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  “You must learn to look beyond the evidence. It shows only what you wish to believe is real, not what you really wish to believe.”


Doubt that the sun doth move;

Doubt truth to be a liar,

But never doubt I love…

(Hamlet, Shakespeare)


The Circle is in flux. It’s been a hectic six months, and as the friends head into the heat of summer, more trials await that will truly test the bonds of friendship.


For whilst a circle may contract and may even at times constrict, it can also expand, accommodate, embrace.

And it is always whole.

Eternal.


Set over a period of six months (July–December), In The Stars Part II continues to explore the day-to-day lives of The Circle—nine friends from high school, now in their late thirties—following them through a year of celebration, loss, illness and life-changing decisions.


  * * * * *


  In The Stars Part II is Season Five in the Hiding Behind The Couch Series.


  The story follows chronologically from In The Stars Part I (Season Four) and Breaking Waves (Novella). It continues in A Midnight Clear (Novella), Red Hot Christmas (Novella) and Two By Two (Season Six).

  * * * * *


  [View content warning (may spoil some aspects of the story)]


  This novel was written, edited, proofread and formatted without the aid of Artificial Intelligence (AI).
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  Dedication


For Eileen:

See you in the next one. Maybe.

And for the Dog People:

we are a transient population,

unthwarted by rain, wind, snow,

sun-baked earth and horse flies;

may the source of our insanity

remain our salvation.


  “It’s the time-birth-death gimmick. Can’t go on much longer, too many people are wising up.”


  William S. Burroughs


  Cancer
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  Learn from the crab, O runner fresh and fleet,

  Sideways to move, or backward, when discreet;

  Life is not all advance—sometimes retreat!


One For My Baby

Saturday, 24th June

They were cruising down the middle lane when Dan saw the HGV on his inside indicate and start moving out. No time to think: in his rear-view mirror, a van coming up behind; in his wing mirror, a cabriolet fast approaching on the outside lane. He could only hope that they, too, would see him as he indicated and moved out.

If he’d stayed where he was, the lorry would have pushed him into the outside lane anyway. Instead, the shunt from the convertible caught his offside rear wing, spinning him directly into the path of the van, which swerved right, scraped along the four-by-four’s nearside and sent it careering sideways across the inside lane, facing the wrong direction. The front axle hit the bank of the reservation with such force that the car bounced twice before rolling onto its side.

Against the backdrop of screeching brakes and multiple collisions, the engine momentarily screamed high revs, smoking wheels spinning free in the open air, and died away to nothing.

“I’ll be home by seven, babe. See ya later.” The HGV driver pulled out his earpiece and glanced in his mirror to see what the commotion was. Lucky that. Could’ve held me up for hours. He unmuted the radio and continued his journey.


Low Tide

Friday, 23rd June

24 Hours Earlier

Dan parked the four-by-four in the car park next to the hotel and checked the time.

“Four hours, fifty-seven minutes,” he bragged. Andy didn’t pass comment, his eyes glazed, staring into the distance. “I beat you by a long shot, bro.”

“Yeah,” Andy agreed vaguely, still not listening.

Dan turned away from his brother to see what had him rapt. “Whoa.”

It had been late in the evening when they’d delivered Josh and George to their honeymoon location, too dark to see the bay. In daylight, the view was spectacular, an expanse of exquisite golden sand stretching out to meet the white-laced edge of the glistening turquoise ocean.

“You weren’t kidding, were you?”

“What’s that, bro?” Andy asked dreamily.

“About it being perfect.” Now they were both at it. “I wonder when the next high tide is?”

“Eighteen seventeen. The forecast’s looking good too. Offshore wind, clean three to four at eight and building. Should be some decent action out there this afternoon.”

Dan raised an eyebrow. Of course his brother would know the surf forecast; he’d always lived for adventure. Sadly, these days, he mostly had to settle for imagining or experiencing it vicariously. For instance, on the first drive down, Dan had overheard Andy telling George about the surf school on the beach, from which he could hire a wetsuit and board if he fancied having a go. George had responded with sufficient enthusiasm to give Andy a buzz just talking about it, with the unwelcome side effect that it had left him a little subdued in the days that had passed since. Now here they were, and as long as the others were amenable, there was absolutely no reason why they couldn’t hang around for a while. God knew, Andy deserved a bit of fun with all that was going on.

Dan took off his seat belt and climbed out of the car. After half a minute of waiting for his brother to do likewise, he went around and opened the passenger door. Andy gave him a vague smile.

“You all right?” Dan asked.

“Yeah.”

“I’ll go pay for parking. Wait here if you like.”

Andy followed him to the pay-and-display machine, drifting forward to get a better view of the ocean.

Dan dealt with the ticket and joined him. “Quiet out there.”

“It won’t be.” As Andy spoke, a group of five younger men in wetsuits, all carrying boards, sauntered past and down the slipway onto the beach. Andy sighed.

Dan clapped him on the shoulder. “I s’pose we’d best go find the happy couple. Let them know we’re here.” Right on cue, his phone beeped. He read the text message aloud—“Look up and left”—following the instruction a second later. Josh and George waved at him from where they were sitting outside the bar, on a balcony overlooking the beach. He waved back and gave Andy a nudge.

By the time they got there, George was standing at the counter, waiting to buy them a drink. Andy stayed to help; Dan went outside to join Josh.

“Bloody hell! Been a bit sunny, has it, mate?”

“Yes, it has,” Josh confirmed. Dan was still staring at him. “I’m guessing I’ve caught the sun? I can’t see how. I’ve used about a ton of sunblock.”

“It’s more your hair I was talking about.”

“Oh.” Josh had noticed himself it had gone lighter, but he hadn’t realised quite how much.

When the other men came out, they essentially performed a rerun of the conversation, which made Josh and Dan laugh. The weather was as glorious as it had been all week, and Blue was lying in the shade of the table, his long coat kinked by four days of sea water and showers.

Once they were all seated, Dan put forward his proposal. “Are you all right to hang around for a few hours? Only, surfer dude—” he glanced at his brother, who had that vacant, wistful expression again “—might fancy a quick paddle.”

