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‘Do you want to, like, go out with me?’ Sam asked Olivia. 
 ‘Um,’ Olivia hesitantly responded. 
Sam sat across from Olivia in the fanciest restaurant that he 
could afford, wearing a suit that was a little too tight in all the 
wrong places. Olivia wore a hoodie and jeans.  

Her eyes widened with horror; her courgette flower 
appetiser still floated near her open mouth. Sam gave her a 
crooked smile, willing for her to understand; to say yes. 
Olivia blinked a few times as if her mind had to be rebooted 
and reconnected to her body. She slowly put down her 
battered courgette flower; her appetite evaporated.  

‘Where has this come from?’ She asked carefully. 
‘Well,’ Sam said. ‘We know each other so well and… 

it makes sense, right?’ He smiled at her expectantly, but 
Olivia does not return it. ‘And I know that you being Allo 
could make this a problem, but I… no, we can work through 
it.’ 
           ‘What did you call me!?’ Olivia exclaimed. 
           ‘Allo… Sexual. It means you find people sexually 
attractive,’ Sam said. 
           Olivia scoffed in disbelief, ‘What are you saying?’ 
           ‘No, no, no,’ Sam responded, ‘there’s nothing wrong 
with being Allo, you just are one.’  

Sam sensed Olivia’s confusion.   
              ‘I’m, err… I’m Asexual.’ Sam’s eyes darted around. 
‘You should probably know that.’ 

‘Oh,’ Olivia leant back and paused for a moment, she 
tried, and failed, to search for the right answer. 
‘Sorry, but I don’t know what that means,’ she finally said. 

‘It means I’m different.’ Sam said. 
           The silence between Sam and Olivia stretched, 
intensifying the awkwardness. He searched for the right 
words, but he was coming up blank.  

‘You’re not going to clone yourself, are you?’ Olivia’s 
laugh contained an edge of concern. 

Sam scoffed, ‘No, that’s impossible.’ He carried on 
before Olivia could retort. ‘But I know that’s not what you 
want to know.’ 
  Sam gave Olivia an awkward smile. ‘Excuse me a 
minute.’  
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Sam stood up and knocked a glass from a waiter’s 
hand, who was delivering a Sauvignon Blanc to another 
diner. It smashed to the floor, sending shards flying across the 
dining room and wine onto Sam’s suit. Every diner in the 
restaurant whipped their heads around to see where the 
commotion had come from. A solitary cheer came from a man 
with a receding hairline and baggy suit.  
              ‘I am so sorry,’ Sam said.  

Neither the waiter nor Olivia knew who Sam was 
addressing. Sam scuttled off to the bathroom, bumping into 
tables as he went. The restaurant held its breath until Sam 
disappeared through the bathroom door, which swung a few 
times before calm was restored. And just like that, people 
turned back to their dinner guests and the din of the patron’s 
conversation started again. 
           Olivia, who had been watching this catastrophe, 
horrified, turns to the waiter. 

‘He’s just going through something,’ she said. 
 
Most people would describe Sam as a late bloomer; 

his lack of school era girlfriends only added to this 
perception. Only, to Sam, it seemed that others cared more 
about the lack of girlfriends or boyfriends than he did. Sam’s 
mother had been worried that he was gay, (what a misguided 
thing to worry about) and his father had tried instilling his 
manly virtues on him by telling Sam about the ‘pussy’ he had 
had before meeting his mother. It made Sam uncomfortable, 
but he was sure that most children, even in adulthood, 
assumed their parents didn’t have sex or they at least chose 
not to acknowledge it. Throughout his adolescents and into 
his early 20’s Sam was perfectly content with hanging out 
with his friends, even as they would come and go as they 
chose to spend time with their significant others over him. 
Olivia, whom he met in school, was a rare childhood friend 
carried into adulthood. Unlike most of his friends, Olivia 
didn’t disappear when she was dating someone. She once 
said, ‘Friends are for life, not just for Christmas.’ At the time, 
Sam had laughed, convinced it was a cheesy joke, but 10 years 
later, she was yet to prove him wrong. 
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Sam was positioned awkwardly under the hand 
dryer and tried, unsuccessfully, to dry his now marshy suit. 
The man with the receding hairline strode into the bathroom 
and straight to the urinals. 

