sun, making the most of the sudden, early arrival of the summer heat.
I’m sweating in my hoodie. Not that you’d catch me admitting that to my mum though, who desperately tried to fight me on it before I left the house. In my defence, I at least went for a lighter colour today. A pale lilac one from the back of my wardrobe that fits a little more snug than I’d usually prefer, but looks at least a little like I’ve made an effort. Ever since Mum paid for me to get a proper binder, I haven’t technically needed the oversized effect. Force of habit has me continuing to retreat to the safety of a hoodie that all but swallows my physical form, but I’m trying today. Even if forgoing the hoodie completely had felt like a step too far.
No luck scanning the small crowd. I almost give up, ready to text Aiden with an apology and a fake headache, but I take one last glance across the horizon, and there he is.
He must have spotted me first because he’s jogging – yes, actual jogging, with more energy than anyone has any right to have on a Saturday morning – in my direction, waving a little to catch my eye. I have no choice but to start making my way over, trying to ignore a lot of different things.
Trying to ignore the way the sun clings to me and my armpits feel damp and prickly, the pale fabric of the hoodie a sweat-patch disaster waiting to happen.
Trying to ignore the dread pooling in my stomach at the thought of making conversation with Aiden’s friends.
Trying – desperately failing – to ignore the way the rest of it falls away when Aiden’s there, looking so happy to see me.
‘Hi,’ he says, when he reaches me, a big goofy grin lighting up his entire face. It’s impossible not to return it, at least a little.
‘So, when you said friends – just to be clear – are they imaginary or just invisible?’
Aiden laughs. ‘They’re here. I just came to get you because you looked a bit lost. They’re sat in our usual spot.’ He points over to a tree, where one figure sits cross-legged just within the shade line, another lying on his stomach in the sun.
Is that Rugby Lad?
‘Harper and Luke,’ Aiden adds, watching me squint over at the distant shapes.
‘I think I know who Luke is,’ I say, my discomfort redoubling at the memory of our only actual conversation. ‘Who’s Harper?’
‘Come on, I’ll introduce you.’
Aiden takes my hand, presumably pulling me in the direction of the tree, but it’s hard to tell on account of my blacking out for the entire duration of the hand-holding.
‘Luke, he/him,’ Aiden says, woefully letting go of my hand to park himself down in the sun next to Rugby Lad. ‘Harper’ – he points in the direction of the other friend, who looks up at me from the shade through a magnificent, if a little chaotic-looking, wolf cut – ‘Ze/zir,’ Aiden finishes.
I barely hear Aiden’s introduction of me because I’m too busy processing Harper’s pronouns. Ze looks so familiar, ze has to go to the same school as us – the same year, I’m pretty sure, even though I’ve never spoken to zir. But I thought I knew every trans person in the school, at least by reputation. In the build-up to figuring out my whole gender deal, I’d watched with intense interest when Aiden came to school wearing a pin that said he/him for the first time. I developed a sudden inexplicable fascination with Maya in the year below, when she showed up after the summer holidays with a cute new haircut and a girl’s uniform. Then, once I’d come to understand why I’d been so invested in these moments, once everything had gone down with my dad and the school, I kept close tabs on news of anyone else’s coming out – waiting, hoping, to no longer be the only one stuck in the middle somewhere.
I’d been so sure I was the only one.
‘Which part are you stuck on?’ Harper asks, zir voice dry and zir expression sceptical. ‘The neopronouns, or the token cis friend?’
Luke gives a little wave at that last part.
‘Neither,’ I mutter, mortified. Less than five seconds in and I’ve already embarrassed myself, standing here like an idiot, saying nothing. I move to sit down slowly, choosing a space in the shade opposite Aiden’s sunny spot. ‘Sorry, I just didn’t know anyone else in our year was non-binary.’
‘First of all,’ Harper says, zir eyes narrowing, and when I look away from the intensity of the eye contact, I catch a glimpse of fear in Aiden’s expression. ‘You can never assume someone’s gender from their pronouns. I am non-binary, but that’s not a given. Second of all, why would you? We don’t know each other.’
‘No,’ I say, bristling, ‘but it’s not like our school is exactly bursting with trans kids. Word gets around.’
‘Word got around about you. Not me though, I’m built different.’
‘What ze means,’ Aiden says, his voice higher than usual as he twists his ring around his thumb with increasing urgency, ‘is that your coming out was bigger news than most, because of the really cool changes your dad fought the school for. Mixed PE, mixed sex ed classes, changes to the gendered uniform rules. Which is a good thing.’
‘Yeah, that,’ Harper says, seemingly unbothered by Aiden’s obvious stress and my frustration. ‘Anyway, nice to meet you, Jude.’
‘Yeah, you too.’
It’s tense. It’s weird. It’s exactly everything I’d dreaded it would be. The only person oblivious to all of this is Luke, who has been texting pretty much non-stop throughout the conversation but looks up at this moment to smile briefly at me.
‘We’ve met, kind of, but nice to see you again.’
‘Yeah, uh. Same here.’
‘How’d you meet?’ Aiden asks, looking between the two of us.
‘Ethan Roe,’ Luke says, his voice dripping with distaste, but he’s already turning his attention back to his phone.
‘Luke,’ Harper says, reaching out to grab Luke’s phone before he can stop zir. ‘Why didn’t you just invite him today? You’re clearly obsessed with each other.’
For a bizarre moment, I think Harper might be talking about Ethan, but I look over as ze starts scrolling through Luke’s phone, and from beside zir, I can see an incredibly long text chain with someone called Dylan.
‘I saw him yesterday. I don’t want to be too needy.’
‘Yes, ’cause nothing says cool and detached like seven kisses on a good morning text,’ Harper says, throwing his phone back to him.
Wait, Rugby Lad is gay?
This is the part where I’m expected to contribute to the conversation. Respectfully this time.
‘Is… is that your boyfriend?’ God, my voice is so small it’s embarrassing.
‘No,’ Luke says, but Harper and Aiden lock eyes with a simultaneous and emphatic yes. ‘No, he’s not,’ he insists, ‘I have a massive crush on him, but I don’t think he likes me that way. He goes to Trinity.’
‘Isn’t Trinity like… you guys’ rival? The rugby team I mean.’
‘Yeah,’ Luke says with a sigh. ‘They’re destroying us.’
‘Because you can’t take your eyes off him when you play together,’ Aiden says, and he seems to be attempting to tease Luke, but his smile is too warm to feel anything less than genuine.
I know the feeling.
Harper clears zir throat, and I tear my eyes away from Aiden briefly to find zir raising an eyebrow at me. All right, the grass it is then. Staring at the grass is the only safe option here.
‘So he doesn’t know you like him?’ I ask. Follow-up questions also seem safe. Sociable and friendly. That’s a thing, right? Sociable and friendly people ask follow-up questions?
‘God, I hope not. He probably does though. Like Harper said, I’m not exactly subtle about it.’ Luke groans. It’s absolutely confounding to me, but Luke seems genuinely embarrassed about this crush. Which is wild, because he’s this massive beefy guy, and almost everyone at school who likes boys has had, at the very least, a passing crush on him. He’s not exactly my type, but I can see it, for people who are into that kind of thing.
‘He definitely doesn’t,’ Aiden adds, causing me to look back up towards the Unsafe Zone again. ‘Because Dylan is obviously in love with him. So if he knew, he’d have made a move by now.’
‘Or maybe it’s totally obvious to him,’ Luke counters, ‘and he just doesn’t want to make things awkward by rejecting me.’
‘What if Dylan isn’t making a move because he thinks the same thing about you?’ I suggest.
‘Yes!’ Aiden says, beaming at me. ‘That’s what I’ve been saying!’
The way Aiden looks at me – like I’ve said exactly the right thing – it’s amazing, but it’s certainly not helping the sweat-patch problem.
‘Harper,’ Luke says, pouting over at zir. ‘Aiden’s banned from inviting new friends into the circle. We should have known this would happen. He’s outnumbering us with optimists.’
I laugh then, completely accidentally. A sharp surprise bark of a laugh that makes Harper and Luke turn to look at me. Aiden, though, seems in on the joke, biting at his thumbnail a little in an attempt to hide his grin.
‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Just, nobody has ever described me as an optimist in my life. Least of all, Aiden.’
Aiden looks a little guilty, but it’s this adorably indulgent kind of guilt.
‘We do have… slightly different world views.’ It would be the picture of diplomacy, if not for the way his voice pitches up when he says it.
‘You can just say I’m a miserable git. I won’t be offended,’ I reply. ‘It’s kind of my brand at this point.’
‘Well in that case, welcome to the club.’ Harper extends a hand that I – hesitantly – shake. ‘Now let’s all convince Luke that his boyfriend hates him.’
I laugh again, a little more awkwardly this time with the attention on me, but Aiden watches the exchange as if he’s about to happy-cry.
Aiden
I knew it. I knew they’d all get along. They were off to a rocky start for a moment there, but that’s nothing they couldn’t work through. Harper’s prickly at first, in a way that makes zir strong and assertive in all the best ways, but it can be off-putting sometimes to strangers. And Luke’s been unable to think about much else other than Dylan recently, which isn’t his fault, it just shows how deeply he loves.
Jude, though. Jude seems different today.
I’d expected them to match Harper prickle for prickle, Harper so often on the attack while Jude’s instincts tend towards defence. But Jude seems… nervous, yes, and a little withdrawn because of it. But they seem to be making a conscious effort.
I know how much that means. I know why Jude is so guarded, and I know it can’t be easy for them to intentionally drop that wall for my benefit. Honestly, I had fully convinced myself that the main purpose of today – of inviting Jude – had been to show them that there are people in our school who are genuinely worth letting in. I’d thought it was for that reason alone. And maybe, okay, yes, with a sizeable helping of wanting to see them again.
A surprise side effect of it, though, is how glad I am to see Jude warm up to my friends, not only because I’m glad Jude’s opening up in general, but because… it just feels right, these worlds colliding. The two people I love most in the world, and now Jude, on their way to… maybe becoming part of that, if they’d like.
Jude
‘All right, I’m thirsty,’ Aiden says, standing suddenly. ‘Anyone want anything?’
‘You going the little Tesco?’ Luke asks.
‘Yeah, Lucozade?’
‘Red one, please.’
Aiden nods, then looks at me and Harper.
‘Mmm, I dunno. Snacks, but surprise me,’ Harper says.
I make to stand up. ‘I’ll come with you—’
‘No! You’re fine, stay here. Chat.’ He could not be more obvious if he tried. ‘Just, yeah. Like, get to know each other a bit. I can get you something if you like.’
I can only shake my head, sitting back down while doing my best to present any emotion other than abject terror.
‘Okay, well. Right, in a bit then.’
There’s a moment of quiet while Aiden walks off, but it seems Harper is just biding zir time until he’s a respectable distance away.
‘Speaking of being obsessed with someone …’ ze says, making Luke laugh.
It takes me a second to process.
‘No! I’m not – I just – he invited me? I almost didn’t—’
‘Ze means Aiden, Jude. Not you,’ Luke says, mercifully interrupting my rambling.
‘Though now I kinda mean you,’ Harper says with a smirk. ‘He showed you the voice thing, didn’t he?’
‘I – what?’
‘The voice thing. Where he gets all deep and husky? He showed you, and you fell in love with him. Don’t worry, happens to the best of us.’
‘Wh – no. I’m not – no.’
Harper just gives Luke a look.
‘He did show me the voice thing though.’
‘Knew it.’
‘It’s wild.’
‘Right?’ Harper clears zir throat and puts on an official voice, like ze’s reading the headlines. ‘Trans men hate him, everyone else fancies him: meet the testosterone-deficient boy with the voice of a middle-aged cis man!’
I laugh, even as my face gets a little warm with the thought of it. God, if it’s this obvious to Harper and Luke, how obvious must it be to Aiden? I can’t believe that the person in this group I have the most in common with right now is Rugby Lad. But as I’m thinking it, another thought catches up with me.
‘Wait. Sorry, you think Aiden’s obsessed with me?’
‘That one took you a minute,’ Harper says.
‘You’ve been pretty much all he’s talked about for two straight weeks,’ Luke adds.
‘You really didn’t notice?’
‘Notice what?’
‘I dunno, Luke, help me out here.’
Luke just shrugs. ‘The vibes.’
‘The vibes? No, sorry, I need more than that.’
‘Why?’ Harper teases, a slightly evil smile growing on zir face. ‘If you’re not interested, then it doesn’t—’
‘I’m not!’
‘Spoken with the desperation of someone who definitely isn’t interested,’ Harper says, zir smirk becoming increasingly evil. Possibly ze’s just smiling, I guess, but right now anything Harper does feels evil while I’m over here ramping up to boiling-temperature levels of embarrassment. ‘Careful, Luke. You’re going to have some competition for those sleepovers you and Aiden have.’
Wait, what?
‘Don’t worry, Jude, ze’s messing with you,’ Luke says, then turns to address Harper directly. ‘You’re just jealous your mum won’t let you come because she thinks I’m going to give you a night of passion you’ll never forget,’ he deadpans.
‘I’m not kidding, they share a bed and everything. We can only be grateful that Dylan’s open minded. He seems like a nice guy. I’m sure he’s fine with a cheeky little friends-with-benefits situation, as a treat.’
I cannot follow either of their reactions for an idea of whether or not Harper’s joking. Luke rolls his eyes but doesn’t say anything. Maybe because he doesn’t have a comeback if ze’s telling the truth?
‘Also,’ Harper adds before I can make any real effort to parse through it all. ‘Joke’s on you because Mum’d be thrilled to find out I’m doing heterosexuality. Maybe I’d even come home pregnant, she’d love that.’
This conversation’s really getting away from me, and I’d very much like to cycle back to a little context on the whole sleepover situation.
‘Sorry, just to be clear …’ I say, but I trail off, unable to finish the sentence.
‘It’s fine, Jude. Aiden and I aren’t dating, ignore Harper. If you like him, you should go for it.’
There’s a sort of strangled choke that comes out there that I’d very much like to erase from history.
‘No, I didn’t mean… I like him. Not like that. We’re… colleagues.’
Harper falls back into the grass laughing at that, which is fair. Even I have to admit I earned that one.
‘Yep, definitely not an optimist,’ Luke says, returning to his phone.
Aiden
Jude’s vibe is inexplicably changed when I get back. Harper and Luke seem unbothered, so it’s hard to get a read on the situation. If something happened while I was gone, Jude seems to be the only one affected by it.
They don’t close off completely – that’s something. As the afternoon wears on, they continue almost as they had been before I left, except for a few moments every now and then. In these moments, Jude drifts away from the conversation, distracted by picking at blades of grass until inevitably, their gaze flickers over to me. They seem watchful, observant. Which isn’t exactly out of character for Jude, but it’s also something I thought we’d moved past already.
When they say it’s time for them to leave, it’s out of nowhere. Like a switch has flipped and suddenly they need to be as far away from here as possible.
‘Oh, yeah, all right. Everything okay?’
They nod, standing up and hovering for a moment, alternating their weight on each leg to get the blood flowing again.
‘Yeah, just tired.’ They look around at Harper and Luke, who seem mostly politely uninterested as far as I can tell, but Jude must be reading something in their expressions that makes them feel like they need to explain further. ‘Plus Dad was on earlies this morning, but he’s off tomorrow. Oh, sorry. That means nothing to you. But basically there’s a good chance he’s currently cooking something outrageously complicated but absolutely delicious.’
‘Ugh, think of me,’ Harper says. ‘It’ll be boiled chicken or some shit for me tonight. Unless Aiden wants to foot me a chippy again.’
‘Always,’ I tell zir. Harper’s mum is big into ‘health food,’ except she mostly uses it as a synonym for ‘low-calorie.’ ‘I’ll walk with you, Jude.’
I make to stand up too, but Jude’s looking at me like I’ve threatened them with bodily harm.
‘You’d have to walk all the way back,’ Luke says before Jude can beat him to it. ‘It’d take forever.’
‘Exactly,’ they say. ‘I’ve got my headphones. I’m good.’
I stand up anyway.
‘Just out of the park, I mean.’ I know as soon as I say it that it’s ridiculous. I don’t need the raised eyebrows from Harper and Luke, or the puzzled frown from Jude, to tell me that.
‘All right, if you like,’ they say, taking a step away before faltering. ‘It was nice to, like, meet you both.’
I love how hard they’re trying.
Jude
The walk is weird and tense and the only thing running through my mind is why would he possibly want to say goodbye alone? Like he’s going to kiss me goodbye at the end of a date, except the date in question includes two of his friends and zero implication that it was ever a date to begin with (and then the idea of him kissing me goodbye gets stuck on a loop instead, which is profoundly unhelpful).
When we reach the gates of the park, I turn to face him.
‘Uh, so like, are you just dropping me off here?’
He has the decency to wince a little, so at least I know he’s self-aware.
‘Sorry for being weird. I wanted to talk alone …’ Yep, ignoring the way my heart does its best impression of a jackhammer for a second, nothing to worry about. Let the boy speak. ‘Are you sure you’re doing okay? You got a bit quiet towards the end there.’ Oh. False alarm on the jackhammer front. ‘If Harper said anything that—’
‘No, Aiden, really, all good. I’m just me, y’know? Awkward. And meeting new people is tiring, so I think I just started flagging. Nobody said anything to upset me though, don’t worry. I like Harper. And Luke. They’re both really nice. Or, no, Luke’s nice and Harper’s funny.’
He laughs, an encouraging sign that I’ve pulled off the lie.
‘All right, that’s good. Not that I think Harper would say anything, but—’
‘Aiden, I’ve known zir for all of a few hours and even I could tell you ze’s exactly the kind of person to start a fight for fun. Nobody’s going to think less of you for acknowledging that. I’m a miserable git. Harper’s a bit of a bastard. Just true things, you can say them.’
His answering laugh is relieved and a little giddy, but I’m terribly distracted by the sight of Harper and Luke behind him. They’re far enough off in the distance that I might have missed it, but I must have glanced over instinctively at the mention of Harper, and I just about clock what’s happening. Luke is doing an overexaggerated thumbs up with both hands raised in the air, and Harper’s back is turned, arms wrapped around zirself, pantomiming a messy make-out. Yeah, I retract nothing. Bastards, the both of them.
Aiden is blissfully oblivious as he runs a hand through his hair.
‘Okay, fair point. You’re not as miserable as you think you are though. I had a really good time today.’
Oh shit. This is it. It’s happening. The end-of-the-date bit from all of the movies and TV shows (not audio dramas, though. The romantic subplots in audio dramas usually happen During the Horrors, and are most often a result of four seasons’ worth of pining bursting out at an inopportune moment).
‘Yeah. That’s – me too, yeah.’
I’m not kidding. Someone please actually kill me.
He smiles and moves towards me. There’s a half-second in which I convince myself he really is going to kiss me, and another immediately afterwards in which I realise I really don’t want him to. Not now. I want whatever we almost had yesterday at lunch, not this bizarre and uncomfortable performance of a romcom script.
I feel like I’m watching in slow motion until I notice his arms, which are extending out to me, are reaching out for my general torso area, and I become pretty certain he’s just going in for a hug. It’s awkward. Our movements are a little tight, too stiff, and when he folds his arms underneath mine I’m almost certain he can feel the dampness from my sweat patches on his bare skin. Way to make a lasting impression, I guess.
Aiden
‘I’ll see you on Monday, yeah?’ I say. They smile, but it’s a little unconvincing.
‘Yeah, I’ll see you around.’ They’re already turning to leave and I grab their arm in a panic.
‘Not just like, around. What about lunch? Want to join us in the caff?’
They consider me with the same inscrutable look they’ve been giving me all afternoon.
‘Yeah,’ they say eventually. They look tired. Sound it too. But there’s finally some real warmth in their smile. ‘That sounds really good.’
Jude
I’m pacing while I talk, all three steps or so of space available on my bedroom floor.
‘They were so unhelpful. Like, neither one of them could give me a single concrete example, so I don’t think they’re on to anything. I mean, that’s just how Aiden is. Though I suppose Harper and Luke know him better than anyone, so if anyone knows how he is around people… maybe he’s different around me? I don’t know. But actually, speaking of knowing him better than anyone, what the hell was all that about a friends-with-benefits situation? I mentioned that, right? I can’t tell if Harper was joking. Luke did say they weren’t dating, but don’t think I didn’t notice he didn’t technically deny that they’re sleeping together. I mean, even if they are, I guess it’s good that there’s nothing romantic there. If there was, Luke wouldn’t have said I should go for it, right? Maybe him and Harper do know something I don’t?
‘But, no, they’re wrong. They’re wrong! I think. Maybe they’re doing what I was doing. Where like, I was interpreting it as, I dunno, tension or something, but it’s not tension if it’s one-sided, it’s just, like, delusion. But maybe I’ve been so delusional that it’s like – like, seeping out of me, and now Harper and Luke can see it too, but they’re assuming that because it’s so, y’know, palpable, then it must be two-sided? Does that make sense …? Ava? You still there?’
There’s a short pause before Ava’s voice returns.
‘Yeah, I just muted myself so I could go for a wee while I waited for you to tire yourself out.’
‘Sorry. You asked.’
‘I asked how the whole socialising-with-strangers thing went.’
‘Well. That’s how it went.’
‘So, you fancy Aiden?’
‘That’s news?’
‘It’s not like we’ve talked much recently.’
My first instinct is to feel guilty when she says that, like it’s my fault we’ve been a little distant. Partially it is. I know I upset her during that first week of placement, but I’ve been doing my best to make up for it. And whose fault is it really that I haven’t been able to confide in her? Who ruled out Aiden as a topic?
‘Oh. Well, yeah. I mean, I always have, kinda. Ever since he came out.’
‘No, I know, but that’s like, attraction from afar. Full-on-crush territory is news to me.’
‘You should meet him.’
‘Mmm, he doesn’t seem like my kind of guy.’
‘That’s what I thought! And honestly, the optimism, it does get a bit annoying. But he means well. And Harper and Luke, you’d like them too. Luke’s gay. Or, I dunno, maybe bi, but he’s into boys. Which I was not expecting given his whole vibe. But turns out he’s just a big softie. And Harper is, well ze’s a bit, uh, I wanna say abrasive? Honestly, ze’s a lot like you.’
‘Abrasive?’
‘No! Well, yeah, actually. But in a good way.’
‘Abrasive in a good way.’ It’s not a question, but a repetition. She’s simply presenting the words back to me without comment, encouraging me to reassess.
‘Yeah. I think it’s cool that you don’t care about people liking you—’
‘Hey, Jude? New Night Market idea for you. Hear me out on this one, it’s a bit avant-garde. It’s called the Shovel of Shutting the Fuck Up. See, you can use it to keep digging that hole you’re working away at, but the best part is that while you’re digging, you have to shut the fuck up. So you don’t accidentally say something that an arsehole might say.’
‘Sorry,’ I wince. ‘I really am. But also, that was genius. Was that just off the cuff, or—’
‘I’ll see you on Monday, Jude. Maybe by then you’ll have calmed down and I can actually tell you about my weekend.’
‘Uh. Actually. I was wondering if you wanted to come have lunch with Aiden and everyone on Monday. I really do think you’ll like him if you give him a chance.’
There’s a long pause from Ava.
‘Can’t, sorry. I’m busy seeing a merchant about a shovel.’
Then she hangs up.




