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It Started with a Kiss

 

1983

“Wake up, Wetherby!”

Ludo jerked awake to find himself being glared at by his English teacher, Mr Wheeler. Several of Ludo’s classmates were sniggering. 

“Did you actually watch any of it?” Wheels demanded.

“Yes, sir.” Ludo’s throat felt wrong, thick somehow, not sore exactly, just not quite right.

“Come on, boys. The coach is waiting.” Wheels stalked off. 

His classmates peeled away and Ludo pushed to his feet.

“Are you okay?” Ward was staring at him. “You don’t look very well.”

Ludo shrugged and walked with him towards the exit. “Did anything interesting happen? Props fall down, someone forget their lines, did anyone fart?”

“No, but Hamlet, Laertes, the king and queen all died.”

Ludo managed a chuckle at that. “They didn’t change the ending then, as well as having everyone in modern clothes?”

“No. I need the loo. It’s a long way back to school. You coming?” Ward headed for the stairs.

“What about Wheels?”

“They’re not going to go without us, are they?”

Ludo wished they would. “Isn’t there a bathroom on this floor?” 

Ward shrugged. “There’ll be a queue.

Ludo followed him, his heart thumping. 

There was no one in the bathroom that Ward led him to. Ward kicked open every stall door, then turned and smiled. More than just Ludo’s heart was thumping now. His whole body was vibrating. 

Ward opened the door of the furthest stall and Ludo saw his Adam’s apple move up and down. He’s nervous too. Forget not feeling well, forget Wheels throwing a tantrum when he counted heads on the bus, Ludo wasn’t going to miss this chance. He walked forwards and Ward locked the door behind him.

For a moment, they did little more than stare at each other and breathe each other’s air. 

“Ward,” Ludo whispered. 

“Call me James.”

“James.”

The smile on James’ face almost took Ludo out at the knees. The kiss did. If James hadn’t wedged him against the wall, Ludo would have collapsed. One quick, gentle brush of James’ lips over his and Ludo’s world shifted on its axis. It reminded him of the time he’d done parachute practice for Officer Training Corps and had to jump off a 250-foot freefall tower. As he fell, following his stomach down, it was as if his life flashed in front of his eyes. It was the most exciting, exhilarating and petrifying thing he’d ever done. Until now.

He couldn’t believe James was kissing him, that he was kissing James back. Ludo had always thought it was dangerous to be attracted to beauty because it overwhelmed your senses, made you careless. Even more dangerous to be attracted to someone he couldn’t have. But when James threaded his fingers in Ludo’s hair and held tight as he kissed him, this didn’t feel like the most dangerous thing he’d ever done, but the bravest.  

When James used the tip of his tongue to trace the shape of Ludo’s mouth, there was a risk of spontaneous combustion. His cock was pressing against his zip and he could feel James was in the same state of arousal. James explored his mouth in slow, tentative movements and inspired by James, Ludo kissed him back. He trailed his tongue over James’ teeth, his upper palate, the inside of his cheeks until their tongues were rolling and tangling together and they were kissing as if it were the last thing they’d ever do.

“Wetherby!”

Wheels’ voice dragged them apart. The best moment of Ludo’s life had turned into the worst. James put his fingers to Ludo’s lips and indicated for Ludo to climb onto the toilet. As he did, James flushed it. 

“It’s me, sir. Ward.” James opened the door and slipped out. The door closed behind him.

Ludo was desperate to lock it, but didn’t dare. He heard the sound of water running in the basin. 

“Have you seen Wetherby?”

“No, sir.”

“Why did you come upstairs to the bathroom?”

“My stomach is upset and there was a queue…”

“Right. Hurry up. Down to the bus.”

Ludo heard James talking to Wheels about Hamlet as they left. He waited as long as he dared, then followed them out. 

When he emerged outside the theatre, Wheels stood by the steps of the bus with his arms crossed.

“Where have you been?” Wheels demanded. 

Ludo reached his side, and threw up all over his English teacher’s suede shoes. 

