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The Circle.

Nine friends from high school.

Nine friends for life.

They had been in their final years of school when it happened. There was a party. Shaunna didn’t know who he was; she could only vaguely remember where she’d been and what she’d been up to, and tried to let the memory slip away with the hangover. Four weeks later, she was certain that night was going to be with her forever.

Josh Sandison has spent his lifetime trying to keep his friends together, never forgiving himself for being the one to push George away. Now in their thirties, they reunite in a bid to help Shaunna’s daughter establish her father’s identity.

But there are secrets and lies that have been lived too long, with the power to destroy friendships for good.

* * * * *

Season One in the Hiding Behind The Couch series.

There are two prequels—Beginnings and Ruminations—which can be read at any point during the series. The story continues in No Time Like The Present (Season Two).
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For fabulous Paul:

my colleague, my therapist, my friend.


Author’s Note

Since Hiding Behind The Couch was first published, the systems used to diagnose/assess various neurodiverse ‘conditions’ have been updated. Thus, some of the diagnostic criteria and labels mentioned in this book are no longer in use.

While I have not intentionally set the Hiding Behind The Couch series within a specific time period, it is contemporary fiction, with occasional references to events that locate it in time and place. For this reason, I have left terms such as ‘Asperger syndrome’ and ‘Asperger’s’ within the text, as these were in use at the time of writing. People who might previously have been diagnosed as having ‘Asperger syndrome’ would now be identified clinically as being on the autism spectrum, which is somewhat more sensitive to recognising each person’s individuality than the previous criteria and labels. The change in name and diagnostic criteria is touched on briefly in a later instalment.

I have tried to write about the characters referred to as ‘having Asperger syndrome’ with respect and empathy. However, the diagnosis was given to individuals experiencing a very specific range of social difficulties and displaying specific, stereotypical ‘Asperger’ behaviours. Psychologists are well-educated, knowledgeable professionals, but their clinical judgements are often shaped by their unquestioning confidence in their discipline. This is what I intend to convey through their interactions within this book.
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“I really believe, or want to believe, really I am nuts, otherwise I’ll never be sane.”

Allen Ginsberg


Prologue

To know people, that is, to know them well, one must spend time with them, go where they go, engage them in conversation, be an enduring part of their daily life to such a significant extent that one might feature in their diary or journal. The back stories of friends intersect frequently, though narrative style will vary according to the magnitude of those shared experiences in the context of the individual’s history. Nonetheless, there remains a mutuality that an onlooker cannot readily circumvent; confusion ensues.

Of course, this puts you, our newest acquaintance, at a distinct disadvantage. You join us on an ordinary evening in our favourite restaurant, preferred for its affordability and the excellent service the regularity of our custom brings. We will remain until the staff intimate we are about to outstay our welcome, but we will worry about that later. For now, let me briefly introduce you to my closest friends.

Fittingly, Dan has taken a position at one end of the table, although I daresay his position as our leader is more concrete in his mind than in reality. He is an absurdly good-looking fellow: angular facial features, chiselled, one might say, and a musculature defined by dedicating many hours to physical leisure and labour. His brother sits to his right and pretends that he is not listening.

Andy, the older and arguably more handsome of the siblings, lacks Dan’s easy charisma and looks beat. Some would contend that he is disorganised and devoid of ambition; on the contrary, his strength lies in his capacity to follow his instincts, to live for the present. As if to demonstrate, he runs his hand up the inside of Jess’s thigh in spite of the company and at best a fifty-fifty chance of a positive outcome. On this occasion, she slaps the hand away whilst continuing to converse across the table.

Had Jess failed to achieve a first-class degree in law, a lucrative career as a glamour model could still be hers. With her long, perfect blonde hair, large breasts and slender legs, she alludes to everything that she is not, satisfied to be in a friendship with benefits, albeit one which is not without its drawbacks. Sometimes I wonder how she came to be friends with the rest of us, for on an intellectual level, there is only one who comes close.

Eleanor: my dearest friend, carrying the weight of my world on her shoulders with ease. Still greater are the trials she creates herself, for her life does not need to be so difficult. It is beyond me to know whether she is beautiful, so I will leave you to decide, as you observe her skilfully flitting in and out of conversations with everyone here, ever the diplomat, which is why tonight, we find her sitting between Dan and Adele.

Note the perfect tip of that nose, the symmetrical geometry of those eyebrows, the flawless skin and precise placement of every hair. There are times I fear she is lost within that painted, delicate shell, but every now and then, less often than a blue moon, say, a hairline crack appears, and the real Adele seeps through. Even then, I find her disappointingly simple but love her dearly, admire her, perhaps, for her capacity to maintain a superficial glaze of interest. See that flutter of eyelashes? Kris believes she is actually listening.

What a strange mismatch of artistic passion and forthright Nordic sensibility! Kris has ‘contradiction’ running through him like the place name in a stick of seaside rock. This animated gabbling about his work is a ruse, and if you have fallen for it, then you are forgiven; most people do. Here is proof positive that it is impossible to be everything to everyone and maintain an integrated sense of self. Watch his reluctance in switching his attention from one love to another: Shaunna wants a drink, and she rubs his arm gently to alert him once again to her presence.

Life has not been so kind to Shaunna, although you wouldn’t know it. I envisage that she frequently falls to pieces behind closed doors. She is an excellent, devoted wife and mother, noteworthy in that she was involuntarily thrown into both. What would she have made of her life in the absence of childbirth? Maybe no more than she did in its presence, and to ponder such possibilities denies the value of motherhood.

And here to my left is George, who loves me, but we ignore it. Alas, as his love grows, I fear that mine dwindles. He fusses so and tries too hard to please me; and everyone else for that matter. Is there something to my leaving him until now?

Lastly, I am Josh. There is little I can add that you will not discover in time.


Chapter One: 

A Dream of a Wedding

Josh didn’t like heights, a fact he was more acutely aware of in this context than in any other, because it was a very high platform over a body of water that did not appear vast or deep enough to take the fall. This, he had concluded long ago, was not phobic, in the sense that it was entirely rational, based on the only possible outcome of plummeting from a great height, which at the very least would involve a certain element of pain or injury.

That said, damage of the physical sort was perhaps more akin to a phobia for Josh. He could fix most kinds of mental anguish, real or imagined, through a variety of tried and tested procedures, adjusted to take account of the particular foibles of the individual in question. He accepted that those often did harp back to a past event, related to some extent to the basis of the fear, and he had himself fallen down the odd flight of stairs, including those from the upper deck of a school bus.

