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      It was a cool, clear Saturday afternoon, the kind of day you sometimes get after two days of rain, when the air seems more transparent than usual and everything looks crisp and clear. Mary was crossing the street from the bus stop to the French Bistro when her phone signalled a message. It was from Andrea and said she’d be fifteen minutes late or possibly more, she had to call her mother back and it might take time - and Mary knew just how true that was. She had long been familiar with Mrs Franklin’s inability to end a conversation without going over everything at least twice.

      Andrea had been Mary’s protector from her second year at school. Until then her dad had dropped her at the school gate, but now she could walk, like the other children. It was just two blocks from their house, but every day, Andrea, who was three years older, waited for her at the Lintott’s gate and they walked together to and from school. If Andrea was sick and not going to school her mother would call Mary’s house and her dad or one of her brothers would take her.

      Not until she was adult had Mary wondered who set this arrangement up and asked her father to explain it. ‘Oh, I did,’ he said quite casually. ‘I knew the Franklins long before you were born, not like close friends, but they’re good people. And I knew they had a girl at your school, a bit older than you, and their kids had to walk past our place on the way to school. So I asked if they’d be in on this, so you didn’t have to be taken to school by your father every day - in case you felt it was a bit over the top.’

      The French Bistro was one of Mary’s favourite haunts, the one she always suggested when someone asked where they should meet. She stopped just inside the door and looked around and thought once again how weird and eclectic the place was, a mixture of styles and eras that had evolved over decades. Her father had told her he used to go there many years ago with his first wife, and over the decades since, various managers had added their own touch. The framed tourism posters of French beauty spots looked as if they had been there from the very start, slightly yellowed, and someone had added modern uplighters for the walls and draped lines of bud lights over the bar, but what Mary thought of as the cosy corner had apparently been there from when the place first opened. And today that corner was still available, so she went to the bar and asked for a “reserved” sign and put it on the round table in the alcove, which she knew would be taken very soon if she left it.

      Leaving her jacket on the curved banquette she headed for the restroom, where she went through her normal routine, checked the empty stalls for the one that looked as if it hadn’t been used since it was last cleaned and then looked closely into the corners. The article she had read a few weeks ago about a man who was in court on a charge of installing tiny cameras in women’s toilets had alerted her to something she’d never heard about before, so now she always had a good look. She remained in front of the wash basin for a minute after washing her hands and studied herself in the mirror. Today was the first time she had worn her new top, bought on an impulse some weeks ago, and not taken out of the drawer since. She had never worn that shade of nearly fluorescent lime green before and had regretted the purchase as soon as she got home, but today she finally put it on. It was ok, she decided, a bit more dramatic than what she normally wore, and it would draw attention to her, but perhaps she would get used to it. That strong, clear colour together with her thick, black hair curling down to her shoulders would make her stand out, but she knew Andrea would comment positively and say it was high time she used her looks to best advantage instead of trying to look inconspicuous.

      When she exited the little passage from the restrooms, the bar had become crowded, and as she made to thread her way through, a man stepped sideways just as she went to go around him, and they collided quite hard.

      ‘God, I’m sorry!’ He swung around to face her. ‘Are you hurt? I should have been more careful.’

      ‘Not at all! And it was m-my own fault. I should have walked along the wall instead of through this l-lot.’

      ‘They just appeared out of nowhere.’ The very good looking man shook his head and grinned. ‘I’d just got here and suddenly I was hemmed into this corner by a dozen guys, and they just kept moving further in as if they were herding me. Hey, I think I’ve seen you somewhere before. Have we met?’

      She studied his face to work out if he was sincere, and that this was not just an overused pick-up line. ‘I d-don’t think so, but I come here often, so you m-might have seen me.’

      ‘I’m Greg,’ he said. ‘Are you with someone? Can I buy you a drink to compensate for nearly knocking you over?’

      She returned his smile - it was nearly impossible not to. ‘I’m waiting for a f-friend who’s going to be a bit l-late, so no thanks. I’ll wait and order when she arrives.’