 

 

A day later, Ludo was in the infirmary with mono—glandular fever, and feeling really ill. He couldn’t eat, couldn’t swallow. All he could do was sip through a straw. His throat looked scary. His brother Thibault came to see him and dropped into the chair next to his bed.

“They told Pa and Ma,” his brother said. “Ma’s not coming, of course. Pa’s in France on some business thing. He sent his best wishes.”

Ludo didn’t really want to see either of them. 

“Anything you need? Books or something?”

“No, thanks.” Ludo’s croaky voice was barely a whisper. 

He had a pile of books on the table, workbooks—because God forbid he missed anything—and the novel he was reading, but he felt too tired and sick to do anything. 

Thibault leaned forward and grinned. “So who’ve you been kissing? That girl who was all over you at the dance last week?”

Oh God. “What?”

“Its other name is the kissing disease.”

Since Ludo had come down with it before he and James had kissed, and that was the first kiss ever in his life, with tongues anyway, kissing was not how he’d caught it. His eyes closed as Thibault was still talking and Ludo floated away in a dream. 

He woke when someone shook his arm and opened his eyes to see James by his bed, in his pajamas. 

“How are you?” James whispered.

“You supposed to be in here?” Ludo choked out.

James held his glass so Ludo could take a sip through the straw.

“No, but I’m in my camo PJs. No one spotted me.”

Ludo managed a chuckle. James’ pajamas were blue and grey. “If we were in the sea maybe.”

“I can always say I wanted my dad.”

James’s father was a housemaster at the school.

“I brought you some chocolate for when you’re feeling better.” James slipped the bar into the bedside cabinet. “I’m probably going to come down with it too. You can bring me chocolate.”

“I didn’t get it from kissing,” Ludo blurted. “That was… You…”

“My first time too,” James whispered and gave him a shy smile. “And I am going to get it from kissing. Four to six weeks from now. I want to kiss you again, but not while you’re ill.”

“We have to be careful.”

“More than careful.” James wrapped his hand around Ludo’s fingers, brought them to his lips and kissed them. Ludo’s heart jumped. 

“How did you know I…?” Ludo asked.

“I didn’t. I just thought you were worth the risk.”

“And if I hadn’t been into…?”

“I hoped you’d keep quiet about what I’d done and I’d have wanked off thinking about what might have been. Now, I’m going to be thinking about what will be.”

 

 

1989

 

James had allowed his parents to help him carry all his stuff from the car to his room in Downing College. Now he wanted them to go. 

“We’re so proud of you,” his father said. “I have to admit, I never thought you’d make it to Cambridge.”

Thanks a lot, Dad. But to be honest, neither had James. And if Ludo hadn’t been accepted by the university, James wouldn’t have taken up his place there but gone to their second choice. James had chosen to study Natural Sciences and Ludo had picked History.

“You were bright at school, but suddenly you seemed to shine,” his father said. 

That would be the incentive of staying close to Ludo who was brilliant at most things. Though once A-levels were chosen, Ludo was no help at all. 

Eventually, his parents left. James picked up a book on plants and set off for Emmanuel College which was just down the road. He hoped to see Ludo waiting for him but the seat where they’d chosen to meet was empty so James was the one who waited. At least it wasn’t raining.

He jumped when someone put their hands over his eyes and a moment later, Ludo was by his side. 

“Oh God, I want to kiss you,” Ludo whispered. “What’s your room like?”

“Not bad.”

“Next year, we’ll have a place together. With a double bed.”

 

They did. And those three years at Cambridge were the best of James’ life. They still had to be careful. No PDAs. But James could cope with all that knowing Ludo was his. 

Until he wasn’t. 

 

1992  

 

“Will you be my best man?” Ludo whispered. 

Fuck off. Fuuuuuck off! “No,” James said. He wished he could tell Ludo to ask his brother, but it was Thibault dying that had wrecked everything. Stupid car crash. Stupid brother. 

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.” 

No, you fucking shouldn’t have asked. 

“James, I have no choice.”