He could recall exactly the sensation of losing his footing at the top, sliding down the first couple of steps relatively slowly, grasping for the rail as it slipped into an impossible distance, before free falling the rest of the way. He had landed on a couple of younger students; his diagonally strapped bag stayed behind him and provided an effective cushion. No major injury, just embarrassment and the unforgettable wave of laughter that accompanied the rest of his journey home.

Now, he was standing on this platform; in front of him a long, wide, blue, winding tube, gushing a torrent of chlorinated water through its belly to carry each and every soul safely to the pool below. Never in his life would he have willingly chosen to engage in such an adventure, and had it not been for the impatient queue of revellers forming behind him, right at this moment he would be turning on his heel, clambering back down the ladder that he must have ascended in order to be there, staring into the gaping mouth of the plastic abyss. Grunts and grumblings aside, this was something he had to do.

“For God’s sake, get on with it.”

“This place shuts at six, you know.”

“What’s that man doing, Mummy?”

Josh edged closer to the mouth of the tube and peered as far into it as he could see: about fifteen feet, he estimated, at which point it twisted sharply to the left. He felt the unfamiliar surge of adrenaline, as water splashed against his bare legs, and glimpsed down to his feet, in time to realise that firstly, he had been pushed from behind, secondly, he was now tumbling headfirst into the tube, and thirdly, he wasn’t wearing any swimwear. No trunks, no shorts, nothing whatsoever. The light turned sky blue around him, his head started to spin, and he awoke with a start.

***

“That’s got to chafe terribly,” Eleanor remarked, as she selected a breadstick from the buffet table, dipped it in garlic mayonnaise and bit off the end, all without paying attention.

“Yes, I imagine so, but I never got that far, and anyway, what on earth does it mean?” Josh was following closely behind, armed with a small plate, so overloaded with miscellaneous chicken portions and pastry-based finger foods his wrist was ready to give, and he wasn’t anywhere near done yet.

“No idea,” she replied vaguely, shoved several objects out of the way so she could put down her own plate and proceeded to hack chunks from all of the cheeses on the cheeseboard. “You’re the therapist.”

It was true, but then in that capacity Josh had made, if not his fortune, certainly a decent living out of the notion that no patient could effectively comprehend the symbols of their own unconscious. There was a reason they resided there, hidden from the day-to-day amblings of conscious thought. As his best friend, Eleanor usually indulged him with a little layperson’s analysis. Indeed, she had the paperwork behind her to give a partially qualified interpretation, but that she ever believed there was any meaning or value in dreams to begin with.

A clang of silver on crystal marked the need to return to their table; Josh quickly grabbed a couple of slices of French bread and a butter curl and followed Eleanor back across the hall. The best man had never been a patient one, and he was well into his opening commentary before they reached their chairs.

Dan: always the best man, never the groom. This was his fourth wedding as such: the good-looking brother, the most loyal friend, the stepson who never judged and now the bride’s ex-boyfriend. His speeches were as well-rehearsed, heartening and original as those of a Pentecostal preacher, although thankfully somewhat shorter in duration.

“Nice cravats, eh?” Eleanor whispered.

Josh laughed, or at least snorted quietly so as not to disturb Dan’s monologue, which was being received in customary awed silence. “A fifteen-grand wedding? I would bloody think so too.”

“How much d’you reckon they cost? Have a guess.”

“No idea. Probably a couple of hundred each.”

“Two hundred quid?” Jess, who was sitting next to Eleanor, leaned in to their conversation. “Seriously? Who’s gonna pay that for a posh tie?”

“My thoughts exactly.” Josh adjusted his collar for effect. “Mine’s been driving me mad all day.”

“Actually,” Eleanor explained in a hushed tone, “they were only eighty-five pounds each, and they were on ‘BOGOF’.”

Her companions nodded and mouthed an ‘oh’ in understanding.

“Just don’t tell the bride,” she added, unnecessarily, as everyone present knew Adele only too well. As it was, most of the guests were invited to boost numbers and not because they had a right to be there, nor any obligation, as friend or family. Adele was all about appearance; this marriage was no different. It was only the groom who didn’t know it, or at least would not allow himself to see it. Adele had gone straight from Dan to Tom, someone outside of the friendship group, thus not entirely aware of the heartache and how it repeatedly caused her to drop her guard.

She had crafted a shiny, perfectly formed shell for herself, through surgical endeavour, hours at the gym and a career that afforded her luxury cosmetics at wholesale price, for she was no mere window dresser; every display was her own catwalk still shot, and she did it extraordinarily well. After all, this was the pinnacle of ‘appearance only’: in a five-storey department store filled with dreadful, over-priced garments and unfashionable perfumes, there had to be some way of presenting the place to bring in the money. Plastic Adele was the right woman for the job.

The only true exception to the pretence was her previous relationship, and even now, as the best man spoke with a kind of indifferent passion about the luck of the groom, she watched him, transfixed with love and maybe a hint of regret, until Tom squeezed her hand, hard.

“Did you see that?” Josh elbowed Eleanor.

“Of course, but it doesn’t take the work of skilled people-watchers like us to know she’s still carrying the torch.”

Adele would never get over Dan, and for all the wrong reasons. He wasn’t just the best-looking brother of three, he was the most handsome man in the room. He had style, popularity, eloquence, humour, humility and wealth. Perhaps those were not the wrong reasons to fall for a man, for he was perfection personified for more than Adele. As much as all the guests knew the stuff she was made of, they also shared her fascination, even those in the friendship circle. That was not to say Dan was conceited—far from it; nor that he did not know his own worth. Whenever they went out as a group, it was Dan that the women, and men, would chase. It was Dan who could get them into anywhere through a simple word with a doorman, not because he had happened on being well connected. The associations were all his own making.

“You do realise he’s been at it for fifteen minutes already,” Eleanor complained, slumping ungracefully into the red and gilt chair. In any other situation, it would have been comfortable enough, but they had been there, eating and listening, virtually all day. The ceremony had been finished by eleven, followed by wedding breakfast, speeches, time to socialise, change into evening wear, drinks, more socialising, a sit-down meal, speeches again, photography, buffet and now more speeches. There was only the dancing to go, and she had eaten so much food she was convinced she would drop through the dance floor.

“Surely the great Dan hasn’t finally managed to bore someone?” Josh whispered in mock astonishment.