Jude
This whole morning has been a stark and necessary reminder that real life is exactly how I left it. Fewer people are whispering about PE than before. Two weeks is basically an eternity in school gossip-mill time, and plenty have moved on to something new. But my reappearance must have reignited the memory for at least a few people, and on top of that there’s also the general baseline murmur of hostility that never really seems to ebb.
And of course, there’s Ethan. There’s always bloody Ethan.
I was so distracted, glancing around the caff hoping to see Ava, that he managed to catch me by surprise when he slipped into the empty seat beside me. And I’ve spent a good few minutes trying to tune him out by the time Luke arrives to scare him off again.
‘You’re in my seat.’
There’s a long, tense moment as I look between Ethan and Luke, vaguely noting Aiden and Harper standing a little way away, all with grim, wary expressions. Ethan, however, after weighing up his options, seems content settling on throwing a slur at Luke and leaving quickly before risking any consequences. Truthfully, I think he was just running out of transphobic jokes and welcomed the chance to go away and think of new ones.
Luke seems unbothered. He doesn’t even sit in the now-empty seat. He walks around to the other side, leaving Aiden free to slot in beside me.
‘You okay?’ Aiden asks when he’s next to me, his voice soft and quiet.
I nod, then nod again, hoping the second time round seems a little more convincing.
‘Used to it.’ I turn to Luke, seizing my chance to make up for the last time we met like this. ‘Thanks, Luke.’
He shrugs. ‘I’m the token cis friend. It’s my job.’
‘Homophobic slurs are a new one from him,’ Harper adds. ‘Nice to change things up, keeps the transphobia feeling fresh.’
‘Oh, they’re not new, trust me. My friend Ava …’ I trail off, instinctively scanning the caff again. No luck. ‘Uh, yeah, when I’m not here, he turns on her instead.’
She’s probably been getting abuse from him for two weeks straight. And I’ve been going off on one about Aiden and Daniel, completely oblivious.
‘Hey,’ Aiden nudges me with his knee. ‘What do you offer a transphobe who needs to touch grass?’
‘What?’
I’ll be honest, I was aiming less for I don’t know, what do you offer them? and more for What are you actually on about? But Aiden doesn’t seem to mind either way.
‘Astro-TERF,’ he finishes with an annoyingly proud grin.
‘I hate you.’
‘You’re smiling though,’ he points out, and I especially hate that he’s right. ‘Which means you’ve won. Any interaction where they come away frustrated and you come away smiling is a win.’
He almost had me there, until he cycled back to remind me of who he’d been trying to distract me from. I doubt Ava’s been coming away smiling while I’ve been gone.
‘All right, enough about Ethan, it’s putting me off my food.’ Harper’s voice pulls me out of my little spiral, possibly on purpose. It’s hard to tell what zir motivations are at any given time. ‘I get enough of that shit at home.’
Luke puts a hand on zir back at that, and Aiden nods, like they’re both aware of what exactly home entails for Harper. I’m supposed to ask questions. That’s what Ava said, that’s what an interested and sociable person does. But it seems a touchy subject. What if ze doesn’t want to answer?
Ze can always refuse though, right? Take the leap anyway.
‘Are your parents not okay with you being non-binary?’
‘Okay with it? Doubt it, but thankfully I’ll never have to know. It didn’t exactly go so well when I came out to them as bi. It’s not like they’re going to somehow be more progressive if I tell them I’m trans too.’
I complain a lot about bullying at this school, but if school is hell, then my parents are supposed to be my safe place. Harper doesn’t even have that. Not that I’ve been treating my parents like my safe place at all much recently.
‘I’m sorry,’ I say.
‘It’s fine. Less than a year until I’m eighteen. I can go to a uni far away, take out loans, do whatever I like then.’
‘They’re missing out,’ Aiden says. ‘I almost feel bad for them.’
I turn to him, disgusted.
‘I don’t. They sound awful.’
‘No, I get it,’ Harper says. Ze doesn’t look at all offended by Aiden’s words. If anything, zir face has softened a little. ‘They presumably chose to have a kid. Carried me for nine months, went through all the pain of childbirth, all the nappies and the tantrums. And after all that hard work they’re eventually just going to realise they’ve wasted it on someone who can’t stand to be around them because they’d rather stick to their outdated views than show an ounce of respect to me as a human being.’
‘Exactly.’ Aiden’s enthusiasm is picking up. ‘But not just that. They’re missing out on knowing you. You’re clever and hilarious, and a bit too honest sometimes, but deeply insightful and it’s such a shame they never made an effort to really get to know you, because knowing you is an absolute treat.’
Aiden really is just like this, isn’t he? The way he’s been with me for the last two weeks – it’s not some weird fluke, he really is this earnest all the time. It must be nice, to live like that.
Aiden
Harper dips zir head a little, mumbling something that sounds like words of gratitude, and Luke wraps his arm around zir shoulders and pulls zir into a hug.
‘Everyone please stop being nice to me,’ Harper says after a moment. ‘It’s embarrassing. Jude. You say something. I’m guessing your coming out went well, since your dad is famously a one-man trans pride parade?’
Jude looks incredibly uncomfortable.
‘Uh yeah,’ they say, half-mumbling. From what I’ve gathered so far, this doesn’t seem like Jude’s favourite topic. I panic for a second, and I’m about to jump in with a distracting anecdote – possibly that time my dad decided the best way to be an accepting father was to take his newly minted son to a football match – but Jude seems to steel themself at the last minute.
‘My mum found out first actually. Have you ever seen Grey’s Anatomy?’
‘I have not,’ Harper says, ‘but I’m obsessed with wherever the hell this is going.’
Honestly, me too.
They laugh a little, scratching the back of their neck uncomfortably at the sudden switch of attention in their direction.
‘Mum loves it. She started watching from the beginning a few years ago, and she’d have it on the TV whenever Dad had to get an early night for work. And there’s this one episode… oh my god, no, this is so stupid. I’m not telling the story.’
I reach across and place a hand on their arm.
‘Please keep going,’ I tell them. ‘I’m already so invested.’
There’s a pause when I touch them. A moment that stretches on too long. I didn’t think before I did it – I’ve always been this way. I know some people aren’t, I try to be careful about it, but it’s just built into me. A hug, when someone’s stressed, a hand on someone’s back when they’re hurting. It’s just how I show I’m here for someone, and I want Jude to know that too before they close off entirely. I’ve never had to think much about it with my friends, it doesn’t mean anything they don’t already know: I care about you.
It feels like it means something now, though. The sleeves of their hoodie are pushed up, and my hand on their bare arm feels more intimate than it has any right to. All I can think about, the moment I touch Jude – the moment they look over at me, frozen – is last Friday, at lunch. How close we’d been, how the space between me and Jude had felt alive somehow, with a pulse fast enough to match my own.
It’s just my hand on their arm, but it feels like crossing that living space.
Jude is just staring, and I think it’s probably best to retreat. But not before moving my thumb just a little, a feather-light sweep across Jude’s skin. A little more intentional, a little more thought out than the initial touch. It’s probably not sensible, by any stretch of the imagination, but I couldn’t resist. When I pull my hand back, Jude and I both turn away from each other. Luke and Harper are giving each other the most intense side-eye I’ve ever seen.
Jude
‘Yeahhhh …’ Luke pulls his gaze away from Harper, but switches instead to raising his eyebrows at Aiden, who’s now looking steadfastly at anything else he can find. ‘We all want to hear the end of the story.’
There’s a teasing quality to his words, which isn’t a surprise. I’ve done a lot of embarrassing things in my life, but completely short-circuiting at a casual touch between friends has to be fairly high up in the list.
He touches me so easily, like it’s nothing.
And honestly, the prospect of sitting here quietly, in the aftermath of that shitshow, makes my weird little story feel like a much less mortifying alternative.
‘Um. Yeah. So, yeah, there’s this one episode where a patient comes in, Bex. About our age, with a tumour on an ovary.’ Out of the corner of my eye, I see Aiden grow a little less tense, and I feel myself mirroring him. If Aiden’s recovered from whatever that just was, then maybe there’s a chance to scrounge back some dignity. Keep telling the story, and maybe everyone will forget it even happened. ‘But when they scan the tumour, it turns out it’s not pressing on an ovary. Bex is intersex, with internal testes, but nobody knew until then. And there’s this moment.’
This is the hard part. The part where I have to admit something raw, something vulnerable. But Aiden’s rapt now. His eyes are fixed on me, totally absorbed in what I’m saying. I swallow.
‘Everyone thinks Bex is going to lose it, get upset. But there’s this moment of relief. Like, palpable relief. And one of the first things they ask is just, does this mean I don’t have to be a girl? And the answer is yeah, you can choose. You can be whatever you want. And I don’t even like this show, I’m on my laptop or something pretending not to watch, but I just burst into tears. Like, loud, gasping, ugly sobs, which obviously scares the hell out of Mum, and she’s trying to comfort me and asking what’s wrong and how can I explain that I’m jealous of this person because they have biological proof they’re not a girl, because they have a medical reason to be themself? I couldn’t say that, I’d barely figured it out myself. But Mum just goes quiet for a bit, then asks me to look at her and says you know, you can choose too. Which obviously makes me cry harder. So… yeah, I never really came out properly. Mum just figured it out from there.’
‘Jude,’ Harper says, deadpan. ‘I think I might throw up with how much I love that story. Can your mum adopt me?’
‘She actually might,’ I say with a small laugh. ‘Dad too. And he’d be on the phone to your parents every other night, telling them exactly what he thinks about bullies.’
‘I can offer payment in the form of TV recommendations because, as sweet as that story is, she does need to find a new show to watch.’
I laugh, mostly just relieved that the intensity of the moment seems to be passing, and the conversation moves on. Aiden says something about Harper being mean to him for his taste in TV shows, and I let my gaze drift again, glad to catch my breath and be out of the spotlight for a little while.
Ava must have shown up while I wasn’t looking, because I spot her in the corner. She’s sitting alone, headphones in. When I look up, she turns away fast. Like maybe she’d been watching the whole exchange.
Aiden
School isn’t technically much different than it was before work experience started. There’s only a couple of months left before the summer, so there’s a slight glimmer of excitement in the air. All my teachers are really emphasising the importance of the mock exams we have before the end of term, but most of us seem to be struggling to care about them. I won’t let my mum catch me saying that.
It feels different, though. It felt different all morning, knowing I’d see Jude at lunch. And it feels different now, sitting in Spanish at the end of the day, trying to check my phone under the desk to read the new messages Jude is sending en masse to the UD account.
@nightmarketpod: okay so i had a VERY distracting weekend but i am currently halfway through an incredibly boring business class and it’s given me time to think about the most recent episode again
@nightmarketpod: what do you MEAN joel isn’t responding??????
@nightmarketpod: why is fowler so chill about that??? like, my guy. your crewmate just went into the Cave Full Of Eldritch Horrors and you’re like ‘oh, it’s chill, probs just no signal’ FOWLER I AM SHAKING YOU
@nightmarketpod: ALSO ALSO ALSO!!! i have not forgotten about kat. i see you, daniel. wanting me to forget about kat. i do not forget and i do not forgive. if she’s not ok, i riot.
I have to feign a coughing fit to hide my laughter. Señora Roberts doesn’t pay a lot of attention, but if she does notice me looking at my phone, she’ll be ruthless. Last term, when she caught Holly texting, she made her read her last text out loud. In Spanish. It was painful. She had to ask if there was a Spanish translation for wonky eyebrows. She and Kiera haven’t been on speaking terms since.
I wait a respectable amount of time after my little outburst before typing out a response.
@unfathomabledepths: It probably is chill :) don’t worry about it x
@unfathomabledepths: Please don’t riot. I’ll make sure Kat’s a-ok as soon as you confirm The Merchant is gonna live a long and happy life
@nightmarketpod: the merchant’s gonna live a long life :)
@unfathomabledepths: happy though, yes? A happy life???
@nightmarketpod: long for sure
@unfathomabledepths: I’ll try and schedule my riot so that it doesn’t clash with yours.
@unfathomabledepths: Also, what was your distracting weekend?
This officially makes me a bit of an arsehole, I think. And maybe a touch pathetic. I’m definitely mining for information, trying to get some insight into how Jude’s feeling about the post-placement situation I may or may not have strong-armed them into. They type, then stop. This goes on for a long while, but at some point before the end of the lesson, they’ve given up entirely.
I leave them be on the bus. Without an answer to my question, I start to worry that I’ve overstepped my welcome a little, and when I see them at the bus stop they’re locked in a whispered-but-intense-looking conversation with their friend Ava. So when Ava leaves to catch her bus, and Jude puts their headphones in, radiating fury, I decide it’s probably best to stay out of their way for now.
‘I’m home!’
I kick my shoes off at the door, hovering with my bag at the foot of the stairs while I wait for the response.
‘Up here!’ Mum’s voice calls back. She’s let herself into my room apparently, and when I get up there, she’s busy folding newly ironed shirts into one of my drawers.
‘I’ve told you you don’t have to do that, I can put them away.’
‘And how long will they sit there creasing up on the chair before that actually happens? You’ve got your exams to focus on anyway. Going to get some revision done tonight?’
She cares. I know she does. I’m exhausted, but she doesn’t know that. She cares.
‘It’s my first day back,’ I say, trying not to sound like I’m whingeing. I’m not sure I succeed.
‘Exactly.’ She barely looks up from my clothes. ‘You’re playing catch-up. You know how I felt about the work experience in the first place. We agreed you could do it only if you don’t let your revision slip.’
Yes, I’m incredibly familiar with her opinions about the placement.
‘They’re not even—’
‘I swear to god, Aiden, if the next words to come out of your mouth are “real exams.” We’ve been through this.’
We have. Thoroughly.
‘I’m doing well. My marks have been good.’
‘And we’re going to keep it that way.’ She packs away the last of the shirts, then closes the drawer. She’s not done though, because without that to occupy her, she starts idly tidying up surfaces, arranging my set of D&D dice in a neat line, rearranging trinkets, deciding absent-mindedly that the cheap little Dionysus figurine that sits on my desk belongs on my bookshelf instead. She’s not going to leave until I agree.
‘All right, well, can I have an hour or so before I start? Time to relax?’
She looks at her watch for a moment too long. I could try the therapy card, maybe. Remember all that therapy you said was just overpriced breathing exercises? Well, give me an hour and you’re a few breathing exercises closer to your money’s worth.
No, I can’t do that. She’s seen me at my worst, knows what that looks like. This isn’t that, and she’d be able to tell. But I must be closer to it than I thought, because after a moment she looks up from her watch, considers me with something like concern, and sighs.
‘Twenty minutes. Any longer than that and it’ll be time for tea before you can get really stuck in.’
‘Yeah. All right. Thanks.’
As soon as she’s gone, I put Dionysus back on my desk.
Twenty minutes. Enough time for an old episode of The Night Market, maybe? It’s not the healthiest way to spend my glancing moment of freedom, especially while I’m still thinking about Jude, their lack of response to my messages, the way they lit my fingertips on fire from a casual touch at lunch, the bright and beautiful light in their eyes when they finally got into the stride of their coming out story.
Yeah, probably not healthy. But enjoyable.
I pick an old episode from the handful I’ve marked as favourites, episode three, the one that made me fall in love with the show before I could have even guessed that Jude was the creator. Setting my lights back to their usual soft purple, I change quickly into trackie bottoms and kick back on the bed. Headphones in, eyes closed.
The first item this episode was one I’d forgotten, a fragment of a gilded ceiling design from an ancient palace. The Merchant explains beautifully that the palace had belonged to the ruler of a long-abolished kingdom. The artist commissioned for the piece had been – or so everyone had believed – a close friend of the king’s, but the hidden story in the detailing reveals her own involvement in the plot that had eventually dethroned him. There’s so much worldbuilding neatly tucked away into this item, impressive depths of fictional politics and histories layered beneath the golden embellishment. It’s hard to understand why Jude would ever concern themself with the fear that they have nothing worth saying. Not when they have such sprawling universes in their head.
The second item is always intriguing – this time, it’s a snow globe that, once shaken, reveals the owner’s emotions. When The Merchant shakes it to demonstrate, the snow becomes dark, turbulent skies. Galaxies swirl within at great speed, and the glimmering threads of liquid silver sluice through the velvety black. It’s the first piece of insight we gain into The Merchant as a character, and it hooked me immediately the first time I heard it.
That isn’t why this episode is my favourite, though. The third item had caught me on a particularly fraught day a month or two ago. I’d spent the weekend with Dad, and he’d been so excited to show me a new woodworking project he’d been working on. I barely remember what it was – a cabinet of some sort, I think. But he’d been thrilled to spend the weekend with me working on it, showing me all the different tools, hoping that by the end of it I’d be fully sold on the joys of a good hacksaw or whatever it is he loves so much about it. I wasn’t. I’d been happy for him, happy he’d got something that brings him so much joy, happy that I could bring him joy too just by spending the weekend at his place. But he’s so caught up in me being the son he didn’t think he’d get. I know I’m lucky he was proud of me when I told him I was trans, but I get so bone-tired, watching little pieces of that pride fizzle out with every new confirmation that I’m never going to be the kind of man he wants me to be.
Hearing Jude’s voice say the words again reminds me of just how important they’d felt the first time.
‘Allow me to pour you another cup, wanderer. You’ll want your spirits about you for this next item – a very special find indeed. A coin! I see your scepticism, but you should know by now that things are rarely as simple as they appear. This is what we collectors call a Token of Insightful Invisibility. Carry it on your person, and you shall become… well… mostly invisible. Or I should say: entirely invisible to most observers. Those who do not know you, or those who may never truly understand you, or those who harbour ill will towards you – because malice is only ever unfamiliarity in disguise – will cease to perceive you at all.
‘There are few people who can see past this token. Some may be close to you already, but others may be unexpected. Acquaintances or even passing strangers in a crowd. Those lucky few are only able to do so if they carry within them the capacity to understand you in your entirety. The benefit being, of course, that if you happen to lock eyes with somebody while carrying the token, you shall know with certainty that the person has seen not only you, but your soul. What ease an item like this might bring! To be viewed only by those who would see you. To be confident of whom to trust with the deepest caverns of your heart. To ensure that you are never misunderstood, never misjudged, and always known, completely and unconditionally.’
My bedroom door opens too fast for me to subtly wipe away the tear that has crept down my temple while I’ve been lying here, but Mum doesn’t notice, just opens the door and leaves again, calling out as she does.
‘Time’s up! Bring your revision downstairs so I know you’re getting work done.’
It’s been exactly nineteen minutes.
Jude
‘That you, Jude?’
‘No, it’s the milkman. I’m here for the DNA results.’
‘My child thinks they’re hilarious.’
I peek round the kitchen door.
‘That’s because I am.’
‘Let other people be the judge of that. How was school?’
I let my bag drop at my feet and nod, even though he can’t see me, focusing too hard on the recipe he’s adding to in frantic pencil strokes.
‘Good,’ I say. ‘Mostly.’
‘Mostly good! We’ll take it!’
I think it surprises both of us when I stride over and give him a hug. It’s been a weird day. A bizarre mix of hope and stress. Seeing Aiden, Luke and Harper, feeling wanted by them, feeling perceived in a way that isn’t nearly as uncomfortable as it should be. And at the same time, knowing nothing’s really changed. School’s still school, Ethan Roe is still Ethan Roe, the world is still difficult and confusing and will continue to be so until something in me fundamentally changes.
There’s also Ava. She’s pissed at me. She wouldn’t tell me that to her face when I confronted her at the bus stop, not explicitly, but Ava’s really good at being angry. She doesn’t always need words to convey it. I had to learn that one the hard way when we first became friends.
And then there’s the conversation we had about Harper’s family. I’d forgotten how lucky I am to have parents who love me unconditionally. It feels like the bare minimum, the bar is underground, but some parents like to dig, apparently.
‘Am I dying? Are you?’ Dad says, probably joking. I think.
‘Shut up. I love you.’
I don’t have to find out for sure how he responds to that, because my face is buried in his torso, but after a moment he hugs me back, tight.
‘I love you too. More than anything.’ Then, after a long moment. ‘Sarah! You’re going to want to see this.’
I roll my eyes when Mum comes out of the office at his call.
‘Someone at the school sent back a different kid,’ Dad explains.
‘Shut uppppp,’ I groan, but I shuffle over to Mum and give her a hug too. She stoops a little to my level, but she’s not much taller than I am any more. I wonder if it’s an old habit I haven’t given her the opportunity to shake off – maybe she’s only used to hugging a much shorter, younger version of me.
‘Everything okay?’ she asks, quietly enough that Dad can’t hear. I nod.
‘Yeah,’ I tell her when I pull away. ‘Just trying to be better at… I felt like… I was speaking to a friend today, and I found out ze’s non-binary. Not Ava, someone else.’ I try to ignore the embarrassing level of excitement on both of their faces at the implication that I have other friends. ‘Zir parents don’t know. Apparently they’d react badly. Just reminded me that I’m, like, lucky. Or whatever.’
Mum’s face softens as she glances over at Dad, and I’m doing everything in my power to not look directly at either of them.
‘Not lucky,’ Dad says. ‘We’re lucky to have a kid who knows who they are. The rest is just us doing our job.’
‘And if your friend ever wants to come over and get away …’ Mum hesitates, visibly struggling. ‘Tell ze that… zir’s welcome any time.’
We can figure out the syntax some other time when I’m not about to die of embarrassment.




Jude
‘Jude!’
Aiden’s waiting for me outside the changing rooms on Tuesday morning. If he thinks I’m going to actually participate this time, he’s pushing his luck immensely.
‘Nobody should be this perky before PE,’ I say when I reach him. ‘Tone it down. The appropriate level should be anywhere in the region of complete despair, but ideally a step above climbing into the oven.’
Aiden just grins back at me, then says, ‘For all my despair, for all my ideals, for all that – I love life.’
All right, that was hot, I’ll give him that. I hated it. But it was hot. ‘What?’
‘Sylvia Plath!’
‘Bold of you to assume I know anything about Sylvia Plath except the oven thing.’
‘You should, she’s great.’
‘Clearly. You just had that quote ready to go? Like you’re competing for the title of world’s most charming arsehole?’
‘I’m charming?’
I’m going to pass away. ‘You’re an arsehole.’
He laughs. ‘Charming enough to be on my team for PE?’
‘There’s not enough charm in the world. I don’t do PE. Not ever, if I can help it, but especially not after last time.’
‘I get it, I do. But sitting on the bench is only going to make you feel worse. This way, I can keep you company.’
Oh, but he’s right, and it’s infuriating. Putting aside the idea of Aiden keeping me company, and the way he’s looking at me with the big sad pleading eyes while he twists his thumb ring around as if he’s got any reason to be nervous about this. The only prospect that could possibly feel more horrifying than joining in with PE right now is to sit in full view of the class and risk bringing the whole catastrophe back to the surface of everyone’s minds.
He takes my hand, again, like it’s nothing. Like my chances of spontaneous combustion don’t increase by about a million per cent every time he does it. ‘Please?’
Aiden
That was either exactly the right thing to say, or possibly the worst thing I could have said. It’s hard to tell. They train their gaze directly onto the floor, and there’s an angry red patch appearing behind their ears.
‘If I do—’
‘Yes!’
‘If I do… it’s only because sitting on the bench with a metaphorical spotlight on me would be an even worse kind of hell than actual exercise. Not because you asked me to.’
‘So you’ll be on my team?’ I ask, beaming.
‘I’m going to go and get changed in the toilets. I hate you.’
‘I love you too!’ I call out through my laughter as they walk away. Oops. That’s on me. I didn’t think before I spoke – that happens sometimes. The red patch behind their ears gets a little more vibrant, and I do my best to ignore the swooping dance my stomach seems to be doing.
They got back to me – to Daniel – in the end, but hadn’t offered the kind of information I’d been after. Which is what, exactly? Oh, I don’t know, something along the lines of I had the best weekend ever, I went out with an angel of a boy and have decided I never want to go a day for the rest of my life without letting him make me smile. Also, he’s profoundly attractive. Or, alternatively: There’s this lad who keeps bothering me and I don’t know how to tell him I hate his guts and I want him to leave me alone forever. The first one’s preferred, but I’d have taken either at this point, any kind of confirmation either way.
What I got instead was… cryptic.
@nightmarketpod: oh, mix of good and bad
@nightmarketpod: had a nice day w some friends but there’s a bit of tension with someone
@nightmarketpod: uncomfortable tension
@nightmarketpod: like no, i mean NOT sexual tension.
@nightmarketpod: like dramatic tension
@nightmarketpod: no that’s worse.
@nightmarketpod: never mind just. a mix of good and bad.
@nightmarketpod: how was yours?
@nightmarketpod: your weekend i mean. sorry.
I’m never going to be able to puzzle through what any of that means. Trust me, I’ve tried. I spent last night trying so hard that I got almost no revision done, and every time I glazed over to think about Jude, I had a lifetime supply of tuts and sighs to contend with from Mum. So I’m staying at Luke’s tonight because I think if I’m on the receiving end of one more pointed glance at the clock, I’m going to start having panic attacks again.
But it doesn’t mean I can’t keep trying to work out Jude’s feelings in person, does it? So I head into the changing rooms and hope Jude doesn’t immediately regret agreeing to this.
Jude
I regret this the second I walk away, but even more so when I come back, feeling exposed in my kit, seeing the unabashed surprise on Mr Lowell’s face, and then worst of all realising – as he leads us not to the sports hall but to the field outside – that this week we’re playing football.
Of course it’s football. Because that just makes sense, doesn’t it? Why wouldn’t this happen? Part of me almost craves the cisnormative misogyny that (before I ruined it for everyone, except feminism, I guess) prevented girls from playing anything besides netball and hockey. Hell, I’d maybe even consider putting on a dress and suffering through the day in drag if it meant never having to play football.
But then Aiden’s there, elbowing through the line to start the warmup beside me, the two of us failing miserably at kick-ups and his loud open laughter that somehow makes me less self-conscious, because he’s laughing more at himself than he is at me.
Ava’s there too. Standing a little away from everyone else. She’s holding her ball, only making a half-hearted attempt at a kick-up when Mr Lowell singles her out, but otherwise looking steadfastly in any direction other than mine. And when we split into two teams, I can’t enjoy the feeling of Aiden taking my hand, leading me to one side of the pitch. I can’t even enjoy the way he keeps his hand in mine, right up to the last second. The way he squeezes just a little, like he’s trying to comfort me, when the whistle blows. I can’t enjoy any of that as much as I’d like to, because I’m busy watching Ava stride confidently to the other end of the pitch, glaring at me from the opposing team.
Aiden
It goes about as well for me as football usually goes. Which is to say I have a great time, but in the kind of way you’d say that about a toddler who’s got their hands on a musical instrument they have no idea what to do with and is mostly just throwing it around with indiscriminate glee: At least he’s having fun.
Jude, at least, doesn’t seem to be in total hell, which I’ll take as a win. They run from the ball, where I run towards it, but the end result is pretty much the same. Their efforts to dodge pan out about as often as my efforts to participate, which evens out to a fairly balanced share of the two of us taking airborne footballs to the face or stomach. The Jude I met a couple of weeks ago would have cowered the first time that happened. Instead they redden, they shrink, yes, but they keep going.
‘Someone’s out to get us,’ I say, chuckling during a moment where we both stop to catch our breaths. Nobody notices, the ball is close to the goal and everyone’s going in on it. Our absence is a blessing for the overall team, I think.
It had been a joke, mostly just a generic jab about how the universe must be holding a grudge or something, but Jude’s face darkens unexpectedly.
‘It’s Ava,’ they say, wiping the back of their hand forcefully over the smudge of mud on their jaw. A gift from the most recent football-face collaboration.
‘What? Ava Gibson? Isn’t she your friend?’ Their gaze hasn’t shifted, and I follow it over to Ava. She’s hovering around the chaos, eyes flitting between the ball and Jude.
There’s definitely something going on that I’ve missed.
Is it this? Is this what they meant about the bad, uncomfortable tension? It should be a relief. I should be pleased to finally have some insight into the cryptic messages from last night. I should be thrilled to hear it, because if Jude’s weekend was a mix of good and bad, if their uncomfortable tension was with Ava, then surely that makes me – my friends – the good?
It doesn’t look like something to be pleased about. Jude looks like they might cry, actually.
‘She’s pissed. Because I’m spending too much time with you. She’s jealous, I think.’
‘Wait, what? Jealous? Why would she – but I wouldn’t—’ Cue the awkward blustering from me. I’ve had smoother moments, for sure.
‘I know. I know she’d be welcome. She knows too. She’d just rather us both be alone than let me have something nice, I guess.’
I stand with them for a moment, continuing to follow Jude’s gaze to their friend.
‘I don’t know her. But that doesn’t sound true.’
‘Yeah, you’re right. You don’t know her.’
‘No, but… most people don’t just turn spiteful for no reason. I’m not saying she’s blameless, just maybe… if you talk to each other?’
‘I tried, yesterday at the bus stop. She won’t hear it.’
‘Would it help if I spoke to—’
Jude drags their eyes from Ava to me, just in time to cut me off with a look of panic.
‘Absolutely not. Aiden, please don’t take this as an insult, but that would make things much worse. You are charming. But she’s not going to fall for it like I have.’
There’s a beat where we both process that last part, and I feel my face splitting into a slow smile almost in sync with Jude’s own descent into terror.
‘Noted,’ I say, trying my hand at a sparkling or maybe even flirtatious smirk, but I’m almost certain it ends up looking the same as every other emotion I try to convey: goofier than I’d like, but sincere at least. ‘On several fronts.’
‘No! I obviously meant fall for it like… like when you fall for a prank, I mean. Not like …’
‘Nope, I got it,’ I say, and there must be something like smugness in my voice because they’re getting increasingly flushed, and it can’t be from the exertion they’ve been actively avoiding. ‘Loud and clear.’
‘Please kill me.’
‘I’d really rather not. I can help with this though—’ I reach out, thumb hovering over the muddy patch they failed to remove a moment ago. ‘You missed a spot.’
Shameless, I know. I already feel like I buzz with static in the rare moments of extended eye contact with Jude, and now of all moments when they’re still warm and embarrassed from whatever just passed between us. But if that really was a slip in their armour, if they really do mean they’ve fallen for whatever charm they seem to think I have, then I have to test the waters now, before the moment fades entirely.
They freeze up, like I’m a curious bee they don’t want to startle, but they keep their eyes on me as I sweep a thumb across their jaw. It isn’t especially effective, but I don’t think either of us cares about the pretence of the mud any more.
There’s a moment there. Half a heartbeat at most, that feels stretched, pulled out in slow, sweet stillness. I could probably kiss them. I think they might want me to.
Or, at least, they might if we weren’t in the middle of the football field.
In almost the same second I remember this is very much not the place or the time, the ball we’ve both forgotten about comes flying over, square into Jude’s face. It isn’t pretty. They go down immediately. I stumble, my hand smarting where the ball caught it, but stay mostly upright. Jude’s flat-out on the grass though, eyes closed, and I drop to the ground beside them.
‘Jude?’ My voice comes out pitchy and panicked. Their eyes stay closed.
‘I’m hoping if I lie here long enough,’ they whisper eventually, ‘I’ll just die and never have to face the class.’
I laugh, more out of dizzy relief than anything, and take their hand. I wouldn’t describe it quite as helping them up, more like hauling, but they do begrudgingly get on their feet to find a good two-thirds of the class looking at us. The rest are all looking at Ava. She’s standing closest to us, away from the rest of her team, glaring as Mr Lowell rushes over to her, blowing his whistle in frantic bursts despite the whole match having stopped in its tracks. It seems pretty clear that she kicked the ball our way. And from the look on her face, she’d do it again.
That’s about when I notice Jude’s nose is gushing blood.
Jude
The only thing worse than being ridiculed by half my year is doing it with two wads of toilet paper stuck up my nose. Really hard to scowl effectively like this.
‘They didn’t …’ Aiden seems to be mulling over his words carefully around the lunch table. ‘Well, they didn’t faint exactly. They passed out for like, a second. But barely. Half a second, really. If that.’
Putting my head in my hands isn’t enough. I need to dissolve.
Harper isn’t helping either, struggling so hard to contain a laugh that it’s somehow more obvious than if ze’d just laughed out loud.
‘Well, that’s bottom-set PE for you,’ ze says after a moment, pressing zir lips together at a nudge from Luke. ‘Play with the losers, there’s bound to be accidents.’
‘It’s never an accident,’ I say through my teeth. ‘Everyone at this school hates me.’
Harper laughs, then pauses, frowning when ze realises I wasn’t joking.
‘Wait, no, I have to know your logic for this—’
‘Harper …’ Luke warns, but ze doesn’t stop.
‘Why does everyone hate you? I am desperate to know.’
‘The ball was actually targeted, we think,’ Aiden says, his voice small. ‘Ava Gibson. They’re friends but she’s uh… they’ve had a falling out.’
‘So Ava Gibson is everyone now?’
Harper’s trying to get a rise out of me. If I was a better person, I’d be able to acknowledge that and refuse to be baited.
Shame I’m not a better person, isn’t it? ‘No, but all this’ – I gesture to the general hell-vibe of the caff – ‘is because everyone hates me.’
Harper and Luke both look around.
‘In fairness,’ Luke says, ‘I only see about three people taking the piss. And those are just the standard wankers, they’re like that to everyone.’
‘You still haven’t answered the question,’ Harper insists. ‘Why would everyone in this school take the time and energy to hate you?’
‘Because this school is full of transphobes!’ That comes out a bit too frantic for my liking.
‘Jude, honey.’ Harper leans forwards to better punctuate the condescending look ze’s giving me. ‘You’re sweet, but you’re talking out of your arse.’
‘Harper!’ Aiden’s eyes are wide and panicked. ‘Be nice.’
‘I am being nice,’ ze says with a shrug. ‘I’m nicely informing them that they’re talking out of their arse.’
At Harper’s words, Aiden puts his head in his hands, and all I can do is glance between the two of them, indignant. Luke has opted out entirely, performatively engrossed in his phone.
‘Back me up, Aiden,’ ze insists.
‘Yeah.’ My voice is thick with provocation. ‘Go on, Aiden. Back zir up. You’ve obviously been telling your mates how unreasonable I’m being. Say it to my face.’
Aiden lifts his head from his hands and sighs.
‘You’re not unreasonable, Jude. You’ve had a rough go of it. You’re allowed to feel hurt.’
‘But… ?’
‘But’ – Aiden flickers his gaze between me and Harper, guilt practically pouring out of him – ‘I do agree that this school is actually pretty great, on the trans side of things. Most people aren’t transphobic, as far as I’ve seen.’
‘They are though! What about Ethan Roe?’
‘He doesn’t count,’ Harper says, dismissing me with a wave. ‘Ethan’s a raging bigot.’
Is ze serious right now? ‘That’s my whole point!’ I manage to choke out after a moment of stammering. ‘You can’t say a raging bigot doesn’t count when my literal argument is that this school is full of them! Him and Jenna Roberts are trying to set up a gender-critical club, for god’s sake!’
‘Trying being the operative word here,’ Harper points out.
‘The school keeps shutting them down,’ Aiden says, his voice tentative. ‘And even if they didn’t—’
‘Even if they didn’t, it wouldn’t matter because nobody wants to join. Because this school is chill. Two transphobes, and a whole school full of chill people.’
‘So why does everyone hate me?’
I don’t mean for it to come out like that. I mean for it to come out sarcastic, detached. Instead what happens is I hurry through the words in a frantic, desperate question, and my voice sounds a little too wobbly for comfort.
Aiden
I notice. I hear the hurt in the words, even if Jude seems to be retreating into their hoodie as soon as they spill out. Harper’s gearing up to hammer zir point home, and I know it’s not going to be gentle. It’ll probably be something Jude needs to hear, but it won’t be gentle. So I do the only thing I can think to do in the moment, and reach out to where Jude’s hand grips the bench between us, white knuckled and tense. They jump a little at my touch, but I’m surprised by just how easily they relax under my hand after a moment. I reach my fingers under Jude’s palm, prying their grip away from the bench, and just hold their hand beneath the table.
Jude
I want so badly to enjoy it, that feeling of calm that seems to engulf me when Aiden takes my hand. But Harper is leaning forwards again.
‘Everyone doesn’t hate you. I’m sure loads of people do. But they don’t hate you because you’re trans, Jude. They just dislike you because you’re weird.’
‘Harper!’ Aiden looks genuinely appalled, but Harper just shrugs. God, ze reminds me so much of Ava.
‘Am I wrong?’ Ze looks around at the table, where everyone but me seems to be pointedly avoiding zir gaze. Even Aiden seems to be suddenly very interested in his thumb ring, staring down at it as he twists it in place with his index finger. The only thing that keeps me from shutting down is Aiden’s other hand, tightening around mine. A single reassuring squeeze where nobody else can see.
‘Yeah, exactly,’ Harper says in response to Aiden and Luke’s silent agreement. ‘And I’m not saying it’s a bad thing or anything. I, for one, think all the best people are a bit weird. But like, there’s no denying that you’re just a bit odd, mate.’
‘Wh-how? Other than my gender, what makes me, more than anyone else in this school, visibly weird enough to get picked on so much?’
‘Take your pick? Shaved head, general emo-ness of it all. You scowl at literally anyone who’ll make eye contact with you. Everything you own is covered in podcast stickers that, yeah, they’re sick as hell, but most of it’s glowing eye imagery or creepy tentacles, which hardly screams “Look at me, just a normal person with totally normal interests.”’
‘However, Harper would like to once again remind you,’ Aiden interjects, ‘that none of these are actually bad things.’
‘Oh, yeah, that too. I respect the hell out of all of it. Personally, I think your vibes are impeccable. But you’ve got to admit, it all adds up to weird. And some people just really don’t like weird. Not your fault. Not really their fault either, unless they’re being dicks about it.’
‘Which most of them are. Aiden do you – is this what you think too?’
‘Well,’ his voice pitches up a little in a way that tells me everything I need to know. ‘I mean, I’ve told you before I don’t think anyone in this school actually hates you.’
‘Yeah, okay. You just think I’m an irredeemable freak.’
I go to pull my hand away, to ball my sleeves down over my fists and curl in on myself, but Aiden doesn’t let go.
Aiden
‘I think you’re amazing, Jude.’ That seems to shock them. It’s almost heartbreaking how surprised they are to hear it. ‘I think you’re brilliant, and also, yes, a little bit odd. But in the best way. Not everyone’s going to like that, but we do. I do. A lot.’
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Harper and Luke exchange a glance, raised eyebrows and small suppressed smirks. But mostly I’m just focusing on Jude, and the way the fight seems to fall out of them as they widen their eyes at me.
‘You like me?’
‘Of course. I wouldn’t be spending time with you if I didn’t.’
Jude spends a moment just blinking at me. There’s an odd quiet that falls over the table while we all wait for them to find whatever words they’re looking for.
‘You really like that I’m… odd, though?’
I’m suddenly very aware of Harper’s and Luke’s eyes on me, but Jude doesn’t seem to remember that we have an audience. It seems like growth, probably, for Jude to even momentarily stop caring about what onlookers might think, but I lower my voice anyway. If only to avoid them becoming embarrassed about it later when they think back to it.
‘Jude, it is by far my favourite thing about you. Which is saying a lot, because the things I like about you could fill a book.’
Luke stands up quickly at that – I don’t know if it’s the half whisper that did it, or if he thinks this is going to be a big moment for me and Jude, but he gives Harper an incredibly conspicuous nudge as he does.
‘Want to come and get a slice of cake, Harps?’
Harper just frowns at him, until he takes zir hand and pulls zir up anyway, and realisation dawns.
‘Oh. Yeah. We’ll be like. I dunno, five minutes maybe?’ Ze nods at Luke, who nods back, despite the very small queue that definitely won’t take five minutes. ‘In a bit,’ Harper finishes with a wave, leaving me and Jude alone.
We sit in silence for a good minute or so.
‘Will there be, uh, an audio edition of this book some day?’ they ask eventually. ‘Asking for a friend.’
I laugh at that, happy to see their nervous smile.
‘I’ll do a private reading, just for you.’
Jude
I’m not sure why I’m feeling so brave right now. By all accounts, I shouldn’t. I still have wads of tissue stuck up my nose. Nobody should feel brave with blood-soaked toilet paper sticking out of their face. But he’s still holding my hand, so I say it anyway.
‘Can I get a snippet?’
I’m worried it comes off as self-obsessed or needy, but Aiden seems genuinely thrilled that I’ve asked. His whole face lights up and he shifts a little in his seat so he’s closer to facing me.
‘I like how passionate you are. That might fall under the category of weird to the wrong people, but when you love something you love it with your whole heart. It’s amazing.’ The eye contact is way too intense when he speaks, but I can’t seem to break it. ‘I like how talented you are. The Night Market is brilliant and creative and gorgeous and I truly have no idea how you don’t see it.’
I stammer a little at that, because the thing is I do see it. I’m proud of my show. I think it’s great. It just feels forbidden to admit that out loud to someone.
‘And I really, really like that you never let that… I don’t know, that spark die. No matter what you’ve been through at school, no matter how hard it got for you. You’ve tucked it away, hidden it well, but it’s there for the right people to find. And it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. That’s why Harper doesn’t mean it as an insult when ze says people find you weird. It’s because those people are getting a glimpse of that beautiful part of you, and if they think it’s something worth making fun of, then that’s their problem.’
I don’t think anyone’s ever been this consistently kind to me in my entire life.