      Five minutes later they were still talking, and Mary noted that Greg gave out none of the little signals some did when they first entered into conversation with her. Some people found her stammer disturbing, and she always knew when this happened. But there was something else going on, nothing to do with her stammer, just a little background noise in her mind telling her something was slightly off, and though she couldn’t make up her mind why she got this impression, she decided to keep things cool. This phenomenon had occurred two or three times in the past and turned out to be an advance warning that someone was lying or perhaps not being upfront about who they were. She had no idea if it was something others experienced too, but with the inherent caution that was part of her nature she decided to take things carefully with this handsome guy.

      ‘You know what Saturn is, right?’ he said suddenly, a comment that came right out of the blue, unconnected to what they had just talked about.

      She said casually, ‘It’s a gas giant, a p-planet without a solid s-surface? What about it?’

      He gave her that stunning smile again, a mixture of a little boy playing a prank and a very attractive, adult male. ‘Wow! You’re very surprising, you really are, very quick. So following on from your knowledge about gas planets, do you also know what a Saturnalia is?’

      He was clearly the kind of man who thought pretty girls were stupid or silly, she decided and smiled inside, so definitely a man to keep ay arm’s length. She allowed herself to sound bored. ‘Is this a quiz? Saturnalia was an ancient Roman f-feast, a bit l-like our Christmas, I think. What about it?’

      ‘My friends are organising one this year, not now, in a couple of months. Maybe you’d like to come.’

      She nearly said, ‘Not including a Roman orgy, I hope?’ but introducing a sexual reference would definitely be a mistake with this man, who didn’t need his chatting-up technique bolstered by any suggestive comments from her. He’s too sexy for his own good, she told herself, I bet woman literally fall into his lap, so don’t sound intrigued. The more she listened to him the more certain she felt that there was something else going on, she could still sense that little background noise in her mind, and she needed to figure it out before she committed herself to anything. But despite her initial impression, it might be the fact that she stammered, which she always did apart from with her immediate family – some people found it disturbing.

      ‘I’m n-not sure,’ she said slowly, as if she was considering his invitation. ‘There’s a lot going on in m-my family in the next few weeks, so p-probably no, but thanks for asking.’

      If he was surprised by her lack of enthusiasm he hid it well. ‘I hope you’ll change your mind. They did it a couple of years ago as a different way of having an early Christmas party, but I was overseas at the time. The pictures I saw on social media looked great - people dressed in togas and drinking red wine out of silver goblets, and someone playing a harp in a corner, one of those small ones you hold on your knee.’

      Just then Mary spotted Andrea coming in and used it as an excuse to avoid giving him a definite answer. ‘Sorry, there’s my f-friend. I must go and t-tell her I’m still here. She’s got something serious she wants to t-talk about, so I can’t keep her wondering where I’ve got to. Nice to m-meet you.’

      He was clearly taken aback by her lack of overt interest. He’s not used to it, she thought and laughed inside, I bet he doesn’t often get dismissed so casually.

      ‘Would you mind if I give you my number?’ There was that lovely smile again. ‘That way you know I won’t pester you, but you can contact me if you’d like to come to that party or maybe we could just go out for a drink sometime, or a go for a walk.’

      She opened the contacts folder on her phone and handed it to him, keeping an eye on Andrea, who was standing by the alcove table scanning the room, and as soon as he handed the phone back she said a casual “Bye!’ and headed across the room.

      Andrea was goggle eyed with excitement and curiosity. ‘Did you just give that gorgeous hunk your number? Who is he? I’ve never seen him in here before,’ she said as soon as they were seated.

      ‘His n-name is Greg somebody, l-let me have a l-look.’ She checked her contacts. ‘No, he just entered Greg and his n-number. Yeah, he’s utterly g-gorgeous, but I‘m not sure about him, a b-bit too sure nobody would ever t-turn him down.’ To avoid having a conversation about Greg while he was possibly watching them from across the room, and with Andrea’s eyes inevitably swivelling his way when his name was mentioned, she got up. ‘I’ll g-get our d-drinks, what will you have?’