Josh and George looked at each other and shrugged.

“No problem here,” George confirmed. “You guys are doing the driving, so whatever works for you.”

Andy hadn’t heard a word. Dan shoved him.

“What?”

“Go get yourself suited up.”

“What?”

“I said—oh, for fuck’s sake.” Dan started laughing. Andy had drifted off again.

“Tell you what,” George suggested, “I’ll take him down there.”

Josh turned and examined him. “You want to have a go yourself, don’t you?”

“Yeah. I’ve never been surfing before.”

“Why didn’t you say something earlier in the week?”

“Been having too much fun eating strawberries and…stuff.” He grinned. Fortunately, Josh’s tan was sufficient to hide his blush.

When George had finished his drink, he got up and stopped next to Andy. “Come on, then. Let’s go do this crazy thing.”

“What?” Andy asked.

“Surf.”

“We’ve gotta leave soon.”

George looked to Dan for help.

“Go surf, bro. We’ve got a few hours before we need to head home.”

“But Steph—”

“I’ll give her a call now.”

“And what about everyone else?” Andy sounded like he was trying to find an excuse not to go surfing, but it wasn’t like that at all. Impulsive he might be, but selfish he was not, and it had taken him a long time to realise his actions could inadvertently be so.

Seeing Andy’s dilemma, Josh tried a different approach. “George wants you to show him how to surf.”

“There’s a perfectly good surf school on the beach.”

“And I’d like you to keep an eye on him for me.”

“But there’s plenty of lifeguards and—”

“Just go and bloody surf, Jeffries!”

Andy shrugged. “Oh, all right then. If you insist.” He swigged back his Coke, and he and George made their way down the steps.

Dan waited until they were out of sight before he took out his phone to call Steph. “Nice move,” he said to Josh.

“What? The ‘George wants you to teach him’ thing?”

“Yeah.” He brought up Steph’s number. “You’ve had a good time, I take it?”

“The best.”

“Good to hear.” Steph answered. “Hey, Steph, it’s Dan.”

“Hi, Dan. Are you there now?”

“We are. Just checking everything’s still OK?”

“Of course. Did he take the bait?”

“Eventually.”

“Good. Well, all’s fine here, tell him.”

“Will do. Cheers, Steph.”

“Enjoy yourselves. Bye.”

“Bye.” Dan hung up.

Josh folded his arms. “Impressive,” he said.

Dan grinned. “I learnt from the master.”

“Who? Me?”

“Yeah. Sometimes you’ve got to play them at their own game.”

“Very true.” Josh sipped his drink, pondering. “So, if there are still rooms available, we could, theoretically, stay another night.”

“Yep.” Dan picked up his beer and raised it in a solitary toast.

“You’d already thought of that, hadn’t you?”

“Yep.” Dan swigged and emptied the bottle. “Can I get you another?”

Josh laughed. “Why not?”

Dan went inside to order their drinks, patiently waiting his turn—a very different man from the rage-fuelled lunatic Josh had counselled for almost twenty years. In fact, out of the two of them, these days, it was Dan who was more balanced and in control. When he and Adele had lost the baby, Josh had anticipated that the anger would resurface as Dan fought to suppress his grief rather than dealing with it. He’d even said as much to Sean. Instead, Dan had faced up to his feelings, allowed himself to mourn, and come through the other side stronger and happier.

Those things always took time and patience, and Dan had never been blessed with much of either, but there was no such thing as a quick fix. It was a reality that had always worked to Josh’s advantage, since most people were like Dan—busy lives, working too hard and taking responsibility for the well-being of others, to their own detriment. It was also why Josh and Sean were sceptical of some of the more recent developments in their profession, with programmes set in stone based on timely, measurable outcomes. People were unique, and most problems required more than a one-size-fits-all cognitive behavioural sticking plaster that might stay put for a while but usually came unstuck as soon as it got wet.

“What you thinking about?” Dan asked. He’d returned with the drinks, unnoticed by Josh.

“The demise of modern psychotherapy.”

Dan nodded. “Glad I asked.”

“Sorry.” Josh picked up his drink. “I was also thinking about how much you’ve changed over the last couple of years.”

“In what sense?”

“Only a good one. You seem to have got your head together.”

Dan thought on that statement and shrugged. “Yeah. I suppose I have.” He took a quick swig of his drink. “Right. I’m gonna pop back to the car, then go get us checked in. See you shortly.”

Not long after Dan left, George and Andy came up the steps, carrying surfboards and wetsuits.

“Do you think they’ll mind us using our room to change?” George asked. “We’re no longer staying here, officially.”

“Erm, no I’m sure that’ll be fine,” Josh said cautiously. Earlier, when they went to book out, the hotel had said they could leave their belongings in the room, as no-one new was coming in, which he’d thought a little strange, considering the hotel was displaying the ‘no vacancies’ sign. Now he knew why, but he wasn’t sure whether he should reveal Dan’s plans or wait for him to come back and explain. Luckily, the decision was made for him, as Dan returned a moment later, nonchalantly swinging his car key from the index finger of one hand and carrying a large, blue, oblong-shaped bag in the other.

“There you go,” he said, setting down the bag and holding out a plastic card for Andy to take.

“What’s that?”

“That?” He nodded at the bag. “It’s your board, bro.” It was a statement of the obvious, but it was amusing to play along with his brother’s disbelief.

“What the fuck?”

“I got it from Mum’s last night.”

“Was it in the car?”

“Where else?”

“How come I didn’t see it?”

“Ah. That’ll be down to me hiding it under a blanket. Anyway, we’re in room three fifteen. Ocean Wing.”

“That’s next to ours,” Josh said.

“What a coincidence!” Dan winked at him.

Andy frowned. “What’s going on?”

“We’re staying the night, bro.”

“Since when?”

“Since I booked it yesterday.”

Andy was about to protest, but Dan cut him off.

“It’s all sorted with Steph, so don’t worry. Just go and surf.”

Andy was speechless.

“Cool,” George said. “Bonus night.”