Aiden
@nightmarketpod: hello hi so you can totally say no
@nightmarketpod: like please do not feel pressured at all in fact you’re strongly encouraged to say no actually
@nightmarketpod: but ok so
They’re still typing. Have been for about five minutes.
‘Who’s texting you that’s got you all giddy?’
It’s an instinct drummed into me by my own mother, the way I shove the phone into my pocket like it’s an illicit substance I’ve been caught with. Luke just rolls his eyes.
‘What have we said about boundaries, Mum?’
I laugh, trying to slow my breaths, reminding myself that this isn’t home.
‘It’s okay,’ I tell her. ‘Their name’s Jude. They’re building up to ask me something, but haven’t got around to it yet.’
‘A date!’ Luke and his mum, Samantha, both say it in almost perfect unison, except her words radiate pure excitement, and Luke’s are tinged with complete incredulity. Probably at the prospect of Jude making the first move.
‘I don’t think so,’ I say, glancing back down at the three dots as they disappear and reappear. ‘They don’t know …’ Oh. How do I explain this in a way that doesn’t make me seem kind of awful? I’m suddenly not so sure there even is a way. It’s possible that what I’m doing is just kind of awful. ‘They don’t know it’s me,’ I say unhelpfully.
Samantha looks confused, so Luke helps me out. But I think hearing him explain it feels even worse, maybe. Like seeing myself through a candid camera shot when I’m used to a mirror. The angles are unflattering, I’m unrecognisable, and it’s even worse for knowing that this is the more honest depiction. I don’t like the version of me that Luke’s explanation reveals. He’s not even being judgmental about it, just laying out the facts, but the facts are that I’ve tricked Jude. That I’m continuing to trick them.
I don’t get to hear if Samantha has any motherly advice or scolding for me in the end. A new message finally comes through, and I’m too absorbed in reading it to catch the rest of the conversation.
@nightmarketpod: so I don’t have a trailer for tnm. and I never really got around to making one bc I was like? it’s just not good enough for a trailer right?? as in i dont have any cool soundbytes to use that’ll hook people in under a minute. but I’ve been speaking to this friend of mine and hes been really nice about the show and he keeps telling me it’s really cool and creative or whatever (his words not mine I promise) but then he said something to me about people really liking weird which I guess is the whole point of the show??? So ive been thinking about leaning into the weirdness of it all and ive had a load of ideas suddenly
There’s the briefest of pauses between messages, and I imagine Jude doing the digital equivalent of taking a deep breath after a landslide of words.
They’re trying so hard. How do I have any right asking the most on-guard person I’ve ever met to be vulnerable with me when they don’t even know who it is they’re opening up to?
@nightmarketpod: so anyway the point. ive figured out my biggest obstacle is that i cant narrate the trailer myself bc i also play the only character and it’s gonna get confusing. and obviously im obsessed with your voice and i was wondering if youd be interested in doing a voice-over for it. sorry if that’s not ok to ask
@nightmarketpod: like i said you can 100000% say no
I’m already typing the instant I’ve processed the request:
@unfathomabledepths: A thousand times yes !!!!!! x
I still don’t feel good about the situation, but better, maybe. Better, because something I’ve said has got through to them. Something I’ve said has made them confident enough to reach out to a creator they idolise. Confident enough to bridge the gap between them and this pedestal they seem to have placed Daniel Wilson onto. Maybe, even, to bridge the gap between the person they know me to be and the person they don’t see fully enough to know is me.
Jude doesn’t reply until hours later. Luke and Samantha have long given up on trying to convince me to stop looking at my phone and have gone to sleep (Luke’s back on solid ground with Dylan, and seems to have forgotten our sworn brotherhood of yearning). Luckily, Luke sleeps like he’s in a coma, so when my phone buzzes at about 3 a.m., and I sit bolt upright to check it, he doesn’t even stir.
@nightmarketpod: ok so i didn’t mean to ignore you. would you believe me if i said that i got so excited you agreed that i forgot to tell you how excited i was? also grateful. thank you.
@unfathomabledepths: Haha, yes I’d believe you. You’re also welcome. Not that I’m complaining, but why are you still awake?
@nightmarketpod: ? ive got a trailer to edit?? keep up??
@unfathomabledepths: Oh, good point, I forgot that trailers can’t be edited during the daylight hours over several days or even weeks, my mistake :)
@nightmarketpod: yeah thats on you. nobody in audio dramas has a normal sleeping pattern anyway so idk why youd think id be the exception
@unfathomabledepths: I have a normal sleeping pattern!
@nightmarketpod: freak. and also liar. its 3am for you too. Unless your accent has fooled me and you’re in an entirely different time zone.
No, I just couldn’t sleep because I was waiting for you to respond. So yeah, bit of a freak and also definitely a liar. 
Might as well double down on the liar part.
@unfathomabledepths: In my defence, I just found out that London Podcast Festival was happening soon. It’s usually in September? So I had to panic-buy some live show tickets and then I was too wired to sleep.
It’s not a full lie. That was the cause of my last late night. I’m just concealing the fact that this all happened about a week ago.
@nightmarketpod: wait???????
@nightmarketpod: you’re going to be there !!
@nightmarketpod: me too!!! do you have tickets to the wooden overcoats show??
Shit.
Jude
What I hadn’t considered, during my entirely sleepless night – first in my excitement to start putting the trailer together, and then in the chaos of realising I might be able to meet Daniel in a few weeks – was that it was photo day today.
I hate school photos. I hate photos in general, but school photos have a particular kind of curse, like they slap a filter over the lens that those in the business refer to as the worst you’ve ever looked and call it a day. Not that I’d even need it right now. I’m exhausted, and I know I look it.
I’m sat on an uncomfortable stool, the blue background the only attempt to hide the caff behind me. It’s about to be lunch, so people are already settling in to eat, with a full view of this shitshow. And in front of me, past the photographer who clearly isn’t being paid enough for the monumental task of getting me to smile in a way that doesn’t look like the stuff of nightmares, is a line of my classmates, bored out of their minds and with nothing to do but leer at me as I try to sit up straighter. I see the photographer make an attempt at a shot, and while I blink the flash from my eyes, I watch him peer at his camera with a look of total apathy.
‘You moved. One more shot, try to sit still.’
Yeah buddy, I’m doing my best in the face of y’know, literally everything going on here.
I’m trying not to look at the line, I am. Mostly because I’m afraid I’ll see Ethan. Or worse, Ava. But just before the photographer leans back in for a second shot, a sudden movement catches my eye. Right at the back of the line, darting through the open door, is Aiden. His waves fall loose as he hurries to join the line late, and he looks up at the same time I do. He stops adjusting his dicky bow (which has no right to look that good on anyone, but he pulls it off fantastically), and as soon as he catches my eye, he gives this ridiculous little wave, all smiles. I can’t help but smile back, and in return his smile grows huge and silly and beaming, and I think it might be the best thing I’ve seen all day. I barely notice as the flash goes off a second time.
Aiden
When Jude sees me, they smile. But I don’t think the word quite does them justice.
There’s an item from an old Night Market episode, they called it something fancier that I can’t remember now, but it was basically a chunk of a star. In the episode, The Merchant explains that the piece of rock glows when the person who possesses it is truly happy. It’s supposed to be helpful to both the owner and the people in their life. A way to know your true emotions, a way to let others know – without confusion or miscommunication – just how happy they make you.
I’ve learned, since getting to know them, that most of the items Jude invents are things they wish they had, things that would make navigating the world less difficult for them. But I also know that right now, I can’t imagine either of us needing a piece of rock to communicate exactly how we’re feeling.
They must have lost their ongoing fight with the school, because their hoodie is nowhere in sight, and where they’d normally be trying their best to shrink into themself, instead when they lock eyes with me, they sit up a little straighter. Jude’s smile is magnificent. Their sharp edges have melted away into a rare and beautiful joy. The flash illuminates them as their photo is taken, and for just a second, they glow. It feels like lightning has struck.
Jude
‘You look like shit. Hope your parents weren’t planning on framing that.’
‘Thanks, Harper, you’re too kind,’ I say, sitting down with zir and Luke at our lunch table like it’s already an old habit. ‘Anyway, it was all part of my master plan to never be perceived. Become unframeable.’
Aiden was getting his picture done just as I was getting to the front of the dinner queue, but he heads over to the table 
almost immediately after I sit down.
‘I planned ahead,’ he says, pulling out a Tupperware of something that looks… nutritious. ‘Well, no, my mum did. Brain food, apparently,’ he says with a wince.
I shove my plate of chips towards him, and he beams, reaching out to take one before he pauses, tilting his head at me in concern.
‘Did you sleep at all?’ he asks.
‘So many compliments today. Was it the haunted look that gave it away? The dark circles maybe?’
‘No, it’s the irritability I think,’ Harper says.
‘It’s not, and you look fantastic, Jude, ignore zir. You just seem tired.’
Luke gives Aiden some kind of meaningful look I can’t discern.
‘Not that you’re exactly in a position to be criticising poor sleeping choices right now. How late did you stay up last night, Aiden?’
Another indecipherable look between the two of them.
‘Judas,’ Aiden says eventually, but he’s… is he blushing? He grabs another handful of chips to hide it, but he’s definitely flustered.
Have I missed something? Was Luke somehow keeping Aiden awake last night?
Harper looks as oblivious as I am, but also seems to care considerably less.
‘I’ve just realised.’ Harper says. ‘Is that what your name’s short for? Judas Cason. Metal as fuck.’
‘You might want to redefine your definition of metal,’ I tell zir, forcing a little laugh as I try to stop overanalysing Aiden’s silence. ‘But no, it’s just Jude.’
‘Ohhh, is it the emo thing? Wanted to be able to explain to everyone you met that you’re named after Saint Jude, patron saint of lost sou—’
‘You’re like the fifth person to make that joke to me since I came out. You’re not original.’
‘Why be original when you can be annoying? So why Jude then?’
‘Liked it.’
‘It’s a boy’s name.’
‘So? So are like fifty per cent of names. And the other half are girl’s names.’
‘Hello, Harper? Also, Alex. Sam. Riley. Ash—’
‘Yeah, all right, you’ve made your point. But I also know like five non-binary Alexes. And Sams. And Rileys.’
‘Lot of non-binary friends there for someone who thinks the world’s out to get them.’
‘Online, obviously.’
‘All right, fine, so some of the gender-neutral names are a bit boring. What about something fun. Pond. Or… Orchid. Or, I dunno, like, Dragon or something sick like that.’
‘Yeah, because Dragon’s not gonna get bullied at school.’
‘By all accounts you’re already being bullied. Why not have a cool name in the meantime?’
Whatever was brewing between Luke and Aiden seems to have passed, because Luke smothers a laugh at that.
‘I like my name! It’s, I don’t know what drew me to it, it just fits right.’
‘I get that,’ Aiden says.
‘Oh, don’t you start,’ Harper says, with a small dismissive wave in Aiden’s direction. ‘Mr Same Name as Every Other Trans Man on the Planet.’
That one catches me off-guard, and I let out a loud, accidental laugh. Aiden does his best to pretend to be hurt by it. He’s not successful. He’s still smiling.
‘Ze has a point,’ I concede, allowing myself a grin back in Aiden’s direction. ‘If I know five non-binary Alexes, I know at least a dozen trans masc Aidens.’
‘In fairness,’ Luke says, ‘he didn’t know that at the time.’
‘It’s not a defence to admit he did, like, no research,’ Harper points out.
‘What?’ I laugh. ‘Did you just look up a list of baby boy names and find Aiden on page one or something?’
I’m obviously joking, but Aiden’s looking increasingly guilty, pressing his lips together and looking pointedly away.
‘Aiden, no. You did not.’
‘I was going to do more research! But it’s like you said, it just. It fit right.’
‘Yeah, you and every other trans man on the planet.’
‘The defence would like it stated for the record,’ Luke says, ‘that he had an actual valid reason for liking it. And would like to remind the accused that you may testify to your own innocence.’
‘Thank you, Defence.’ Aiden says with an attempt at indignation. ‘Yeah, I already had a name in mind, but it got ruled out. Aiden was kind of a remix of the original name.’
‘What was the name?’
Aiden opens his mouth, then shakes his head.
Aiden
Daniel. The name was Daniel. Jude seems completely oblivious to this double life of mine, but they’re not stupid. They’d connect the dots soon enough, and if they ever found out that Wilson is my mum’s maiden name, then there wouldn’t even be much connecting left to do.
‘Doesn’t matter. I was going to go with the name my parents would have chosen. The one they always said they’d been planning to give me if they’d known I was a boy when I was born. But Dad said they’d made enough decisions for me. That they chose the wrong name first time round, so it’s only fair I got to have my turn.’
‘You’re giving both your parents a bit much credit there,’ Luke says. He’s got a thing about me making excuses for them. I love him.
‘Well, no, my dad did mean it when he said it. I could go by whatever name I wanted. The condition he didn’t say out loud was that the name was less important than me finally being the lad’s lad of a son he’d always wanted.’
Jude reaches out, slowly. When they take my hand, turning my thumb ring so that the word fruity is fully visible, I’m trying to remember if they’ve ever been the one to initiate physical touch with me before now.
‘That worked out well for him then?’ they say, a small smile on their lips when they make brief, darting eye contact with me.
‘I don’t know what you mean. I’m so butch.’
The snort that escapes Jude might be considered rude by the wrong person. As it stands, I can’t help but find it utterly charming.
Jude
My hand lingers on the ring for a little too long. Even after the embarrassing snort incident. It’s a sly look from Luke that makes me pull back. A hint of a raised eyebrow at my hand on Aiden’s. Could mean nothing. I’d probably have assumed it meant nothing, if not for that strange moment between them earlier.
It’s probably nothing though. Right?
‘So why did you have such a late night last night?’ I just kind of blurt the question out, and Aiden is knocked a bit off-balance with it, which is fair, I think. I have just taken a huge conversational U-turn.
‘Just. Chatting. With a friend.’ Aiden is not subtle about glancing at Luke, who’s concealing a definite grin behind his hand. ‘What about you?’
Something possesses me when I answer. I have no idea what.
(I’m lying. I know full well it’s jealousy. Or pettiness. Both, probably.)
‘Messaging Daniel Wilson,’ I tell him. ‘You know, Unfathomable Depths?’
I’m searching Aiden’s expression for, well, anything. It’s the most carefully crafted mask of neutrality I’ve seen on him yet, but he’s still Aiden, still more transparent than most. Largely, surprise seems to be winning out.
‘Oh, that’s cool. You two are close?’ He says eventually, his voice composed. Too composed, actually. I’m struck by this sudden unhinged desire to dig for a spark of jealousy on his part.
‘Sort of. We’ve been messaging for a bit. We’re probably going to meet up at LPF soon. Which is gonna be weird, but good. Mostly because I’ve got sort of a massive crush on him.’
I trail off towards the end of the sentence. If I thought I could have just abandoned the whole thing halfway through, I would have. But Aiden has a habit of encouraging me to say things I’m embarrassed about, and he’d have dug it out of me eventually. I’m hoping it just plays off as bashful. Honestly, it wouldn’t be untrue. I think I do have a crush on Daniel. Nowhere near the level of Aiden, obviously, because Daniel doesn’t stop my heart with casual touches, or smile at me from across the caff like he’s just lit up the whole world, or manage to make this school – even PE — somewhat bearable. But still.
‘A crush? On Daniel Wilson?’
I can’t tell where he’s at. Incredulous is my best bet, but Luke and Harper are looking at each other out of the corner of my eye and it’s incredibly distracting and I can’t figure any of it out so I just plough ahead.
‘Yeah, I mean, I know it’s ridiculous because I don’t even know what he looks like, but, his voice …’ There’s no other word for how that came out than just plain old mortifying ‘horny.’ I clear my throat, which only seems to be more incriminating. ‘Well. You know. He’s got a nice voice. And we just have been getting on really well. He’s sweet. I know he’s pretty private online but he’s just’ – a lot like you, actually – ‘a lovely person.’
‘Oh’ is all Aiden says after a while. ‘Well he… he’d be lucky to have you. Even if we don’t see eye to eye on quite how hot his voice is.’ Aiden’s laugh is awkward, stilted.
God, I wish I was capable of whatever the hell a vibe check is.
Aiden
The rest of lunch is weird and tense. It’s my fault. Is it possible to be jealous of someone who’s pretty much just me with a fake moustache and a pair of novelty glasses?
I’m stressed, and confused, and everyone – Jude included – is picking up on it. Eventually, Jude leaves early, making a clearly fake excuse about speaking to one of their teachers before their next lesson, and the second they’re gone Luke excitedly explains the whole situation to Harper. It feels increasingly like a lie now. Everyone but Jude knows this secret. Everyone’s in on it but them, left out of the loop. They’d hate that more than anything.
‘Aiden, what the actual fuck are you planning to do about the podcast festival?’ Harper asks eventually.
I groan, head in my hands.
‘Ideally, pass away,’ I say. I sound like Jude.




Jude
I spend the rest of the school day agonising over Aiden, then the rest of the evening distracting myself with Daniel. I make more progress on the trailer, daydream about meeting him at the festival, and despite my exhaustion, I avoid sleep for as long as humanly possible. Because lying in bed means free time to agonise some more.
But something must have been brewing in the background. While my conscious mind did everything it could to avoid thinking about him, some traitor brain cells must have been chipping away at the Aiden Problem somewhere, because I wake up the next morning with a frankly terrifying amount of resolve.
I’m never going to be able to get a read on him. I’m just going to have to talk to him. Communicate, openly. You know, the sensible, healthy choice. Or whatever.
He’s got drama before lunch today, which is practically next-door to the caff, so I decide to corner him then and hope Luke and Harper will be somewhere further away, giving us time to talk.
‘Aiden!’
He turns to me, surprised, on the path between the performing arts building and the caff. The surprise melts into pure joy so quickly, it knocks me entirely off-guard.
‘Jude, hi.’
I’ve walked up to him properly at some point between calling out his name and now, but god forbid a word actually comes out of my mouth when it matters.
‘Could – do – can we talk?’ I manage eventually. He tilts his head, but nods after a moment, and all I can think to do is lead him a few steps away to be closer to the wall, because that’s my idea of privacy apparently.
‘You all right?’ His voice is filled with such genuine concern. I wonder if I look like I’m about to shit myself. I probably do. Jury’s still out, honestly, on the likelihood of that actually happening. I nod instead.
‘So you know in PE?’ Great start, Jude. Truly. Confuse him beyond reason, that’s how to get a guy, everyone says so. ‘Tuesday, I mean. Before the …’ I gesture at my nose, now unbloodied, and not broken, but bruised enough to make my point. He nods more solemnly than most would in the face of this farce.
Okay, out with it. Come on, I can do this.
‘Well, okay. So. I might be way off. Especially because I got sort of a vibe yesterday with… no, ignore that, just, I know it’s a stretch. But I keep thinking about it, about how just before Ava kicked the ball at me, if maybe we’d been about to …’ I’m sweating. Like, enough that I have to pause to wipe my own forehead. Clearly, I’m a catch. ‘I just wanted to know if you’d… I mean, if not for that, would you – maybe – have been about to—’
‘Aiden!’
Luke is bounding over and actually, I do think I’d be justified in fighting him. Like, I’d die. In seconds. But at my funeral people would stand around and go, Yeah, sure they picked a fight with someone three times their size, but they were moments away from asking a boy they like if he’d been about to kiss them, so I get it.
Harper follows along beside him, and I’m sure ze shoots me an apologetic look. As if ze, at least, seems aware they’ve just interrupted something.
‘I’ve been looking for you all morning,’ Luke says when he reaches us. ‘You left these at mine.’
He holds out a carrier bag, and Aiden takes it, frowning until he opens it and peers inside.
‘Oh!’ He clamps the bag shut. ‘Yep. Sorry. Thank you.’
‘Aiden?’ Harper says. I think there had been a moment of embarrassed silence before ze said it, but I can’t be sure. I was too busy trying to remember how to make a fist, then feeling incredibly guilty because I don’t think Luke would actually try to hit me back even at gunpoint. ‘You’re doing a great job of looking like you’re concealing a murder weapon right now. Which I assume isn’t your intention because if it is a murder weapon, I expect to be visiting you in prison soon.’
‘Uh, no, it’s just underwear.’ He looks far too mortified by this for it to not be true.
Harper wrinkles zir nose. ‘You’re a better man than I, Luke. I’d have burned them.’
The carrier bag is one of those thin white ones you get from a corner shop, so I can see the faintest hint of the boxer briefs inside, and I do sincerely believe that if I was ever going to spontaneously disintegrate, it would be right now.
Underwear of Mutual Mortification – an item that isn’t technically magical, but has the power to confirm once and for all that the boy you’re obsessed with did in fact spend the night with a friend he’s incredibly affectionate with. If underwear could speak, it would say, Hey, you, yeah, remember the blushing and the strange smirks when Luke called Aiden out for not getting enough sleep the other night? Trust your instincts, loser. Or something along those lines at least. But hey, at least the boy in question now has to carry around his shame-boxers in a carrier bag for the rest of the day in some kind of karmic retribution. So that’s something, right?
Needs work.
Luke’s got a crush on Dylan, I know that. But he thinks it’s unrequited, right? So… I don’t know, this isn’t my area of expertise – understanding these things would require at baseline that anyone had been attracted to me ever. But from what I’ve read and seen and heard across various different forms of media, that’s a thing people do? Like, maybe people with unrequited crushes still do friends-with-benefits to get over the crush?
But what about Aiden? Luke’s heart might not be all in it, but what if Aiden’s is?
I can practically hear Ava’s voice in my head telling me the answer you least want to hear is usually the simplest one.
The Ava in my head is probably right, and real Ava – the one I’m reasonably certain isn’t in my head, but who can tell any more – is glaring at me from the path because of course she heard all of this conversation. Why wouldn’t the universe go all in on the Ruin Jude’s Life party right now?
Aiden
I try to lock eyes with Jude, try to gauge if they’ve lost their nerve. Maybe I could tell Luke and Harper to go ahead without us and we can catch up with them later?
Because Jude was, I think, going to ask if I’d been about to kiss them in PE. And I was gearing up to tell them, Yes, and if you’d let me, I’d love another chance to try. And then, and then, well, then, maybe I’d kiss them. The train of thought doesn’t get beyond that point, really. It sticks in a bit of a loop.
But Jude’s looking over at Ava, who’s standing a few feet away. I’m sure she’s lovely, really. But I do think she might have been sent here on some kind of government mission to go undercover and prevent me from kissing Jude because MI6’s secret files are stored in my brain somewhere and a moment of true, unmitigated joy will make me remember them.
Or possibly, she’s just trying to resolve her fight with Jude. That could be it. That’s probably it, actually.
‘So, are we eating?’ Luke asks.
‘Do you want to catch us up?’ I whisper to Jude, glancing over at Ava.
They look like they want that about as much as I do, but they nod anyway, expression grim and closed off. I decide at the very least I can take their hand for a moment.
‘Let me know if you need to talk, after’ I tell them, but nothing about their body language softens when I do.
When Luke, Harper and I walk away, I wait until we’re just out of earshot.
‘If I didn’t love you so much,’ I say to Luke, ‘I’d hate you right now.’
Harper gives him a punch to the arm that seems to be at least half celebratory.
‘I told you we were interrupting something!’
Jude
‘Well, that was hard to watch,’ Ava says, the second the three of them are far enough away. Yeah. She did hear everything. Sounds about right.
‘If only you had a football with you this time.’
She scowls at me. ‘You know why I did it, right?’
‘Spite, I’m guessing.’
She shakes her head, more frustrated than anything, and for a second she looks like she might be about to cry. It’s an odd look on her.
‘I could tell you were going to try to kiss him, and you were only going to get your heart broken.’
She’s sincere. I might not be good at reading people, but Ava wouldn’t lie when she has the option of saying to your face just how pissed off she is. If she’d really done it out of hatred, she’d be telling me in detail how good it felt.
‘So that’s all it was? You looking out for me? Because I feel like if it was me, and I was concerned about you, my first move wouldn’t be to completely cut you off.’
‘Well, you’re not concerned about me, are you? That’s the problem.’
She shifts on the spot. She’s still standing far enough away from me that we’re having to raise our voices just a little to hear each other, but her words lose power towards the end, like she’s regretting them before they’ve even come out.
‘Of course I am,’ I tell her, taking a step towards her. I want to be like Aiden. I want to be able to widen my eyes at her, make my voice low and gentle, reach out a hand, and she’ll just know I’m sincere. It’s not as easy as he makes it look.
‘Great job of showing it. Ethan Roe’s been making my life hell for three weeks and you’ve been spending every lunch with your new and improved friends. Why would you care?’
I’d guessed as much, but it still doesn’t feel like any less of a gut punch to have it confirmed. Of course Ethan doubled down on terrorising Ava when I wasn’t there. But she didn’t say anything, did she?
Which might be a valid excuse if I’d given her the chance to say anything at all, between complaining about Aiden and agonising about Daniel.
‘I’d hoped you’d join us,’ I tell her. I know it isn’t the right thing to say, but I’m not sure what is. ‘I wasn’t trying to choose them over you.’
‘Yeah, you asked me once. Twice, maybe. Didn’t get the idea you actually wanted me to say yes.’
‘I did! I do. I miss you.’ Maybe that. That feels like the right thing to say. Just the truth.
‘Do you, though? Because you’ve made a very big deal in the past about me being your only friend. Not best. Only. So it’s not exactly surprising that you’ve forgotten about me now you’ve managed to get a few more.’
‘I’m allowed to have more than one friend!’ Okay, definitely developing a growing appreciation for Aiden’s superpower. He’d have probably reassured her, and definitely wouldn’t have raised his voice. ‘Isn’t it better? Isn’t it a good thing, to know that we have other options and still choose each other? Surely being best friends means more when we’re not each other’s only friends?’
‘That’d be convincing if you’d made any effort to choose me.’
All I can do is groan, but it comes out more like this guttural grunt of frustration. I’m not good at putting stuff like this into words, she knows that. I’m all tangled up because we’ve covered this part, I’ve already explained. What’s left to say?
‘You stopped speaking to me!’
She rolls her eyes, but she must have realised we’re going in circles too, because she folds her arms. Her next words are muttered.
‘Yeah, because you’ve been fucking unbearable to be around.’
‘What, because meeting Aiden and messaging Daniel made me start to think I might not be the most inherently unlikeable person on the planet?’
‘More to do with the fact that you don’t have a second to spare to think about anyone else, least of all me, because you’re spending all your free time thinking about a boy who’s literally never going to feel the same way! You know that, right? That you don’t have a hope in hell?’
‘Yes, I know that. I’m not an idiot.’
‘You might be, actually. Because if you already know, then why are you spending all your time with him when you know it’s only going to lead to you getting really, seriously hurt?’
‘I’m not spending – wait, who do you mean?’
Ava scowls at me. I think it’s supposed to be a frown of confusion, but mostly she just looks pissed off. I’m pretty sure this is what everyone else sees when they look at me.
‘Aiden? Who do you mean?’
Oh. Right. I meant Daniel, but I’m not about to tell her that, because that really does make me look like an idiot. It’s not that I care more about him than I do about Aiden. It’s not, I swear. Daniel’s amazing, don’t get me wrong, I feel starstruck every time we speak. He does occupy a lot of my thoughts at any given moment, but I’ve never even met him. Daniel doesn’t smile at me like he’d move the whole solar system about just to brighten my day. He doesn’t look at me from across the room and manage to have a whole conversation with just one glance, or reach out and place a hand on my back until I feel like I’m about to have a serious fit of heart palpitations. Those things are reserved for Aiden only.
I’d been assuming she meant Daniel, not because my feelings are stronger for him than for Aiden, but because there’s a stupid reckless part of me that thinks – however small it might be – I do maybe have a chance with Aiden.
‘Why wouldn’t he ever feel the same way?’ My voice is so small it’s embarrassing.
‘He’s obviously in love with Luke, Jude.’ Ava makes an attempt at softening her voice, but it’s not something she’s had a lot of practice with. ‘I thought you just said you knew that?’
‘I did. I do …’ I have to pull myself together fast, or she’ll notice just how close I am to tears. ‘I guess I didn’t realise he was in love with him. I thought maybe they were sleeping together or—’
‘Does Aiden really seem like the casual type?’
No. Not at all. Aiden seems like the type to fall so deeply in love he’d set the world on fire for you if you asked. Not that I’ve thought about it or anything.
Ava looks at me with such infuriating pity. I think I might be visibly about to cry, so that’s probably what’s triggered the condescending expression.
‘Oh, Jude, it’s okay. It’s not your fault. He shouldn’t have led you on like that.’
I shake my head.
‘He isn’t leading me on. He’s just nice. Or, no, not nice – he’s good, Ava.’
‘Oh, yeah, so good of him to make you cry. Seems like a real nice guy.’ Her voice is dripping with sarcasm. I don’t know if she’s hamming it up for me, making sure I don’t miss it like I often do the more subtle attempts at sarcasm, but it comes off as obnoxious and a little cruel. It floors me for a second. Because I know she’s wrong, she’s got it all twisted up, but I’m never going to be able to pluck out the words to explain it, let alone wrap my tongue around them.
‘I’m just saying,’ she adds while I struggle to speak. ‘I’d never seen you cry before you met him.’ She punctuates it with a smug little jerk of her chin, like she’s just made an irrefutable closing statement that’s won her this debate. That’s what does it. That’s what sends me over the edge. I let out a manic kind of laugh that I think scares us both a little. My voice comes out louder than I’d like, but it also comes out clearer and more determined than I could have expected.
‘That’s not because I was happier. It’s because I was numb! Or because I’d have been too ashamed to cry in front of you. Aiden’s my friend. And I might be pining, hoping for it to be more, but even if that never happens, I’d rather be happy as his friend than miserable as yours.’
Her face falls.
I didn’t mean it that way.
Or no, I did sort of, but not exactly. I didn’t mean being her friend makes me miserable. Kind of. I meant that together, we become miserable. We feed off each other’s misery. We hype each other up, a feedback loop of cynicism and misanthropy. I love her so much. I love being her friend. But we bring out the worst in each other.
It takes her too long to reconstruct a scowl over the expression of utter heartbreak.
‘All right, well. Fair enough then. Guess that’s us done. Good job I’m not your only friend any more.’
She turns on her heels, and I try to call after her, take a step towards her, but she stops just long enough to look back over her shoulder at me with eyes so full of fury I can almost see where she’s planning to put those steel-toed boots if I take another step.
Dad’s already looking up the previews for the school photos on the app before I even finish telling him about my day. Though in fairness, it wasn’t going to be a long conversation. I’d been planning on leaving out the fight with Ava. Doesn’t matter anyway, because we just got as far as ‘they had us do the photos this morning,’ and it all grounded to a halt.
‘Oh, Jude,’ he says, when he sees it. I haven’t yet, but I can guess why his voice turns thick with emotion. There’s a wall of school photos on the wall over the dinner table, a timeline from primary school all the way to year 11, and in every one of them, I look fed up. I’m trying to smile. In one of them, I’m trying so hard I look like I’m in pain. It’s just none of them seem especially happy. This one, I have a feeling, breaks the streak. Aiden walking in as the flash blinded me, me mirroring his smile.
‘Look at you.’
Oh god, he’s welling up. Quick, before he goes in for a—
‘Come here.’
Too late, here’s the hug. A crushing, all-encompassing hug I know will last much too long to be comfortable.
‘I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you this happy.’
‘It’s one photo, Dad,’ I grumble, words almost lost into the apron.
‘It’s more than that though, isn’t it?’
He pulls away, sooner than expected, keeping his hands fixed on my shoulders for the express purpose of looking me in the eye. ‘These last few weeks, something’s changed. I don’t know what it is, but I’m grateful for it.’
That gets me for a second. Because I know exactly what’s changed, don’t I? He’s right, it’s not just that the photographer just happened to catch a single, once-in-a-blue-moon smile. It’s the sheer number of times Aiden’s made me smile just by existing.
‘See?’ And I should be embarrassed, when Dad points it out. I should be embarrassed to find I’m smiling just at the thought of him, but I can’t bring myself to feel it. All I want to do is reach out and pull him back into a – granted, much gentler – hug.
Aiden
Jude: jsyk, i’m really glad we’re friends
Pretending to revise while my mum’s in the room is one thing, but trying to pretend like I’m not grinning ear to ear is another thing entirely. I wait until she dips out to the kitchen before I text them back.
Aiden: Me too xx