      She returned and found Andrea on the phone, once again with her mother, and she could tell from the tone of her voice, slightly impatient. When the call ended she said gently, ‘You sounded quite short with your l-lovely mum. Was she b-being p-particularly repetitive?’

      ‘She’s got hung up on something the new neighbours complained about the other day, and she thinks we’ll have to move! I mean, honestly! They make a comment once about where she parks on the street next to their driveway, and she’s already making plans to move! She’ll drive dad crazy, you know what she’s like when she gets a bee in her bonnet.’

      ‘Why does she p-park on the street?’ Mary took a sip of her wine and tried to hide a smile.

      ‘Oh, it’s just very occasionally, like when Jim comes over and parks in our driveway before she gets home from work, so she can’t get in. There’s not much room between our driveway and the neighbours, so last week they found it hard to reverse out. But you know what she’s like – this idea that we’ll have to move is becoming an obsession.’

      Mary smiled. ‘S-still a great mum, though! Always c-concerned about others and helping p-people.’

      She got a ride home with Andrea, who these days lived in the little flat at the back of her parent’s house after a sad break-up the previous year, when her partner of three years had cheated on her and she had discovered it was not the first time but one of many. Andrea hadn’t dated anyone since, and Mary sometimes wondered if she would ever get over it. They sat in the car for half an hour talking about the jobs Mary had applied for, and she quickly realised that Andrea didn’t understand her rationale for saying she would apply for a clerical job in amongst the very few science jobs available.

      ‘There are very f-few jobs in chemistry right now,’ said Mary. ‘And n-nothing in my line available at Tidewell’s and I’ve always wanted to work there - they d-do such interesting things. So I thought I m-might learn things even in their admin department.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said Andrea thoughtfully. ‘Well, when you apply, don’t leave out things that would make you seem overqualified for the admin position, will you? So many people do that, thinking that employers are reluctant to hire people who might be too clever for the job. But for Tidewell’s you should include your degree, even if is a clerical role. Who knows what might turn up? You could spend a year there while you work out if you want to do a master’s degree, and in that year something might become available. And if it does you’ll be in the perfect position - onsite and available and you can apply as soon as you hear about it.’

      ‘Exactly m-my thinking, and it's also and an opportunity to work out what topic to d-do my master’s thesis on. I think I’ll have to be very strategic b-because what I choose will set me on the right p-path for my future career.’

      ‘You’re so focused, you cute little thing.’ Andrea laughed. ‘I know people underestimate you when they first meet you, like that handsome hunk tonight probably did. Remember that guy last year who was so patronising and talked down to you at Ava’s place when you made a comment about steroids. He thought he knew more than you - and you put him right in no uncertain terms. That was so funny!’

      They both laughed and when Mary opened the car door to get out, Andrea added, ‘That colour on you is very effective, stunning!’
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      After considering carefully for a week or two, Mary decided not to call or text Greg, the handsome man from the bistro. Always in the back of her mind was the thought that she might once again have encountered someone who was just interested in the abduction, even though she hadn’t told him her surname and he hadn’t met her before. There had been one or two sneaky attempts in the past – men attracted to the crime rather than to her as a person. A couple of years ago, the brother of one of her friends at university had asked her out on a date, and the experience had been disturbing. He suggested a walk on the newly upgraded path along the river, and she had only realised when they were having tacos at the famous Taco Trailer that there was a subtext to this date- he was avid for intimate details about her past. It was only in retrospect that she linked that little mental background noise, which she had picked up from him, with this devious attempt to find out more about what had happened to her.