‘Not going too well, is it?’ the man said, looking 
straight forward. Sam was all too aware of the man’s flow of 
urine.  

‘N, no,’ Sam managed, wishing that his suit would 
just hurry up and dry.  

 The man with the receding hairline had finished his 
piss and was washing his hands while admiring himself in 
the mirror.  Once he’d finished his vanity exercise, he 
swaggered over to the hand dryer next to Sam and hit the 
start button, releasing a hurricane of hot air. He watched Sam 
while rubbing his hands like a greedy banker, with an 
intensity and curiosity reserved for zoo animals. The man 
wiped the excess water onto his trousers and as he swaggered 
out, he imparted some wisdom.  
           ‘Mate, that girl you’re with, just get in there. She’s hot. 
You might have to up your game though.’ He laughed as he 
left through the door.  

Sam was left alone. 
 

As he became older, Sam started to become jealous of 
the close connections his peers were having with others. He 
wanted to be with someone if only to silence the existential 
dread of loneliness, but he also knew a relationship came with 
certain stipulations. And then there was the negative 
connotation of being a virgin; If someone hadn’t, or didn’t 
want sex, they were regarded as less of a person in the eyes of 
others. His lack of sexual prowess became an area of immense 
shame; everyone knows that your 20s are for experimenting, 
for racking up your headcount. His self-loathing only became 
worse over time. So, he convinced himself, in some 
intellectual portion of his brain, that he wanted to feel the 
pleasure everyone was talking about, to lose his “v-card” just 
to get it out of the way. He swiped left, swiped right, left, 
right, left, until he matched. Her name was Rebecca, and he 
spent an underwhelming night at hers. 
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--- 
 
Olivia started to get worried; Sam had been in the bathroom 
for a long time. She willed Sam to come out, but instead, a 
man who was on the tail end of a laugh pushed through the 
door and gave Olivia a wink. She had become aware of 
glancing eyes from both the patrons and waitstaff. She swore 
that even the people milling past the restaurants' window 
were judging her as if this moment was imbued by an 
awkward aura that everyone could sense. To onlookers, this 
was a bad date, and Olivia couldn’t blame them for thinking 
that, but the reality of the situation was a lot more nuanced, at 
least she hoped it was. Sam burst out of the bathroom, 
flustered. At the sight of his awkward gangly figure, she was 
overcome with dread; she had already made up her mind 
with how to tackle the situation, but their history made things 
sensitive.  
 
Olivia had always enjoyed Sam’s company, and at one point 
she thought that something might happen between them; that 
they might become more than friends. He was, after all, 
conventionally attractive and kind. But she quickly realised 
that he showed zero interest in her, which she had accepted, 
and she moved on. They were friends and, looking back, she 
liked it that way.  

For Olivia, Boyfriends came and went, with her 
longest relationship only lasting three months. She enjoyed 
people’s company, until she didn’t, and then quickly found 
them annoying.  

‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ she would say. Most people 
think this is a lie to spare the other’s feelings, but in Olivia’s 
case, it wasn’t.  

Of course, people assumed that Sam and Olivia were 
dating, which she never corrected. It’s easier to go through 
life when people think you are coupled. Fewer questions, less 
prying.  
 

Olivia and Sam were sitting opposite each other. Sam 
was not looking at Olivia, which frustrated her.   

‘Sam, you’ve put me in such an awkward position. 
One I’m not entirely happy with,’ Olivia said. 
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‘I know, this wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,’ Sam 
said. 

Olivia tried and failed to soften her tone. ‘What did 
you have in mind?’  

‘I’m not, I’m not entirely sure,’ Sam said. 
Sam looked down at his now cold mushroom on 

brioche toast, avoiding her gaze. 
Everyone in the restaurant was eagerly watching Sam 

and Olivia, for a glimpse of the unfurling saga happening in 
front of them. A woman, who herself looked as if she was on 
a date, neglected to listen to her partner as she peered over 
the menu. A waiter rubbed an already spotless glass with a 
rag, trying not to be obvious about what he was doing.  