“Of course not! But I’m stuffed and fed up with being in this rotten hotel. And once he’s done, we’ll have to listen to Tom, then Adele’s dad will no doubt want to add something about not losing his beautiful little girl, et cetera et cetera.”

“Ah yes, we know the drill all too well.” Josh switched off for a moment, to contemplate the considerable number of weddings they had attended, mostly as guests, during the past ten years. Their friendships were cemented in high school and proved remarkably resistant to their nomadic adventures, in and out of higher education, for they had all returned and more or less picked up where they left off. Not even marriage and family commitments could drive the friends apart. Josh was thirty-five, a little younger than the rest of the group; some remained single, some travelled for their work, but always they came back to the flock. It was strangely enduring and a commitment that most would flee from if it were formally imposed.

First, there was Eleanor’s wedding, to an outsider, a small and civil affair, which essentially described the marriage that followed as well. He was a nice enough guy, a fellow doctor at the hospital during their eighty-hour stints. Whilst that was the reality, their marriage was stable, but it crumbled as soon as they had time to spend together. Nothing in common save their careers, and Eleanor had long since moved on from that.

A round of contained applause brought Josh back to the present and signified Dan was done. He handed over to Tom, who rose unsteadily from his chair. Adele had the grace to shift her gaze.

“This should be joyous,” Jess mumbled. “Have you considered that if he makes it past a year, he’ll be the first?”

“I was just thinking that,” Eleanor said, for she, too, had been pondering her own short-lived marriage. Jess had followed suit, via a brief encounter with a barrister in her firm. He was much older and a stoutly, not overtly attractive man, who wooed her into agreeing to a partnership ceremony—to all intents and purposes, a wedding. She dressed up for the occasion, brought along a retinue of small female relatives in cute, peppermint frocks and flowers, and her dad reluctantly passed her to a man who was his equal in both years and girth.

When confronted with his enduring infidelity, the wayward barrister reasoned that their relationship was irretrievable due to a conflict in interests. Jess secured alternative employment and dissolved the partnership without recourse to legal intervention, by stating that maintaining several affairs simultaneously equated to nothing less than polygamy. Once the dust settled on that ill-fated romance, she and Eleanor concluded that none of them was kitted out with what it takes to be a good husband or wife, and that was why the nine of them had remained friends for so long.

Only Kris and Shaunna proved able to withstand the test of time and the trials of friendship, and they were both part of the group. Their relationship remained unsullied, regardless of what was thrown at it, for there they were, after five years of marriage, on top of many more spent in blissful cohabitation, so truly besotted with each other that throughout the speeches, they continued their intense dialogue, sitting close, clasping each other’s hands, foreheads almost touching, unaware of the sarcastic commentary taking place behind them. They were always the same, something Krissi—Shaunna’s daughter—still gave a teen treatment of flicked-back-hair disapproval, even if she was twenty years old.

To his credit, Tom accepted Adele’s lifestyle with grace and patience. He took no issue with her friends, but then, Dan had laid it before him in absolutely certain terms. This was a thing that could not be broken, and it was nothing to do with their prior intimacy. He loved Adele like he loved them all, would go to the ends of the universe for any of them. Tom could either accept it for what it was, or not.

As Adele’s manager, Tom had cautioned her many times for gossiping on the shop floor with whichever friend happened to be visiting that day. She smiled her sweet apologies, and it went no further. Had it done so, it would have been to the detriment of the store’s window displays, and she would no longer have been in his life every day. To even embark on their romance was a risk he had been afraid to take, yet something he had always privately hoped for.

Adele’s adoration of Tom was real. True, it was nothing compared to her love for Dan, but when things became awful, it was Tom who listened, hugged her, took her to dinner as distraction. He’d known Dan himself a fair few years and concluded that the obsession was mostly one-way, for Adele rarely came up in conversation. As far as he could tell, it was the pairing within the friendship group that had been predicted, the one that was expected, and that was the only reason why it came into existence.

As friends, Dan and Adele got on tremendously, fought ferociously, but always made up. As a couple, they were beautiful, perfectly matched in looks and glamour. However, as lovers, they were selfish, secretive and hurtful. To have confided in any of the group would have been to betray each to their best friends, and they were still the best of friends. Thus, Tom was Adele’s saviour, and she loved him for it. He had given her the strength to battle through the break-up without losing everything else she cared about.

“And Adele’s friends: ‘The Circle’. You guys are the best.” Tom raised his glass warmly in their direction.

“Pay attention now, people,” Eleanor muttered through smiley, gritted teeth. “That’s us!”

All heads turned, raised glasses, sipped in unison, and onwards. Tom returned to his seat; the anticipated short burst of applause subsided, and finally the bride’s father stood to deliver his speech. Josh stifled a yawn and glanced at his watch.

“Where the hell has George got to?” Jess whispered.

“I don’t know, but no doubt he’ll arrive right at the end of the speeches,” Eleanor grumbled, because that was what usually happened.

Of all of them, George was the only one to have moved away permanently and lived deep in the middle of nowhere in the US, which was no excuse for his habitual late arrival at weddings and such. He knew how long it took to travel home. Still, he would arrive when all the ceremony was done with, and there was only fun to be had. Then he would stay longer than he planned and engage in as many social activities as he could before another teary farewell at the airport.

“He sent me a text message an hour ago to say he’d just left the terminal. And no, he hasn’t ordered it yet,” Josh explained, to which Eleanor and Jess rose their eyes to the ceiling.

Josh and George had the most complex of all the relationships. George claimed that Josh was the reason he moved away, and it was true, although it was not every day that an estranged father left two hundred acres of ranch to his son. It hadn’t occurred to George that a degree in agriculture would ever serve him any use, and he had no justification for choosing such a route, yet that was where his life somehow directed itself. When it came to leaving, he begged Josh to go with him, refusing as always to accept that they had no future together. Josh loved George, but only a little more than he loved Jess, Kris, or any of them, other than Eleanor. She would always be his very best friend.

Among them, there was an enduring closeness, a pairing between those most alike that was more special, yet still part of the group. For Kris and Dan, their high school friendship was further strengthened during their time in London, at different universities, but geographically nearer each other than anyone else. Adele and Shaunna reached a similar arrangement, albeit somewhat less meaningful in comparison to the others, as evidenced by Shaunna failing to stay at the top table even in her capacity as matron of honour.