I cycle through about four iterations of What brought this on? as a follow-up, before deciding on the route I think is most likely closest to the real answer.
Aiden: Everything okay with Ava today?




Jude: ugh
Jude: yes
Jude: no but yes. i think we’re done.
Jude: but only because she doesn’t seem to like that im happy. which makes
 me think it’s probably for the best
Aiden: I hope that’s not true.




Aiden: Except the part about you being happy. I love that you’re happy x




They don’t respond immediately. And then they don’t respond for a few more minutes after that. I can only be grateful that Mum’s audibly pottering around in the kitchen with no signs of coming back in, because I’m not doing such a brilliant job of the pretence while I stare anxiously at my phone.
The next notification to come through is from Jude, but it isn’t a text.
@nightmarketpod: ok so I’m not finished editing together the clips yet but ive outlined it so ive been able to write the script for the voice-over
@nightmarketpod: [1 attachment]
@nightmarketpod: it’s not many lines but thank you again SO MUCH for agreeing to this. esp unpaid. im sure youve got paid VO gigs coming out of your ears
@nightmarketpod: ive never said ‘coming out of your ears’ in my life I dont know why i did that sorry
@nightmarketpod: but thank you x
Oh, there’s that horrible feeling, and the answer to my earlier question. Turns out it is possible to be jealous of yourself. Jude’s never sent a kiss to me over text, not even once. Or, apparently, they have. Just not when they know it’s me.
I’m still puzzling over how to process that and respond, when the next text comes through.
Jude: it’s your fault you know that right
Jude: being happy is so embarrassing the least you could do is apologise
I laugh, surprised and sudden, through the whiplash.
‘Mum?’ I call out, closing my laptop and packing it away like lightning before she’s even opened the door to respond. The kitchen smells like broccoli. ‘I’m gonna have tea at Dad’s, sorry. I need to record.’
There’s any number of things that she might be gearing up to say when she opens her mouth. First on the list is probably something about how she’s already started on tea. Second, third and fourth are likely extensive lectures about how she hates that Dad encourages ‘this whole audiobook nonsense’ by letting me record in his garage.
‘I’ll get the bus,’ I tell her before she can say any of it. ‘And I’ll stay the night. See you tomorrow. Thanks, love you!’
I’m out the door before she can protest.




Aiden
London’s always been a bit terrifying. As if a two-hour train ride isn’t intimidating enough, the crowds at King’s Cross never seem to get any less chaotic. Plus, my decision to go to the toilet at the station means I have to elbow past hordes of fans of an especially notable transphobe just to reach the loos, and I almost give up entirely until I hear what I’m pretty sure is Harper’s voice in my head encouraging me to be fuelled by spite.
I could have travelled with Jude, if I’d been less of a coward. But would they have even wanted me? Would they have been too distracted hoping to catch sight of Daniel Wilson that they’d have missed me being right in front of them?
I guess I’ll just see what happens when I get there.
I don’t know what happened during their argument with Ava, but the last few weeks, Jude has been a new person entirely. No, that’s not true. They’ve been the person I saw in glimpses and flashes when we started our placement, except now they’re out in full force. Whatever she said, whatever realisation they had, whatever it was that prompted them to text me that night and tell me they’re glad to be my friend, it unlocked something in them. Something I’m falling dangerously hard for. If I get any hint in their eyes that they’re disappointed to see me today – me, not Daniel, not the version of me they’d prefer – it might actually kill me. Or maybe that’s just the stress of the train station chaos talking.
Thankfully the crowds thin out during the walk to Kings Place. It’s only a short walk, but I suspect there’s not much else in this specific direction, because after a certain point the people just fall away, and the only other group nearby seem to be chattering excitedly about The Magnus Archives. I think about saying hello, but I’m seized by a sudden anxiety that they might recognise my voice. It’s stupid, really. And a bit egotistical. I don’t think there’s anyone quite so obsessed with Unfathomable Depths as Jude is, and if they haven’t figured it out, surely nobody will. But maybe today I’ll be swapping roles with Jude. Maybe today, my job is to lie low, stick to the wall and let Jude shine.
It works for a little while. When I reach the building, huge and pristine and bright, the canal shimmering away behind the wide windows at the back, I find Jude quickly. They’re standing alone in a sort of empty spot in the middle of the room, looking around with frantic, twitchy movements. I sink back for a moment and watch. It’s almost methodical, the way they scan the room. They have no idea what Daniel Wilson looks like, but they’re dutifully parsing through every face that passes them, searching for some sign of Daniel in them.
When their eyes land on me, I can almost believe they’ve forgotten him for a second.
‘Aiden!’ Their expression brightens as they wave me over, and I half run to them, buoyed up as I am by that warm and wonderful welcome. When I reach them, they hug me. Easy as anything, thoughtless, instinctual.
I’m pretty sure I’m in love with Jude Cason.
As soon as the hug ends, they give me a little shove, scolding me.
‘You didn’t tell me you were coming!’
‘I know, sorry.’ That’s the choice made for me now, I suppose. I can’t hang back and leave Jude alone. Not when they’re looking at me like this. ‘You were so excited about meeting Daniel and I didn’t want you to feel like you had to… you know, choose me over him or …’
‘Don’t be stupid.’
‘I can’t help it,’ I say, grinning. ‘Brought you something to make up for it, though.’ I reach into my tote bag, pulling out the box that arrived today before I left. It had been down to the wire – I think the postman would have chosen a boisterous Great Dane over me anxiously vibrating on the doorstep for his arrival this morning, before I had to leg it for my train. If he’d been a minute or two later I can’t promise I wouldn’t have started barking. ‘I thought you could maybe give them out. Or even just leave them on tables or something. I’ve seen people do that before.’
Jude gives me a puzzled look as they open the box, taking a moment to examine the cards inside. Business cards, with The Night Market’s cover art, their tagline and a QR code for the show’s shiny new trailer on Spotify. I’d been intending to give them out myself. To brag about Jude’s show in a way I thought they’d be too nervous to do themself. But seeing this Jude, the one who’s open and bright and thrilled to see me without an ounce of irony, I think they deserve the chance to put themself out there.
At the bottom, I’ve printed a small quote from the post I’d made months ago, the post that brought us together before I’d even known what that meant:
Escape to the night market, they’ve got all the magic and mystery your heart can desire, but most importantly, let them make you a cup of tea and bring you hope in a dark time <3’ – Daniel Wilson, creator of Unfathomable Depths.
Jude’s tearing up.
Oh no.
‘Oh. Jude. I’m sorry. I didn’t—’
They’re hugging me again. Except it doesn’t feel instinctual this time. It feels intentional. Their face is buried in my neck, and I swear they’re crying a little, and I hold them back with more ferocity than I ever really thought I’d have in me.
‘This is the best thing anyone’s ever done for me,’ they say, their words more vibration than sound, their breath warm on my neck.
My hand cradles the back of their head, and I hold them tight for a moment longer.
‘It’s only fair,’ I say eventually once I’m able to let them go. ‘It’s not every day you get to meet a creator you admire.’
They frown at me for a second.
‘You, Jude. I know you’re excited about meeting Daniel, but you forget that I’m a fan. I’m at London Podcast Festival with the creator of The Night Market. I think this might be the most exciting day of my life.’
There’s a visible fight on their expression as they battle between blushing and shoving me again, but I’ll never find out which one would have won.
‘Sorry—’
We both turn to the voice beside us. Someone about our age, slightly terrified looking with sage-green hair and a bejewelled cane. ‘Did you just … I heard you say’ – the new person shakes their head and tries again – ‘sorry, are you JC?’
Jude responds with an almost cartoonlike gulp. I nudge them with my elbow, and it seems to reconnect something in their brain.
‘Uh. Yeah. Uh. Hi. Jude.’ They extend a hand, and the green-haired person smiles, taking it.
‘I’m Micah. I love The Night Market so much.’
‘You’re joking.’
I bite down a laugh, but Micah doesn’t hold back.
‘Not joking,’ they say through their giggles. ‘These last few episodes have been amazing too. Not that they weren’t great before, but you’re absolutely stepping up your game recently.’
‘Thanks. It’s not—’ Jude gapes for a few seconds too long. Then they say, ‘Wait. No way. Micah. Your voice … you’re not Micah Hapley, are you? You play November in Finders & Keepers?’
‘Yeah, that’s me! You’ve heard it?’
‘Have I… Micah, I’m obsessed. You were so good in that last season finale. I wanted to set myself on fire.’
Micah laughs again, but a little more embarrassed now, on even footing with Jude.
‘I’m here with my friend Finlay, who wrote it. He’d love to meet you if you want to come say hi. He was just over …’ Micah gestures out somewhere by the doors, then hesitates. ‘Well, he was a second ago. He got excited ’cause we just spoke to one of the creators of Eeler’s Choice – they were so lovely – but he’s over there with ‘em somewhere.’
Jude just nods so enthusiastically I’m worried they might injure themself, and Micah leads them away through the small crowd. I hesitate for a moment, unsure about whether or not I should leave them to it.
It takes them a few seconds before they notice, but as soon as they do, they double back almost immediately.
‘Aiden Beckley,’ they say, grabbing my hand. ‘If you think you’re going to leave me alone to meet Finlay Martinez and Lou Sutcliffe, so help me god …’
‘I wouldn’t dare,’ I tell them, beaming as I let them pull me away with them.
Jude
Last year, Ava and I came to London Podcast Festival together. Mum and Dad came with us, because apparently, somewhere in the space of a year is where the line is drawn between being a child, and being grown up enough to travel to the other end of the country by myself.
It felt a bit ridiculous when Dad told me I could go alone today. It seemed so arbitrary. What’s happened in the last twelve months that tipped the scales? What can change that much in a year?
But then, look how much can change in two months.
Ava and I spent the entire day in a corner when we came. We gawked and watched and pointed out people we thought we recognised from their headshots and profile pics. Not once did it occur to us to introduce ourselves, to do what Micah did today and approach the people whose shows we’d loved. And never in a million years would I have thought to introduce myself as JC, as if I was somehow a peer to any of these people, even the ones my age.
Aiden brings out the best in me. But maybe I shouldn’t give him all the credit. That only works if there’s a best to bring out, right? Surely I had to have had this in me somewhere already?
I keep meeting people I already know. Micah introduces us to a few of their friends, who over the course of the day introduce us to their friends in turn. We go to a panel about queerness and horror, and we sit next to creators I admire, and they smile at me, say hello, ask if I’ve got a show of my own.
I hand them a card. My perfect, beautiful business cards. And every time I do, Aiden practically glows with joy, like there’s nothing in the world that can make him happier than me handing out a business card with sweaty, nervous hands.
But of all the new faces I’ve put to names today, Daniel Wilson isn’t one of them.
I’ve messaged him a few times this morning. I told him what I’m wearing. I even picked out a hoodie in the most garish shade of purple I could find to be as visible as possible. When he didn’t reply, I threw my dignity out entirely and messaged again to say I’d save him a seat at the Wooden Overcoats live show this evening. Still nothing.
He’s probably just busy though, right? Maybe he’s travelling from far away today. It’s likely actually, I think he’s Northern too. It’s hard to tell from his accent when he’s playing Fowler – either it’s faint or he’s changing it for the character – but there are moments when we message, words that he’ll use that I’ve only ever heard locally. So maybe he’s just travelling in for the live show? That’s the only part he definitely mentioned having tickets for, and if he’d been booked as a panellist or an actor for any of the other shows today, I’d have heard about it weeks ago. Not everyone’s ridiculous enough to drag themselves out of bed at 6 a.m. to get to London first thing for a full day of this.
And I’m having such a good time with Aiden, with all these people I admire, that the rationalisation is enough for now. It’s enough, until it’s almost 7pm. Until we all start to queue up for the live show, until we all file in, and I grab me and Aiden seats by the door, until I’ve been sitting there almost twenty minutes with my backpack on the seat beside me, watching each new face that filters in.
Aiden
They’re looking around the room at the door, craning their neck at an angle that can’t be comfortable. I’m starting to feel a bit sick. There’s a crease between their eyebrows – not the kind of sullen down-turned frown I’ve seen from them so often before, a kind of nervous pleading. I’m definitely feeling sick.
They’re saving a seat for Daniel, like he might just sweep in and sit down beside them moments before the show stars. I’m already here, but it isn’t me they want.
‘Jude.’
They pull their eyes away from the door to look at me, and I really wish they hadn’t. I did this to them. I’m the reason they look like they might be about to cry. I’m the reason they feel betrayed or stood up or abandoned or any number of things they’re clearly feeling when they look at me with that heartbroken expression.
I’m not ruling out the possibility that I’m the worst person in the world.
I should tell them.
I mean, I have to, don’t I? It’s the only way to fix this. Or not fix it, not really. But help them. It’d help them, wouldn’t it? They might hate me forever, but at least they won’t be quite so heartbroken. Well. They’d hate Daniel, too, by extension, which would probably be a little bit heartbreaking. I’m – he’s – their hero, or something, isn’t he? But he wouldn’t be, once they find out he’s me. Which would, maybe, make it hurt less. Right?
I have a stomach ache. And I’m still feeling sick.
‘I’m—’
Nope. No. I can’t do it. I can’t just say I’m Daniel Wilson. They’ll think I’m losing it. My hands are sweating, but when I reach out and take Jude’s hand, I think theirs might be too, so maybe they won’t even notice.
That was a bad idea. Because now their fingers are locked in mine and they’re still just looking at me, which is what I implied I wanted them to do when I said their name, but it’s making my heart beat too fast and now it’s even more difficult to say it.
‘Jude,’ I try again. ‘What if he—’
The lights go down.
Jude looks about as deflated by this development as I feel.
What if he likes you? That’s what I was going to say. What if it’s worth the risk?
I squeeze their hand instead as we both turn back towards the stage.
They squeeze back, but out of the corner of my eye, I see them quickly swipe their other hand across their cheek.
He’s not worth it, Jude. Neither am I.
I can’t tell them.




Jude
@unfathomabledepths: so sorry about yesterday, really bad migraine
@unfathomabledepths: hope you still had a good time though? x
@nightmarketpod: yeah ofc
@nightmarketpod: dont worry about it. hope you’re feeling better
It’s been days. Maybe I should have used a question mark, made it clearer that it warranted a response. Or maybe it wouldn’t have helped. Maybe he still wouldn’t message me back. Maybe he got spooked at the idea of being accosted by some freak who latched onto him after one nice review and roped him into voicing their trailer. Or maybe not. My heart’s not even in it to be self-deprecating. Everyone else at the festival was so open, so willing to pretend like we were all on the same level. I can’t imagine Daniel being the exception to the rule. No, self-deprecation is my first instinct, but it doesn’t fit here. It’s disappointment. Simple and shitty.
‘Are we really that boring?’ Aiden says beside me, and I look up from the tumbleweed blowing through my chat with Daniel to see Luke looking up from his own phone at the same time.
‘No,’ Harper says to Aiden, zir voice smug as ze offers him a crisp. ‘We’re endlessly fascinating. It’s the children who are wrong.’
‘Sorry,’ I say, tucking my phone away in my pocket, but Luke only gasps, a hand flying out to Harper’s shoulder.
‘Is this a date?’
He thrusts the phone at Harper, who immediately pivots zirself so that Aiden and I can read it too. It’s a text from Dylan, naturally.
Dylan: Do you want to go out tonight? We could go to that board game cafe in town xxxx
None of us take longer than half a second to respond.
‘Of course it’s a date, freak.’
‘Absolutely, yes!’
‘I think so, yeah.’
Luke takes the phone back, looking torn between unconvinced and buzzing with excitement.
‘But he doesn’t say “on a date.” So it could mean—’
‘It doesn’t, though,’ Harper says, cutting him off. ‘Here, let me see again.’
He willingly, naively, offers the phone. He must have missed the evil glint in Harper’s eye, because he’s too late to stop zir when he realises ze’s replying to Dylan with as a date?
I do think, if I’d been in Luke’s place, it’d absolutely be on sight with whoever did that to me. It’s a good thing Dylan responded almost immediately with a yes, if you’re good w that? Followed by what I’m now realising must be a fairly standard plethora of kisses.
Luke looks like he’s ascended. That boy is huge. It must take an awful lot of joy for him to struggle to contain it all.
‘Told you,’ Harper says. Luke ignores the smugness, keeping zir in a bear hug for another moment, but as he lets zir go, his face falls slightly.
‘Oh, but Aiden. You’re staying at mine tonight.’
‘Go on your date. Don’t worry about me.’
‘No, I can tell him—’
‘Luke,’ he says softly, reaching out a hand to Luke’s, and when I look at Aiden properly now, he looks… heartbroken? ‘Please go on this date. I’ll be fine.’
God help me.
‘You can stay at mine tonight, Aiden. If you want?’
Aiden
You know what feels like a little bit of a cosmic joke? Not that I think I’m in any way important enough for the universe to focus its comedic efforts on me personally, but it really does feel like it. The fact that all week, every day since Sunday, I’ve been grappling with the fact that I’m almost certainly in love with Jude. And the fact that they’re never going to love me back, not me, not the me I want them to see. And I can feel it making me unpleasant to be around. I can feel myself growing quiet and morose, and somehow that’s just making them lovelier.
They don’t know anything about my parents. They don’t know that with mock exams starting next week, staying at Luke’s for the weekend is the only thing saving me from the maximum amount of hell with my mum, who refuses to let me stay at Dad’s this weekend because she thinks (knows) I won’t actually get any work done there. Or that Samantha has this policy where she’ll tell my mum that Luke and I are revising together, as long as I promise to get a good night’s sleep when I stay over.
They don’t know why I need tonight so badly, but they must be able to tell that I do. And they somehow reach for just the right thing.
The perfect thing.
Jude
It was out of sympathy, more than anything. I know that sinking look Aiden’s wearing. The agony of having a crush on a friend, of knowing you can’t surpass the depth of feeling they have for someone else. I’m trying to be a friend to him, okay? I’ve been trying since I realised what was going on. Things have been a bit odd since London, I’ll admit. He’s been off all week. Not like he’s avoiding me, not necessarily, but like he’s wilting a little. Something fundamentally Aiden is missing. This probably isn’t helping. Yeah, I’m being a friend.
So why do I feel like I’ve just solicited him or something? Like some kind of feral creep? Oh, Aiden, I’m sorry you can’t go bang Luke tonight, that’s rough, buddy, may I offer myself as an alternative?
So, okay, so, with that in mind, right, vitally: why the hell does he say yes?
Aiden
‘You’re sure your parents are okay with this?’
Jude rolls their eyes, which feels fair. I’ve asked maybe five times, and that’s just since getting on the bus. But my stop is coming up, and what if they’ve changed their mind? Or it turns out their parents are furious at the last-minute guest, and they’re panicking? I want to give them one last chance to kick me off the bus and send me home instead.
‘You can’t tell over text, because he types like an old man, but Dad’s just about having a heart attack. I haven’t had a friend over who isn’t Ava since primary. He’ll be cracking out the Good Spices for tea.’
‘The good spices?’ I ask, feeling a weight lift as we pass my stop.
‘Saffron, probably.’
‘Oh, the good spices,’ I say, grinning. ‘Your dad cooks a lot?’
‘He works early shifts sometimes,’ Jude explains. ‘Says complicated recipes are his version of my audio dramas. The thing that brings him joy after work. That and making my life hell by hounding the school, that is.’
Every time I get another glimpse into Jude’s life, they fascinate me even more.
‘An honourable pastime,’ I say. ‘Feeding your family then waging war for them. Very papa bear.’
‘If he catches you saying that, I swear to god. He’s been trying to give himself that nickname for years. Please don’t encourage him.’
I can’t help but smile.
‘And your mum?’
Jude shrugs.
‘She’s quieter. Comes off a little stern I think, if you don’t know her. But she’s always been kind when it matters.’
‘I love them both already.’
I could swear Jude tries to grimace, but a smile breaks through instead.
‘Yeah, me too.’
Jude
You’d actually think I came home with an engagement ring. Dad looks like he was five minutes away from ordering a CONGRATULATIONS ON HAVING A FRIEND banner when we walk through the door.
He’s on us immediately, offering to shake Aiden’s hand, asking about both of our days, raising his eyebrows at me in some kind of indecipherable code every time he thinks Aiden’s not looking (Aiden’s always looking). And this is him on his best behaviour too. I can tell, because he barely even flinches when I drop my bag by the door and tell Aiden to do the same.
He only seems to remember just in time that he’s got something bubbling away in the kitchen when it starts making a racket, and even then, he shepherds us both to follow along with him, barely breaking stride in the conversation.
Aiden
Jude’s dad is phenomenal. He’s wearing a frilly apron. And he doesn’t even falter in his questions about what subjects I’m taking when he hurries over and starts doing some kind of witchcraft with whatever’s going on in the pan on the hob.
‘Can I help?’ I ask as soon as there’s a moment to ask it. ‘I could set the table?’
Jude’s dad looks affronted.
‘Our guest! Setting the table! I won’t stand for it. Jude, my love …’
Jude groans.
‘See what you’ve done?’ they ask, pulling cutlery out of the drawer with a dramatic flourish. When they lead me back out of the kitchen, they shut the door firmly behind them.
‘Let me,’ I say, but they shake their head. Clearly, for all of their complaining, they’re not quite as different from their dad as they’d like to believe.
I take the room in while they rummage in a cupboard for some placemats, moving around to examine the many photos of Jude dotted around. There’s a wall of school photos, shelves stuffed to the brim with frames, most of them with Jude when they were little. I wonder if I could trace these photos to the exact moment they stopped allowing themself to be dragged in front of the camera, the exact moment they became unwilling to smile, their parents’ arms around them, or to even go out with their parents to anywhere that warrants a photo op.
My favourite one looks like it was taken at a birthday party of some sort. Jude’s wearing tiger face paint, grinning ear to ear, their parents holding back laughs as they pretend to be terrified by the fearsome beast standing in front of them.
‘I wish there was a way to speak to our younger selves,’ I say, smiling back at the beaming faces in the photo.
‘I’d piss myself off.’
I laugh. ‘Which one? As in, you’d find your younger self annoying, or the other way round?’
They seem to consider that for a moment as they set down the last of the cutlery.
‘I meant the first one, but now that you mention it, it’d probably go both ways. Little Jude would probably think I’m a miserable dick. They wouldn’t say dick, though. They’d go with poopy head or something.’
‘Meanie? Grumpy guts?’
They roll their eyes but return my smile.
‘Yeah, either works. They’d have a point.’
‘Nah, you’re not a meanie.’
‘Or a grumpy guts, right?’
‘You’re not a meanie,’ I repeat simply, and they roll up a fabric placemat and swat at me in punishment.
‘See, that’s why we can learn from our younger selves though,’ I say, laughing as they set it back down and guiltily rearrange the cutlery they disturbed for the sake of their improvised weapon. ‘They had the right idea.’
‘What, you’re saying I just need a Little Jude on my shoulder telling me to go make friends with every stranger I see?’
‘Couldn’t hurt,’ I say, glancing at the photo again. ‘Ooh, new Night Market item just dropped.’
‘I think a tiny Jude might be a bit niche.’
‘No, like a phone or something. Something you can use to contact yourself from the past.’
‘Oh. That’s not bad. A phone might be too boring though. Ouija board? No, that’d take forever.’
‘A spirit box! Like in Spirit Box Radio! Where it constantly scans through the channels until it taps into the right frequency to communicate with ghosts.’
Jude’s eyes light up.
‘The Box of Youthful Spirit,’ they say, taking out their phone and writing it down. I hurry across the room to read over their shoulder. They don’t even flinch, just tilt the phone a little so I can see better.
I clear my throat, and make my best attempt at The Merchant’s voice. ‘For each single lifetime, wanderer, we pass through an abundance of… no, innumerable selves.’
Jude pauses from typing to jump in themself. It’s bizarre and wonderful hearing them channel The Merchant in person. ‘I more than others, but let us not become sidetracked. It is of course rude to ask after any entity’s age, however immortal they may be.’
My jaw drops. ‘They’re immortal?’
‘Didn’t I just say it’s rude? Carry on!’
I try my best, but I’m a little distracted by how bright Jude’s eyes are. ‘Uh… yeah, so… right. It is easy to forget those discarded selves, and all the wisdom they once offered us. Often we consider this a good thing, our experiences might lead us to believe that our newest self is the wisest, but what if that is not the case? What if our long lives have simply made us afraid enough to bury those youthful spirits we once were?’
They’re looking up at me, hanging on my every word, and I pause to give them a chance to join in. They do so seemingly without second-guessing themself.
‘In this box lies an opportunity to reveal those spirits. Simply flip through the channels, those innumerable channels, and within them will be whichever self is best suited to your moment of need. In a moment that feels like failure, perhaps you may seek the advice of a twelve-year-old brimming with pride for the achievements you consider so commonplace. In a moment of trepidation, perhaps a seven-year-old whose boundless innocence leaves them confounded by the very idea of your hesitation.’
‘In a moment of vulnerability,’ I add, ‘perhaps a child so open, so sweet, that they cannot imagine wanting to close off from the world or the people around them.’
Jude
I can’t imagine wanting to close off from Aiden. I can imagine a lot of things, but not that. I can’t even fully conjure up the memory of it, from only a couple of months ago. He’s looking at me with the softest expression I’ve ever seen, speaking words with The Merchant’s voice but that are clearly meant for me and me alone. And I’m looking back and wondering when it was that I opened myself up to him so thoroughly.
Aiden
Sitting around the dinner table with Jude and their parents is a strange and wonderful experience. Tea at mine usually means me and Mum sat at our kitchen table, with very little to say to each other, but Mum’d die before she’d let us put on some background noise on while we ate. Dad, as if in intentional contrast, eats almost exclusively in front of the telly. Most of the time he lets me take mine up to my room, because if I eat with him, he’ll chat the whole way through, but usually about whatever football is on, leaving me with nothing to do but nod politely.
Conversation never seems to run dry here, despite Jude’s best efforts, even after we’ve finished eating.
‘How’s this week’s episode coming along?’ their mum asks at one point after we’re all done, and I’m glad for it, because I might have choked on my food from shock if she’d asked it earlier. If my mum ever asked me about my show, that’d be the only sign I’d need that she’d been abducted and replaced with a shape-shifting alien.
Jude shrugs.
‘Written, mostly. Gonna try to polish it up a bit before I record. Sunday, probably.’
‘Next-door’s baby is with her granddad this weekend, so it should be quiet. Have you listened to their podcast, Aiden?’
‘Mum!’
I laugh, watching Jude bang their head on the table for dramatic effect.
‘I have, I actually heard it before I met them. I had no idea until they mentioned it on the placement. I was already a fan.’
‘Hear that, Sarah?’ their dad says, piling up our plates. ‘Kid’s got fans.’
‘Can we go now?’ Jude groans.
It’s sweet, seeing how they are at home. Jude does everything they can to avoid affection, but their parents seem to know anyway, know how much they all love each other, even when Jude can’t show it.
Jude
‘If you must,’ Dad says. ‘Take your bags upstairs. Oh, and we’ve left the camp bed outside your room. We weren’t sure if you’d want it …’
Mum tuts, and I look between them for a second before I realise what’s going on. Oh god. If Mum wasn’t trying to tell him to shut up with her eyes, it’d be less obvious. As it stands, it’s clear as anything that Dad’s implying that they’re cool parents who are totally understanding if their nearly-old-enough-to-move-out child wants to share a bed with their new friend.
‘… But, it’s there if you do want it,’ he finishes, oblivious to Mum.
Aiden’s going a bit red. God knows what colour I’ve turned.
‘Yep. Okay. Well. Thanks. I’ll go get the spare sheets.’
There’ll be no space in that room at all if we do it now, but it’s absolutely pivotal that I send Dad a clear message that nothing is going to be happening tonight.
Probably.
No, definitely. Right?
But why did he say yes? Why did he accept my offer as a backup to his night with Luke? He could have just gone home. Is he hoping we’ll… is he expecting the same kind of set-up?
Because I’m not saying I’d be against that, necessarily. In fact, the idea of any kind of set-up with Aiden makes me feel like I’m on fire in the best possible way. But one thing I couldn’t do is be one foot in with Aiden. If something happens with us, and I know he’d rather be with Luke, I couldn’t stand that. Not when I’d be in it with everything I have.
The moment I take him upstairs, open the door to my room – messy and dark, the blanket fort still wilting over most of the space, my bed unmade – it all suddenly feels far more intimate than I’d meant for it to be. Far too many unknowns, and far far too many possibilities.
I’m struggling to breathe.