      She had to admit his approach was quite subtle and seemed innocuous at first. He casually brought up the fact that his mother had mentioned the abduction twenty years earlier when she heard the surname Lintott, and Mary had changed the subject after acknowledging that it had indeed happened to her. She thought he had understood that she was reluctant to talk about it, but he had reverted to the subject twice over the next half hour, despite Mary’s attempts at diversion. And then in a last attempt he asked her outright if the man, who took her, had sexually violated her, and the tone of nearly hidden excitement in his voice made her feel sick, so she got to her feet, put the paper plate with her half-finished taco on the park bench and left without a word. He followed and said he was sorry, but she just held her hand out towards him, palm out, and walked away. It was very rare that anyone tried to pry, but on the occasions it happened she had found herself literally bereft of speech, unable to get a single word out.

      This speech blockage had started when a police specialist tried to talk to her after she was found, and her father had refused to let the session continue when he saw how frightened she was when they asked questions about the man, who had taken her, and what he had done. She only found out many years later that her father refused to let them talk to her again and only passed on to the police what she gradually told him and her brothers over the weeks that followed.

      

      Aside from the little humming noise in her brain she couldn’t explain why she now linked the taco episode to Greg, but the slight hint of an ulterior motive from their meeting remained in her mind. But as sometimes happens, fate stepped in and a few days after her job interview, when she had just heard that she had got the clerical job at Tidewell Research, she met him by chance outside a café in Rule Street when she was on her way back to her car after a dental appointment.

      ‘Well, look who’s here - it must be my lucky day!’ said Greg, smiling widely, when he realised who was coming towards him. ‘Let’s have a coffee if you have time and if you’re not meeting anyone.’

      She agreed, after a brief hesitation, which she knew he had noticed, and told herself not to be so suspicious. He seemed genuinely delighted to see her and that inkling of an underlying motive from their first meeting in the bistro was neither here nor there, perhaps he was just put off by her stammer after all, or he might have had something else on his mind. They sat at one of the little tables outside and after a few minutes she relaxed and began to enjoy his sense of fun, the way his smile made her smile too, and how nice it was to meet a man who enjoyed reading. I was being silly, she chided herself, I’m overly sensitive and I need to stop being so self-protective.

      Greg did most of the talking, which didn’t surprise her. He was that sort of guy, chatty and friendly, and there were no awkward pauses. He asked if she had a day off, seeing she was out with time on her hands on a weekday, and she told him she was just about to start a job at Tidewell’s and asked what his job was.

      ‘At the moment I’m involved in a series of interviews that are going to be on a psychology channel on YouTube,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘I’m not a specialist of any kind – I’m just the interviewer, asking questions of psychologists. I’ve done similar things before, being the front person and talking to clever people, a little series of interviews, but this one based on psychology is by far the most interesting.’

      ‘Questions f-from the public or questions you m-make up?’ she asked and noticed a woman at the table behind Greg holding a phone up, as if she was taking a photo of something. ‘How does it work?’

      ‘We have a topic for each interview, you know, like a theme – it was fear of snakes in the last one. We worked out the kind of questions to ask, the sort of things the general public might wonder about, and then the producer found a man with snake phobia, or maybe she’d picked that topic because she already knew him – I didn’t ask.’ He laughed. ‘So I interviewed the phobic guy about it, and then we compiled a raft of interesting questions to ask a psychologist – like can someone be weaned off snake phobia, are there any reliable snake phobia treatments, and how do they work. It’s very interesting.’

      ‘T-turn around,’ said Mary, suddenly alerted to the fact that the woman with the phone was still holding it up. ‘There’s a woman b-behind you and I think she’s filming us. Do you know her?’

      In a split second she knew the answer and got to her feet staring at him in silent fury. He hadn’t even needed to turn around, the look on his face told the story without him having said a word in response, a revealing mixture of guilt and embarrassment.

      ‘Listen,’ he said quickly. ‘Please listen, let me explain! We’re very keen to do a couple of episodes about child abductions and the lasting impact on victims. Please don’t leave! This might be valuable for you too, on a personal level, I mean.’