They left their boards and went up to the rooms, George giving Andy something of a guided tour along the way, pointing out the restaurant, the gym, sauna and massage rooms, the hot tub on the balcony and the incredible pool that extended out over the cliff and terminated against a vast glass wall so that it looked like it flowed straight into the ocean. They hadn’t really used the facilities to the fullest during their stay, but he didn’t mention that bit.

“If you’ve got any plastic bags around,” Andy told him as they parted company at their respective doors, “stick them on your feet before you try and get the wetsuit on. It’ll be easier.”

George nodded and disappeared inside. Ten minutes later, Andy knocked on the door.

“You OK in there?”

“Kind of,” George muttered breathlessly. He was in the wetsuit, but there was no way he could reach the cord to zip it up. He opened the door.

“Ah, yeah.” Andy smiled. “Zip’s a bastard till you get used to it.”

George turned around, and Andy pulled the shoulders of the suit back hard, expertly wiggling the zip up.

They returned to the balcony, this time with Andy giving George some of the tips he’d picked up over the years on how best to get in and out of a wetsuit. His old one was a nightmare to get off, and he usually did it whilst still in the water. The newer suits were a lot more flexible, which was as well. Somehow he didn’t think George would like the idea of stripping down to his boxers in public.

As it was, they weren’t the ideal undergarment, and if Andy had been in his own wetsuit, he’d probably have gone commando. In fact, it was lucky he’d decided not to do that when he got up this morning, although his recent reminder of what had happened with Bertie in the lift was enough to ensure that most days he remembered to put on a pair of undies, even if they hadn’t saved him on that particular occasion.

***

Josh was watching as they approached, his eyes slowly passing over the two men in their skintight, black neoprene suits. He blinked slowly.

“I feel naked,” George said, his face burning with both embarrassment and how hot he was now he was in the sun.

“Yes, I can see why you would.” Josh grinned up at him.

George leaned close and whispered, “Are you undressing me?”

“No need. I can see everything already!”

George glanced down.

Andy laughed. “Let’s get out there, then no-one will be looking.” He unzipped his board bag and flipped it open, revealing his longboard with its custom shape and design—a bright red, orange and blue gradient with an Aztec-styled sun at one end.

“My word. That’s vibrant,” Josh remarked, holding his hand up to shield his eyes.

“Yeah, well, what can I say? It was hip back in the day. My other boards aren’t quite so far out.”

“It’s like an explosion in a crayon factory,” Dan said, watching his brother apply wax over the lurid paint job.

“What’s that for?” George asked.

“Traction,” Andy said. “I’ll do yours too. Helps you to stay on.”

“Cool. I think I’m gonna need all the help I can get.”

A few minutes later, Andy was all done, and they picked up their boards and left by the stairs, with Blue in pursuit.

Josh and Dan watched on, the other two men and dog gradually becoming smaller as they walked out towards the ocean, with Andy occasionally raising his free hand and motioning as he offered instructions to George.

Josh continued to watch them as he addressed Dan. “We haven’t had much chance to speak since George’s little incident in the park, with everything else that’s been going on.”

“I know. It’s been a mad few months.”

“It certainly has. Anyway, I just want to reiterate how much I appreciated your support.”

“No need, mate. You’ve always done the same for me.”

“Yes, well, it still needed saying. That was one hell of a day.”

“You’re not wrong there. You get migraines often?”

“Once or twice a year, at most.”

“What causes them? Do you know?”

“Not for sure. When my grandma had her stroke, the consultant suggested there might be a genetic aspect to it, and it frightened the life out of me. He gave me the all-clear, though, so I know it’s not that.”

“That’s good,” Dan said.

Josh took the moment to study his friend as he stared into the distance: Andy and George had reached the water’s edge.

“So you’ve not had any since?” Dan asked.

“Hmm?” Josh’s mind had wandered away from their starting point, for he had fleetingly considered just saying it. The time would have been right to do so, but the thought had quickly mutated into a hundred questions, chasing through all the potential outcomes such a statement could produce.

So I tell Dan, and Dan tells Adele, and she tells Shaunna, who tells Kris, and so on and so forth, and they’ll all know, which is what we want. But then, each time I so much as grumble about a headache, they’ll be on my case—is he manic? Is he about to freak out and throw himself off a building?

Alternatively, Dan might think it selfish of me to be drawing attention to myself now, with Jess being sick, and it can wait until…this trial is over. And what if that triggers a massive episode? Is that what’s been going on this week? The start of a prolonged period of hypomania? Maybe I should just get it out in the open, for George’s sake.

“The migraines?” Dan prompted.

“Oh. No.” Josh breathed out slowly. “That was the last one.”

Dan nodded his understanding and returned to watching their surfing companions, who were too distant to be seen in any great detail, but it was apparent that Andy was demonstrating how to paddle and get up on the board whilst still on dry land, and George was copying.

Josh glanced out past them and scanned the break; the waves in the centre of the bay were smaller, and the greater number of surfers were congregated there, the majority of them using the same blue-and-yellow boards as the one George had acquired from the hire shop. However, the real surfing action was taking place further along to the right.

Over the course of the past few days, Josh had observed that the more experienced surfers arrived a couple of hours before high tide, indistinguishable in their wetsuits, although he could identify them by their boards. They stayed out long after the beginners had tired, so hopefully, Andy would get a good session in before the day was over.

Josh squinted and located George and Andy again; they were in the water, and Andy had waded out past George, holding his board under his arm whilst he offered further instruction.

“He showed me how to surf,” Dan said. “He’s actually a pretty decent teacher.”

“I can imagine. He has lots of patience.”

George was following Andy, both of them lying on their boards and paddling with their arms. They stopped a little way out and turned back.

“Yeah,” Dan continued, “and he doesn’t take the piss, either. I’m shit at it, but he persevered until I got it as well as I was going to.”

As the next wave approached, George started paddling with it but remained lying down. He repeated the action a few times, with Andy lazily drifting along beside him, pausing in between waves to explain some thing or other.

“I quite fancy the idea of having a go myself,” Josh mused. “Although I’m too much of a wimp to try.”