Aiden
‘Jude, are you having a panic attack?’
‘No,’ they say through a gasping attempt at a breath.
‘It looks like you are, I’ve had them bef—’
‘Just turn your back, please.’
‘What?’
‘Please.’
I do, hearing them wrestle with their hoodie behind me. I’m about to call out to them, check they’re okay, when I hear them take a deep, heaving lungful of air.
‘All right, you can turn back around now.’
The light flicks on as they say it, and when I look over, nothing about them has changed except that now they’re holding a binder.
‘Ate too much,’ they say, trying to sound breezy and failing. ‘It’s a bit too tight.’
I take them in, assessing. They do seem to be breathing better now, and look mostly steady, if a bit embarrassed.
‘You shouldn’t be wearing a binder that’s too tight,’ I say eventually.
‘You shouldn’t try to be stern. That sounded difficult.’
I laugh in spite of myself, but when Jude starts pottering about, tidying up and making space for the bed, I realise they’re going to try to drop it completely if I don’t push.
‘I’m serious. It’s really unsafe.’
They shrug. ‘It was fine until recently.’
‘How long have you had it?’
‘Two years, maybe more.’
‘Jude. Buddy. You know how bodies work, right?’
They glare at me. ‘I got it after my growth spurt. And even that like, barely counted. Look at me, do I look like I’ve grown at all recently?’
I look at them. I’m rarely the tallest guy in the room. Luke towers over me (though Luke towers over most people), but yeah, they’re right. I’d never noticed, but they’re short enough that when they meet my gaze, they’re looking up.
‘I mean, you might not have a career in basketball in your future’ – they scoff, and it seems safe to allow myself a little grin – ‘okay, yeah, for a number of reasons. But you’re still growing, right? Like we haven’t just stopped. Ever heard of puberty?’
‘Yeah, I’m familiar with his work. I’d like to have words though, if you see him around. I’ve got beef.’
‘I’ll pass along your grievances when I get on testosterone. We’re going to have to get reacquainted fast.’
Jude laughs. ‘I thought we were supposed to be done with all that. All the growing pains and the raging hormones. And ideally the heartache and the stupid decisions that come with the hormones.’
I’m about to make a stupid decision, I think.
‘I wish. I don’t feel like any of that’s over, right about now. Do you?’
Jude
All right, well, if he was trying to prove me wrong, he certainly chose an effective method. He’s looking right at me when he says it, his voice low and quiet, but his eyes never leave mine and yeah, okay, puberty might technically be done with me by now but Christ, the hormones and the heartache and all of that mess is very much still present.
Aiden
We’re both still and quiet for a long moment, neither of us breaking the other’s gaze. My own breath starts catching. A real pair we’d make, right? A Jenga tower of panic attacks.
‘I have an idea,’ I tell them, shattering the moment to root around in my bag. Mostly, it’s to get my breath back. But it’s not all pretence. I resurface holding a roll of sports tape. ‘You ever bind with tape?’
Jude looks warily at it.
‘Is it safe?’
‘Much safer than your binder. I’m willing to bet you keep that on for more than eight hours too.’ They look appropriately guilty. ‘Jude.’
‘It’s fine.’
‘I promise you, it’s not. Try this.’ I hold the roll out to them, waving it a little until they eventually take it. ‘It doesn’t get me completely flat, but you can wear it for a few days at a time. It doesn’t constrict your chest in the same way. You’ll be able to breathe better.’
‘Won’t it hurt to take off?’
‘Don’t take it off too early. And maybe have some baby oil to hand. Oh, and it goes without saying but cover your, uh …’ I gesture towards my chest, which, yeah, I’m aware isn’t overly helpful given the nature of the conversation. ‘Just two pieces of tissue or something. Beforehand. Because yeah, that would hurt.’
Jude
I’m almost certain Aiden’s blushing.
‘Aiden, it’s important to remember that I have no idea what I’m doing. Nothing goes without saying.’
‘I can …’ Okay, scrap the almost. Aiden looks positively flustered. Am I reading this right? ‘I can help. If you like.’
Oh.
I don’t know what to do but nod.
‘Do you have scissors?’ he asks, and I hand him a pair from my drawer. He just takes them and the roll and stands there for a second before moving again. ‘Okay, so, I’m gonna uh… I’ll go, while you – if you want to like, cover your… if you just use a little tape to keep the tissue over, uh …’ There’s a long pause. I think he’s hoping I’ll say something to cut him off, but I don’t, and he just trails off into a moment of quiet agony.
‘Aiden, are you afraid to say nipples?’
He looks like I’ve just shot him. It’s actually funny enough to be kind of worth the embarrassment of taking my top off in front of him.
‘I was trying to be polite!’
‘Your upper lip is sweating.’ I’m trying really hard not to laugh at him but I’m not doing so well.
‘Stop it, just. Okay. Bye.’
He leaves the room, and I laugh loud enough that he can definitely hear me through the door.
Which leaves us on about even footing, I think, once I’ve taped the tissue in place and swallowed the terror of Aiden seeing me like this. I’ve listened to a lot of horror podcasts. I’ve heard the most appalling wet-sound terrorscapes imaginable, listened to stories that radiate existential dread. I still think this might be the most horrifying thing that’s ever happened to me.
Aiden
I finish cutting up the tape, then wait a few minutes for Jude to call me in. And another few minutes after that. Eventually, I knock – gently, so as not to spook them.
‘Jude? All good?’
‘Uh. Yeah. You can come in.’
I do, trying not to look at them. I’ve rarely seen them without an enormous hoodie to hide behind, let alone without a shirt, but my curiosity doesn’t outweigh how clearly uncomfortable they are right now.
‘So this is the size you want,’ I tell them, making sure to hold their gaze so they know I’m not looking anywhere else. ‘It’s the wide tape, so you only need two on each side. Do you mind if I … ?’
Yeah, not looking isn’t going to get me very far from this point.
They shake their head, seemingly in answer to my question, but I can’t tell if that’s a no or a—
‘Sorry. I don’t mind.’
They still look like they mind an awful lot.
‘Here,’ I say, handing them the tape instead. I pull off my shirt when they take it. ‘Peel a little bit of the backing off, about this much.’ I show them on my chest. ‘Yeah, then place it gently, close to the middle where mine is. Don’t stretch it yet, just press it down.’
I watch as they do, fingers careful over the tape, eyes darting between me and their own chest. It’s a bit of a struggle, but they manage it.
‘Okay, good. Now pull the backing off slowly, most of the way. Yeah like that. And stretch the tape across and to the side.’
It’s no good. They’re pulling too tight, fumbling a little, the tape sticking to itself in thick creases that I know will be itchy in a few hours.
‘Wait – sorry, can I just …’
I step forwards, hands hovering, looking for confirmation that they’re okay. They lock eyes with me, and their answering nod feels a lot more certain than last time.
My fingertips brush theirs for a long moment before they remember to let go. I get to work, pulling the tape over to their side, under their arm raised awkwardly to allow me space. Once it’s stretched across, I fix it in place, pressing down as gentle as I can until all but a few inches of the strip lies flat across their chest. I’m doing my best to avoid touching their bare skin, but it’s difficult.
‘Uh, yeah, so …’ I clear my throat. I don’t think I’ve noticed them take a breath this whole time. ‘You stretch it to about here.’ I press two fingers over the tape so that they can feel the point I’ve stopped at, even if they can’t see it very well from their angle, and I feel their heart hammering beneath their ribcage when I do. ‘Then for the last bit, just press it down gently like you did at the start. Makes it less itchy.’ I press the end down, soft as I can, and when I smooth out the corners, my fingertips just brushing their skin at the edges, they shiver.
I realise then that my hands are trembling too.
Jude
Four strips of tape. The first one is agony enough, slow and gentle and Aiden just everywhere. But then it just keeps on going three more times. Hands over my ribs, hair in my face while he leans forwards. I’m going to have to watch a YouTube tutorial or something next time I try this because I’m learning a whole load of nothing except that I’m in deep, unmitigated danger with this boy.
But then he steps back, asks me if I have a mirror, and when I tell him there’s one in the bathroom, he takes me by the hand until I’m standing in front of it.
It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt.
I feel… exposed, yes. Shirtless in front of the boy I like, which is definitely a stress dream I’ve had one too many times. But mostly just… god, the clichés are clichés for a reason, aren’t they? I feel like myself.
I felt that way when I tried on a binder for the first time, but only when I put my shirt back on. My clothes fit better, the world saw me differently, and that felt good. But this, this is more raw. This is me, without layers to hide behind. I’m looking at my actual body, not an outfit I’ve constructed. I’ve never hated my body, not especially. I don’t really think about being a physical person much if I can help it. I’ve never spent hours in front of the mirror agonising over it or picking apart the things I would wish away if I could. But I also never really considered the possibility that I might be able to like my body. I’m looking in the mirror now and all I can think is that I love it.
I can breathe. I can finally breathe.
Aiden
Jude is so beautiful.
Not because of the tape, but because of the way they light up when they see themself. The way they hold themself suddenly, their shoulders lifting and their arms relaxing by their side. Jude, open, joyous, unguarded. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
I don’t say anything at all. I want them to have this moment for themself, but eventually they turn away from the mirror to face me, beaming.
It feels like I’ve won something precious, invaluable. A smile like that, earned with time and trust and kindness.
‘Thank you,’ they say.
I almost tell them it’s no trouble, really. It would be a very Jude instinct, so I fight it.
‘You are ridiculously welcome.’
They laugh, seemingly because they don’t know what else to do, before turning back to the mirror. They consider themself for another moment.
‘I kind of don’t want to put a shirt back on. That’d be weird though, right?’
I shake my head, maybe a little too fervently. They lock eyes with me in the mirror, and I look away quickly, only to see my own reflection showing a pink tinge to my cheeks.
‘Maybe a tank top?’ I suggest, hoping to deflect from that as much as possible.
The tank top doesn’t help at all. It isn’t really their state of undress that’s so attractive right now – it’s the way their body changes with the confidence. All the tank top does is give them a new and exciting way to carry themself. It’s pretty much torture all night until the lights go off.
Jude
Something about the evening feels oddly charged. Maybe it’s because I absolutely flipped my shit every time he so much as touched my bare skin while he was helping me with the tape. Maybe it’s because I can’t seem to shake this idea that I’m his backup plan when his night with Luke fell through, and the implications that might carry.
He doesn’t make any moves though. I even offer to share my bed, at risk of losing any hope at all of sleep tonight, but he takes the camp bed. If I’d thought I might sleep better for the distance, I was wrong. He might not be pressed up against me, but every time I hear the sheets rustle when he shifts in the darkness, hear him sigh when he turns, it feels just as intimate.
‘Are you awake?’ His voice is barely a whisper.
‘No,’ I whisper back. He laughs, then I hear him move a little. I can’t see him very well in the darkness, but when he speaks again his voice is clear, like he’s turned to face me.
‘Thanks for letting me stay.’
‘Yeah, it’s – don’t worry about it. I’m sorry Luke cancelled.’
‘That’s okay. I’m glad I came here instead.’
My heart starts racing even before I’m aware I’ve made the decision to say something potentially stupid.
Aiden
‘Why are you here, Aiden?’
‘Like, existentially, or?’
‘Shut up.’ They throw their pillow at me while I laugh. ‘I mean why did you come over tonight?’
I throw the pillow back, partially because they’re going to need it if they want to actually get some sleep tonight, and partially to buy myself some time.
‘Because I like being with you.’ I hesitate. ‘And because I needed somewhere to stay.’
‘Because Luke cancelled?’
‘Well, yeah. Luke usually lets me stay over when I want to get out the house for a little while.’
I hear them sit up.
‘What do you mean, get out of the house?’
‘Oh, just, my parents. When they get a bit much, you know? Don’t worry, it’s nothing scary. Just my mum has this whole thing about how I should always be trying to better myself, not wasting time on things that won’t help me in the future. It gets tiring. And I can sometimes go stay with my dad, but he’s got his whole masculinity thing. I told you about that, right?’
Jude is silent for a moment.
‘Sorry, I was nodding.’
I laugh a little.
‘Anyway, with mocks coming up… They both mean well, it’s just a lot sometimes.’
‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have assumed. I thought you only stayed over with him to… because you’re, y’know …’
I puzzle over that for a minute, then sit up too. I can just about see their silhouette in the darkness. It’s strange, having a room this dark. I’m used to always having my LED lights on, and Luke usually has something playing on his laptop when we sleep, the screen providing just enough light to make the darkness less oppressive.
‘No, you’ve lost me, sorry.’
‘You and Luke.’
‘Yeah. What about him?’
‘You like him.’
‘No? I mean. Yeah, I love him, he’s my friend. But I don’t fancy him. Not that he isn’t a catch or anything, he’s just not my type.’
Jude
Aiden has a type? What’s his type?
Grumpy cynic with a reckless streak and a heart of gold – they’re like my kryptonite.
Everything suddenly feels so chaotic, past moments careening into place in my mind.
If he doesn’t like Luke, then what about all those times I dismissed? What about all those touches and imagined close calls when I’d thought he’d been about to kiss me? I’d tucked each of them away into a box labelled with a bright, unignorable warning sticker that read Don’t forget, he’s in love with somebody else. Now there’s an empty space on the box, waiting to be filled with a terrifying new label: Maybe he feels the same.
Am I his type? Grumpy cynic, check. I’ve had that part nailed since day one. Heart of gold? He seems to think so, at least. The only thing I’m missing is the reckless streak.
‘Wait, did you think I was sleeping with Luke?’
‘No!’ I pause. ‘Yes.’
Aiden shifts, and my bedside lamp turns on, which is the last thing I need right now. I’m embarrassed enough without Aiden being able to see my face. He’s grinning though, and he takes one look at me before clambering up onto my bed to sit beside me, our backs against the wall while I put my head in my hands.
‘Don’t be embarrassed!’ But he’s laughing, which isn’t helping. ‘You didn’t have all the information.’
‘No, it’s embarrassing. As if two attractive people can’t just be friends.’
‘You think I’m attractive?’
‘Kill me.’
‘I can’t, I’m having far too much fun.’
‘I’m never going to be able to sleep now, am I?’
He’s still chuckling, but he leans his head back against the wall a little.
‘No, me neither. Tomorrow’s Saturday though, who needs sleep?’
He doesn’t get it. He doesn’t get that it’s not the embarrassment that’s going to keep me wired tonight. It’s this soaring, electrifying, deeply terrifying wave of hope that’s been gradually consuming me since this conversation started.
‘Jude? You’re actually shaking. Sorry. I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.’ He wraps an arm around me. Not helpful. Nice, but not helpful. ‘Can I help at all? Want to do something to take your mind off it?’
I’d like to ravish you, would that work?
No, I know I said the only thing I was missing was the reckless streak, but that’s a bit much.
There is something, though. Something not quite as ridiculous but almost as terrifying.
‘Do you want to …’ This is stupid. It’s stupid, and I should just stop talking before I embarrass myself further.
‘The answer’s probably yes,’ Aiden says, stopping my spiral in its tracks. ‘But you won’t know until you ask.’ He flashes that smile then, all sweetness and dimples, and it should have sounded cheesy but instead the words strike me as so, painfully, earnest. I’ve never been that earnest in my life. I think, maybe, I’d like to be.
Aiden
Their expression fluctuates through an indecipherable journey. It’s strange, just how much emotion Jude’s face can show without any of it being fully readable. Like flicking through a book, knowing there are worlds in there, but the pages are turning too fast to get lost in them.
‘Doyouwanttolistentothenewepisodeofunfathomabledepths withme?’ Jude blurts out, and it takes me a moment to catch up.
I’d forgotten, when I agreed to this, that I’d scheduled an episode to come out today. From the way they talk about it, I’m actually pretty honoured that they let me come over at all instead of going straight home to listen to it.
Oh, this is stupid. No, not just stupid, but maybe the stupidest thing I’ve ever considered doing. There’s no way to agree to this without slipping up, giving the whole thing away. But Jude’s face is suddenly open. So wide open. The pages have stopped turning, and what I’m reading in the lines, the worlds etched into their expression, is now achingly vulnerable.
‘I’d love to.’
Stupid, I think again. But I can’t bring myself to hold any real self-deprecation in the thought. Instead, any misgivings are washed away by the warmth that floods through me as Jude’s eyes light up, as they seem to float into relief and hand me a single earbud.
As we sit, backs against the wall, Jude’s quilt discarded over the side of the bed, the familiar piano medley ringing between us, Jude closes their eyes. I can watch them freely.
They’re breathing deeper now than they were a few seconds ago. Eyes closed, head tilted back, all of Jude’s trademark tightness is gone. They breathe in the music, and they breathe out something that looks like relief.
Jude
It’s strange, sharing the experience. But not as strange as I was worried it might be. I’d been nervous, for a moment, when I handed Aiden the earbud, that sharing this with him might take something away. As if the nerves of all the new hope I’m feeling, the clenching, fluttering, terrifying feeling of proximity to Aiden, might ruin – maybe forever – my happy place. But it doesn’t feel like that at all. It feels more like inviting Aiden into my home than it did when he stepped through my front door.
When the opening theme ends, Fowler’s voice begins, low and tired but the same sturdy anchor it’s always been. And I’m not sure if it’s the loveliness of the voice, or the way Aiden’s arm is still wrapped around my waist, his fingers playing idly with the fabric of my tank top, but my heart does this thing. This wonderful, mortifying, fluttering thing that I feel in my chest, yes, but also in my stomach, my toes, my fingertips.
Aiden
I did this. I made this, this moment, this thing that Jude melts into like it’s the only thing keeping them afloat. Nothing, in all my time making this show, has ever made me as proud as I am now, watching Jude become completely weightless to the sound of – almost, not quite – my voice.
Jude
I’ve had my eyes closed for too long.
The episode’s almost over when I open them, and Aiden’s staring back at me, tears falling fast down his face.
‘Shit.’ I pause it, just as the end credits music fades in. I’ve been spending too much time around Aiden, because I don’t even think twice before I reach out to brush a tear away with my thumb. Or more accurately, I don’t think twice about it at first. When he leans in, almost imperceptibly, to my touch, I think about it at least five times. And counting. ‘I’m sorry. Are you okay?’
He laughs. ‘Why are you sorry?’
He’s got me there.
‘I… don’t know. You’re upset, I’m assuming I’ve done something wrong.’
‘No, you haven’t done anything wrong,’ he says, shaking his head a little. My hand’s still on his cheek, and I remember to pull it away before I embarrass myself further. His arm stays wrapped around my waist though, and we’re still sitting incredibly close. ‘Happy tears,’ he clarifies.
‘Why?’ All right, so fine, it’s not exactly deep or insightful, but it’s a fair question I think.
His smile in response, even with red-rimmed eyes and glistening tear tracks still visible on his cheeks, is enough to make me feel like the dimly lit room around us has just filled with dazzling sunlight.
‘I’m honoured, that’s all. That you’ve let me share this with you. I’m happy to see you happy.’
‘Me too. Though, the tears have put a bit of a dampener on it if I’m being really honest.’
He laughs again then, and shifts to the side a little more, leaning his head against the wall and facing me directly. I do the same. I regret it the moment I realise that the change in position means he’ll have to move his arm from my waist, but he just switches arms. It feels suddenly dangerous, intentional. We’re just looking at each other, my pulse racing, and I can’t look away.
‘Sorry for interrupting your moment with the love of your life,’ he says with a small smile. It’s probably only been a few seconds of us sitting like this, but literally all sense of time and space has disappeared in favour of he’s so close he’s so close he’s so close, so it takes a moment to process what he’s said, and another several moments for the alarm to hit.
‘Who – what – I don’t know what you—’
‘I’m kidding, Jude, sorry. I was trying to tease you about your crush on Daniel Wilson, but we’ve already established I’m bad at this, so that’s on me.’
‘Oh.’
‘Sorry, I meant it lovingly, I hope I didn’t—’
‘No, no, don’t worry. I know you did. You’re you.’ The smile he gives me makes me want to die. ‘It’s not a real crush anyway, so it’s safe to make fun of.’
‘It isn’t?’
God, I wish, I wish I was better at reading facial expressions. It’s not exactly a new problem, but this is by far the most intensely I’ve felt it. Because Aiden gives me this look when he asks, a look that I could swear seems… hopeful? But what does hopeful even look like? Is it the way his eyebrows tip up a little in the centre, or the way he seems to dip his head a little and look up at me through his eyelashes? Or maybe it’s just some imperceptible vibes-only thing that everyone else is tuned into, because if it’s that last option, I’m historically pretty bad at those. Best to err on the side of caution.
Aiden
Part of me wants them to figure it out, right here, right now. Save me the confession that I’ve been stewing over. Another much bigger part of me wants them to say Of course my crush on Daniel isn’t real because I’m in love with you, Aiden, always have been – let’s run away together. Or, you know, something along those lines.
‘Not really, because he’s not like, a real person. He’s an audio drama god, remember? It doesn’t count if I never have a fighting chance.’
There it is. The worst-case scenario. Jude worships Daniel. Jude loves Daniel. Not me, Daniel. I don’t want to be an audio drama god, not to anyone but especially not to them. I want them to love me, and I’m not sure they can if I’m trapped on the same pedestal.
I can’t ever tell them, can I? Which means I can’t – in good sense – fall in love with them. There’s this secret I’ll always have burning away, and the only way to get rid of it would be to risk becoming this untouchable figure in their eyes.
Jude
He closes his eyes when I say it, and I’m never going to figure out whatever the hell that means, so I think it’s time to give up on trying to read facial expressions and just be reckless.
‘Aiden …’ His hand twitches on my waist when I say his name, his eyes flying open again, and I try to ignore the feeling that I might throw up. ‘I wish I’d known you didn’t like Luke sooner. I thought… I’ve been …’ Oh god, I’m so bad at this. Okay, don’t throw up, just say it, over and done, face what comes next afterwards.
‘Aiden, I think I’m falling in l—’
‘Don’t. Please.’
His hand is gone from my waist too fast. He’s hugging his knees now, feeling a mile away compared to the closeness of a moment ago, staring at his socks.
The adrenaline and everything else that was making me buzz seems to dry up. Some part of me plummets, and I feel suddenly empty.
Aiden
It feels cruel. I hate how cruel it feels when I say it. But I couldn’t let them finish speaking. I couldn’t face hearing them tell me they love me, because I’d say it back.
Though, they weren’t saying they love me, were they? They said they think they’re falling in love with me, which is different. They were telling me, whether they know it or not, that they’re putting aside their bigger, all-encompassing love for the creator they don’t know is within reach, and potentially making space for me instead.
I couldn’t live like that. I couldn’t be second place to the figure they’ve turned Daniel Wilson into.
‘Oh. Right. That’s – sorry,’ they mumble after I’ve been silent for too long. I shake my head, try to explain, but there’s no good explanation without telling them everything.
They shouldn’t be apologising right now. I should.
‘I’m—’
‘No, you don’t have to say anything. I shouldn’t have… it’s fine.’
Their voice breaks, and it’s excruciating.
‘I need a wee,’ they say, tearing themself away from me and off the bed. ‘Then I think… we should probably try to sleep.’
Once I’m alone, I bury my face in my knees, muffling a sob. I hate myself for this. Jude must hate me too. They’re gone a long time, and eventually I turn the light back off, climb into the camping bed, and pretend to be asleep.
I can’t stop thinking about episode of The Night Market, the first one that aired after I met them properly. A piece of a heart, willingly given. Have you ever seen anything more vulnerable than this? An exposed fragment steeped in misplaced hope.
Jude let themself be vulnerable with me, and here I am, tossing it aside. Somehow, we’re both missing a piece of our hearts, without either of us accepting the other’s in return.