      Mary turned to leave, but after a couple of steps she pulled her phone out of her pocket and turned to take a photo of the woman at the table behind Greg, then she moved her hand a fraction and took one of Greg too. The look on his face would have made her laugh, if she hadn’t been so angry.

      ‘Please, Mary, just listen!’ he said again and got up from his chair, but the words were spoken to her back. She was already walking away fast hoping he wasn’t going to follow her. When she reached her car she turned on the central locking and sat there for a few minutes until her mind cleared, and she felt calm, then she called Richard.

      ‘I know he’s p-probably with a client,’ she said to the receptionist, ‘but can you t-tell me if there’s a gap in his schedule this afternoon? Like f-fifteen minutes, or so?’

      ‘This is his last client for the day, but the appointment might run over time. I think he’ll probably be free to call you about quarter past four, if that’s OK. Oh, good! I’ll tell him as soon as he comes out.’

      Home again and in her room with the door shut Mary waited for Richard’s call with a stream of questions lining up in her mind. Had this been a set-up? Had Greg somehow found out where she was going, had he followed her? Had their meeting in the bistro been an engineered thing? And if it was, how had it been done?

      She sifted through possibilities, discarded some and made a mental note of others that she needed to ask Richard about. After a while she turned on her laptop and searched for ‘tracking apps’ and read one disturbing article after another. With a YouTube video playing on the laptop screen and the phone in her hand she went through the recommended steps to find out if someone had planted a tracker on her phone, but she found nothing.

      ‘What’s wrong, Mopsy?’ asked Richard an hour later. ‘Has something happened to dad?’

      It nearly made her laugh in the middle of her worries. ‘Why do you think something’s happened to dad? Honestly, Rick, what a weird idea. No, he’s just fine, he’s playing golf in a veteran’s tournament today and tomorrow.’

      Richard chuckled. ‘You won’t believe this, and please don’t tell anyone, but last night I had a very realistic dream about dad having a heart attack, and then you called the clinic and asked me to call back, which is very unusual. I don’t think you’ve ever done that before, so I got worried.’

      ‘You know a lot of IT stuff,’ she said instead of commenting on this unusual statement from a qualified trauma counsellor, who had never before displayed any even remotely paranormal beliefs. ‘You always sort out all our mysterious problems with phones and laptops and things. How quickly can someone put a tracking app on a phone? Can it be done in a minute or so? And is there some certain way of making sure there isn’t one on a phone? And can they be kind of hidden, so they’re not obvious.’

      ‘What the fuck? Is someone stalking you?’ Mary’s eyes opened wide. She had never heard Richard swear before; he was the most laid-back of her brothers, always soft-spoken and calm.

      ‘I’ll tell you what happened,’ she said and tried hard to sound relaxed, so he wouldn’t get too worried. ‘It’s a bit of a story. It started a couple of weeks ago when I was meeting Andrea in the French Bistro where we often go, well, nearly inevitably, if we’re not meeting at our place. A guy bumped into me quite hard outside the toilets – not in the passage to the toilets, just at that end of the bar and it seemed like a genuine accidental thing. And he apologised and we had a chat while I waited for Andrea, who was late. He’s a charming guy, very entertaining, and then he suggested he’d put his phone number in my phone, so I could decide if I wanted to meet up for a drink or something at a later date. Which seemed like a nice way of doing things. So I handed him my phone and then I got distracted because I saw Andrea come in and start looking around for me, and I was hoping she wasn’t getting worried about where I’d got to. So I probably didn’t watch my phone or think of how long it was in his hand. He might have had it for a minute or a bit more.’ She paused and thought. ‘Oh yeah, and I’ve checked the app folder, but I can’t find anything that looks suspicious.’