Dan nodded in agreement. “I’m more than happy to leave the adventure sports to him.”

The two men paddled out again. Blue had become bored and was slowly coming back up the beach, stopping to greet other dogs and people along the way. He arrived back on the balcony and flopped down under the table once more. Josh looked up in time to see George make his first attempt to pull himself to his feet, whereby he immediately fell off his board.

“Andy’ll have him riding those waves in no time,” Dan asserted, after which he fell silent for a couple of minutes, alternating between being artificially absorbed in studying the label on his beer bottle and glancing out to sea. “I realise this is a bit out of the blue, but I want to ask you a favour.”

“OK.”

Dan paused and picked up his beer. “It’s a biggie.”

Josh nodded to encourage him.

Dan didn’t speak for a while. Keeping his eyes downturned, he frowned, swigged at the bottle and swallowed. “I know you don’t go in for all that marriage-guidance malarkey, but I wondered if you fancied making an exception?”

“Erm…”

Josh didn’t know what to say. He really, really hated working with couples. Granted, in the past, it had been due to not feeling qualified to do so, given that he had no personal experience of relationships. There again, he didn’t have experience of most of what he treated people for, so it had always been a poor justification. He also didn’t—wasn’t ethically permitted to—see the support he offered his friends as work, not even with Dan, although that was how they’d dealt with it in the past.

“Are things that bad between you?” he asked.

“No. They’re all right, as it goes.”

“So what do you need me for?”

“Well, it’s like this. I want another baby. Adele wants to go back to college. God knows where that idea came from.”

“Presumably, it’s because Shaunna’s been talking about doing it?”

Dan shook his head. “When Shaunna told her she was enrolling on a course, Adele started up on the whole ‘I wish I could’ routine, but she had no intention of pursuing it—said she wasn’t clever enough. Then all of a sudden, she changed her mind.”

“Oh, right.” Josh quickly turned his attention back to the surfers. He’d evidently succeeded in persuading Adele she could go back to college if she really wanted to, so it was kind of his own fault he was in this predicament. George fell off again. “The two aren’t mutually exclusive,” Josh said. “Having a baby and going to college. She can do both.”

“Yeah. I know that. It’s an excuse.” Dan made eye contact. “I’m glad we’re on the same wavelength.”

Josh rolled his eyes. “And that is precisely why I don’t go in for ‘that marriage-guidance malarkey’. It’s not nice being caught in the middle. But I’ll do it, because it’s you.”

“Blimey. If I’d known it was going to be that easy…”

“It won’t be, I assure you.”

“You know what Adele’s—”

Josh put up his hand and stopped Dan mid-flow. “That’s it now. No more talking about Adele. The first rule from here on is that you both have to be present whenever you want to talk to me about each other. Otherwise, it’ll head into the realm of tit-for-tat, and I’m the umpire, not the tennis ball.”

“Fair enough.”

Dan’s bottle was empty; Josh quickly finished his beer and went to get them another. He was starting to feel a bit giddy and really ought to slow down, but he was enjoying himself too much. He took the drinks back outside, glancing into the distance as he did so. George was up on his board again, and this time, he managed to travel a few feet before he straightened his legs and toppled sideways.

“They look like they’re having a good time,” Dan observed.

“Yes, they do,” Josh agreed. “Cheers.” He tapped his bottle against Dan’s.

“So, have you been up to anything interesting that you can tell me about?”

Josh blushed. “Put it this way, I can tell you about the non-interesting stuff. As for the rest of it…”

Dan laughed. “Say no more.”

“I’ll probably end up saying a lot more over the next few hours. I’m feeling a tad inebriated.”

“Sun and beer does that to you.”

For now, they both stayed quiet and spent some time appreciating the scenery and the easiness of each other’s company. With nobody else around, neither felt the need to become embroiled in their usual antics of one-upmanship.

***

Andy and George were now surfing independently of each other, with Andy having quickly got back into the swing of it. He was a very experienced and skilful surfer, and as such, a few people were watching as he paddled out, waited, and then rode back, covering vast lengths of shoreline at a time.

George was happy riding straight in on the white water of the smaller waves, along with the rest of the beginners. He’d picked it up quickly, but he was getting tired, so the next time he came close to the beach, he decided to have a rest. As he stood watching Andy, someone came up alongside him.

“Hi, George,” the man said with a smile.

“Hi.” George returned the smile cautiously.

“I thought you said you’d never been surfing.”

“I hadn’t. My friend’s been giving me lessons.”

“You were doing great out there.”

“Thanks.” They both watched the expert surfers riding along the larger waves further from the break.

“Which one’s your friend?”

George pointed. “The guy with the red, blue and orange board.”

“Wow. He’s pretty awesome!”

“Yeah. He’s been doing it for years.”

A wave had just wiped out most of the surfers, but somehow Andy was still standing. He rode the wave in and stepped off his board.

“You OK?” he asked George.

“Yep. I’m thinking I might head back up to the bar, though—try and figure out how I go for a pee in this thing!”

“OK. Good luck with that. I’m gonna carry on for a while longer if that’s all right?”

“Sure,” George confirmed.

Andy went straight back out and was soon on his board again, ready for the next decent wave.

George glanced at the guy standing next to him. “You staying down here?”

“No. I need to go do the same thing you do.” They turned and walked back up the beach together. “I wouldn’t normally bother.”

“With?”

“The toilet. You can just do it in the sea. All ends up there anyway.”

“Ew.” George wrinkled his nose. They both laughed. As they got closer to the bar, George kept his focus on Josh. He was turned towards Dan but kept surreptitiously glancing their way.

“Trouble?”

George shrugged. “Come and say hi?”

“Sure.”


High Tide

Friday, 23rd June

Josh was trying his hardest to appear disinterested in George’s return, faking enthusiasm for the conversation he and Dan were having—a quick catch-up on the past few days, during which absolutely nothing had happened.

“Hi,” George called as he approached their table. He leaned down and gave Josh a kiss, dripping sea water onto his cheek.

“Hi, yourself.” Josh frowned, wiping his face with his sleeve. “Had fun?”