James couldn’t bring himself to speak. Ludo had a choice. He’d just made the wrong one. You should have chosen me. James understood the pressure Ludo was under. He was the heir to Asquith now his brother had died. He was expected to produce an heir and James wasn’t able to help with that. Even worse, Ludo’s father had been diagnosed with colon cancer and it was advanced. The wedding was set for a week after the end of their final term. 

“She’s about as keen on it as I am,” Ludo continued. “But her mother and grandmother are pushing her.”

“You’re a catch.”

“Oh God. And you caught me. I’m yours. I’ll always be yours.”

And how was that going to work? Was Ludo expecting him to meet up for dirty weekends in London for the rest of their lives? 

“I don’t even know how I’m going to…touch her.”

“I think you’ll have to do more than touch her to get her pregnant.”

Ludo shuddered.

“You’re not being fair to her,” James whispered.

“What am I supposed to do?”

Ask me to wait. Tell me there’s hope.

“I can’t tell her the truth.”

And that was what broke him. “I think you should go now.” Before I fucking howl. 

“I’m sorry,” Ludo said. 

James touched Ludo’s wet cheek. “I know you are.”

 

 

It should have been the end.

James should have moved on.

He didn’t.

He couldn’t. 

He declined the invitation to go to the wedding. The society photographs he saw didn’t show Ludo or his bride looking desperately happy. 

The photo of them holding their son, Piers, a year later was different, and James gave up hope. Not an easy thing to do. 

He had a job he enjoyed working at Kew Gardens. His interest in botany had started at Cambridge and continued. There’d been a chance to go abroad but he’d turned it down because he was a fool. All he had to do was go out, find someone who’d love him, someone he could love, and forget about Ludo, but he couldn’t. 

A few weeks later, James read of Ludo’s father’s death in the papers. He’d be Marquess now. Two days after the funeral, James was on his way home from Kew, when he looked up to see Ludo walking towards him. 

“Hello,” Ludo said. 

James nodded. “Sorry about your father.”

“I don’t like the words it was a blessing but it was. You wouldn’t have recognised him at the end. I barely did.” Ludo looked around. “Can we have a coffee? I want to talk to you.”

“You can come back to mine.”

James’ heart was beating hard. Maybe he should just have gone into a café and listened to whatever it was Ludo wanted to tell him. But he couldn’t risk falling apart when Ludo walked away. Again. 

But when they were inside his place, Ludo gave a shuddering sigh. “I don’t want coffee. I want you.”

James froze. 

“Sit down,” Ludo said. 

James had one couch and they sat at either end. 

“I’ve told her about you.”

James knew his jaw had dropped. He couldn’t have been more shocked. 

“I told her I was coming here today and what I was going to ask you, in case that makes a difference to your response. She’s not happy but then she’s never happy with me. Having said that, we manage. She has Piers and she loves him.”

“Does she want more children?”

“Not at the moment.”

But that didn’t mean never. 

“No, it doesn’t mean never. I can see what you’re thinking. But there are ways to achieve kids other than the obvious one and as time passes, those options will become more available. I made a deal with her. She can take lovers, discreetly, but I want you and I’ll be discreet too.”

James’ heart was sinking. 

“I want to offer you a job managing the grounds at Asquith. You’d be in sole charge, advising on horticultural best practice, plant collections, design, research, appointing and managing staff and volunteers. There’s a small house you can live in. A place we’d live in. At least I’d be there some of the time. I want to be with you, James. You’re the love of my life and to be away from you this last year has been so painful. I’m not sure I can bear it any longer.”

James swallowed hard. 

Ludo took a shaky breath. “I know it’s not perfect. Not what we’d choose, but almost three quarters of the population think homosexuality is wrong. We have to be careful. Things will change, but slowly. You don’t have to give me an answer now. Think about it. I know I’m asking a lot. It would still be a secret.”

“Yes.”

“Yes, you’ll think about it?”

“Yes to the job. Yes to the house. Yes to you.” 

“Oh God.”

James moved into Ludo’s arms and kissed him. It was as if they’d never been apart.

“I love you,” Ludo whispered. 

“I love you too.” I always have and I always will.
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