      After a moment’s silence Richard said, ‘OK, he could have done it. For someone, who knows how to find the right app online, it’s very simple. Say he’s done this before, and he’s picked one in advance that has some innocent sounding name. So he uploads it on your phone and when you check your app folder it doesn’t register for what it is when you look for it because the name of it is so innocuous. Or maybe he’s changed the icon for it to something innocent sounding – I haven’t done it, but I think it can be done. But something else must have happened since then. Why are you suddenly thinking he might have put a tracker on your phone?’

      Telling him about today’s meeting with Greg and what he had said didn’t take long and Mary concluded the story by repeating her questions about tracking apps. ‘So, do you think he could have put a tracker on my phone, and how would I know? I’ve looked, but I haven’t found anything suspicious.’

      ‘Pull up Microsoft Teams on your laptop and log on to our group. I want you to have the phone in your hand while we talk about this, so you’re ready to do what I tell you and you can show me the phone screen if necessary. OK?’

      ‘Yes! I’ve deleted it,’ said Mary twenty minutes later, after following Richard’s instructions step by step, going down a couple of dead-ends and then finally finding where the tracking app was hidden. Not in her app folder but deviously tucked away. ‘My God, that creep! If I ever see him again I’ll tell him what I think about him. I feel really good now, Rick – it proves my first impression was right when I felt there was some kind of underlying motive behind his interest.’

      Richard laughed quietly. ‘This time, yes, but you’re so damn gorgeous anyone would be interested in you. I’m glad we got this sorted. I’ll see you next weekend for James’s thirtieth. Are we going to Westmoreland’s for dinner as usual? Did you book it?’

      ‘Of course, it’s all organised. I did it ages ago, so we’d be able to have the bigger of their private rooms, the one with corner windows that dad likes. More space for the kids to run around when they get bored. And James is bringing a new woman, and they’re staying in a motel!’

      They both grinned at the implied reason for this plan, then Mary closed Teams and sat for a while with her phone in her hand, thinking back to the way Greg had been so charming in the bistro. She didn’t know if the story about the psychology channel on YouTube was true, but on reflection she decided it probably was. Either that or he was a journalist or blogger out to use her for his own gain or fame.

      When her father came home from golf she didn’t mention what had happened. Like her brothers he was very protective of her and now there was no need to worry him. In the future she would be very careful not to let others use her phone.
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      A couple of days later Mary’s phone issued a text message alert when she and her father were in the kitchen. She turned from the bench and glanced at it and continued telling him about the employment agreement Tidewell’s had email to her that morning.

      ‘Don’t you want to check that?’ asked Archie and gestured at the phone which was on the kitchen table, and she laughed. ‘Oh, no, it’s nothing important, just someone from the MAMA group.’

      Her father looked quizzically at her. ‘You belong to a mama group now? But you’re not a mama yet.’

      She laughed. ‘It’s that little bunch of us who get together for a drink now and then, two girls from school and one mate from university. It’s our initials, Mary, Ava, Maylene and Andrea. MAMA. I’ll look at it later.’

      She turned back to the steak and kidney pie she was making, her dad’s favourite, and said over her shoulder, ‘But if they want to go back to that new bar down beside the river I’m not joining them. We went there once a few weeks ago, and the place was full of women with huge false eyelashes and the type of guys who shave their chests, and literally everyone had a phone in their hands. It’s supposed to be the place to go right now, because they nearly always have a live band, but it’s not my scene at all. Too noisy, if nothing else.’

      She started pressing the pastry down around the edges of the pie and heard her father’s snort of derision behind her. ‘Guys who shave their chests! God no, if you’re looking for a man, look for a real one.’

      ‘Oh, don’t worry! That kind isn’t for me. I’ve been brought up with my brothers as the blueprint for what a real man is.’

      ‘I should hope so!’ Her father went back to the newspaper and Mary, brushed the pie with beaten egg and put it in the oven. ‘I’ve set the timer, dad. Can you have a look when it pings and see if it looks OK? Maybe stick the meat thermometer into the middle and do a scientific assessment?’