[Static, then a click] Oh, wow. There’s actually signal from in here. That’s… probably meaningless, actually. But it still makes me feel better. Right, so, this is Fowler, reporting for The Anglerfish, log number… something. Who cares at this point? Nobody’s listening. I’m not even on The Anglerfish [manic laughter]. I’m in the cave. The bloody cave, risking my neck for a crew who can’t even stand me. For a corporation who I’m fairly certain at this point actively want me dead, and who, when I get back up there – if I ever get back up there – I’m going to make damn sure are aware that I’d quite like them dead too. [Clears throat.] No. Sorry. It’s the darkness. It changes a person. I’ve been here four days. It seeps through your skin, this darkness, worse than the water. I’ve been resting in these air pockets that shouldn’t even be here. I know I’m not a scientist. Trust me, the rest of the crew have made sure I’m very clear on that, but I know enough to know these shouldn’t exist. Nothing in here makes any sense. I don’t think sense is possible in a darkness like this. I’m not kidding about it seeping through my skin. I keep checking my suit for leaks, and I’m fine. Technically, I’m dry. My temperature readings are all fine too. But I’m cold. Chilled to my soul, the kind of cold I might never shake off. Tired too. Thinking feels like swimming. Worse than that, because at least my muscles can force me through the water, adrenaline can power even the weariest of bodies. My mind, though, it’s all waterlogged. Drenched in darkness. Can’t brute-force my way out of that. I think I’ll try to sleep… for a while. [Long pause, only the distant dripping and echoing of water, then a sound. Deeply inhuman, far away, reverberating off the cave walls.] Joel? Joel! God, what am I doing? He could still be alive. No, he’s alive. He is. We’re all going to make it out of here. Not just this cave, but this awful, dying ocean. We’re all going to be okay. I’ll make sure of it. [Static.]
Aiden
‘Aiden?’
I freeze halfway through the living room. It isn’t a good look. There’s no explanation for this other than exactly what it looks like – me hoping to slip out unnoticed in the early hours of the morning. Mr Cason looks a little less exuberant than he did yesterday, which is fair enough, considering the sun’s barely up.
‘Hi. Sorry, I was just …’
‘I can see that.’ He places his cup of tea down slowly. ‘Do you need a lift home? It’s early, I doubt the buses are running.’
‘Oh, that’s okay. I was going to walk. It’s not too far. Well, it’s an hour or so I think, but I like the—’
‘Absolutely not,’ he says. ‘I’ll get my keys. You’re not walking all that way, especially if you’re not feeling well.’
It takes a second for me to work out exactly what that means.
‘I’m… yeah, I’m not feeling well, that’s why I was… thank you. Only if it’s not too much trouble.’
He takes me in for another moment before he grabs his keys, both of us silent as he slips on some shoes and leads me out to the car. Once we’re inside, he doesn’t start the ignition right away, sitting quietly for another moment before he speaks again.
‘Does Jude know you slipped out?’
I think about trying to lie. The thought doesn’t last long. I’m too transparent. So I shake my head, hoping he doesn’t notice I’m holding back tears.
‘It might not be my business,’ he says. ‘But Jude’s happiness is. So whatever happened, I want you to know that recently, they’ve been the happiest I’ve seen them for a very long time. I suspect you’ve got something to do with that. You seem like a really nice boy, Aiden. So I assume you understand when I say I’d really prefer for them to stay that way.’
I nod, then when it becomes clear that’s not enough of a response, I try to speak.
‘I do. They deserve the world, Mr Cason.’
My voice breaks. I think I’m on the verge of a panic attack. Breathe through my nose, hold for three, out through my mouth. Try to focus on expanding my diaphragm, not my lungs, even though they feel like they’re screaming for air.
I should be used to this by now.
‘All right,’ he tells me after a stretch. ‘Where am I taking you?’
Once I’ve told him, I try to go back to counting my breaths. As long as I’m thinking about the mechanics of it all, and nothing else, I can hold myself together, keep the pieces pressed in place at least for now, at least until I can fall apart in private.
I ruin it for myself at the very last hurdle. Mr Cason’s parked outside my house, and as I rummage for my key in my bag, I’m only going to thank him again – for the lift, and for last night. Instead, my fingers close around the cool metal of the key, and it makes the moment suddenly feel very concrete.
‘For what it’s worth, sir,’ I say, looking him in the eye for the first time since we set off. ‘Jude’s happiness is their own achievement, not mine. They’re amazing. They’ll be okay.’
I leave then, before he can respond, hands shaking as I unlock the front door and slip quietly upstairs, letting the pieces shatter in the quiet sanctuary of my bedroom.
I don’t go into school on Monday. I tell Mum I’m sick. She tuts and sighs, but she soon realises that no amount of muttered disappointment is going to budge me out of the bed.
I think it’s because I’m too tired to smile politely at her blustering.
Or because she heard me having multiple panic attacks in my room over the weekend.
Tuesday, she tries again. She gives up more quickly this time.
‘He’s having one of his turns again,’ I hear her say on the phone downstairs. ‘I don’t know, do I? I’ve got work. Look, I just need—’ Someone cuts her off. Dad, must be. She sighs. I can picture the fingers on the bridge of her nose during the long pause. ‘Can you come and check on him today, while I’m at work please?’
He does come, but I don’t let him in. He doesn’t have a key any more. He texts me, asking if I’m okay, and a few hours later I tell him yes, I’m fine, I must have been sleeping when he knocked.
Everything’s just so exhausting.
Being Daniel Wilson, hell, even being Aiden Beckley. It’s all exhausting.
Wednesday, the day of the first exams, Mum comes in prepped for a fight, but I’m already dressed.
‘Feeling better,’ I tell her.
She looks concerned. More concerned now than she did when I was lying in bed for two days. I must not be doing a very good job of that reassuring smile.
‘Oi!’
I’d been hoping to get in, sit a couple of exams, and leave. My main concern was Harper and Luke, hunting me down for ghosting them, but this particular confrontation wasn’t one I’d been expecting.
‘Ava?’
‘No, I’m her evil twin sister. She sent me to tank her exams for her.’
That brings me the closest to laughter I’ve been in days. It’s so very Jude. I can see why they’re friends. Ava’s face, however, seems pretty set on remaining furious.
‘What did you do to Jude?’
‘What?’
‘Don’t play stupid. You’ve done something, broken their heart somehow. Tell me.’
I shake my head.
‘They’re better off—’
‘Bullshit.’
I open my mouth, but I have no idea what to say. Ava jumps on the hesitation.
‘You think you’re so great because you’re easy to like? One of those people that you don’t even have to try with, you’re just fucking affable or whatever? Jude isn’t like that. Me and them, we’re difficult. It’s just, it’s more effort to like us, okay? It doesn’t mean people shouldn’t try, but it’s fucked of you to go around giving them hope then just—’
‘They were ridiculously easy to love, Ava.’ It comes out bone-weary, but my interruption seems to stun her for a second. Me too, if I’m being truthful. I’m only just realising how true that is. Jude might not have been exactly likeable at first. I try to see the best in people, but it’s not like I didn’t pick up on that. But I always find the people who are hardest to like are often the easiest to love.
I hadn’t thought about it until now, but I wonder if it’s because Jude feels so much braver than I am. It takes courage to be prickly, to be unlikeable, to let the whole world see the dark parts of you without smothering them. I think, maybe, I’ve worked incredibly hard to make myself easy to like. And in doing so, made it difficult to love me.
‘Jude loves you, you know,’ I tell her, and the furious expression she’s wearing shifts closer to astonishment. I don’t know what she was expecting, but it clearly wasn’t this. ‘They try to hide it, but they miss you. You shouldn’t give up on them, either.’
‘It’s not the same,’ she says, switching to a noncommittal mumble. ‘They’ve made it perfectly clear that they’re happier without me.’
‘They’re happier now, yes. But you being there for them would only add to it. Trust me.’
‘Well, I don’t.’
‘That’s okay. Not my place anyway. Just thought I’d try. I care about them, just like you do. You hurt them too.’
I didn’t want it to sound so blunt, but it’s done now. Ava just looks dumbstruck, and I walk away, feeling incredibly bad about myself.
I can’t help but think that, after these last few months of watching Jude shed their mask, watching them becoming brighter, happier, more themself, I’ve been a hypocrite, my own mask fixed firmly in place. I’ve hardly been leading by example. But why should I? Jude’s mask hid something beautiful and vulnerable. Mine only hides this ugliness. This dark, miserable person I don’t want to be.
I’ve been lying to them this whole time, not just through Daniel. He’s all falsehoods, yes, he’s a front I crafted to hide behind. But so am I, I think. The two people Jude needs the most. The two people who have helped them the most. And both of them are built on lies.
Slipping out Saturday morning might be the kindest thing I’ve done for them, or if nothing else, at least the most honest.
I force myself through about a week of exams, a week of dragging myself out of bed for long enough to not tank my entire future, of dodging Jude and Harper and Luke, and of crawling back into bed fast enough to not have to rehash the whole experience to Mum. I’m not exactly looking forward to spending a full six weeks lying in the dark, but it certainly feels less exhausting than this. But just after mock exams end, I get an email from Jen.
Hiya Jude and Aiden!
I’m writing with some exciting news! After extensive chats with Dave, he’s letting me run our summer internship scheme again this year. I want to extend the invitation to the two of you before I do anything else. You were an absolute pleasure to have during your placement, and since this runs for the full six weeks, we’d be able to give you both a little more time to grow and get stuck in.
If you’re interested, let me know when you might be able to start – we’d love to get started as soon as possible, to really get the most out of the summer!
Hope exams went well, and speak soon!
Jen
I have no idea if they hit reply all on purpose or by accident. But a few days later, Jude responds, with the dates for this term’s end and next year’s start date. I’d love to, Jen. Thank you. They tell her they can start immediately.
I don’t even have to think about my answer.
They’ll do brilliantly without me there.




Jude
The tape starts to itch after a day or so. A constant, nagging itch all over my skin, and I want to tear it off, I want to stop remembering everywhere his hands touched me, feather light, when I claw at the tape now. I remove it too soon, ignoring his advice about the baby oil, and it leaves me raw and blistering for a few days.
Mum and Dad are getting worried again. But it’s not my fault that every time I leave my room, every time I sit in the living room with them, all I can see is the wall of school photos. The years of what my life looked like before Aiden, then the one, glorious glimpse of what life looked like with him.
No. I won’t let this happen. I won’t let myself separate the person I became with Aiden from the person I am now. All that progress, all that change – I can’t just brick it up and call it a temporary byproduct of one boy.
I’m different now.
I buy myself a roll of sports tape. Watch a YouTube video, teach myself how to apply it, learn to recognise the limits of my own body, find a way to do it in a way that works for me, without the itching and the reminders.
And I still have Harper and Luke, at least. I avoided them the first day, then the second. Ate alone, hoped they wouldn’t spot me. Hoped I wouldn’t have to make polite small talk with Aiden. By the third day, they must have hunted me down. They found me in the drama classroom.
‘Eating alone like a loser, I see,’ Harper had said, folding zirself down onto the floor next to me. Luke had followed behind with a meek little wave.
Between the two of them, they eventually got around to explaining that Aiden’s been avoiding them too. Neither of them had seen him since Friday. They didn’t go into it much – neither did I for that matter, and Luke seemed to be doing everything in his power to prevent Harper from pushing for answers – but from the slivers of information they let slip, I think whatever’s going on with Aiden is bigger than me.
I don’t even need him to love me back, you know? If he’s struggling, if he’s really going through something – and I just happened to be the last straw – I’d rather be his friend than nothing at all. I made that decision ages ago.
If Aiden never speaks to me again… it doesn’t bear thinking about. I don’t want to lose him. But vitally, whatever happens, I refuse to lose the part of myself that came with him.
Which is why I’m standing outside RadioHorizon again, staring at the door, as though Aiden might show up out of nowhere just like last time.
He doesn’t, of course.
But I still take my headphones out. Still take a deep breath and move my feet anyway.
The ‘headphones of colliding worlds’ idea never made it into the podcast. I never fleshed it out fully; something always felt off with the concept. I’m glad of it. I think it felt wrong because it never would have worked. It didn’t work with Aiden and Daniel, or with Ava. Being two different people didn’t save any of my friendships. I can actually feel myself turning into my dad as I think it, and it’s nauseating, but unfortunately being myself worked just fine with Harper and Luke. And as for the others? With Ava, that’s what ruined it, but it might have saved me a few months of trying and failing to be the friend she needed at the expense of my own comfort. With Aiden and Daniel? Who can be sure. But whatever happened there, I don’t think crafting a new persona would have worked. If either of them had liked the person I was pretending to be, I’d have always felt like an impostor anyway, unworthy of their friendship – god forbid anything more – because the person they liked was a lie.
I wrote something new last night, though. Something that felt instantly right.
A Perfectly Sculpted Mask: It can be tricky to remove one’s mask after such a long time. Almost impossible, for those of us who have grown into and around our façades. But there’s a trick to it, a gradual method, to which end this item can be of immense help. It is a mask itself – stay with me on this one, however counterproductive it may seem – that appears blank at the moment. But if you wear it, this will construct itself to be almost indecipherable from your natural self. Now, it may take a little effort to manipulate. It may require some concentration at first, to shed the habits of your old disguise, to remember the strange visage you wear, only familiar to a person you haven’t allowed yourself to be for many years. But with practice, you will remember your old self. With time, you will find it to be no effort at all. And most importantly, when it has served its purpose, this mask will be shed with ease, like a snake outgrowing an old skin, taking with it any others you have since outgrown. Those around you will not notice. You wore your own face so beautifully towards the end anyway – how could they tell? But you will feel it, the wind on your cheeks, the sun on your forehead – you will feel the freedom that comes with facing the world, exposed and truly yourself.
I’m going to make the most of this, Aiden or no Aiden. It won’t be the same without him, sure, but it won’t be the same anyway, it was never going to be, because I’ve changed.
I’m excited. Me, excited. About stepping into this stupid concrete building and working with stupid, enthusiastic colleagues. I’m excited to see Jen, to go back to work, to learn more about the station and the job. And when I step through the doors to be greeted once again with Paula’s complete indifference, and Jen greeting me just like she had for the first day of placement, I match her beaming smile. It feels like picking up an instrument after years of forgetting to practice. I’m rusty at this, at being bright and smiley, but muscle memory will take over eventually, right?
‘I know my way around now,’ I say, laughing at Jen’s excitement. ‘You didn’t have to meet me at the door.’
‘What kind of internship would that be? Not meeting you at the door. Come on now, I’m not some kind of monster.’ She’s leaning over the counter to grab the lanyard that Paula’s making no efforts to pass to her, but Jen thanks her anyway before handing it over to me. ‘I was sorry to hear Aiden couldn’t make it, but we’re glad to have you back, Jude.’
‘Yeah, me too. On both fronts.’ Jen opens the inner door, waving me through, and as I scurry past, I feel the inexplicable need to justify Aiden’s absence. ‘He really enjoyed it and everything, it’s just with exams and stuff, he probably needs a break …’
I trail off, realising I’m not sure exactly what reason Aiden gave for not taking the internship. What if I’ve given a completely different reason? What if I’ve got him in trouble? Jen, though, is chuckling.
‘Don’t worry, I know. It was maybe the kindest rejection email I’ve ever received. It made me feel bad for the imposition.’
‘Ha, that sounds about right.’
‘It’s no problem, we’ll just stick you with all the extra work,’ she says, nudging me with her elbow.
‘I think maybe you’re joking, but that actually sounds good to me.’
She laughs, stepping aside to let me pass into the office with her, and she pulls out a seat for each of us in front of her desk.
‘Excellent, because I want you to get properly stuck in. I’m going to ask you to be my assistant, if you’re up for it. There’ll be some boring admin stuff, there’s always boring admin stuff, but I want to give you a chance to really get a look into how it works. Help me out with editing the show, help with organising some of the podcast scheduling, help draw up analytics reports, that kind of thing. You’re going to have a ton of help, obviously, but I want this to feel like you’re getting a look into how it’ll be as a proper career.’
‘That sounds amazing.’ I’m not even trying to keep the excitement out of my voice. It’s practically pouring out of me, and I don’t even mind because Jen’s picking up on it and sending it back tenfold. Was it really, the whole time, this easy to be happy? I’ve been missing out on it for years, this strange little feedback loop of genuine enthusiasm, and it’s so much less effort than pretending not to care. ‘I’m still not over the hook we made last time,’ I say, my voice a little quiet. ‘I found it really helpful. I made a trailer for The Night Market after the placement finished, using what I learned.’
Jen almost falls out of her seat in excitement.
‘I love that. Mind if I listen?’
Oh, I very much mind. Like, right in front of me? While I watch?
‘Use headphones if you have them’ is what I say instead. ‘There’s some stereo panning stuff I’m really proud of.’
And it is agony, it is. But watching her smile grow as she listens helps a bit. When she’s done, showing her one of the business cards Aiden made me and seeing her lose her mind over it helps a lot.
‘You know, I’ve been trying to highlight more local artists, creatives, that kind of thing. I’d love to play the trailer if you’d let me? I think I could fit it into one of next week’s shows.’
I groan.
‘Aiden’s not here to bully me into saying yes,’ I tell her. ‘So now I guess I have to do everything myself.’
‘So is that a yes?’
I nod, dying inside.
Jen seems to get the message, though, and quickly shifts the focus back onto work. It’s going to be a busy six weeks, from the sound of it. At least, I think, I can sneak in my headphones and catch up with the final season of Tales from the Fringes of Reality during the admin tasks. That’s one upside to being alone, right?
Life’s got a funny way of being a bastard, doesn’t it?
Jen has to find a spot where she can play my trailer without backlash from her boss, and it ends up taking about two weeks. It’s a pretty good two weeks, as they go. I get by, I enjoy the work, I get on better than I expected with Jen, and when I am alone, I listen to the stories that keep me afloat. I try not to think about Aiden, if I can help it. But in the moments when I can’t help it? Well, I’m coping, aren’t I.
That is, until I find myself in a position that feels heinously similar to where it all started. Two weeks into the internship, the quiet stillness of midnight, me holding my breath while I try to tune out the generic EDM music playing quietly in my headphones. I’m not convinced it isn’t the exact same song that played when I sat here, curled up in bed waiting to hear mine and Aiden’s hook play live for the first time. It probably isn’t, but the sound of it still aches with familiarity.
Aiden doesn’t call this time. I hadn’t expected him to, not really. He’s been too quiet recently, and though I’d texted him to tell him about it, it had been more about being able to say I’d tried than about any kind of hope he’d actually respond. I considered sending Daniel a DM, but he hasn’t been responding for a while either. I even texted Ava, earlier, after I got home from the station, but she just sent back a curt response: What, Aiden busy tonight or something?
I hadn’t really known what to say to that. Especially since she had a point. And I know from experience that trying to have a conversation like that over text wasn’t going to end well for anybody, so I’ve left her on read for now.
It’s just me, tonight. Curled up in the quiet stillness of midnight, listening to the final beats of the music fade out, and hearing the familiar opening clip of our hook signal the start of Jen’s show.
That’s what sends me over the edge a little. Hearing the hook again, feeling so acutely the absence of Aiden in this strange and fractured mirror image of that night everything changed.
It’s been almost two weeks of this internship, and a full month since I last spoke to him. I’ve been doing well, that’s the thing. I’m so much brighter now – my world feels so much bigger. So why, in this moment at least, does it feel like Aiden’s taken the sun with him?
However many tears may have been shed after the opening hook played, however many sobs may have wracked through me in the quiet, none of it counts if nobody was around to know about it, does it?
What counts is that, by the time Jen spins the script out from a plug for the station’s own podcast feed – by the time, a good hour or so later, she says And great news for those of you who enjoy podcasts, we have a trailer from one of our very own interns, Jude Cason – I’ve composed myself, and any tears that may hypothetically have been shed have been thoroughly wiped away, regardless.
Besides, none of that matters when the opening theme for The Night Market begins to play, because there’s no room left for yearning when my body only has space for complete and utter terror.
This is the scariest thing I’ve ever done.
This is the most exposed I’ve ever been in my life. Including the time I stood in front of the most beautiful boy at school with only two wads of tissue paper for modesty.
It’s not just The Merchant’s voice that pours into my headphones, that pours out of the speakers of every single person who happens to be listening to RadioHorizon at 01.12 on a Thursday night. It’s some irretrievable fragment of myself. It’s a piece of a heart, offered up to the world, and a silent prayer that it’ll be taken gently.
But now there’s a space where the piece used to fit. And nobody around to offer a piece of their own in return. I think, maybe, that this change I’ve been going through might have turned out to be a monumentally bad idea.
I also think I might not care.
‘There they are,’ Jen says, her voice loud enough to make me shrink a little with embarrassment into my oversized jumper – an attempt at a vaguely professional spin on my usual hoodie. ‘The… person? Of the hour?’
She frowns a little, eyes flitting upwards as she tries to think of some alternative.
‘Welcome to the pitfalls of gender-neutral language,’ I say with a small smile as I pull out a chair beside her. ‘Sometimes it just doesn’t translate.’
‘Well,’ she says, giving me a pat on the back that I should hate, but it’s overshadowed by the sheer consideration from someone who isn’t family, isn’t afraid of my family, but who just wants to find the right words for me anyway, words that’ll make me comfortable. ‘Person of the hour works for now. How’d it feel? You get a massive onslaught of new listeners last night?’
I’ve never been more grateful for Jen’s total inability to be subtle. There’s a moment there where I think she might be serious, and I almost don’t have the heart to tell her that I’ve had maybe four or five more listens than usual this morning, a spike so insignificant that it might not even be related to the trailer at all. But any fear of seriousness is abated when she leans forwards on her elbows, chin in her hands, a big grin on her face as she pretends to prepare for news of the swathes of loyal fans she’s sent my way.
‘Loads of them,’ I say, feeling mostly confident that she’s willing to accept sarcasm. ‘So many, in fact, that the hosting platform must have been overwhelmed by it all, and it’s stopped counting new downloads entirely.’
She laughs at that.
‘See? The powers of broadcast radio. I told you, didn’t I?’
‘You certainly tried.’
She leans back in her chair, chuckling. ‘Well done on that trailer, Jude. Really well done. It’s impressive work.’
Oh, now I really don’t know how to respond to that.
‘It’s – the – I didn’t really—’
‘Pro tip,’ she says, amusement flickering across her face. ‘Sometimes it’s easier to just take the compliment.’
‘You sound like Aiden.’
‘I think you’ll find I’ve been around for much longer, so Aiden sounds like me, thank you very much. Speaking of. That wasn’t him was it, in the trailer?’
I can’t tell, for a moment, if she’s joking again. ‘The voice-over?’ she clarifies, slowly, presumably due to my total lack of response.
I’m fairly certain my brain’s gone and taken a dip in some wet concrete, and it’s sloshing around trying its best to wade through the slush fast enough to process any of that.
‘No?’ It’s not exactly an intelligent answer, but it’s the best I’ve got, given the wet concrete situation.
‘Okay, good, sorry, had to ask. It was going to bother me otherwise.’ She seems to move on as soon as she’s finished speaking, brushes it off so casually, apparently all concrete-free on her end.
I still don’t fully understand what this might mean, but my nerves seem to have caught up faster than my mind, because my heart is pounding.
‘Why d’you ask?’ I make an attempt at playing it cool, but I’m definitely not succeeding. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that it’s suddenly absolutely imperative that Jen explains herself.
‘He’s just the only friend of yours I know with an interest in this sort of thing, so my mind went to him immediately. I knew it probably wasn’t, the voice was so different, just threw me at first.’ She shrugs, and I have to fight not to stand up, or raise my voice, or do something else that’ll seem utterly bizarre during this apparently normal-sounding conversation. It’s a perfectly innocent mistake. For two weeks, Aiden and I were an inseparable entity to her. We came as a double. So she jumped to a conclusion and missed the mark. It happens.
So why is there a nagging feeling in the back of my mind now? An unshakeable train of thought as I turn over each of Fowler’s monologues in my head, remembering my favourite lines, holding up the shape of them to the light and dissecting the sounds.
I have never, in my whole life, wanted more than now to slip in my headphones and escape to listen to an episode of Unfathomable Depths. And the bar for that feeling isn’t exactly low.
I don’t check my phone at work that day, not even once. If I so much as look at it, I know I’d spiral into a rabbit hole. I actually think they should give out some kind of medal, potentially of the Olympic variety, for the strength it took to leave my phone in my bag and eat my lunch in the studio with Jen, knowing that the lunch break would be the perfect time to listen to a full episode.
My first bout of weakness comes on the bus home, though. I still don’t listen, don’t even take out my headphones – just in case – but I do cave and look up the Unfathomable Depths social media accounts. I’m hoping to find something, anything, in the way Daniel Wilson types. Maybe trawl through our old messages, dissect turns of phrase and vague answers to how his weekend went. I have to dismiss a bizarre number of notifications, first. Maybe Jen was on to something – what if there really has been some sort of delayed spike in followers because of the trailer? But any wondering is swept away pretty quickly when a few minutes of digging makes it horribly clear to me that I’m not having any luck finding the Unfathomable Depths page.
It’s all gone.
The messages, the accounts.
I can’t find it by searching. I can’t find it by googling. When I go through my own posts, I can touch through to the handle, but all that does is tell me this account no longer exists.
The bus is approaching my stop, and I’m gripped with a sudden panic.
The feed. Are the episodes still up?
I don’t know what I’ll do if it’s gone. I fumble around with the podcatcher as I hurry off the bus, power-walking the last stretch of road to my house without paying any attention to where I’m going.
It’s all still there.
The relief sends me swimming for a second before I notice the new episode. It’s an off-week – there shouldn’t be another episode until next Friday. That alone is enough to throw me off, but nothing more so than the title. It’s called ‘The End.’ My heart falters as I take in the words.
This is supposed to be my happy place, a place of comfort I retreat to after a day like today. Everything’s all wrong, now. It was never supposed to be the cause of this feeling.
I drag myself upstairs, vague relief as I remember I have the house to myself for the evening, numb with dread until I’m curled up in bed with my headphones. In the moment in which I hesitate, thumb hovering over the play button, the silence seems to stretch on and ring out and wrap its tendrils over the space around me in a way that only stories had ever been able to do.
I take a deep breath, and start listening.
The crew of The Anglerfish has just escaped, their lives intact though barely, from their latest expedition into the cave to face the malicious shadows – unnamed, indescribable, but terrible – that had threatened them. In Fowler’s log, he describes the party happening in the next room. He describes the high spirits and the giddy relief and the hope – at long last, hope – that they might make it through this alive.
I barely take it in. As I lie there in bed, unseeing eyes fixed on the ceiling, I’m straining for a hint of recognition in Fowler’s voice. Every now and then, with the curve of a vowel or the soft landing of a consonant, my stomach twists with what I hope – now that I’m listening closely, now that I know what to listen for – is familiarity. I’m so absorbed in the sound of Fowler’s voice, that I almost miss the moment when it all falls apart.
Fowler stands, with a sudden scraping of a chair and a tremor in his voice, and stops his narration abruptly.
‘Kat. What are you doing?’
Slow footsteps as Fowler backs away, and I sit upright at the alarm in his voice, all thought of who the voice might belong to forgotten.
‘This isn’t you, is it? It’s the shadows. How did they get to you?’
There’s no reply from Kat, but a second set of footsteps advances, unswayed by Fowler’s questions.
‘Kat. Put the knife down. Whatever you’re doing, whoever’s making you do th—’
It’s swift, the moment the knife bears down on Fowler. A small gasp of shock. The crumpling of a body to the ground. The clatter of a knife that follows it down. A set of footsteps leaving swiftly, and a door being locked. Fowler, all the while, gasping, writhing and my own heart racing.
The outro music begins, and my world closes in around me.
Over the music, Fowler’s voice rings out again. One last time. Thick with reverb, muffled, as though underwater. As though the final thoughts of a dying man.
For all my despair, for all my ideals, for all that – I love life. But it is hard, and I have so much – so very much to learn.
I scramble out of bed, skip back ten seconds, replay those final lines. I’ve heard that quote before. The first half, at least. I’ve heard those words spoken in his voice – in Fowler’s voice. Not quite, not exactly. There’s a different accent, yes. And lower, deeper, stranger. It’s different, almost unrecognisable. Almost. But I’m sure of it now. I know that voice.
Why didn’t I see it sooner?
How could I not know Aiden’s voice wherever I heard it?
It was no secret that he could modify his voice. He’d even told me he’d done voice training. If I’d been less of a deranged freak about how hot it was, maybe I’d have connected some dots all that time ago.
And if there was any kind of justification for my idiocy, it’d be the post-production editing. It’s pitched down slightly. Microscopically, but it’s hard to pitch a voice down even a little without some strange effects. Trust me, I’ve spent my fair share of hours trying to give The Merchant a little more gravitas, but they just end up sounding a little alien. It works so beautifully for Fowler, though. Yet another step removed from the boy I claimed to know so well. But even that isn’t an excuse. I was ridiculously aware of it, I even said as much to Aiden. Some effect Daniel uses on his voice. There’s the reverb, but something else too. Something that makes him sound just that little bit off, that little bit unnatural. I’ve gone to the death online before, arguing that the effect is to highlight the unique horror, the utter dehumanising nature of such total isolation. I’d already half-planned the dissertation I’d write about it at university.
Another thing I was wrong about. It was just something for Aiden to hide behind.
I have to do… something. Speak to him. Tell him I know. Do, or say, anything. But he’s still not answering my texts. And messaging Daniel – no, messaging Aiden – through the UD account is a no-go. I can’t accost him at school. I can’t even show up at his door, I don’t know where he lives. What can I do?
I could ask Harper or Luke. We all swapped numbers after Aiden disappeared. One of them will surely know how to reach him, right? Did they know about Daniel? Could I tell them? Or would I need to think of some other reason why I very urgently needed to know Aiden’s address?
I don’t get time to work it out. I’m still deciding who to text first when there’s a knock on the door downstairs. 