Olivia summoned the waiter, who snapped out of 
cleaning the glass and hot-footed it to them.  

“Hi, can we get a bowl of chips and a couple of beers, 
thanks?”  

 
As far as Olivia knew, Sam was gay, but he hadn’t 

accepted it yet.  
‘Hey, I know this guy, he thinks you’re cool,’ she had 

once told him.  
Sam had responded as if he didn’t know what she 

meant, so she dropped it. He would get uncomfortable in 
clubs, often not realising when someone was hitting on him. If 
Olivia was hooking up with someone, he would never react. 
He’d excuse himself, taking a cab home and would check in 
on her the next morning. At parties, he’d sit awkwardly at the 
side of the room as friends gossiped about nights they’d spent 
with others. He laughed along, but never really participated. 
Olivia had assumed that he was not a party person, and 
anyway, his lack of enthusiasm gave an excuse to leave when 
sloppily drunk men would approach her. Once Olivia and 
Sam had escaped, they would visit McDonald’s and eat chips 
to try and sober up, both always relaxed in each other’s 
company. This was often Olivia’s favourite part of the night.  
 

 
 
 

--- 
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Sam leaned in towards Olivia and whispered, ‘‘I 

don’t want you to think I’m an incel.’ 
Olivia leaned in and whispers back, ‘I don’t think you 

are.’ 
‘Good, it’s worth making that clear,’ Sam whispered. 
‘Why are we whispering?’ Olivia whispered.  
‘I don’t know,’ Sam whispered, moving back to a 

more natural position, which Olivia mirrored.  
‘So, you’re, er, asexual,’ Olivia said.  
‘You can say Ace for short,’ Sam said. 
‘OK, you’re Ace, fine. Why are you asking me out, 

surely that goes against the whole asexual thing right?’ 
Sam sensed how tense Olivia was. She was amazing 

for trying not to show it, to spare his feelings, but he owed her 
the curtesy to be honest and open after what he had put her 
through.    
           ‘No, not quite. There are different kinds of attraction; 
sexual, aesthetic, romantic and physical,’ he said. 
           ‘Really?’ Olivia questioned. 
           ‘Yeah, it’s just something that isn’t all that well known,’ 
Sam said. ‘I didn’t know about this until recently, either. And, 
like, Aces can have sex, if they want to, but some don’t ever, 
and some flip-flop. Does that make sense? It’s about the 
attraction bit. The raging hot desire to have sex with someone 
isn’t really there at first sight, or at least not as strong.’ Sam 
took a breath. 

Olivia scrunched up her face. ‘It kind of makes sense.’ 
She grabbed a fry, dips it into ketchup and ate it to bide her 
some time. 

‘How the hell did you work this out?’ she said. 
              ‘It took me a while. I just kind of knew that something 
was different about me.’ Sam punctuated this point by eating 
another fry. ‘But I just kept trying to move forward on the 
default settings.’ he said. ‘Which is straight by the way, you’re 
presumed straight until you prove you’re not.’ 

Olivia looked around. Most of the diners had lost 
interest in the saga and had gone back to their meals. Only 
one person was invested; the balding man, who kept staring 
at Olivia like she was his prey. 
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‘Yeah… that makes sense.’ Olivia said. ‘Why didn’t 
you tell me?’  

‘I did want to,’ Sam said. 
‘It’s not up to other people how you live your life.’ 

Olivia said. ‘Or how you show love, or don’t.’  
Olivia takes a big gulp of beer and Sam mirrors her. 

For a moment there is nothing else to say. Sam goes to take a 
chip at the same time as Olivia. They both eat in unison.   

Olivia leant forward, resting her chin on the back of 
her clasped hands, and surveyed Sam. Sam was getting more 
uncomfortable with Olivia’s x-ray stares. 

‘Are you happy?’ Olivia finally asked.  
‘Yeah, mostly. I mean, who’s happy all the time?’ Sam 

said. 
‘Exactly, people are sad despite their sexuality,’ Olivia 

said, after taking a large gulp of beer. 
 