For Jess, it was Andy, Dan’s older brother, missing the wedding because he was in hospital following a car crash, compound fracture and surgery; hence, she was feeling a little left out. The two brothers were alike in many ways, not least of all that they were prepared to take chances.

However, where Dan found it to be the root of his success over and again, for Andy it was frequently his undoing. He failed at sixth form because of it, dropped back a year and became part of the group, toed the line, scraped through university living fast and looked likely to continue existing that way until one of his schemes killed him. He loved the sense of danger, surviving on the edge, and his younger brother would always bail him out, because that was what Dan did.

The final round of applause signified the end of the speeches. The lights dimmed, and several hotel staff, still in blacks and whites, excused themselves as they shuffled the tables to the edges of the hall. The DJ fired up the lights and music, and the bride and groom took to the floor, followed by their parents, then by Shaunna and Kris, still physically attached at all possible points.

“You’d never guess she was four weeks pregnant,” Josh remarked, watching Tom spin Adele, her skirt fanning gracefully outwards from her delicate frame. The pair of them appeared to know what they were doing, which was some kind of waltz, meticulously learned and rehearsed over several weeks, at Adele’s insistence.

“She was gutted you know—wanted to do everything traditionally and in the right order,” Eleanor disclosed.

“Oh, well, you can’t have it all ways,” Jess said. “Mind you, she’s not going to look pregnant yet, is she? Not even the tiny size she is.” Adele twirled in front of them, a dancer’s smile fixed to her face. Jess smiled back, then added, “I’ll tell you what she does look like—the toilet-roll cover my nan used to have on her cistern.”

That made all three of them laugh, as they recalled the crocheted bodice and skirt with the little plastic doll head and arms sticking out of it.

“Right then.” Josh shifted his head in the direction of the dance floor and looked expectantly at Eleanor.

“There is no way on this planet I can possibly consider getting up and dancing,” she protested. “In fact, I think I have become a planet.”

“You misery guts! You’ve got to. Come on.” He tried to pull her up from her chair, but she resisted.

“Go dance with Jess,” she ordered. Jess shrugged and allowed Josh to take her hand.

“Fine. You just sit there ‘being fat’ and we’ll go burn off the buffet,” he admonished in jest, as he and Jess headed for the dance floor.

“And the dinner, and the breakfast,” Eleanor shouted after them.

“Mmm. Food.” George had finally arrived. He dumped a large bag on the chair next to Eleanor and gave her a tight hug.

“Ouch! Watch it!” She hugged him back with her arms whilst refusing to move otherwise. “I’m totally stuffed.”

“Well, I am starving, so I’m off to get a plate-load and a drink. You want one?”

“No, I’m good.”

George nodded his understanding and went in search of food, leaving her rubbing her uncomfortably bloated belly.

“Never again,” she muttered to herself. “Never, ever again.”


Chapter Two: 

The Johanssons

When Shaunna was fourteen, she did that thing that all the girls at school talked about. She was the party slag of urban mythology, the one who got too drunk, went to the bedroom where the coats were piled high on the double bed, and had sex with a stranger. She didn’t know who he was, could only vaguely remember where she’d been and what she’d been up to, and tried to let the memory slip away with the hangover. Four weeks later, she was certain that night was going to be with her forever.

She didn’t tell Adele, who was lovely and loyal and the best friend in the world. They went shopping together, read magazines every night in Adele’s or her own room, both of which were decorated with virtually identical wallpaper and furnishings, all in pink. They talked about boys they liked, girls they didn’t, sometimes they even worked on school projects together, but not this. She missed a period, and knew, long before the test result, that their innocent and carefree girls’ nights in were over.

It was Kris, who at the time had convinced himself and everyone else that he was gay: he was the one who took her home from the party, carried her upstairs to her room and carefully laid her under the duvet. He even fetched a glass of water and placed it by the bed before silently slipping out of the house and returning to his own home. He alone was aware of what she had done; he’d heard the noises, heard everything, as she protested uselessly against whoever had climbed on top of her.

Then nothing was to be said of it, but he continued to watch over her through the weeks that followed, and he saw the changes. Finally, he took her away from her other friends one Saturday afternoon, and they went into town to drink super-thick milkshakes. He asked her straight out if she was pregnant. She said she didn’t know, but then the first tears escaped and there was no going back to the lie. For two hours, he held her hands across the table while the milkshakes melted to normal consistency. She cried, they talked, she cried some more, and when the tears stopped, she declared that she would not be wasting the milkshake. After all, she needed the calcium.

Kris offered to take responsibility, to say he was the father, that it was he who was drunk and she had said no. She didn’t order him not to; instead, she remained silent. He was with her when she told her parents, and they assumed what he was saying was true. Surely their baby girl would not have done such a thing of her own free will? They screamed at him, ordered him to leave immediately and never come back. He left, and Shaunna’s guilt gave way to the truth, delivered in staccato bursts interspersed with sobs. She needed her mum to stop shouting and just cuddle her, tell her it was OK, kiss it better, and once her parents absorbed the shock,, her wish was granted. It would never be all better, but they would make the best of this bad deal.

When the baby was due, Shaunna said she wanted to be alone for the birth, and of course no-one listened. The friends had suffered sickness, heartburn, intolerance, phone calls at two in the morning when she couldn’t sleep. They had felt first kicks, watched as that bump got bigger and bigger until she looked as if she could be cracked open with a spoon. They’d scammed coursework, demanded cushions on classroom chairs and flat out refused to ‘just sit at home waiting for the call’. The antenatal ward staff were very patient, for the waiting room was not designed to hold so many teenagers, who went into a kind of rugby huddle when the new grandmother emerged to proudly announce the birth of a beautiful, healthy baby girl.

In pairs, they went into the delivery suite; Adele and Kris went first.

“Meet Krissi.” Shaunna beamed, not once taking her eyes from the blanket-swathed bundle in her arms.

“Krissi,” Adele and Kris uttered in unison.

“Hmm.” Shaunna’s mum walked around the bed to look again on her granddaughter. The poor woman was not yet forty. “Are you sure she’s not yours, now?” she asked Kris, a twinkle in her eye. Shaunna, like her mother and her mother’s mother before her, had thick, red hair, always worn long so that it cascaded in huge auburn waves over their shoulders. The baby’s hair was jet black, and whilst it was too early to say with certainty that she was also of dark complexion, it proved to be the case in the long run. Kris was Scandinavian, with fair skin and light-brown hair, more or less ruling out any possible genetic association to the baby, but from the day he had saved her, Shaunna loved him. Krissi was the right name; he was as close to a father as this baby girl would ever have.