Jude
Aiden’s just standing at my door, and he looks so unlike himself, I almost do a double take. It’s like if you took Aiden, and drained him of everything that made him Aiden Beckley, everything bright and full of life. And somehow, he’s the one who asks the question first.
‘Are you okay?’
He’s got some timing, doesn’t he?
‘Are you Daniel Wilson?’
He doesn’t even look surprised, just defeated. When he nods, he’s looking at the ground. That’s supposed to be my job.
‘Can I come inside, please?’
Aiden
They seem a bit reluctant, understandably so, but they let me in anyway, stepping aside while I shuffle into the quiet of the living room. I have to assume Jude’s home alone. I might not know his parents very well, but it’s clear they aren’t a quiet sort of family.
Jude follows close behind, the two of us standing awkwardly at a safe distance, their arms crossed and their gaze on me heavy and expectant. I knew this would happen, guessed they might have already put two and two together. There’d be no explanation for me being here right now that didn’t involve telling them everything.
This is all my fault.
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Jude asks after the silence has lingered on for too long.
It’s not like I didn’t prepare for this. I’ve been running the questions and answers and explanations in my mind for months. So why am I struggling to reach through the fog and find one that doesn’t feel like a flimsy excuse?
I buy time by sitting down. Jude stays standing, watching with wary eyes as I collapse a little too hard onto their couch.
‘I didn’t want you to look at me any differently,’ I say eventually.
They’re very, very still for a moment too long. And then they’re suddenly anything but, pacing a little around the living room, vibrating with frustration.
‘No, I don’t accept that. Don’t I get a choice in this? Isn’t this how it’s supposed to work? You’re supposed to show me like, all the parts of you or whatever. And I get to decide how I see you?’
They seem to be genuinely asking the question. They seem deeply, horribly hurt in their own confusion. I don’t have an answer for them, so they carry on.
‘I mean, that’s what I did for you. Isn’t it? Against my will, by the way, you just drew it out of me or something. You made me show you every part of myself, and the whole time I was missing parts of you. How is that fair?’
Their voice breaks a little at the end.
It isn’t fair, Jude. It isn’t. You’re a better person than me by far, that’s the long and short of it.
‘That’s not… Daniel isn’t a part of who I am, not really. That’s the problem. The person you saw in him, that’s not me.’
‘That’s stupid.’
‘Maybe. It’s true though.’
‘Please make more sense.’ They stop pacing long enough to dig the palms of their hands into their eyes, pressing for a long moment. They’re not being snarky. I think they’re really trying to understand, and I’m not making it easy for them.
I take a deep breath, and I don’t know if they mean to, but they sync their breathing with mine for a moment. It seems to help, a little. A sliver of calm to help us both collect our thoughts before my next words.
‘You did get the parts of me that mattered, Jude. Daniel’s the mask, that’s my point. He’s larger than life to you, this impossibly special person. I’m not that.’
Maybe it’s the deep breaths, maybe I finally got my point across, but Jude loses steam almost instantly. They take a few uncertain steps towards an armchair, sitting down across from me.
Jude
‘You’re wrong.’ As soon as I speak, he looks over at me. ‘You’re wrong that I’d have looked at you differently. I already saw you that way. Even without Daniel, I saw you that way.’
He’s already shaking his head before I finish speaking.
‘I don’t want that. You worship him. I wanted you to …’ he trails off, and for the first time maybe since he got here, he meets my gaze properly. It feels far too intense, but neither of us breaks it. ‘You can’t love somebody you worship.’
God. I mean, when he says it like that. I can see it all through Aiden’s eyes, painfully, mortifyingly clear. My fawning over him, my admiration of him, the way I could never hide just how utterly enchanted I am by him. And then there’s Daniel. My messages with Daniel that were parasocial at best, and maybe just downright obsessive at worst. Aiden’s seen it all.
Jude Cason’s dignity, found dead in a ditch. Also missing: their pride and possibly their will to live. Experts are saying there’s little hope of recovery.
A small, bitter laugh escapes me, and I’m so far gone there doesn’t even seem to be any point in trying to hold it back.
‘Yeah, well, wrong again. I managed it.’
Aiden
I’m struggling to get my lungs to fill properly.
‘I’m scared—’ there was more to that sentence, but my voice cracks and I have to pause and close my eyes to make the world stop swimming. When that takes a little too long, I feel the couch shift beside me, and Jude’s hand appears feather light on my back. I think they’re shaking too, but it helps.
‘Yeah, join the club, buddy,’ they say under their breath.
A laugh bubbles up in me somehow, and some combination of that and the surprise of the sudden touch grounds me 
just enough to keep me from the cliff edge.
‘I’m scared that I’m not who you think I am,’ I say, steadier this time. ‘That night, in your room, I wanted you to say those words so badly. But I also couldn’t stand the thought of you saying them when I knew that the person you thought you… liked… didn’t exist.’
Jude
I don’t think Daniel was really the part of himself that Aiden was hiding from me. It would be easier to stay angry if it was just that. But it’s like he said, Daniel was only a mask he wore. I think, maybe, what Aiden was really hiding – from everyone, himself included – was this person, this trembling mess beside me, the one I recognise all too well because I’ve lived with that part of myself for years. Broken and hurting and desperate to get someone to admit out loud that they’re totally unworthy of love because then, at least, it’ll finally make sense.
This, I understand. This I can work with.
‘I don’t think so,’ I say, and Aiden is quiet, but I feel him exhale a little beneath my hand on his back. ‘But why do you think so?’
He lifts his head from his hands, meeting my gaze when he answers.
‘I’m not sure. I’ve seen you grow into yourself, Jude. And I cannot tell you how happy that makes me, how much of an absolute joy it’s been to watch. But I have no idea if you see me because… I don’t know who I am. I feel like there’s two of me. No, three. There’s Daniel, Aiden and whatever the hell is beneath them both. And I’m not sure any of them are quite the real me.’
‘Well, who do you want to be?’
Aiden
The question is so unexpected, it stuns me into silence for a moment. But when the answer comes, it comes so easily I wonder if I haven’t been thinking it for a long time.
‘I want to be exceptional in the way everyone is.’
Jude frowns. ‘Explain?’
‘I… I don’t want to be an audio drama god. I want – I want to be just some guy who made something I love. I want to just be passing through.’
‘Explain better?’
‘Okay, so it’s like… it’s like The Merchant. They spend every episode talking about these strange, unimaginable artefacts. But that’s not what’s so extraordinary about them. It’s about the way they connect with the listener, with The Wanderer. It’s about sitting someone down, pouring them a cup of tea from a perfectly ordinary teapot, and bringing them just a little comfort, no magic or particular skill involved. They make people’s lives a little bit better just by being there. I want to be exceptional in that way. The way that you are.’
There’s a pause as Jude processes, and I twist my thumb ring as I watch their expression for a sign that any of that made even the slightest bit of sense. But after a moment of quiet, Jude falls into a laugh – a giddy, breathless, silly giggle that was maybe the last reaction I’d been expecting.
‘Aiden,’ they manage after they catch their breath. ‘That is exactly who you are. If someone put Aiden Beckley in a dictionary, the definition would be word for word what you just said.’
They’re not getting it, and it’s not their fault. I can’t seem to describe exactly what I mean.
‘No, that’s not – you only think that because you… you have this idea that I’m better than you.’
That’s the closest I’ve come so far, I think, to making it make sense. This fear I’ve been cradling in the back of my mind, ever since that first almost-kiss at RadioHorizon. This fear that even as I was falling for Jude, Jude was too unable to see their own brilliance to be anything but flattered by my attention.
Jude
‘No, you’re wrong.’ I can see Aiden open his mouth to protest, so I hurry to get my point out first. ‘I know what you mean, I do. And it was true at first, yeah. You seemed to find everything so much easier than me, you were magnetic in a way I’d never seen anyone be before. And it didn’t hurt that you’ve always been gorgeous enough to fill several lessons worth of daydreams, even before we knew each other.’ Okay, that last bit was potentially a bit much. ‘But not any more. I mean, not the gorgeous bit, that’s still… sorry. I’m still processing a lot of information. Sorry. I just mean you’re exceptional, Aiden, but in a way that is so ordinary it rubbed off on me almost immediately. I don’t think you’re better than me. I think you make me better.’
Aiden
‘What about Daniel?’ I hate to ask it, I know it’ll hurt. I see the way Jude winces in embarrassment. But it’s important. I can’t pretend that it doesn’t have a part to play in Jude’s feelings towards me.
‘That was bad, I’m not denying that.’ Jude’s shaking their head. ‘I put Daniel Wilson on a pedestal and he stopped being a human being to me, I know that. Just someone to admire. But he’s not you. You said it yourself. He’s a character that you made, and he’s the one I idolised. But I fell—’
They stop themself short, and my breath catches at the unspoken words.
Jude stares at the ground for a long moment after they falter. I think about reaching out, saying something, but then they look up. They look up and fix me with the most determined stare, eye contact that feels piercing enough to make up for a lifetime of closed doors.
‘I fell in love with you, Aiden. Not the guy I idolised. Daniel terrified me. I wasn’t myself when I was messaging him, but I wasn’t myself when I met you either. The difference is, you’re the one who brought the real me back out – not Daniel, not this idea I had of you. I fell for the guy who annoyed the hell out of me because he wouldn’t leave me alone until I knocked the chip off my shoulder. The guy who, yes, has the kind of smile that could kill a lesser being where they stand, and the voice thing, and don’t even get me started on the hair—’
Another ghost of a laugh breaks through my exhaustion at that, a hand reaching up on instinct as I run it self-consciously through my hair, and I see Jude’s eyes follow the movement as if they’ve watched me do it a thousand times before.
‘Anyway.’ The hair thing seems to have briefly distracted them, their thoughts running out of steam. ‘I’m in love with that guy. For what it’s worth. And I think that’s the real you, even if you can’t see it. And trust me, I know how it feels to not be able to see it.’
It’s tempting to believe them.
They’ve changed so much since I met them. Even more thrilling than the words I fell in love with you – and it’s a high bar, because with every repetition my heart feels increasingly irrepressible in my chest – is the pride I feel that Jude is able to say the words in the first place.
I know Jude by now. I know their tendency to guard themself. I know well enough that if Jude had even the smallest of doubts of their own worth in comparison to mine, they’d have happily taken all manner of horrible and violent deaths over voluntarily saying those words out loud.
Especially after I shot them down so hard last time. Struck at their most vulnerable.
Jude
Aiden’s so close to getting it, I’m certain. But he shakes his head, and I feel like we both deflate a little.
Christ, this is frustrating. Is this how Aiden felt when we first met? This absolute fury directed at someone I care about so deeply being unable to show the same kind of care to himself? I’d have throttled me in his position, honestly.
‘I can show you. Come on.’
I grab Aiden’s hand, not waiting for agreement, pulling him upright and through to the dining room with a tug, beelining for the wall of school photos.
Aiden
I noticed these photos when I was here last. An orderly line of tiny Judes, stretching end-to-end across the wall. It had been a fascinating, if heartbreaking, spectrum. Seeing them in primary school, grinning wide around missing teeth, hair sticking up, entirely unbothered, until one year the smile falls away entirely. After that, you can see them age and change with the years, watch their hair get shorter and shorter until they shave it all off, see them gradually shedding childhood and growing into the person I recognise now. But the one constant is that each shot is as stiff and uncomfortable as the last.
The one they pull off the wall now is new, though. It must have been this year’s school photo – the prints hadn’t been sent out last time I was here.
‘This.’ They throw the frame down on the table. ‘This is who you are.’
There’s the exception. I can see it properly now that it’s been thrust in front of me, and it stands out a mile from the rest. It’s that smile that I fell in love with.
Jude
‘That’s you, Jude.’
‘Yes, I know that’s me, thanks. I just mean. Ugh.’ I run a hand over my eyes. How did I end up having to give a pep talk? This is Aiden’s whole thing. Historically, I’m the person who needs pep talks, not the one who gives them. ‘That’s… that’s the effect you have on people. On me. It’s wild you didn’t see it, but I suppose you didn’t know me until you knew me, so maybe, actually that makes sense.’
‘I mean this in the kindest way possible,’ he interjects, as if he’s ever meant anything in any way other than the kindest way possible. ‘But I genuinely have no clue what you’re trying to say.’
‘Look at that.’
‘Again, it’s you.’
‘No, that’s not me. That’s me when you’re in the room.’
He’s staring at me completely bewildered while I huff and snarl my way through this attempt at an explanation.
‘That’s just what you look like, Jude.’
‘Obviously you think that, because you’re always in the bloody room when you see me! Look at that photo, I’m happy. Not just like, content. But genuinely, to my core, happy. It’s coming out of my pores. I have never, not once in my life, looked like that around anyone except you.’
I’m gesticulating wildly, as if the more of my body I throw into this, the clearer it’ll be. Aiden almost smiles, so I’ll call that a win, but he reaches out to stop my hands in mid-motion.
‘That’s sweet. It’s… really, really sweet.’ His voice gets a little lower on that second really; the pressure of his hands wrapped around mine increases, just slightly. And I’m trying to ignore the way it makes my stomach backflip because I’m in the middle of a pep talk for god’s sake. ‘But you were right, weren’t you?’
Any hope of getting through to him dissipates with the look on his face when he speaks. It had been going so well, but something switches and suddenly he’s looking like someone’s just kicked the joy out of him. He drops my hands quickly.
‘Right about what?’
‘About the world being how it is. You were smart to be a little guarded. Maybe I did help you out of your shell, but if I hadn’t… this whole thing, the article, the backlash, it’s my fault.’
Wait, what?
Aiden
Jude doesn’t know.
How could they not know?
My own phone’s been switched off for hours, and I can still almost feel the notifications swarming in, surrounding me. On the way here, someone on the bus got a text and I had to spend the next few minutes staving off a panic attack just at the sound of it. But they’re looking at me now with the same utter confusion from earlier.
‘I thought you knew why I was here,’ I tell them. ‘I thought you’d… wasn’t this how you figured it out?’
‘No, I figured it out because of something Jen said, and because you’ve got that weird obsession with Sylvia Plath for some reason.’
I think it’s an attempt to lighten the mood. It won’t work, but I do love that they’re trying.
‘Check your phone,’ I tell them. ‘But just… be prepared. It’s a lot. Try not to read all the messages, just see if you can find one with a link.’
Jude’s looking at me like I’ve just told them to eat their phone or something, but they go along with it. Their confusion falls away as they scroll, inching closer to abject horror with every word they read.
They must find it after a moment, and their voice is soft and quiet when they read out the opening paragraph, full of breathless uncertainty.
Last night, RadioHorizon presenter Jen Ritchie decided to showcase some local talent on her show. So imagine my surprise when the trailer she aired was created by two gender-confused teens to advertise a bizarre podcast that can only be considered further evidence of these children’s ongoing battle with delusion.
They start to skim then, quietly, their eyes flitting across the screen. Or maybe they’re reading their notifications, the replies and the messages. They all say roughly the same kind of thing. The same vile regurgitation of everything the article said about Jude and me. The woman who wrote it had a pretty big following, and there’s nobody more chronically online than a transphobe, so it spread quickly. All it took was one person. One terrible person to hear the trailer on Jen’s show, one person with enough vitriol and time on her hands to do a little digging, put her thoughts into an article, and suddenly it feels like the whole world’s out to get us.
I must have made Jude feel so small, convincing them they were wrong to be afraid, that their fear in a world as hostile to us as this one was somehow their fault. This whole time, they were right. It doesn’t matter if the majority don’t care. Not when all it takes is one horrible person and her small army of TERFs.
It wasn’t really about us, I know that. It was about trans kids, trans people in general: we were just convenient examples who happened to get her riled up in the moment. It was about that woman’s own deep-seated terror of something she doesn’t understand, spun into hatred. Doesn’t matter that it wasn’t really about us though, does it. Not when she named us both in the article.
I got off a little easier. She must have looked up The Night Market and found me credited for the voice-over, but she only knows my pseudonym. I deactivated the socials for Unfathomable Depths, and the notifications calmed down. Jude, though? Jen named them in full during the broadcast.
I came here to check in on them, see how they’re holding up. How can I, though? How can I support them while I’m such a wreck?
Jude
‘Are you okay?’ he asks after a moment.
It’s the same thing he said when I opened the door to him, and I just now start to connect the dots. That’s why he looks like he’s had the life drained out of him. That’s why he showed up here, now. He wasn’t pulled to me by some dark and mysterious force of the universe, by my own desperate need once I learned about who he is. He’s here to check in on me. And I’m guessing he was willing to reveal himself as Daniel Wilson to do so.
At least he’d have told me, eventually.
‘Are you?’ I’m still reading the article, skimming as much as I can stomach. ‘They’ve really gone in on you. Me, they’re just… mocking, I suppose. But you – Daniel, I mean …’
It’s basically a deep dive into the case of Daniel Wilson’s transness. The article accuses him of deceiving his audience, not advertising his identity. It hadn’t occurred to me that Daniel might be trans – I hadn’t even thought about it until I started drawing threads of connection between the creator I wanted to know and the friend I thought I did. But this woman’s composed an itemised list of evidence. Right down to analysing the femininity of his fingertips from their brief appearance in a two-year old photo.
‘You weren’t out?’
Aiden
I shake my head.
Being outed is definitely one of the more difficult parts of all this, but not the end of the world. They still don’t know who Daniel is. I can stop being him and never look back, if I really want. Maybe that would solve everything.
‘Everyone just assumed I was a cis man. I never corrected them.’
‘Why not?’
I’d thought that would be obvious, to Jude more than anybody.
‘Because I liked that nobody knew. I liked being seen as just… just a guy.’
‘That is what you are. I mean, you’re more than that. Because you’re talented and wonderful and extraordinary in all the ways we’ve literally just covered. But in terms of what I think you’re trying to say, you are just a guy.’
‘I know that. And you know that. And my friends and family and everyone that matters. But let’s be real, lots of people don’t. You of all people get it. You were right.’
I pick up my phone, waving it about as if to prove a point, the screen dark and the phone cool and empty-feeling in my hand. But picking it up still gives me a wave of anxiety, because I know what’s waiting for me if I just press a button and invite it in.
Jude
The phone seems to trigger something in Aiden, something raw and breaking, and I want nothing more than to make that stop, so I reach out and take it from him.
‘Yeah, I get it,’ I say quietly as I set it aside, Aiden’s eyes tracking my movement as the phone is placed just out of his reach. ‘If you’d asked me a couple of months ago, I’d have said yeah, the world hates us.’ I pause for another moment, the weight of Aiden’s gaze now fixed on me, feeling like too much to take on. It’s too much responsibility to smooth out the creases in his brow, to try to slow the shallow breaths in his chest. But Aiden’s done it so many times for me. I owe it to him, even just once, to try to return the favour.
‘But I was wrong, and you showed me that. I spent years thinking everyone at school hated me because a few people were dicks. Some people hated me, sure. Most people didn’t give a fuck. Some people, for whatever reason, actually quite liked me, when I gave them the chance.’
Aiden
‘For whatever reason.’ I feel how weak the words come out, but I manage just a whisper of amusement in them. It’s ridiculous, the idea that there could be any world in which Jude isn’t profoundly loveable. But they don’t seem willing to let themself be sidetracked.
Jude
‘My point is… it’s a vocal minority. A truly shitty, very loud minority. And like, I’m not trying to diminish just how shitty and loud they are, really. But you can’t ignore that, for the most part, people do see you as just a boy. And a few people, I’m sure, are out there now, learning you’re trans and wondering why the news makes them so happy. Because a creator they admire is living a life they were too afraid to admit they wanted for themself. If you hide forever, if you let these… these bastards have the last word, then all these kids out there, that’s all they’re going to hear. But if you tell your audience, yes, I’m trans, and fucking what? Then… then those kids, people like me, get to see someone like you being just… really bloody amazing. And trans. At the same time. It sounds like nothing, but—’
‘It doesn’t sound like nothing,’ Aiden says, and I look up at him to find tears streaking down his face. ‘People like you?’
‘Yeah. It was a big deal for me when you came out at school. And – and I know that audio drama is already full of trans creators, but your show has been such… it’s, I dunno, it’s comforting. It’s helped me a lot. Finding out that the creator of that show, my happy place, is trans? It’s everything.’
Aiden
I want to be that for Jude. For the nameless faceless people like them. But look at me, I can’t. I can’t be anything useful right now. I can barely even keep myself functioning.
I shouldn’t be an example for anybody. I’ve already done enough damage.
‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I should go.’
‘Aiden.’
‘I just wanted to make sure you were okay, that’s all.’
‘Yeah, well, I’m not. I don’t care about the article, it’s you I’m—’
Their phone rings, and for a second I’m seized with an ice-cold terror that someone’s doxxed them, that one of the vicious masses have found their number somehow, and the terror freezes me in place for too long to stop them from answering.
‘Ava?’
Deep breath, steady myself.
I can’t catch much of what Ava’s saying, but there’s a few words spoken with enough force to slip through. Something about fucking kill them and her little freak mates.
They turn away from me, just for a second, while they try to calm her down.
I slip away before they can stop me. They’ve got Ava now. They’ll be okay. Better without me to take care of too.