“Yeah. It’s amazing. I’d kind of like to go back in again, but I need the loo. I’m just gonna pop up to our room. Oh, and this is Will.” He stepped aside.

“Hi.” Will shook Josh’s hand warmly.

“Hello, Will. I’m Josh.”

“Good to meet you.”

“And I’m Dan,” Dan said.

Will shook his hand too and turned back to Josh. “Sorry about the misunderstanding the other day, by the way.”

“Don’t worry.” Josh flashed him a quick smile. Will was staring at him intently, and it was making him uncomfortable.

George subtly cleared his throat. “OK. Any tips for getting out of this thing?”

“Pair of scissors?” Dan suggested.

Will laughed. “Yeah. That’s not a bad idea. Luckily, they’re easier to take off than get on, but if you’re keeping it on, just pull it down as far as you need to.”

“OK. Be back soon.” George set off in the direction of his and Josh’s room. Will waited next to the table.

“Pull up a chair,” Josh invited.

“I will in a sec. I need to use the Gents’ myself first.” Will glanced inside hopefully.

“Past the bar and to the right,” Josh instructed.

Will nodded in thanks and left.

“Misunderstanding?” Dan asked.

“Yes, although that’s something of an understatement. He was chatting George up.”

“Oh?”

“You sound surprised.”

“I am a bit. He seemed more interested in you than George, to be honest.”

“Did he?”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t notice.”

“The dreamy staring kind of gave him away.”

“Did it?”

Dan laughed. “I’m beginning to see now why you were so shocked to find out George was in love with you.”

“I know. Is it weird?”

“Yep, but you always were a bit…unique.” Dan grinned broadly.

“Thanks!”

A short while later, George arrived back, having swapped the wetsuit for shorts and a T-shirt, although he’d brought his wetsuit with him. There was still plenty of time to get in a little more surfing if he wanted. He could fully appreciate how people ‘got the bug’. It was exhilarating being out there; he scanned the waterline until he spotted the brightly coloured surfboard. There were a couple of others with similar boards, but only one riding well.

“Has Will gone?” he asked.

Josh shook his head. “No. He went to use the loo.”

“Ah, OK.” As George spoke, he turned and saw Will coming over. He arrived at their table and shrugged at George’s attire.

“You given up on surfing?”

“Not necessarily, but I’m knackered. After all, I’m only a beginner.”

Will accepted George’s justification and sat down, conspicuously the only one in a wetsuit.

Josh picked up on his unease, although it took him longer than usual to work out what was causing it. Once he had, there was only one thing for it. “Would you like a drink, Will?”

“I would, but I don’t have my card or any money with me. I only came down to surf.”

“Don’t worry about that. What can I get you?”

“One of those would be great, thanks.” Will indicated the bottles Dan and Josh were drinking. “I’ll give you a hand.”

Josh put down his bottle, and he and Will went inside to the bar.

Dan made eye contact with George. “Trust is a bloody wonderful thing.”

“Sure is. It does help that Josh doesn’t have the faintest clue.”

“Yeah. We were just chatting about that. How the hell can’t he see it?”

George shrugged. “Dunno,” he said, but he had a fairly good idea. Josh didn’t believe anyone was interested in him, therefore he didn’t pick up on the signs he had no problem spotting if they were directed towards anyone else. Now he was aware of it, Josh was noticeably uncomfortable, as evidenced by his nervous laughter at whatever Will was saying when they came back with the drinks. To be fair to Will, he was trying his hardest to hide his attraction, but he was stuck in that strange state George understood all too well, of knowing you can’t have the thing you want, yet unable to leave it alone and walk away.

“Will was just telling me that the outrageous board guy is usually the kook—the idiot show-off who’s loaded but can’t surf,” Josh explained. He gave George one of the bottles of beer he was holding.

George smiled up at him and mouthed, Are you OK? Josh nodded and sat next to him.

“He is an idiot show-off,” Dan said.

“But he can surf,” George argued.

“Very true.” The conversation paused for a few minutes whilst they watched Andy lazily traverse the length of a wave and jump clear of his board before it stopped. Meanwhile, Will’s point was being well and truly proven by the two other surfers with outrageous boards, who weren’t entirely useless but certainly weren’t good enough to be drawing attention to themselves.

When the conversation resumed, Will offered a running commentary on the various manoeuvres being performed by Andy and others demonstrating their sport to good effect, and it continued along those lines through to the end of their drinks. George went to the bar and returned with five bottles; he’d noticed Andy heading back up the beach.

Dan glanced in his brother’s direction, observing his adrenaline-fuelled presence and slicked-back, wet hair. He rolled his eyes. “You know what’s gonna happen now, don’t you?” he said.

Josh laughed. “Want to lay money on it?”

They shook hands to seal the wager.

Andy came over and grinned. “Wow. That was totally fucking sick!” He put his board down and shook his head, spraying them with sea water.

“Cheers for that,” George grumbled. He’d not long dried off.

“Sorry, man.”

Dan smirked. “Listen to that. He’s gone all surf-speak on us.”

“Gnarly, dude,” George said in what was supposed to be a West Coast accent but wasn’t actually distinguishable from how he’d sounded when he first came back from Colorado. The other men laughed.

“So, I’m guessing you two are brothers?” Will asked Dan and Andy.

“Yep,” Andy confirmed.

“Cool.” Will picked up his beer, switching his focus between the surfers out on the waves and those passing by on their way off the beach, acknowledging people he knew. Dan waited optimistically, but it looked like there was no follow-up. He extracted a five-pound note from his wallet and was in the process of passing it across the table to Josh when Will had to go and ruin it—for Josh, at any rate.

“Usually, twins are both into the same kinds of stuff, but I’m guessing you’re not a surfer, Dan?”

Dan snatched the five-pound note back and grinned victoriously. Josh stuck out his tongue at him.

“You wanna say it, or shall I, bro?” Andy asked.

“Be my guest.”

By this point, George was laughing too much to speak, and poor Will was terribly confused. Andy sighed and turned to him.

“We’re not twins,” he said wearily. That made George laugh even more.