      She loved teasing him about the thermometer, which he’d bought the previous year to, “do things based on science, not just a hunch,” as he had said at the time, a man who liked to get his facts right. He also liked to ridicule the way some recipes said to add a pinch or a sprinkle of something – it made her laugh at how indignant he’d get. ‘What the hell is a pinch?’ he’d said. ‘Tell me in grams, please or at least in teaspoons.’

      Walking down the hall to her room she thought once again how strange it would seem to people who didn’t know their family - the two of them living in this huge 1920s villa with six bedrooms, four of them empty now. But one or two of her six brothers would turn up in a random sequence and simply go back to their childhood bedrooms, now equipped with new king sized beds instead of one or two singles and two of them with sets of bunks. Three of the six were married, so when they all turned up, including four children, soon to be five, the place was full to the rafters, parents shared their bed with one or two children and sometimes Mary would wake up in the night and find a warm little body next to her in the bed like a surprise present.

      Two nights later she was in another favourite bistro with the other three in the MAMA group, listening to Andrea telling them about her mother’s frustration with Andrea’s brother, Jim. ‘She goes on about it all the time, endless moaning about how Jim and Sara always go to stay with Sara’s family, and then dad says, that’s how it works, it always did. Girls bring husbands back to their families more often, it’s a mother-daughter thing.’

      Ava laughed, reached for a potato wedge from the bowl in the centre of the table and pointed it at Mary. ‘Apart from your brothers who seem to return here all the time like they’re tethered with elastic bands and just get pulled back. Or maybe you’ve put a spell on them?’

      ‘For God’s sake, don’t tell my mum!’ Andrea gave a mock shudder. ‘Then she’ll worry even more and imagine it’s something she did wrong when she brought Jim up. But I must admit it’s taken her mind off having to move after the neighbours asked her not to block their driveway. I should be grateful for small mercies. I really don’t know how my dad lasted so long!’

      ‘And m-my brothers, the m-married ones, go b-both ways,’ said Mary, trying to balance the discussion. ‘Not quite every second t-time, but that’s only b-because they feel they have to come and give me hugs and check up on me.’

      ‘Probably checking they don’t need to do another line-up.’ Ava chuckled. ‘Like if someone had insulted you or something.’

      Mary laughed, because whenever her brothers were mentioned, the episode locally known as the Lintott line-up popped automatically into everyone’s head. It had become part of local folk lore and would probably be passed down from one generation to the next, as her dad had said once.

      ‘You should be so grateful they look after you.’ Maylene made a sad face. ‘My brother couldn’t care less about looking after me. He’d only pay serious attention to me if I had two wheels and a big engine, I think. Ever since he bought that motor bike he’s been impossible and now he doesn’t live with mum I hardly see him.’

      At the end of the evening Andrea and Mary caught the same bus and as usual, Andrea planned to get off at Mary’s stop and walk the last part of the way to where she herself lived. ‘You d-don’t have to,’ Mary said now, as the bus slowed. ‘I live just around the c-corner, it’s a t-two minute walk for me to get home, but you have to walk for at l-least ten or fifteen m-minutes to get to your place.’

      ‘But I want to,’ said Andrea. ‘My mum gave me strict instructions when you started school, remember? I was to walk right beside you, on the street side of the sidewalk, hold your hand and not let go until we were at the school or at your gate.’ She laughed because she knew exactly what Mary would reply.

      ‘And now we’re b-both in our twenties and we b-both still l-live at home! You’re such a staunch f-friend. At least now you don’t need to hold my hand.’

      ‘God, it’s cold tonight! This spring has been so weird. And who was that guy at the bar who kept staring at you?’ Andrea turned up the collar on her jacket as the bus drove away. ‘Had you met him before?’

      ‘Never saw him in m-my life before, and I hope I n-never see him again. Do you want to know what he s-said when I walked p-past on the way to the restroom? He t-turned on his stool and asked if I needed “someone who knows how to satisfy”! And I knew f-from the l-look on his face what he meant.’