Jude
‘They’re having a really good time trying to figure out if you’re autistic,’ Ava says, scrolling through my phone. She’s keeping her tone light, sarcastic, but her face is scrunched in pure disgust.
I’m still reading through the rest of the article on her phone. She’s taken mine so I wouldn’t have to deal with the notifications while I read, and I suspect every time she makes a little comment like that one, she’s softening the blow for me, running the words through a gentler filter than any of these bastards deserve.
‘Oh, I just got to the autism bit,’ I tell her. ‘Good luck with figuring that one out, I’ve been on a waiting list for about a year, so if she comes to a conclusion sooner I’d love to hear it.’
‘I’ve already told you, you are. I don’t know why you’d doubt my expert medical opinion… okay, I think that’s the last one blocked, for now.’ She hands the phone back to me. ‘If more come crawling out of the woodwork, let me know.’
‘I will.’ I think about hugging her, then think about how willing I am to get a swift panic-kick to the face. ‘Ava, don’t be alarmed. I am going to hug you right now.’
‘Must you?’
‘I must.’
She groans, makes a show of wriggling away, but when I finally manage to grapple her, she holds me tight for just a moment. She showed up at my door almost immediately after our call. No questions asked, no grudges held, just some energy drinks, a furious rant about the black mould that lives inside a TERF’s head where the braincells should be, and an open offer to do anything that might help.
‘Thanks, Ava.’
‘Yeah, well. I’m a treasure.’
I’ve missed her so much my chest hurts.
I glance at my freshly returned phone. It’s gloriously clear of the influx of hateful notifications; I’ve now just got one message showing up from my group chat.
‘Harper and Luke want to come round,’ I say, careful not to look her in the eye at first. She’s quiet for a moment too long though, and I can’t resist. She looks resigned.
‘I’m sorry’ is all she says.
‘No, I’m—’
‘I swear to god, Jude, if you steal my apology thunder …’
I press my lips together, mostly to suppress a smile. I love her a ridiculous amount.
‘I shouldn’t have tried to cut you off from new friends just because I was lonely,’ she continues. ‘I didn’t know that’s what I was doing, if I’m being honest. I was hurt, and pissed, and I really did convince myself I was looking out for you.’
‘I know,’ I tell her. ‘I’ve spent most of my life doing it. Pre-emptive misanthropy.’
‘God, you’re annoying when you’re self-aware.’
I laugh, leaning my head on her shoulder. She lets me, so that’s something. I push my luck.
‘Aiden’s going to need this too. Even more than I do.’
She purses her lips but appears to win the fight against her inner contrarian.
‘Why would he?’
I hope I’m not breaking his trust. But he’s the one who ran off and left me to deal with this alone. So what does he expect me to do? I have to talk to somebody about it.
‘He’s Daniel Wilson.’
Ava doesn’t say anything for a long while.
‘That makes a lot of things make a lot more sense,’ she says slowly. There’s another stretch of quiet, while she processes some more. ‘What’s throwing me is that you covered for him so well. You’ve never been a good liar.’
‘I didn’t know. Not until today.’
‘Are you thick?’
‘Yes!’
‘You’ve been spending every waking moment either with Aiden or texting Daniel’ – she throws in some overexaggerated air quotes for that one – ‘and you’re telling me he didn’t drop a single clue in that time?’
‘Oh, believe me, he did. I’ve been compiling a list in my head of obvious connections ever since I found out. But they’re only obvious in hindsight.’
‘I’d pay good money to get a glimpse inside that head. What’s going on in there? Is it just swarms of bees?’
‘Wasps. And they’re fighting over the last brain cell.’
She rolls her eyes, softening.
‘Tell Harper and Luke to come over. I’ll play nice.’
‘Are you sure?’
She glares at me, and it’s the familiar old glare that’s more exasperated love than anything else.
‘You clearly need all the help you can get, and I’m not equipped to be a full-time Jude Handler.’
We’ve all worked our way through multiple takeaway pizzas by the time everyone’s caught up.
‘You both knew about this?’
‘Yeah,’ Harper says, as if this was at all obvious. ‘I do the transcripts.’
‘What?’
‘I did the theme song,’ Luke adds with a shrug.
I’m regretting starting strong with my horrified surprise. Because this new information requires another level of shock that I just don’t think I can escalate to verbally. I settle for blinking a few times in stunned silence.
‘You broke them, Luke,’ Harper says.
‘I thought they knew.’
‘How would I have known?’ I manage to choke out eventually. ‘I didn’t know you even play piano!’
Luke just shrugs. ‘I contain multitudes.’
‘It helps that he hasn’t been able to talk about anything but Dylan for months,’ Harper points out.
Luke’s expression shuts down a little at that. It’s subtle, but I’m still gaping at him, so it’s easier for me to catch it when it happens.
‘Did something happen with Dylan?’ I ask quietly. Harper, who apparently hadn’t noticed, glances over between Luke and me like ze’s trying to work out what ze missed.
Luke’s voice is small when he speaks. Smaller than a gargantuan rugby lad has any right to sound.
‘He kissed me.’
That isn’t what I’d been expecting. I’d worried that he’d been rejected or had fallen out with Dylan. Which, yeah, all right, maybe I was projecting a bit. But I wasn’t anticipating this, not from Luke’s empty expression. The words are devoid of celebration.
‘Fuck right off,’ Harper says, jaw dropping as ze claps him on the arm. ‘And you didn’t tell us? This is huge, Luke, tell me everything right now. Oh my god, Aiden’s going to be so—’ ze cuts zirself short, realising a moment too late. I’m still watching Luke’s expression, and I see him deflate even further at the unfinished statement.
I’m not the only one missing Aiden, it seems.
All I can think to do is throw myself at Luke. He’s too big to be pulled into a hug properly. So I have to just wrap my arms around him best I can and hold tight.
‘He is going to be very happy for you, Luke,’ I murmur. Luke doesn’t say anything, just lifts a tentative arm to my back. ‘He’ll come back. We’ll figure something out.’
It feels like a long time before I let him go, and in the quiet moment that follows, Harper keeps zir eyes fixed on me.
‘You know that boy is annoyingly in love with you, yeah?’ Zir voice is the softest I’ve ever heard it. Luke, beside zir, is nodding.
I find myself nodding too.
I hadn’t realised it, not really, not until right now. But I do know. Of course I know. I’ve spent years reading rejections into the smallest slights, deciding people hate me from a glance or a strange word, but there Aiden was, rejecting me outright, and still, I know he loves me.
I’ve thought about it a lot since we stopped talking. A lot. A truly embarrassing amount. I still don’t fully understand what his reasons were, but if nothing else, I know for certain that it wasn’t because he doesn’t love me.
‘What actually happened when he stayed at yours?’
Might as well get it over with.
‘I tried to tell him I’m falling in love with him,’ I say.
Ava’s been so quiet since Luke and Harper got here, but she sits up straighter now, eyes wide. Luke and Harper implode into a chaos of ‘What the fuck?’ And ‘Bloody hell, you kept that one quiet’ and another dozen variations on the same theme.
‘What did he say?’ Ava asks over the noise, and suddenly there’s silence, waiting for my answer. I pull the cuffs of my hoodie over my hands.
‘He didn’t even let me finish,’ I say with a shrug. ‘Just told me to stop, then shut down completely. Like, fully empty behind the eyes. It was a bit scary, actually. I hid in the bathroom and he pretended to be asleep when I got back. My dad found him sneaking out in the morning, apparently he seemed …’ I try to remember exactly how Dad had phrased it, try to extricate the words from the thousand worst-case scenarios I’ve pictured since. All I can picture now is the emptiness in his eyes when he told me I was right to keep my guard up. ‘In a bad way.’
Luke and Harper share a glance.
‘I know that look on Aiden,’ Luke says. ‘Did he ever mention his panic attacks?’
‘No? Wait, yes. Sort of. He started to tell me, but I was having a bit of, uh, a moment myself. I think I cut him off.’
‘When did he start on the meds, Harps? It was during GCSEs right, so last year?’
Harper shakes zir head. ‘Year ten, when we sat some of the earlier exams. He needed them way earlier though. I think his mum only thought to get him help because it was interfering with school, but he’d been struggling as long as I’d known him.’
‘Right. He’s been doing – mostly – okay since then, not had any panic attacks I knew about anyway. But sometimes he disappears. Not often, and not for long, usually. But he just stops texting, hides out in bed. It happened when he was staying at mine once. Scary as hell. He just looks right through you. We try to ride it out with him when we can, and when we can’t, we just let him know we’re here when he’s ready. But this has been going on for a long time, I’ve not seen anything like it for years.’
A few weeks ago, I couldn’t have imagined it. Nothing even close to what Luke’s describing. But the Aiden I spoke to today was falling to pieces, and it’s become increasingly clear that there’s a person underneath the trademark Aiden Sunshine Boy that he’s been refusing to let the rest of us see.
‘I’m kind of terrified,’ Harper says, zir voice quiet. ‘I don’t like the thought of him getting all this TERF shit when he’s already in a bad place.’
‘He thinks he’s alone,’ Ava says, and Harper and Luke turn to look at her like they’d forgotten she was even here.
‘No,’ Luke insists. ‘We’ve told him—’
‘Doesn’t matter,’ she says. ‘I know that feeling. He thinks he’s alone, because you don’t really mean it. Or maybe you do, but he doesn’t deserve you, or you’d be happier without him. Or something along those lines.’
I know she’s right. I’ve felt like that. I’ve made her feel like that.
He won’t listen to me, because he thinks I’m too blinded by admiration to see the real him. He won’t listen to Harper and Luke because he doesn’t want them to have to deal with the real him. But there’s an idea snowballing in my mind, and I’ve got a weekend ahead of me and a tendency towards insomnia. I can’t fix this, not completely, but I can do something. Something to help him realise he’s not alone.
‘Luke, where does he live?’
‘Aiden!’
Nobody’s answering.
I thump on the front door again. I’d almost feel bad for potentially waking his mum, except I’m too busy stressing out that I’m going to miss my deadline. An entire weekend of missed sleep, a whole load of last-minute coordination with Jen, and a dozen or so conversations with some deeply intimidating people that under normal circumstances I’d have never deigned to bother. And any minute now it’ll be too late to be worth anything.
I try again, banging the side of my fist into the door this time.
‘Aiden?’ I back up a little, trying to take an assessment of the situation. One of the upstairs windows is dimly lit, a soft purple glow seeping through thin curtains, and it has to be Aiden’s room.
Desperate times.
A quick scan of the ground shows nothing promising. Where do all these romantic leads keep getting their perfectly sized window-tapping pebbles from? Do they just bring their own? There’s nothing else I can do. I just have to resign myself to my fate, and slip off one shoe. I feel the weight of it for a second in my hand. It should be safe, right? My feet are small, and the trainers are light and rubbery. Time to throw out a quick prayer (to whichever patron saint deals with this nonsense) that Aiden’s windows are the thick kind. Smashing a shoe through the glass isn’t quite going to have the impression I’m going for, but if I don’t try, there won’t be any kind of impression at all.
I have to try.
I launch it in the direction of the window, and it misses by a mile. Bouncing off the bricks and almost decking me on the way back down. It might be possible that I have finally come to regret skipping all those PE lessons.
Deep breath.
I throw it again, and it’s not exactly a well-made shot, but it makes contact with the window at least, a loud clattering against the frame before it promptly falls into an unnecessarily large shrub separating Aiden’s driveway from the house next-door.
I try not to think about how I’m going to get that back. My focus is on the shadow that moves behind the curtains, a fluttering of hope as a hand appears, pulling the fabric aside.
Aiden looks positively angelic, haloed by the purple light of his room. He’s wearing these baggy tartan pyjama bottoms, just visible above the windowsill, and is currently shirtless, his chest bound with a few squares of sports tape on each side. I was too terrified to fully admire that when he showed me back at mine, but it looks good on him. It looks really good on him.
He squints a little into the darkness, and I wave, an arm extended high above my head. Aiden flings the window open almost immediately.
‘Jude?’ he says, his voice a low hiss. ‘Why are you… what?’
‘It’s a whole thing,’ I call back, as quietly as I can to still be heard by Aiden in the hushed street. ‘Just… trust me. We don’t have time to talk about it.’
Aiden
Maybe I’ve been in bed too long. My head feels fuzzy, and it’s hard to wrap my thoughts around Jude standing in my driveway. I watch them, distantly, pull out their phone – balancing a socked foot on top of their other shoe to avoid touching the gravel – and search for something.
They hold out the phone as far as their arm will go. It’s not very far, so they climb onto a wheelie bin for good measure. It’s about as graceful as either of us might have expected, and I love them for it. It helps, though. I can hear music, and I lean out from the windowsill, straining to listen to whatever Jude’s trying so hard to show me. There’s a song playing, one I don’t recognise.
‘Jude, it’s past midnight, you couldn’t have sent a link?’
‘Shhhh, give it a second. It’s the live broadcast.’
Jude
The last few bars of the song fade out, and I risk total annihilation by taking the hand that was anchoring me to the top of this bin and using it to brace my outstretched arm and keep the phone steady. I haven’t heard this part yet – it was all so last minute – so I listen as intently as Aiden does when Jen begins to speak.
Next up, we’ve got a little something to play for you all that was sent in by a friend of the station. But before I do, I want to acknowledge something that happened during a segment of mine last week. I played a trailer for an audio drama by two incredibly talented kids who have been with us for their work experience, and the backlash those kids received was like nothing I’ve ever seen as a presenter. Some of you out there would rather spend your time bullying children than allow people to embrace their own identities.
I love this station, and I love bringing you this programme, connecting with you all at some of the loneliest hours of the night. So, because this show is so dear to me, it feels important that I make one thing very clear. RadioHorizon does not, and never will, stand for bigotry in any form. That includes transphobia. So with this in mind, here’s a clip that was sent in as a show of solidarity for those affected by the backlash.
My eyes are fixed on Aiden the whole time, and I’ve never been more grateful for how easy he is to read. His expression seems to be mostly shock, but he’s flittering between that and something softer, something like heartbreak. He’s fragile, I realise. I’ve always just assumed that there’s nothing that doesn’t glance off Aiden, nothing sharp that doesn’t melt in his warmth. But he is, and right now he’s struggling to hold himself together. This clip could help, or it could make him fall apart. I hadn’t really prepared myself for the possibility of the latter.
When the Unfathomable Depths opening theme begins to play, Aiden shifts his weight, slowly, folding his arms across the windowsill and resting his chin on them. His eyes are still fixed on the phone, but the movement seems a little dazed.
Can you tell me what Unfathomable Depths means to you? The words come out clear over the music, and I try not to wince at the sound of my voice. I should be used to it by now, but it feels too raw without the protective distance of The Merchant’s specific cadence and accent. My words aren’t the important ones though. It’s what comes next that matters.
Aiden
I wanted to be alone. Even though it felt wrong on me, that loneliness – a shirt with all the seams just a few centimetres off, pulling at strange angles and pinching in too many places. But this doesn’t feel right either. Because here’s Jude, this amazing person I’ve fallen head over heels for, extending an arm, showing me something they’ve clearly poured so much love into. I’ve watched Jude become themself with such ferocity these last few months. They should be focusing on that. They shouldn’t have to concern themself with putting me back together.
Is it too dramatic to say a single show saved my life? One creator’s voice rings out, before fading into another. It was my introduction to audio drama, and it’s the show I keep coming back to. A third, fourth, fifth and sixth voice each get their turn, their voices almost overlapping, the praise for Unfathomable Depths – for my story – coming in swells and crescendos.
But Jude’s voice returns once the other creators have said their piece, and it’s their response that breaks me.
The testimonies from other creators, those are nice, but I approach them with the same befuddled delight I always get from strangers complimenting my show: even those whose work I admire, they’re still strangers. They still know me only as Daniel Wilson, only know me through the story I carefully craft for others to enjoy. But Jude knows me. I’m realising that now. Jude, more than anyone I’ve ever met, understands a carefully crafted persona. And Jude’s words aren’t just for Daniel Wilson.
It was my escape, when I needed it. But it also taught me not to seek escape so often – to lean on the people around me.
Jude
I’d been forgetting to look at Aiden, so intent on listening to the clip with critical ears, making sure everything came through just right. But a small gasping breath from Aiden makes me look up. He swipes a knuckle across his cheek, but the tears fall too fast for him to catch.
What does it mean to you, to have access to art made by trans creators? My voice returns, and now the music changes. No longer just the Unfathomable Depths theme, but a shifting medley of music, each familiar note a little tug of comfort to me. And, hopefully, to Aiden. I can see him recognise each track in turn – other intro songs, motifs, credit music, connecting each voice to a creator he admires, a show he loves.
I’m a little older, so for me it’s a breath of fresh air, seeing young people knowing themselves so well, having the freedom to put their truest selves into their art.
Hearing trans creators be so open about their identity is what made me wonder if I could do it too. Here are people telling stories I relate to so much – why can’t I do the same?
It’s a sign the world is changing. There are politicians and legislators and doctors who act as gatekeepers, but when people are making art it comes from a place of resistance. It shows there are people out there like me, passionate enough to demand change on their own terms.
Aiden
Those words come with a longing, a deep-set pull in my chest that surprises me. I had no idea how much I wanted to be part of that. I want so badly to be part of my own community.
Maybe I’ve missed my chance. I had such a unique kind of platform by some bizarre accident of discoverability – what if I had a duty to use that platform? What if now, I’ll forever be known as the guy who threw it away because I wasn’t brave enough to be myself from the outset?
Is there anything you’d like to say to Daniel Wilson?
It’s the final question I think, because the music shifts to the closing credits theme of Unfathomable Depths, as the creators’ voices rise and fall into each other again.
That I’ve been where he is, and it’s scary, but he’s not alone.
I think I’d like to remind him that the people who shout the loudest are usually scared. They have to raise their voices because they’re rightfully terrified that they’re outnumbered by people who, at their core, are good.
The world can be dark, and unfathomable at times. Regardless of your intention, you’ve offered a safe place to explore that fear. So I’d just like to say thank you for that.
I want to tell him to keep doing his thing. His community is here for him when he needs it. But everyone is entitled to their own process and their own pace.
I feel so young. I feel like a child. I’m not a role model, I’m just some guy who told a story and too many people heard it.
I take in a shaky breath and let the relief of that helplessness wash over me.
Jude
The clip ends with a final word from me.
Someone once told me that any interaction where they come away frustrated and you come away smiling is a win. Don’t let them win.
Jen is saying something now, but I don’t hear it over the racing of my own pulse. Eventually, in the still moments afterwards, I lower my arm, closing the tab and allowing the silence to stretch out between us.
‘Could you come down and speak to me, maybe?’ I ask after a while.
Aiden
I grab a T-shirt before I run downstairs, which I’m glad for. Not because it’s especially cold outside, but because when I fling open the front door, Jude takes one look at me shirtless and immediately proceeds to pretend they don’t have eyes.
‘I knocked. The normal way, I promise,’ they say while looking up at the sky.
‘I had my headphones on,’ I explain, pulling the T-shirt on. ‘And Mum sleeps with earplugs in. Old habit. Dad snored.’
Jude risks a glance back down at me.
‘Right, that explains it.’
We’re both looking at each other like either one of us might suddenly bolt.
I want to reassure them. I want to tell them how much I loved it, how moved I am. And it’s all true, but it isn’t what comes out when I try to speak.
Jude
‘Why did you do this, Jude?’
I’m not sure I understand the question. The answer’s too obvious.
Because you’re wonderful.
Because you’re long overdue a return for even a fraction of the kindness you’ve put out into the world.
Because I love you.
‘I did it because you needed to hear it. Because you’re so good, Aiden. And you’re so goddamn loving. And you deserve to know you’re loved too.’
It’s edited a little. But I manage to surprise myself with how honest it is. More surprising still, I don’t regret it. I want to pour my whole heart out to Aiden, and I won’t even think twice about how it’ll make me look, or how much it could hurt me in the long run. I just need Aiden to know exactly how wonderful he is.
Aiden
Loved.
Jude
‘I’m sorry.’ I take a step towards him, shoeless foot be damned. Aiden looks so strange. It’s difficult, piecing together this broken expression with the boy I know. ‘I’m sorry if this wasn’t the right thing to do.’
Aiden shakes his head.
‘No. It was amazing. It was the sweetest thing anyone’s ever done for me. I’ll… I’ll have to thank the others—’
‘It’s already done. They know. They don’t expect anything.’
Aiden’s crying in earnest now. This seems bad. It isn’t how I’d hoped it would go. But then he looks up at me with wide eyes, and he’s never looked so deeply in need of another person to help him.
Aiden
‘You’re not disappointed in me?’
I don’t understand. Jude loves Daniel. Now they’re learning that not only am I a fraud, but Daniel was too.
‘Why would I be?’
‘For ruining your hero.’
They pull a face somewhere between confusion and distaste.
‘No? What?’ But then their expression softens. ‘Honestly, Aiden, after the initial …’ I wave my hands, indicating general chaos, and he nods solemnly. ‘When the shock wore off, I was more excited to find out that Daniel Wilson was you than I was to find out you were him. If that makes any sense. Being you is a huge point in his favour, actually. But you’re still just you. I don’t think there was really any room for improvement there to begin with.’
It’s like Jude somehow peered into my head and disentangled the exact insecurities I’d been agonising over. They’re saying all the right things. So why can’t I believe them?
‘But he was so important to you. And I lied. To you, to everyone.’
Jude
Nah, I’m not even going to dignify that with a response.
I just stride over and envelop Aiden in a hug, holding him as tight as I can until he wraps his arms around me too, burying his face in my neck.
‘You’re important to me, Aiden.’ My voice is almost inaudibly soft, but Aiden must hear it, because he holds me tighter. ‘And you didn’t lie. You kept some parts of yourself private. You know I understand why someone might want to do that.’
‘I’m sorry for ghosting you,’ he says.
‘I get it.’
Aiden pulls away a little, but keeps his hands on my arms. ‘No, it’s not fair to you.’
‘I didn’t say it was fair. I said I get it. It feels easier to be alone when you’re hurting. And if your phone looked anything like mine did last week …’
Aiden
I wince. I haven’t picked up my phone since that disastrous visit to Jude’s house. Not every notification was hateful, but it didn’t matter, because as long as the likelihood of vitriol was there, every stark buzz of the phone sent cold panic through me. It was easier to shut it all out, in the end. Close off everyone who cares if it means also shutting out the ones who mean me harm.
Though I’m realising now, that’s exactly what I’d been cautioning Jude against all this time. They’re looking at me with more understanding in their eyes than I could ever have hoped for.
‘We’re in this together, you know?’
I hadn’t known that, not really. I’d been too worried about how badly meeting their hero had gone for Jude. I hadn’t really stopped to think about me needing someone to lean on myself.
‘I do now.’
‘Good. Because you can’t get rid of me with something as easy as ghosting. I’ve like, imprinted on you or something. You’ve got your very own Ugly Jude Duckling following you around for the rest of your life now.’
I laugh, and it helps a lot to see Jude’s face light up at the sound of it.
‘God, Jude, you’re perfect.’
‘All right, now you’re delirious.’
‘You are though. You could have given up on me. Maybe you should have.’
Jude
Aiden’s staring at the ground, but I need him to look at me when I say this. I reach out, fingertips brushing his jawline, trying to ignore the way my heart defies all anatomical sense by threatening to strangle me when he meets my eye.
‘I’m not going to give up on you, Aiden. You never gave up on me.’
Aiden’s eyebrows turn up in the middle, his eyes wide and worried, even as he leans in a little to my touch.
‘I’m not sure I can be that person right now.’
Aiden
I’m not even sure which person I mean. The person who never gave up on Jude? The person they needed me to be? The person who was only able to help them from behind a mask of bright sunshine?
Jude doesn’t seem too worried about it either way though.
‘I don’t need you to be,’ they say, their words barely a whisper. ‘I just need you to not be alone.’
‘Did we switch places?’ I ask after a moment.
‘Yeah, and it’s weird,’ Jude scrunches their face, and I’m done for. It might be easier to linger in my doubt if they weren’t quite so adorable, but I’m not sure I want to anyway. I think I want to let Jude – this new, wonderful, confident Jude – help me, like they say I helped them. I want to take their offer of comfort and fall for them all over again as messy, incomplete equals.
‘Thank you.’
‘For what?’
‘Letting me wobble. And picking me back up after.’
‘I don’t mind. I think I might be quite good at it actually.’
Oh, I am so profoundly in love with them.
They’re so close. Their hand is still on my chin. It would be so easy to kiss them right now. It would feel so right.
Jude seems to notice this at the same time I do. I wonder if they can feel my pulse.
‘And just so you know,’ they add, ‘I don’t need you to be anything other than a friend, either.’
‘I’d like to be, though,’ I tell them. ‘If that’s all right by you.’
And, oh god, the way Jude’s looking at me – I see it now. The way they soften when I speak. Even the way they’re holding themself, they’re so much more open than they were just a few months ago. And it’s still a slightly ridiculous thought to me that I did that. Of course I didn’t. Jude did it all by themself. I just had the privilege of encouraging it.
That might just make us both exceptional, I think.
Jude
This wasn’t supposed to be a romantic gesture. A grand declaration, yes, a show of love in some form, definitely. I really, truly, fully didn’t mean for this to be a love-me-back kind of deal. It very much does not feel like the time or place. But he’s so close. And he says those words, and it throws every hope of any other kind of coherent thought into the bin that I was recently crouched on top of.
I do not, and never will, understand what possesses me in the bizarre, whirlwind moment in which I lean in to kiss Aiden. Some other, much bolder, weirdly confident spirit. A demon, maybe. But whatever it is, it thinks faster than I do. And I don’t manage to put a stop to it.
Aiden teeters a little with the motion, and I’m not sure what’s happened exactly, only that his face is suddenly much closer to mine than it was a second ago, and his breath is warm and I’m looking right at his lips, and he’s just nodding, and it only takes a second of me looking up into his eyes and seeing so much warmth there before I’m kissing him.
And for some bizarre reason, he’s kissing me back.
It’s nothing like I’d worried my first kiss would be. There’s no technique I’ve yet to master or pitfalls designed to catch me out. Actually, hear me out on this: it’s an audio drama kind of kiss. There aren’t many of them, at least not in the shows I listen to. It’s not exactly a pleasant auditory experience – without visuals, it’s honestly all just a bit wet. Occasionally though, someone will do it well, a swift moment where the music swells loud enough to make the sound of it less offensive. I usually imagined those scenes as a chaste peck, barely even a kiss. The fabric rustles are the star of the show anyway, the physical closeness, the intimacy outside of the kiss itself. But I think I got it wrong. This is too tender for that, too slow and intentional. Quiet and soft, feather light, my fingers guiding his face to mine, his hand on my waist, a gentle press of barely parted lips against his.
Aiden
For just a moment, I feel the heavy pressure I’ve been blanketing myself under begin to rise. Standing there, in the open doorway, with Jude telling me it’ll be okay, telling me I’m okay. Kissing me, finally. After all our missed opportunities, all the times I thought about kissing Jude and didn’t, it almost makes a sick kind of sense when the hallway light snaps on upstairs.
Jude
Aiden tenses, and it takes me about seven lifetimes to process that the golden light we’re bathed in isn’t just part of the angelic chorus singing in my mind.
When he takes my hand, he smiles. A smile so real, something fundamentally Aiden that I hadn’t even realised just how achingly absent it had been until it came back. And he breaks into a run.
Aiden
I don’t take them far, only around the corner. Just hidden enough behind a hedge to buy us time before Mum comes downstairs and spoils the moment entirely.
But it’s the most alive I’ve felt in weeks. It’s the first time in ages I’ve felt as if my body has actual blood running through it, and when I laugh it almost feels natural.
I’m not even sure what my goal is here, I just have this very strong feeling that if Jude goes home tonight with only the briefest of interrupted kisses to go off, they’ll start overthinking. I need them not to do that.
‘My shoe—’ they start to say, but they’re laughing too, a little breathless and giddy, buoying me up in a way I didn’t know I needed.
‘I love you too, Jude.’
Jude
‘Fuck my shoe. Who needs shoes anyway? Not me.’
He laughs again, and there truly is nothing like the sound of it.
‘You definitely do. You can sneak back and get it once I go inside. But before I do, I’d really like to kiss you again, Jude. Properly, this time.’
‘Yes. Please. I’m going to need you to do that immediately.’
There’s a voice somewhere in the back of my head – much much further back than I’m used to – that says I should be embarrassed about the unmistakable eagerness in my voice. But it’s swept away quickly by the pure joy on Aiden’s face, the small laugh I know so well by now, Aiden’s trademark amusement that I almost can’t believe I ever mistook for mockery. And the way Aiden takes a quick step forwards and takes my face in his hand before he kisses me.
This is more the kind of kiss I’d been worried about. The kind of kiss I definitely, absolutely, for sure, have never googled to try to learn the rules about how open my mouth should be, or what exactly I’m supposed to do with my tongue.
I’m not thinking about any of it, though. I’m only thinking about how there’s a faint trace of salt on his lips, tears he didn’t quite catch in time. It only makes me want to kiss him back with everything I’ve got. I want to pull him close enough that he’ll forget the tears ever fell in the first place.
Aiden
If I thought the way Jude softened at my words was beautiful, the way they soften at my touch is something else entirely. The way their lips part for mine and their whole body relaxes. They’re so much braver than they give themself credit for. I feel Jude let themself crack open entirely, and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
Jude
I never seem to know what to do with my hands at the best of times. I’ve always been so uncomfortably aware of them, so uncertain in my own body. So it catches me off-guard a little, just how quickly my fingers wind themselves into Aiden’s hair.
Yeah, okay, so I’ve been wanting to do that for a while. 
Sue me.
Aiden
I let myself enjoy it for a moment, then pull back. Not entirely, just far enough to speak, close enough that I can still feel Jude’s shallow breaths on my lips.
‘Do you… have a thing for my hair?’ Their hands are still entangled in it, making the question seem a bit redundant actually, but they tilt their head up towards the sky as they let out a loud, easy laugh. They wear it well, this new kind of vulnerability.
Jude
‘Look at me right now and ask that with a straight face.’ Did he really seriously need an answer to that? Like he isn’t parading around in public with the golden curls of some kind of Greek god? Of course I’ve dreamt about running my hands through it. ‘Next question please, and make it sensible this time.’
Instead, he reminds me of the other thing I’ve dreamt about – Aiden smiling as he kisses me again, closing the space slower this time. I’ve mapped the curve of his smile so often, it feels like the most familiar thing in the world against my lips.
The best part of the kiss – though I don’t realise this until a little later – is that nothing about it feels fantastical or otherworldly. I don’t wonder, even for a second, why me? No part of me doubts that I’m worthy of this moment, or of Aiden. It just feels good. And that goodness, for once, for the first time in an incredibly long time, feels right. It feels like real life.




Bonus Episode – Season One Q&A
[TRANSCRIPT BY HARPER STEVENSON]
JUDE
(AWKWARD LAUGH) It’s your show.
AIDEN
No, it’s not, that’s the whole point. You go first.
[TRANSCRIBER’S NOTE: This goes on for about ten minutes in the original recording. They edited most of it out, but I think it’s important information. You have to know just how awkward these two losers are.]
JUDE
Okay, fine, welcome to the Unfathomable Depths Q&A episode. I’m Jude Cason, creator of The Night Market, though prior to a particular article, you might have only known me as JC. Assuming you knew me at all, which… anyway, I’m Jude, and I’m here in conversation with… (LONG PAUSE) That’s your cue, Aiden. It’s like you’ve never been in front of a mic before.
AIDEN
(LAUGHING) Me, Aiden Beckley, also known as Daniel Wilson. I’m the creator of Unfathomable Depths, and the voice actor for Fowler. Jude, how do you expect me to get through this with a straight face while you’re looking at me like that?
[TRANSCRIBER’S NOTE: Reader, I know exactly how they’re looking at him. It’s nauseating. Be glad this is an audio-only medium.]
JUDE
I’m not even looking at you! I’ve never looked at you in my life, shut up.
AIDEN
No? Not even if I… (IN FOWLER’S VOICE) did the voice thing?
JUDE
All right, let’s get started with the questions before I kill him. Shall we get the obvious out of the way?
AIDEN
I can take a guess at what that means.
JUDE
Yeah, so multiple people are wondering, is Fowler trans?
AIDEN
Well, he’s voiced by me. And I’m canonically trans, so I’m going to go with yes.
JUDE
Aiden Beckley, canonically trans. You heard it here first, folks.
AIDEN
(LAUGHING) Jude Cason, canonically adorable.
[TRANSCRIBER’S NOTE: I am canonically going to throw up.]
JUDE
(AUDIBLY AWKWARD) Right, so. Okay. This next question was also asked by a few different people. The cliffhanger of season one has left a lot of listeners wondering if the show can continue if Fowler dies. How much can you share about that, and what does the future of the show look like from here?
AIDEN
That’s… a really polite way to ask that question.
JUDE
It’s, uh, a little edited. I collated a load that were more along the lines of I’m gnawing at the bars of my enclosure and won’t stop until you tell me my babygirl, Fowler, my beloved wet paper bag of a man, is okay.
AIDEN
(LAUGHS) That sounds more like it. Well, I won’t confirm Fowler’s fate just yet, you’ll have to listen to find out. But I will say season two is going to look a little different. For one, the scripts are being cowritten with Jude Cason, who you’ll already know as the creator of The Night Market—
JUDE
Hi.
AIDEN
—and with story editing by a new voice on the scene, Ava Gibson, who has some really cool ideas about how to move beyond the narrative format of season one. We’re also going to be working with a lot of other creators and voice actors. There are some incredibly talented creators out there who I recently learned care more deeply about this show than I could have imagined, and they can bring a lot more to the table than I can alone. So regardless of whether you’ll be hearing more from Fowler next season, just know that the show itself isn’t going anywhere. We’ve still got depths to explore, and we’re not doing it alone.
JUDE
That was amazing. Did you think of that on the spot?
AIDEN
No, I came up with it last night.
JUDE
Freak. I’m so in love with you.
[TRANSCRIBER’S NOTE: See what I have to put up with?]
AIDEN
I love you too. (LONG PAUSE) Should we, maybe …
JUDE
Right! Yes! Questions! (CLEARS THROAT) Yeah, uh, so. Someone with the username fowlers_right_eyebrow—
AIDEN
(LAUGHS)
JUDE
—has asked, what were the best and worst parts of making season one?
AIDEN
The worst part was making it alone. The best part was realising I didn’t have to.
JUDE
That’s so gay.
AIDEN
(WITH A VALIANT, BUT PATHETIC ATTEMPT AT SARCASM) Oh no. I can’t be caught saying something gay. How will I ever recover.
JUDE
For the listeners, it feels like important context that Aiden wears a thumb ring that says fruity on it. He literally never takes it off.
[TRANSCRIBER’S NOTE: Can confirm, it’s how I’d identify his body if he ever died horribly.]
AIDEN
Luke got me that ring. I love it. I saved up as much money as I could from a summer job a couple of years ago to pay him for composing the theme tune, and he tried to refuse it. Eventually he accepted, but turned around and spent almost all of it on this ring.
JUDE
Guys, you’re getting so much Aiden lore today, I hope you appreciate it.
AIDEN
(LAUGHS)
JUDE
Next question, gone-anglerfishin asks, is Fowler his first or last name?
AIDEN
Oh! I know this one! It was actually a bit of a private thing at first. You don’t get a lot of Fowlers. You know how sometimes if a name is just unique enough, other trans people are likely to assume you chose it yourself, and therefore are probably trans too? Like, there are just a lot of very trans-sounding names out there, if you’re in the know.
JUDE
Like Aiden?
AIDEN
(LAUGHS) I suppose, yeah. So I chose Fowler as his first name, a name he would have chosen for himself, because he’s trans. I knew that, but I didn’t want anyone else to know it, so I let people assume it was his last name from context. But it was my little gift to myself, a small moment of quiet pride. (SHORT PAUSE) Jude, you good?
JUDE
[BEEP] right off.
AIDEN
What? Why?
JUDE
Do you know… how many arguments I have had… about that question?
AIDEN
(LAUGHING) I’m guessing more than zero?
JUDE
You’re telling me you’ve been sitting on this information all this time, and I can’t even be furious about it because it’s for the sweetest reason I’ve ever heard?
AIDEN
I think I’ve worked out which side of the argument you were on.
JUDE
The losing side apparently! Yes! So what’s his last name then? (LONG PAUSE) Listeners, Aiden’s got the most annoying smile on his face.
AIDEN
It’s a secret for now.
JUDE
No, it’s not. His surname’s Fowler. Full legal name is Fowler Fowler, he thought it’d be funny as a joke. And I’m cowriter now so it’s canon, you can’t stop me.
AIDEN
(LAUGHS) I’ll explain after, Jude. It’s spoilery. But remember the plot point we talked about for season two? With the—
JUDE
Oh my god. No. Of course! No way.
AIDEN
(LAUGHS) Yeah, that’s the one. Should we maybe move on, before we say something we might forget to edit out later?
JUDE
Oh my god. Yeah. Sorry. Uhhhh, right okay yeah. AudioMilo is asking about Fowler’s constant optimism in the face of hopeless situations. What was the reasoning behind that choice, and if he survives for season two, is that going to change, in light of Kat’s betrayal?
AIDEN
Is that last part a sneaky way of getting me to confirm if Fowler lives?
JUDE
I’ve got to assume yes.
AIDEN
Fair play. It won’t work (LAUGHS) but fair play. I mean, Fowler has seen more than his fair share of horrors. And yeah, he’s probably a little more cheerful than most given all of that. But there have been moments this season where the mask has slipped, if you listen for it. There’s something especially spirit-breaking about isolation, and Jude pointed out a while back that the format of season one really lends itself to highlighting that. We’ve already said we’re planning on changing up that format next season so, Fowler or no Fowler, I guess we’ll see what a little community does to the overall vibe on The Anglerfish.
JUDE
Beautifully vague.
AIDEN
Thank you, I try.
JUDE
All right, next question. Any plans for the show’s theme music to be available to buy or stream?
AIDEN
Who asked that one?
JUDE
(LONG PAUSE) Anonymous.
AIDEN
Is anonymous in the room with us?
JUDE
Of course not.
AIDEN
Right, because the only person other than me in this room already has a digital copy of the theme song, and is also good friends with the composer, so that would be silly.
JUDE
So silly. But like, consider that maybe whoever asked this question has been a fan of Unfathomable Depths for forever, and had already planned ahead to send the question in as soon as the season ended, so maybe they wanted to follow through with that regardless of whether they may or may not be friends with the composer. Or dating the creator. Or, y’know, working on the show now. Or something.
AIDEN
(LAUGHING) You’re right, I hadn’t considered this oddly specific possibility. Well, whoever anonymous is, I’m actually glad they asked. We weren’t going to announce it just yet, but I’ve been talking to Luke, and he’s planning on making all the original music from the show available to buy on Bandcamp. It’ll be pay what you can, and 100 per cent of the proceeds are going to go towards Mermaids, a charity that offers support for trans kids and young people in the UK. (PAUSE) I know most people listening will have seen the backlash a while back from… certain accounts. That’s, uh, it’s not an uncommon thing to happen to people like us and it’s… it’s rough.
(FABRIC RUSTLE)
I’m lucky to have support and community already, but Mermaids is there for those who need it the most. So. Yeah. We wanted to help. Part of that is me coming out to say, yes, I’m trans, and I’m not ashamed of it. But representation can only go so far, so we wanted something tangible to come out of this. I hope those people who spent weeks of their lives being cruel to teenagers on the internet know that the attention they got for us – the new listeners they inadvertently sent us – that’s going to help us raise money for the biggest trans charity in the UK.
[TRANSCRIBER’S NOTE: That sound? The sound of clothes moving that probably should have been edited out but wasn’t because it overlapped too much with the dialogue? Yeah, that’s the sound of two losers who have been voice acting for ages and should know better, but don’t because they cannot keep their hands off each other.]
JUDE
(QUIETLY) I’m really proud of you.
AIDEN
(INAUDIBLE)
(YET ANOTHER FABRIC RUSTLE)
[TRANSCRIBER’S NOTE: All right, that one definitely could have been edited out, but it’s kinda cute, so I’ll allow it. Just this once.]
JUDE
Right! Sorry, yes, we’ll just go ahead and edit those last few minutes out then.
AIDEN
What last few minutes?
JUDE
Exactly. Don’t worry about it, listeners. Anyway, ceaslesslywatching wants to know if there’s anything you’ve learned while making season one.
AIDEN
Ooooh, so much. Literally everything (LAUGHS). I came into this knowing almost nothing about sound design. It was more of an exercise for my voice training when I started, so the technical stuff’s been a learning curve. Mostly, though, my biggest takeaway has been that a story from just one perspective isn’t always the most exciting way to look at things. Ava, our new story editor, had a lot of thoughts on that front—
JUDE
That’s very diplomatic, but I’d describe it more like her accosting you the second I got the two of you in a room together, and rattling through a whole list of reasons why she thinks single-narrator shows are boring.
AIDEN
Not immediately. She was actually very sweet in, uh, in her own way, about us. And she offered to go through my phone for me and block all the TERFs, which was incredibly kind of her (SHORT PAUSE). Then, yeah, as soon as that was done she got very um… passionate about her opinions. But she was making good points though!
JUDE
She could have made them more politely.
[TRANSCRIBER’S NOTE: I disagree. I witnessed this and it was iconic. Ava went for the jugular, and she did so beautifully. Good for her.] 
AIDEN
Oh, politely? You mean like you were polite when you finally got around to telling me off for the season one finale?
JUDE
I stand by it. Answer for your crimes.
AIDEN
(LAUGHING) Should we move on to some actual listener questions?
JUDE
I’m a listener, and I have questions! Also, I think we’re done.
AIDEN
Wait, really? That was all of them?
JUDE
God no, not by a mile, but some of them were weirdly personal ones that I didn’t think you’d want to answer. And most of them we can’t answer because they’re all about whether Fowler survives and various other spoilery things.
AIDEN
(LAUGHS) I guess you’ll all just have to wait for season two. It might take a little while because, well, A levels—
JUDE
Ugh, don’t remind me.
AIDEN
—but it’s in the works. And it’s going to be something amazing, I think.
JUDE
Aiden Beckley? Bragging about himself? Do I have a concussion?
AIDEN
(LAUGHING) Jude, I’m bragging about you. It’s going to be amazing because you’re on board now. And Ava, and all the new voice actors. It’s going to be amazing because it’s not just me any more.
JUDE
It’s true, I am amazing.
AIDEN
I wish I could send a clip of you saying that to you from about six months ago.
JUDE
And spoil the surprise? Absolutely not, I worked hard to be able to brag about myself. Why should alternate-universe past-Jude get to speedrun it because they heard a clip of me bragging to my perfect boyfriend on the Q&A of my favourite audio drama?
[TRANSCRIBER’S NOTE: I know. They’re both so annoying. But I love them both so what do you expect me to do about it?]
AIDEN
Would that have actually worked, do you think?
JUDE
No, I’d probably be having a panic attack about it.
AIDEN
(LAUGHING) And on that note, want to brag about your show before we wrap up?
JUDE
Oh. Yeah, I suppose. Well, it’s called The Night Market. It’s like, a liminal marketplace on the edge of a strange world, and it sells exactly what you didn’t know you were looking for. But, like, in bizarre and magical ways. Like weird items that apparently keep making Aiden cry. Stop laughing at me! You put me on the spot!
AIDEN
(AUDIBLY SMILING) I’m not laughing, that was very well put.
JUDE
Whatever you say. So, uh, that’s us signing off, I suppose!
AIDEN
Yeah, uh, keep an eye on the feed for season two updates. And, I guess, goodnight, sleep well, and don’t let the shadows bite.
JUDE
Cringe.
AIDEN
(LAUGHS)
(UNFATHOMABLE DEPTHS CLOSING THEME PLAYS)
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