“Oh. Sorry.” Will looked so embarrassed that Josh decided to come to his rescue.

“It’s a standing joke,” he explained.

Will mouthed another ‘oh’ in understanding.

“Almost everyone assumes they’re twins the first time they meet them. However, they are into most of the same kinds of stuff, so you were right in that respect.”

Will maintained eye contact. His attraction was still obvious to everyone other than Josh, who paused for a drink and continued gabbling—about Andy being the eldest, and how he was into extreme sports and trekking to remote locations to “jump off mountains and what-have-you,” whereas Dan liked his fast cars and risky business deals.

The other three men listened in for a short while but then broke away to their own conversation, which was about Dan’s surprise stay-over for Andy’s benefit. If he could, he’d have kept him in Cornwall for a further day, because it was his birthday on Sunday, and Dan knew it would be spent in places Andy didn’t want to be in order to give Jess and Steph time on their own. Sadly, there was nothing to be done about it; Dan was flying to Belfast, and George was back in work.

The tide was receding and it looked pretty flat now; Andy decided to go and change back into his clothes, which once again put Will in something of a predicament. Much as he seemed keen to stay, the decision would be formalised by whatever he did next. Therefore, when Dan asked him if he’d like another drink, he shrugged and said honestly, “I’d really like that, but I don’t want to be in the way.”

“You won’t be,” Josh assured him.

“OK. I’ll get changed and stay for one more, then leave you to it. Want some help, Dan?”

“Sure.”

Will followed him to the bar, leaving Josh and George sitting on their own.

“See?” George said, once Will and Dan were out of earshot.

“See what?”

“I told you he found you attractive.”

“Yes. This really is uncharacteristically mercenary of you.”

“What d’you mean?”

“Bringing him up here so you can make a point.”

George turned away, even though it was too late to cover his intent. He should have known better. Josh nudged him with his elbow. He turned back. “It was a bit cruel of me, huh?”

Josh glanced past him, to where Andy had now joined the other two men at the bar. He and Will greeted each other with a shaka and started up a deep and meaningful conversation of the surfer variety.

“He seems happy enough.”

“I guess. But do you believe me now?”

“I don’t suppose I have any choice, given Dan picked up on it too. I still can’t see it.”

“Man, you must’ve passed up some opportunities over the years.”

“Maybe.” Josh frowned thoughtfully. “Have I been flirting with him?”

“Nope.”

“Good. I’m glad about that.”

George took hold of Josh’s hand and sighed in mock exasperation. “You’re a very strange man,” he said.

Josh smiled and kissed him. “I must be. I married you!”

George laughed. “I’m sure we’ve had this conversation before.”

The others returned, and once Will had swapped his wetsuit for the shorts and vest he’d stashed behind a rock, the conversations continued in a typical way, with Dan asking him what he did for a living. He was a little reluctant to say at first, as he’d been working as an investment banker until the ‘credit crunch’, and most people he told seemed to hold him personally accountable, even though he was but a very small cog in a vast leviathan of a wheel. Some of Dan’s old university buddies had gone on to work in banking, so he understood the dilemma many found themselves in, aware that their actions were unethical and high risk but powerless to speak out or act against the might of the big finance machine.

The conversation naturally evolved into a more psychological discussion of group dynamics, risk-taking and representative heuristics, but it was Dan, not Josh, who was holding court. He had taken a course in industrial psychology as part of his degree and knew a great deal more about it than Josh did. Indeed, other than suggesting the mindset behind the financial crisis was similar to that of problem gambling, Josh had little to say, which was odd, as it was the sort of discussion that generally saw him and Dan at loggerheads, but he was very quiet.

At the next lull in the conversation, George stood up. “I’m gonna take my board and wetsuit back.”

“I’ll come with you,” Andy said. “See if I can keep hold of mine until tomorrow, catch a few of those early morning waves before breakfast.”

Will decided to leave them to it, staying just long enough for George and Andy to return so they could all swap contact details, which gave him some chance of returning the favour, before saying his goodbyes and jogging away in the direction of the path up the cliff.

Josh watched him leave and then flopped back in his chair, sighing so loudly that the other three men all turned and looked at him.

“I have never felt so on edge in my life!”

“Why?” Andy asked. “He seemed pretty down-to-earth to me.”

“Yes, but—”

Andy interrupted before Josh got any further. “Clearly had the major hots for you, though.”

“So I’m told!” Josh picked up his bottle and swigged the entire contents in one go.

“Are you trying to get drunk?” Dan asked.

“Nope.” He hiccupped. “Already there.” He hiccupped again and passed his empty bottle across. “Your round, I believe.”

Dan passed it back. “It’s yours, but I’m not convinced—”

Josh shrugged. On a second try, he made it out of his chair and staggered off towards the bar.

“Damn. I didn’t think he’d make it.” Dan got up and followed him, leaving Andy and George looking bemused.

“What was that about?” Andy asked.

“Beats me,” George said.

They watched Josh clinging on to the counter as he ordered their drinks, whilst Dan stood next to him, talking quietly into his ear. A few minutes later, Dan returned alone.

“He’s visiting the Gents’,” he explained. Andy nodded and picked up one of the beers that Dan had set down. George went to check on Josh.

***

Josh was swaying in front of the urinal, singing to himself. “You OK?” George asked as he approached. Josh jumped.

“Oh, I’m fine, just fine,” he slurred, the words merging into one. “But I do need to sober up a tiny bit.” With much effort, he fastened the buttons of his fly and wobbled his way over to the sink.

“Dan’s worried about you.”

“Is he? Aw. That’s nice.” Josh washed his hands and wiped them dry on his trousers.

“So am I.”

“No, no. It’s all fine. See, all it was was…” He frowned. “Was was. What the hell does that mean?” He staggered backwards and steadied himself against the wall. “Don’t let me drink anymore for a while, please?”

“I won’t. All what was?”

“All what was? What was I going to tell you? Oh, yes. That’s right. Dan wants me to do some of that marriage-guidance malarkey. That’s what he called it. A malarkey. It is too. He said not to make a public announcement, but you know what I’m thinking? I’m thinking that it would be just the perfect time to make a public announcement.”