When finally Adele and Kris could be dragged away, Josh and Eleanor met their niece, for that was what she was to all of them. Eleanor went completely gooey—a totally unexpected response because she didn’t like small children at all. She had so many younger brothers and sisters—her mum was expecting her seventh child and showed no signs of stopping there—but this baby: she was different. She was so beautiful, and she was part of them.

Josh ribbed Eleanor mercilessly for years about walking her around the hospital grounds whilst she got the whole ‘I want one’ thing out of her system. Meanwhile, George and Jess paid homage, followed by Dan and Andy.

“Here she is!” Shaunna announced again over the newborn grunts and wails of a baby tired out, hungry and fed up with entertaining visitors. “Although she’s not feeling very sociable at the moment.”

Dan and Andy stayed long enough to give their congratulations and then got out of the way of yowling infants and experiments in breastfeeding. Looking back on that time, which she did frequently, Shaunna noted how uneasy Dan was especially. He had always been so good with people from every walk of life, even as a teenager, but babies were definitely not his thing. It was small wonder that he and Adele had never worked things out. All she’d ever wanted was a big house and a whole brood of little ones to care for.

Not that any of the others ever told Shaunna or Adele, but they had long ago agreed that it was inevitable the whole teen pregnancy thing would happen to one, if not both, of them. A couple of years after Krissi was born, Adele also became pregnant in very similar circumstances, although she miscarried early on and didn’t want to talk about it—or didn’t need to. Either way, she threw herself straight back into her social life and continued her design course at the local college.

Meanwhile, Shaunna devoted herself to achieving motherhood perfection. She was determined Krissi would not suffer for her mistakes, to the extent that she refused her parents’ offers of help and rejected Kris’s invitation to accompany him to the sixth-form leavers’ ball. He begged her to reconsider, even went behind her back to get her parents on side. They bought her an outfit in secret, hoping they would succeed in changing her mind. Everyone else was going, it was only one night and Krissi would be asleep anyway. Dan invited Adele, even though she had left school and they were not officially seeing each other; Eleanor and Josh paired up, as did Jess and Andy.

In Shaunna’s absence, Kris was left with little choice but to tag along with George, an arrangement that was complicated by their once intimate relationship, now reduced to little more than an embarrassing interlude in light of Kris’s fixation with Shaunna. For this and more altruistic reasons, they all endeavoured to persuade her, stressing that it would be the last night out together for a long time, possibly ever. She stuck to her guns.

After finishing sixth form, Kris reluctantly accepted a place at a London college. He was an actor—a very good one at that—and the best drama schools were in London. Shaunna reminded him that he had no real responsibility to her or Krissi, but that wasn’t his perception. Initially, he came home every other weekend and spent entire days at the park with the toddler, feeding ducks and pushing swings. As time went by and his course became more intensive, there was no choice but to ease back on his visits, and Shaunna put on a good show of not minding.

In truth, she missed him so much, although to Krissi there was little difference between two weeks and six. She would soon forget about him, busy as she was painting indiscernible shapes at playschool, pedalling around the garden on her tricycle and refusing to use cutlery even once she’d mastered the art of picking up food with a fork.

All of those things children did, they happened so fast; Kris could hardly keep up with the changes. He hated being away from Shaunna and Krissi, although Dan did his best to keep his friend occupied, meeting up two or three times each week and clubbing at the weekend, if they could spare the time and money. Inexplicably, Kris had become sexually attracted to Shaunna—the first girl to have this effect on him—and he had been certain he was gay. He didn’t tell Dan for a long while, because going to gay clubs seemed a much safer way of avoiding a one-night stand with any random girl, a momentary lapse in judgement and self-control that would betray everything he and Shaunna had.

Many opportunities came his way while he was in London, and not just to sleep around. He was offered work with theatre companies, succeeded in almost everything he auditioned for and undoubtedly could have stayed there, making a good living as a TV actor. But he couldn’t do it. Shaunna and Krissi were his family, and he had already missed too many years.

By the time he went home for good, Krissi had started school. They were still staying with Shaunna’s parents, who were always trying new ways to tempt her into living a little of her own life. Her mum, a teacher, offered to go part time; her dad, in early retirement, told her to go and enrol at college, take days out to go shopping, anything she wanted, but always she declined their offers. Either of them could collect their granddaughter from school each day, without any inconvenience, they reiterated uselessly against Shaunna’s defiance.

Eventually, she picked up three mornings a week in a hairdressing salon, mostly to shut them up but also because it was in the same road as the school, so she could still take Krissi first. And if she was honest, she loved that job; she was appointed to wash hair and brush up, but she was that bit older and more grown up than the trainees; whilst they were learning, she was too. Simpler cuts and styles were easy accomplishments and the owner advised her to register on a recognised course, which didn’t have quite the intended consequence, as Shaunna realised the job was becoming too important and had to go; she gave her notice, regretting it even as she did so. It was a miserable decision, yet she knew why she’d made it. Josh had confirmed it for her. Krissi must never feel that she was a mistake, that she was not wanted.

Kris registered with an agency in town and managed to gain regular work as an extra in a regional soap opera, along with voiceovers for radio ads. It wasn’t great pay, but it was steady enough to count as a salary and gave him the chance to save a deposit for a flat. That was what he had aimed to do all along, although, as he saved he decided it wasn’t good enough. They would need a house, with a garden, somewhere to play with the dog. Where all the traditional stuff and nonsense came from, he had no idea, as it certainly wasn’t something he would ever have imagined for himself.

He made it in time for Shaunna’s twenty-sixth birthday, when he presented her with two jewellery boxes. One was a ring box; the other was slightly larger and flatter. Krissi got one too and tore it open immediately. Inside was a tiny gold pendant of a cat with emerald eyes, a symbolic gift that she understood straight away. Passing the boards in shops or reading the local papers was a nightmare, with her always eagerly peering over his shoulder on the lookout for ‘kittens to good homes’. It was a given that one day they would live together as a family, and Krissi persisted with the request for a cat when they did so.

“Pleeeaaase?” she would say.