One night, while he was alone and wine drunk, Sam 
had Googled; “Why can’t I just be normal?” Which 
unsurprisingly brought up new age think pieces and 
Buzzfeed quizzes. It was not what he was looking for. He had 
often thought that he was gay, or bi, or at least something 
other than straight, but even then, those labels didn’t sit right 
with him. But he knew he didn’t have the same desire to have 
sex like everyone else, or at least that’s what it felt like to him. 
“I don’t want to have sex with anyone,” he typed frustratedly 
into Google. The first result was about a condition for people 
with low sex drives. He clicked on the article and skimmed it, 
but the article specifically said that this was for people who 
felt distressed over not having sex. This was not Sam, at least 
it wasn’t anymore now that the pressures of adolescents were 
a distant memory. The second result was Asexuality. He 
clicked the link and navigated to the FAQ.  At once it felt as if 
someone was talking his language. He devoured all the 
information he could get his hands on and dove headfirst into 
this new community. Gradually, he learned how the spectrum 
of asexuality works, how there were people just like him, and 
how accepting other aces were. The world is so innately 
sexual that anyone who is not sexual is considered lacking, 
not living up to their potential. But now, Sam had a reason 
not to feel ostracised. He felt uncomfortable disclosing this 
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information to others in real life; he felt like a fraud. But the 
online forums were a good first step.  
 

‘It was stupid of me to ask you out,’ Sam said. 
‘It was, but I get it. I don’t think I need to spell out my 

feelings though,’ Olivia said. 
Sam nodded.  

‘I might have got my wires crossed,’ he said.  
Sam took another large swig of his beer. 
‘I spent so long thinking I was Allo, and then 

suddenly I wasn’t. I have sexual whiplash. The whole thing 
was hard,’ he said. 

‘I thought the point was you didn’t get hard,’ Olivia 
joked.  

‘Hey,’ Sam said.  
‘Sorry, it was a cheap shot.’ Olivia leans forward and 

takes Sam’s hand. They shared a connection, a spark of 
friendship few people will understand.  

‘We’re all on our own paths.’ Olivia said. 
‘You know, I was so scared that the night was going 

to end in sex,’ Sam presented his wallet and opened it up. 
From the side pocket of the wallet, he produced a condom; 
the packet worn, the printing discoloured and scratched. It 
almost belonged in a museum it looked so old.  ‘I had to find 
it at the back of my drawer. It’s actually out of date.’ 
 Olivia took the condom from Sam and examined it.  
 ‘Oh, so you were planning on knocking me up? Get 
me in an unbreakable contract?’ She said with a smile. 
 ‘It’s either that or I die alone,’ Sam joked back, but his 
eyes averted Olivia’s as he stared at his half-finished pint, 
wiping the condensation from it. Olivia’s eyes sparkled as she 
looked at him. This man, who she loved so much, didn’t think 
he could be loved and that upset her. 

‘You’ll find someone, the person who makes you feel 
confident, loved and safe… and respects you for who you 
are.’ Olivia said. 

Sam nods.  
‘And anyway, I love you,’ Olivia smiled at Sam, who 

looked up. Sam felt seen. The world felt right again, at least 
for the time being. Tears started forming and running down 
his face.  
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‘I’m, I’m sorry,’ Sam said as he wiped away the tears. 
‘Don’t be,’ Olivia replied.  
Nobody, not even the balding man, was paying 

attention to the two friends anymore. Olivia didn’t know it, 
but she had a profound effect on Sam’s life that evening. He 
would be more confident and accepting of who he is, 
becoming comfortable in himself and the world around him.  

‘I love you too.’ Sam replied. 
As Sam and Olivia looked at each other, the balding 

man and his date passed, his arm around her as if she were 
his possession.  

‘Well done, son!’ the slightly balding man said as he 
winked at Sam and swaggered out of the restaurant, date in 
tow.  

‘Eww,’ Olivia said. 
‘Yeah,’ Sam said, pulling a disgusted face.  
Olivia downed her pint and wiped her hand against 

her mouth. 
‘This place really doesn’t do it for me.’ Olivia said. 

‘McDonald’s?’ 
‘God, yes! Lead the way!’ Sam replied. 

 
 