“Joshua, you’re drunk.”

“Yes, George-u-a, I am.” He started giggling and nearly fell over. George caught him and kept hold.

“I’ll tell you what I’m thinking,” George said. “We get you a pint of water and some food on the way out.”

“Good idea,” Josh agreed, nodding enthusiastically. He allowed George to guide him back to the table and into his chair.

“Stay,” George commanded.

“Yessir.” Josh mock-saluted and poked himself in the eye. He tried to focus on George retreating to the bar.

“You OK, mate?” Andy asked.

“Erm, yes. Too much sun in the beer. I’ll be OK. George is getting me a burglar.” He started giggling again, hiccupped and put his hand over his mouth. “I don’t drink, you know. It goes straight to my head.” He exaggerated the word ‘straight’ and gestured with his arm, knocking one of the bottles off the table. It rolled around the decking, spewing fizzy liquid from its neck. “Oops!” He stooped and swayed and somehow managed to pick it up. George returned and swapped the bottle for the water. Josh smiled at him and sipped rapidly at the glass.

“I want to tell you something,” he said in between sips, scanning the other men sitting around the table and doing his best to home in on Andy. “Especially you.”

“Josh,” George said cagily. “I think maybe now is not—”

“Shush.” He attempted to put his finger against George’s lips and missed. “This is for us. For you.”

George took a hold of Josh’s outstretched hand and looked into his eyes, beseeching him not to do something he’d regret. Josh inhaled deeply, another hiccup escaping when he exhaled. He smiled.

“I can’t do it any other way. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to do it at all.”

“I do.” He kept hold of George’s hand and turned back to Dan and Andy. They both looked very worried.

“Listen, Josh mate,” Dan appealed. “Alcohol does funny things to your brain, makes you say stuff you don’t really mean, so maybe you should just keep it shut, yeah?”

“No.” Josh shook his head and wobbled on his chair. He stopped shaking his head and held on to the table to steady himself.

“Ten-minute rule,” Andy said.

“What?”

“Ten-minute rule. You wait ten minutes, and if you still want to say whatever it is you think you want to say, then you can.”

“That’s a stupid rule. Who came up with that?”

“Actually,” George interjected, “I think that’s a really good idea. Your burger will be here soon. How about you eat first?”

“How about you stop bossing me about, seeing as it was your suggestion to start with!”

“But not like this.”

Josh pulled a silly face, and George laughed despite what was happening.

“OK. I’ll do your stupid ten-minute rule,” Josh relented. He sat back and folded his arms. “Where’s my food?”

“On its way.”

“Good.”

An uneasy silence descended, but not for long.

“Is it ten minutes yet?”

“No!”

“OK.”

Silence once more. Josh took a breath in. George put up his hand.

“Don’t!” he commanded. He took his phone out and set the timer running. “There. Watch that.” He put it on the table in front of Josh, who was immediately entranced by the whirring digital numbers, not that he could read them particularly well.

“I can go and get my glasses on Monday,” he said, still watching the display and hiccupping every so often. “They sent a text to say they were ready.”

Dan and Andy briefly made eye contact. It was without a doubt the strangest evening they had ever spent with Josh. True, he’d have a few too many with the best of them, but he didn’t get out-of-control drunk.

Josh’s burger arrived, and he picked it up and took a bite of it, all the while continuing to watch the timer. It was now up to five and a half minutes, and he was still set on telling them. He carried on eating, pausing to count aloud through the last sixty seconds. He clicked the red stop button on screen, passed George’s phone to him and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. George squeezed back and closed his eyes.

“So,” Josh said, turning his attention to Dan and Andy, who were both a little less blurry now. He smiled at them, hoping to put them at ease, but it didn’t work. “Firstly, I should give you some context.” He paused. “Scratch that. I’ll do context last. No, even better. A guessing game!” He took George’s phone back and unlocked the screen. “Right. You have one minute to name as many psychiatric illnesses as you can, starting…now!” He pressed the start button and looked at them expectantly.

“Are you for real?” Andy asked.

“Yes.”

“This is madness,” Dan said.

Josh wagged his finger. “You need to specify the kind of madness you mean. Forty-five seconds left.”

Andy frowned. “Schizophrenia?”

“Well done, Andy!” Josh praised in his best schoolteacher voice.

“Erm, depression? Is that one?”

“It certainly is. Two-nil to Andy. Any offers, Dan?”

“I’m not playing,” he said.

Andy scratched his head. “OCD?”

“Very good! Twenty-five seconds.”

Andy couldn’t think of any more. Dan sat with his arms folded, refusing to be drawn because he was freaked out by Josh’s behaviour. This was even worse than when they were waiting for George to be released.

“Ten, nine, eight…” Josh counted down to zero. “Time’s up. And the winner is—”

“Please stop,” George said quietly.

Josh gripped his hand more tightly. “Hey, it’s OK.” He leaned close and whispered in his ear. “It’s all an act.” George peered up, and Josh winked at him. He turned once more to Dan and Andy. “See, I wanted to show you, because telling you wouldn’t be enough for you to understand. So you know, I have had way too much to drink. However, I had to start somewhere and somewhen, so why not here and now?

“I can see by the way you’re both looking at me that my actions have unnerved you. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to dismiss it all as the simple and temporary effect of alcoholic over-indulgence? Of course, on this occasion, that’s precisely what it is. Anyway, I don’t want to drag this out any longer, so I’m just going to say it.” He stopped, took a huge gulping breath of air and held it. “I have bipolar disorder.” He breathed out; no hiccups this time.

“I don’t know what that means,” Dan said.

“Manic depression?”

“Ah. Gotcha.”

Josh waited, anticipating questions. None were forthcoming. “Feel free to ask me about it.”

“All that weird shit just then,” Andy said. “That’s like the highs, is it?”

Josh looked to George to answer, as he would know better, although he’d felt himself spiralling up towards hypomania and was still fighting to stop the tornado touching down.

“That’s right,” George confirmed.