“I tell you, Missy Kissy, I won’t stop sneezing ever again,” Kris would respond, although he was severely allergic to cats, and his reaction went far beyond mere sneezing. He had always called her Missy Kissy because she couldn’t say her name properly until she was five. However, here was the cat she’d always wanted, and Krissi knew it meant they had a new home. Kris signalled to her with a finger on lips, and she complied by putting her own finger across her lips, but continued to bounce up and down, making little squeaky noises of excitement.

Shaunna was a little slower to take it in. She’d opened the small box first, impatient and easily drawn in by romantic things such as diamond rings, which this was. It came from a passing remark, when pushing the pram along the high street seven years ago, and Kris remembered: three diamonds in a row to represent the three of them, with Kris in the middle and his girls either side. He slid the ring onto Shaunna’s finger, kissed her gently, and placed the other box in her hand, still maintaining the proximity of their faces.

“You might want to open this one too, before someone explodes,” he said, indicating with his thumb to Krissi.

“Oh. OK.” Shaunna struggled with the hinged top of the little box, her hands shaking. Finally, after several attempts, she popped open the lid and lifted the key from inside, looking at Kris in puzzlement.

“Want to see which door it fits?” he said, taking her other hand with its glistening stones, and pulling her to her feet. Shaunna allowed herself to be led, out of her parents’ house and on down the street, with Krissi skipping ahead.

“It’s not too far away,” explained Kris. “Far enough from your parents for us to have a life, but close enough for them to never miss out on their granddaughter growing up. I know how that feels and I am not going to lose any more time with my little Missy or her beautiful,” he walked around in front of her, taking both of her hands, “hot,” interspersed words with kisses, “mummy, who is going to be my wife.”

“Ha-ha,” Shaunna laughed, “and I have to say yes, seeing as I turned you straight. You really need to look where you’re going, though.” She said this just in time for Kris to avoid a lamppost, and they rounded the corner, where a few yards down a ‘Sold’ sign poked over a garden wall. This was it. Their new home.

The house-warming was great fun, although a little sad, as it was also George’s leaving party. Krissi made chocolate-chip cookies cut in the shape of cows, like the ones on his ranch, she said, which made him cry. He went outside and sat next to Eleanor on the patio.

“Have a cow,” he sniffed and offered up his tray of biscuits.

“Oh, bless you, poor love,” she comforted, rubbing his back. A moment later, Krissi followed with a small box containing more cookies.

“Uncle George, stop crying, right now! You’ll make my little cows all soggy! Here’s some to take with you. Kris said the sniffer dogs would find them and gobble them all up, so I put Sellotape all around the lid, look.” This only made it worse. George laughed, but the tears kept rolling.

“Thank you very much. They are lovely and I will make sure those greedy dogs don’t get anywhere near them!”

“Can you let me have a chat with Uncle George please, sweetie?” Eleanor asked tactfully.

Krissi complied immediately and trotted off in the direction of the house. “And Mum said can you bring the box back next time you come?” she called cheerfully as she disappeared through the patio doors.

“Man, that child is something else.” George sighed, wiping his eyes on his sleeve.

“She is indeed. But anyway, talk to me,” Eleanor prompted. George had been desperate to confide all evening.

“This is the hardest thing I’ve ever done, Ellie.” He picked at the sticky tape wrapped abundantly and untidily around the plastic box of cookies. “I don’t even know that it’s the right thing to do, but I can’t stay here anymore. He’s tearing me apart, and he doesn’t realise. I’m such an idiot.”

“Well, yes, you are. To think that Josh doesn’t understand or care about how you feel. He loves you a great deal, just not—well, not how you want him to. He won’t let himself, and not just with you. With anyone.”

“Maybe it will pass. It’ll go away once I’m over there.”

“You think so?”

“I hope. I can’t carry on like this, that’s for sure. I’m going to miss you all so much.” He stopped, choked by sentiment, and Eleanor stroked his cheek.

“We’ll miss you too, but it’s not goodbye, and we’ll always be here. Plus there are such things as telephones, you know. Not to mention email and good old-fashioned letters. You won’t get rid of any of us that easily, mate!”

George managed a smile and quickly wiped his eyes. Andy was heading their way.

“Mind if I join you?” he asked, sitting down next to George. “And before you grunt at me, Ellie, I know he’s a miserable bastard who’s having a good old whinge, which is why I came over. I was going to say earlier, me and Dan go over to the States a lot, as you know. So you’ll see more of us than you do now, I reckon. In fact—” he turned and swung a leg back over the seat so that he was straddling it “—I’m hoping to get me a lil of that ole rodeo thang going on. What d’ya say?” He mimed flicking a whip at the bench, and George and Eleanor giggled.

“Anyone less like a dusty old cowboy I’ve yet to meet, but it sounds fun. We will all have to visit. A lot!” Eleanor promised.

“You must all come together,” George agreed. “That would be really fun. And yes, Andy riding rodeo. That’s got to be worth anyone’s dollar!”

***

When everyone had gone home, all the dishes were washed and Krissi was tucked up in bed, Shaunna and Kris snuggled up on the sofa to watch a movie. It was whatever was on at midnight, and neither took much notice. They talked as if they had never talked before. Shaunna started off with the usual ribbing about turning Kris straight, and wondered how they had arrived at this situation, not that she was regretting it. Kris confessed he was still attracted to men, probably bisexual, but hadn’t wanted anyone else since they first got together, whenever that had been. They agreed they would get married but would wait until Krissi left school, at Shaunna’s request. She still refused to act in any way that threatened to push her daughter out of her life. She was seriously underestimating the love that the child had around her, but if it was what Shaunna wanted, then it was what she got.


Chapter Three: 

Three Plus One

The friends frequently dropped into one another’s places of work, and not only when they required the specific professional services that each could provide. Certainly, whenever Adele was working, anyone who needed an item that could be purchased in the department store would go there rather than an alternative outlet. In her case, maybe it was a little more to do with the staff discount she passed on to them than her expertise, although she was pretty good at handing out advice on exactly what to wear for any occasion, what the latest colours and designs happened to be, or the newest names in cosmetics and perfumery.

Jess returned the dress to the wardrobe and cursed yet again—Adele for being on her honeymoon, and herself for not pre-planning for the dinner she’d been told she had to attend. Her firm was international, and whenever visitors arrived in the UK, she was trawled out to entertain and enthral. She didn’t see herself as especially entertaining or enthralling, but there were certain perks, and pitfalls, to being a single, successful, female lawyer. In Adele’s absence, she instead sought Josh’s counsel, not that he was any use when it came to fashion.