      ‘He’s a creep!’ said Andrea dismissively. ‘What a terrible pick-up line, I bet that never works. Did you stare him down? I knew he’d said something - I was watching as you walked past him because of how he’d been looking at you.’

      ‘I ignored him,’ said Mary. ‘He m-might have taken any k-kind of response as an excuse to start a c-conversation.’

      When she got home her father had gone to bed, but the lights were on in the kitchen and living room. Not ready to sleep yet, Mary made a cup of tea and opened a packet of shortbread biscuits. She sat in the living room to read for an hour before she went to bed, but her mind was on the past and the book remained unopened on her knees. Looking absentmindedly at the flames behind the glass in the fireplace she replayed the Lintott line-up, as it had become known, from her first year at high school. The jokes about, and imitations of, her stammer had tormented her and made her deeply unhappy, to the point where she would sometimes refuse to go to school for a couple of days. Her father had obviously discussed the problem with the three of her brothers, who still lived at home. The youngest of them had left high school the year before she started and was an apprentice builder, the other two were at university.

      Then one Friday, in the lunch hour when the school yard was full of kids, her six brothers turned up. They marched in between the brick pillars at the entrance from the street, formed a dead straight line and came forward, shoulder to shoulder, and the crowd of kids parted to let them proceed until they were right in the centre. Everyone stared, kids pushed each other and pointed, and gradually the place became completely quiet, not a voice was heard. Mary had seen them right from the start and hadn’t know what was going to happen. But there had to be a reason, because this way of standing in a row, close together, was how they stood every Christmas with Mary in the centre for their father to take a photo of them. The earliest photo was when she was eleven months old and she was on twenty-one year old William’s arm with her hand clutching the front of his shirt. Now she slowly approached the line, thinking that perhaps they meant for her to take her customary place in the centre, hoping this was the right thing to do, though she was still baffled by the way they had appeared when she hadn’t even known they were all coming home for the weekend. As soon as she got right up to them they formed a circle around her, like a protective wall of bodies and Henry said quietly, ‘We’re here to show those bullies that you’ve got protection, Mopsy, so do you want to point out the worst ones?’

      ‘Oh no, please, don’t let’s do that!’ The idea that some would then want revenge for being singled out instantly appeared in her mind. She thought for a moment. ‘But listen – when you straighten out the line again, could you look across and kind of take in the whole yard? Like scan it from side to side? And then leave?’ She swivelled within the circle and smiled up at them. ‘You’re the best ever, I love you guys! But please don’t kiss and hug me when you go, just go.’ She giggled. ‘Hugging would totally ruin the effect.’

      And that’s what they did. The circle opened and the line reformed, with Mary in the middle and her six brothers all let their eyes slowly move across the school yard from one side to the other before they broke the formation and walked away. The memory of that day was imprinted on her mind, every detail clear. The sound of Henry’s voice, the way they looked to her for directions, the strong feeling of safety and protection, an indelible part of her being, now and forever.

      Sometimes she thought right back to the terrible time after the abduction when she was three and a half, when the boys had taken turns holding her for days after she was found, when she was on someone’s knee day and night, refusing to let them put her down. When they all took turns to feed, clean and dress her and she became part of each one of them. Six boys ranging from eight to twenty-one, ten years before they formed that famous line-up in the school yard.

      The stammering that had started after the abduction, was part of her life now, probably forever, though she never stammered with her brothers or her father, only with outsiders. She had been offered speech therapy when she started primary school, but it had made no difference, and now she was used to it.

      One day much later, when she and her father talked about how amazing the school event had been, and how lovely it had been when they formed that circle around her, and how safe she had felt, he said, when she told him how surprised she had been, ‘Of course they came – they’ll always have your back, Mopsy. Their relationship with you is different from just ordinary sibling ties, I think. It’s like you’re a physical part of each one of them. They brought you up, physically and mentally. I don’t know if you know this, but William said once that when you hurt, they hurt too. You’re very lucky.’
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