Josh leased the top half of a building just outside the town centre, where there was some limited parking and fewer people to happen upon someone visiting a therapist. He initially started out in his living room, but it became a place where he could no longer relax, and financially there was no reason to continue with the inconvenience. The rented offices were a good space: two small rooms, a kitchenette and a bathroom. He fitted out the smaller of the two rooms for consultations, with a couch, but not the proverbial, clinical sort. It was plush, covered in deep-blue fabric, and so big that even his tallest of clients could easily lie upon it, if they chose to do so, which most did not. He did, however, keep the shelves stacked with books, all of which he had read at some point and concluded that most were useless. Therapy was never an exercise that could readily be consigned to a hardback volume.

The cost of the lease was covered entirely by Josh’s work at the university, and his living expenses were covered by his private clients—the ones who paid. He had always been the ear, the shoulder, to everyone, hence his career choice, which at times he wished had been different, but he didn’t know what else he could do, so he just stuck with it. He didn’t perceive the time spent listening to friends as part of his work, even if they often expected the aloofness and confidentiality of his profession in these interchanges. That said, only Dan had come to him specifically requesting that he deal with a matter in such a way, and Josh remained true to his word in doing so. Dan even wanted to pay for the consultations, but the offer had been rejected.

Jess sat on the couch, sipping coffee and scanning the bookshelves, whilst Josh tidied papers on a desk diagonally across the room.

“I’m just passing the time, you know?” she said self-consciously.

“Yes, I figured that much out for myself. And since when did you need an excuse to come and visit? Fashion advice? I mean!”

“Well, that bit is true. I have got to find something to wear for this dinner. They’ve visited before, and for the life of me, I can’t remember what I wore last time.”

“Hence you have this need for a new outfit.”

“Ahem. Yes,” Jess coughed nervously. She knew as well as Josh did that her need to buy anything was a sign of something more serious. Josh banged the edges of the papers to form a neat pile and sat down opposite.

“So,” she said, “now you’re in your therapist’s chair, what’s the verdict?”

“You tell me. You’re the one passing time, so why would there be any more to it?” That was always how he dealt with Jess. She knew for herself precisely what was going on; it took the questions and permission to think.

“Bloody Adele. If she were here, I could have been in and out of the shop in half an hour with exactly the right things.” She drew her finger around the top of the coffee mug, stopping to wipe out the lipstick with her thumb. “I bet she’s having a fantastic time.”

“Bloody Adele—for that reason?”

“Yes. No. Well.” She stopped. Josh remained silent. “Don’t you feel that life is kind of beginning to pass us by?”

“Why? Because one of us tied the knot?”

“Not just that. Shaunna and Kris too. It’s always been OK because we were all in the same boat. Now George has his ranch. Adele’s married. People are starting to move away.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Josh challenged, as it wasn’t true at all. He continued, “George left years ago. Shaunna and Kris have been together forever—they only formalised it. Adele was always going to get married. She’s the marrying sort. Needs a husband, a significant other. Do you need a significant other, Jess?”

“No, thanks. But it’s not just me. Look at Andy, strapped up in traction at his age. It’s a bit of a joke, isn’t it?” She paused momentarily, and Josh made to answer, but then thought better of it.

It was a rhetorical question, possibly, but either way, he couldn’t lead the discussion any further down that line. There were many times lately he’d found he was thinking the same, that somehow he and his friends were stuck in the past, not moving forward with their lives. Yet his clients, with their tired, old marriages, were the very people they were measuring their own achievements against. He could not honestly describe any of those individuals as successful.

“Are you jealous?” he asked, instead of all that was in his mind to say.

“Of Adele and Tom? Maybe a little. I wouldn’t mind experiencing that blind love thing again, but once you have and you know it’s not what it’s cracked up to be there’s very little point in going there again.”

“That’s the thing, though. At our age we know falling in love is a myth.”

“I think Adele would disagree.”

“She’s not really our age, is she?” Josh contended. “Not on the inside.”

“I guess not. God. At our age. Is this all life has to offer? Careers and loathing of the very notion of love and romance?”

He had nothing to say to that, being as he’d always hated the idea of love or anything else that implied a long-term, legally enforceable obligation. Based on his experience by proxy, it was all a bit too much like a prison sentence.

Jess lay down on the couch. “It’s a very vulnerable time, your mid-thirties, don’t you think?”

“Yes, I agree, but only if we’re going to get all nostalgic and regretful about it. You know what I think?”

“What?”

“We should go to Ellie’s and eat pizza till we’re sick.”

***

The pizza restaurant was part choice, part accident. When she’d decided that she no longer wanted to be a doctor, Eleanor took the first job that came up, and even with her credentials, outside of healthcare, it was still about working her way through the ranks. So she started as a waitress in The Pizza Place, completed a shortened version of management training and now ran her own restaurant.

It was a hard job with terrible pay, compared to what she could be earning, but she didn’t care a bit. It filled the days and nights and was a curious contradiction that kept her diet under control. Having watched her customers eat the quantities of junk they did day after day, most of the time she simply could not bring herself to eat in anything more than a functional way.

Josh and Jess were immediately recognised by the waitress, who seated them at what had become ‘their table’, given how often Josh sat in with a pile of paperwork at the end of the day, waiting for closing time. Once the place was shut for the night, he and Eleanor would head off to a quiet bar and chat. They did it so frequently that most people would run out of things to say, yet they never did. It had always been that way. Neither of them could recount what they talked about for hours at a time, but anyone looking on would see an intense and trusted dialogue that relied as much on non-verbal communication as it did on words.

“Hey!” Eleanor called over cheerily, as she wiped a glass with a cloth. “Bit early in the day, isn’t it?”

“Jess wanted to go shopping,” Josh explained.

“Oh, dear.” Eleanor went over to their table. “What’s up?”

“Has it ever occurred to the pair of you that sometimes I might just need to go shopping?” Jess protested. Her companions looked at each other and shook their heads. “OK, OK.” She sighed. “Sometimes I really do just need to go shopping, and…” They waited a moment before she continued. “This isn’t one of those times. Ah, crap.”

“Well, pizza’s always good,” Josh redirected, casually picking up a menu—a pointless exercise as he always ordered exactly the same thing: cheese garlic bread. He didn’t even like pizza. Jess ordered a Caesar salad, and Eleanor came over with a coffee on her break. They continued the conversation that had started in the surgery, but with Eleanor’s perspective it took a very different turn.

There was, she argued, nothing bad about being thirty-six and single, nor having friendships as close as theirs. Many would give all they had for such things. They lived their lives by their own rules, with no imposition from husbands or wives, each answerable only to his or herself, and how could it ever be lonely when they always had each other?

She finished by pointing out that Adele—should her marriage last, and Eleanor truly believed it might—was likely to find that at times she felt trapped by her idyllic life. It would be a superlative existence, where she would be treated like a princess. All that she wished for, Tom would provide, and Adele was shallow enough for her feelings for Dan to transition over time, if she let them.

Josh and Jess knew Eleanor was right; she had an uncanny way of just knowing some things, like she had predicted George’s migration long before his father’s death.

After they had eaten and Eleanor returned to work, they went their separate ways. Josh had an evening appointment with a client; Jess decided she would leave the purchase of an outfit for another day. It was a step in the right direction, however short-lived. She returned to her office, collected some case notes and went home to review them over a bottle or two of red wine. This, as Eleanor rightly pointed out, was living by her own rules, and she could not in all honesty see a day when she would again be tempted to pass it up for love and marriage, however lonely she was feeling right now.

Josh arrived at his surgery with minutes to spare before his client, a young man named Richard, was due to arrive. Richard was invariably punctual, indeed he was consistent in all manners, which was why he was a client. It was apparent that Richard had a mild form of autism, perhaps Asperger’s Syndrome, but had not received a formal diagnosis, and Josh was only qualified to speculate and advise.

Richard absolutely refused any kind of referral, instead choosing to focus on the symptoms of his difficulties, which, at the current time, revolved around his fascination with a certain girl at college. It didn’t appear that his obsession was based on physical attraction, but on his observation that she sat in a different place for every lecture.

Josh concurred that this was unusual, as people, being territorial in nature, tend to select a seat at the beginning of a course and return to it, or the immediate vicinity, thereafter. However, to have such rage about it was abnormal, thus was the basis of Richard’s treatment.

There were many times when Josh had felt slightly unsafe in the presence of clients. At any given time, the odds were that he was going to have at least one or two really crazy people on his list—the sort who could as easily chat about their troubles quietly over a cup of tea as they could leap from the couch and lock him in a stranglehold. Thankfully, that didn’t happen often, for at all times he kept the air of confidence and control that he had owned before any training tried to instil it.

Richard was most bizarre, but not one of the crazy ones, even if he did demonstrate a certain amount of aggression at some point during every session, usually in the form of shouting or, on occasion, hitting himself.

Things were no different during this visit. For the first twenty minutes, Richard sat bolt upright on the couch, exactly in the centre of the middle cushion and as if wearing a back brace, pummelling his left palm with his right fist, saying nothing at all and scanning the expanse of carpet between them. That was the worst type of consultation, where a client refuses to speak, and there is so much to do, yet a book can’t be read, case notes cannot be glanced over, it would be insensitive to get on with a bit of vacuuming, turn on some music, or otherwise engage in any activity which might detract from the paid-for silence.

Josh noted, after ten minutes or so, the pummelling had a steady rhythm that any metronome would be proud of; it lasted for a count of six. Beat one: the fist hits the palm; twists left to right for two to six; a six-beat rest; and on again, and again. Every attempt he made to provoke discussion hung in the air like evaporating breath on a cold winter’s morning; he was unsure whether he’d just asked the question or thought he should. Twenty minutes of easy money, some would suggest, but they would be the ones who had never experienced this kind of financially secured boredom.

Finally, asynchronous with the ticking of the desk clock but in perfect time with the pummelling, a grunt. Nothing more than a gruff letting of air, but still, an opportunity to venture within the pause in motion that followed.

“Richard, we have very little time left this evening, and evidently you are struggling with something.”

Another grunt and a return to the six-beat rhythm.

“Last time, we discussed the girl in your French class. You also mentioned a problem with your housemates. Can I ask if either of these difficulties is in your mind now?”

Still nothing but the incessant rhythms of hands and clocks. Josh also noted that the water pipes clanked at quite regular intervals. Undoubtedly, those would not be predictable enough to please his client.

“There is a square pattern to the weave of this carpet,” Richard stated, finally and clearly.

Josh held on to a sigh with all he had. “Really? I hadn’t noticed.”

“Yes. I know it is a plain carpet. The manufacturing process must cause the square pattern, every ten centimetres, ten centimetres.”

Josh turned his attention to the beige carpet and could see Richard was right. There was a slight dip in the pile, creating squares that, he was certain, if he were to take a ruler to them, would be exactly ten centimetres in length and width.

“She does it every time, the girl,” Richard continued, as if the carpet and the girl were connected in some metaphysical sense. “Every time a different chair. Not the same chair ever.”

“This still makes you angry.”

“Yes. Very angry. Two hundred and fourteen chairs in the room. She will not ever sit on the same chair twice.”

“What makes you think that?”

“She comes in and looks at the chairs. She thinks about it for five or six seconds. She chooses a place. Always a different chair.” Richard stopped pounding his hand and held eye contact, only for a fleeting moment, not even a second. “You think I am mad. I know that I am not like everyone else, but the girl. She does it on purpose.”

“It is very strange behaviour, I grant you. However, we still need to understand why it bothers you so much. You told me last time it was not because she was unpredictable.”

“She is not unpredictable. She is very predictable. She always sits in a different chair. That is predictable. You know I like patterns. There is no pattern to where she sits.” Richard’s clipped sentences had replaced the rhythm of his hands.

“What worries you most about this girl? Is it that you think she will sit in your chair?”

“No. I get there nine minutes before the lecture starts. Three is a good number. Three minutes would not be early enough. Three times three is nine. Nine minutes is long enough.”

Josh waited for more. It was the most Richard had ever talked without constant prompting. He didn’t have to wait long, and again, knew for sure that the elapsed time would meet Richard’s requirement for patterns.

“She does not sit in the places others have made their own. The class has only thirty-seven students. She will not ever need to sit in the same place twice. She will not ever need to sit in someone else’s place. Someone else’s place that they have made their own. Not ever.”

There was always a monotony to Richard’s tone. Even in the height of an emotional exchange, the pitch was constant, and Josh had become accustomed to listening for slight changes in volume, a little shakiness, or the tiniest increase in the speed of its delivery. The latter was what he sensed, and he thought he knew why, although quite what he was going to do with it was another matter.
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