“And the other pole is the depression?”

“Yes.” Josh nodded.

“OK.” Andy glugged the last of his beer and examined the bottle, trying to decide if he wanted another one or if he should get an early night so he’d be up for surfing at dawn.

“What was the context you mentioned?” Dan asked.

“That I’ve had it since I was at university.”

“Bloody hell. That’s rough.”

“More so for George than me, which is why I’m telling you.”

“What do you need from us?”

“A promise.” Josh stopped and amended. “Two promises.” He looked from one to the other of the two brothers, who had always personified what his illness meant to him. It was right that they should know first.

“Yes, whatever they are,” Andy said.

Josh laughed. “OK. First, I’d like your soul.”

Andy raised an eyebrow. “When it thaws, it’s yours.”

“Awesome.” Josh reached across the table and patted Andy’s hand. “I’ll be there, with a bucket to catch the drips,” he said. Andy smiled briefly to show he understood. “Anyway. The real first promise is that you don’t automatically assume everything I do is because I’m sick, because mostly I’m not, although it can get pretty bad, hence two promises. The second is that you support George when he needs it.”

“How long have you wanted to tell us?” Dan asked.

“Since I was at university.”

“This really is for George’s benefit?”

“Yes.”

Dan shrugged. “Deal.”

“That easy?”

“Yep. That easy.”


Wipeout

Saturday 24th June

Six a.m.

Josh had awoken an hour earlier and stumbled to the bathroom, holding his head in an attempt to stop the thumping within, like a team of tiny termites armed with pneumatic drills were trying to excavate their way through his temples. Still leaning on the sink with his eyes closed, he carefully opened them and peered at his terrible reflection.

Why… If he could have done so without vomiting, he’d have shaken his head in dismay. Instead, he brushed his teeth and gargled some mouthwash, which dealt with the bitterness on his tongue but not with his mind, which was stuck in a loop of trying and failing to reconcile his actions of the previous evening.

Back out to their room, he glanced at George, curled up fast asleep. Maybe in a little while, Josh would re-join him; right at that moment, he needed fresh air. He quietly pulled on a pair of trousers and, with Blue for company, wandered down to the beach, optimistic that a good blast of early morning ocean breeze would clear his head.

The tide was on its way in, vast, white-tipped waves forging towards the shoreline. On the horizon was a single boat, a large cargo vessel with square lettering that Josh could almost make out from his location. He stood, arms folded against the chill, watching the three surfers weave their way through the rolling ocean. Such a wonderful peace, it was awe-inspiring.

The day was too dull to pick out any colour detail, but even so, it didn’t take long to identify Andy. He was taking every opportunity the surf granted, lazily riding along one wave before zigzagging to the next until he was too close to the beach to come any further.

Josh shivered and pulled his arms tight to his chest. It was the first morning since they’d been there that didn’t carry the promise of wonderful Cornish sunshine, which was good in a way; it would be easier to leave it behind.

Blue was snuffling between the rocks, obscured but for his tail and ears, and whatever he’d discovered had him completely transfixed. Every so often, he’d jump up in the air and go running around in circles for a few seconds before slinking back over. Josh went to investigate. It turned out to be nothing more exciting than a washed-up jellyfish caught in one of the rock pools, a little larger than average and still alive. Once again, Blue poked it with his nose and leapt back when it stung him.

“I thought you were supposed to be intelligent,” Josh said to the dog as he did it again, and again. Josh shook his head and called him away. Together, they walked back along the beach, Josh switching his attention between Blue, who kept finding jellyfish and refused to learn his lesson, and the surfers paddling their way out, although Andy was on his way in. He spotted them and waved.

“You’re up early,” he called as soon as he was within hearing distance.

“Hangover,” Josh admitted regretfully.

“Bad, is it?”

“It’s better out here. How’s the surf this morning?”

“Pretty decent. I’ve been out since first light. Figured I’d best do a dawnie, make the most of it. God knows when I’ll get the chance again.”

The two men remained standing, turned towards the ocean, listening to the white noise of the waves and the calls of the gulls overhead. Josh shivered.

“It’s warmer when you’re in the water,” Andy told him.

“I’ll take your word for it.”

The silence resumed for a few minutes before Andy spoke again.

“Ten years. That’s how long it’s been since I was last here, and it’s hardly changed. All right, so they’ve extended the hotel and renovated the bar and stuff, but the bay itself’s the same as ever. Thank fuck.

“There’s this place in Wales where we used to go on holiday when we were kids. It had caves and rock pools full of crabs. And we’d all sit on the jetty with our crabbing lines, seeing who could catch the most out of the four of us—me, Dan, Mike and Dad. That’s where the competitive streak comes from. Dad should’ve been helping me and Dan, and instead he’d be bragging about how he’d caught more than us.

“Anyway, I was over that way last year, so I decided to go for a visit and wish I hadn’t bothered. It’s like someone smashing through your dreams with a sledgehammer. The cliffs fall away all the time, but they’d had such a massive collapse that the caves were no longer accessible, and they gave up maintaining the jetty years ago. The place was desolate—a ghost resort.

“When I think back to all those families down on the beach, girls collecting shells and pebbles, us lads sitting along the jetty… I was hoping the same thing hadn’t happened to this place, and I’m glad it hasn’t, but it worries me, looking at the hotel and the bar and what-have-you. It all reeks a little too much of Dubai, although no surf schools there anymore. No surf, either, unless you count that bloody monstrosity in the middle of the desert.”

“They’ve built an artificial beach in the desert?” Josh asked.

Andy tilted his head from side to side, weighing up the accuracy of the description. “It’s more of a massive wave machine. Honestly, the place is nuts. They build fake islands, then cart in skiploads of marine life from elsewhere because the native marine life has been buried under tons of silt and the ecosystem’s screwed. The authorities changed the law, pretty much banning all the stuff you see here—surf schools, board hire and the like—yet nearly every single beach is privately owned by rich bastards who’ll fuck the place over, move on and do the same elsewhere.

“As for the wave pool—what’s the point? They might be ten foot high, but every single one is exactly the same. There’s no challenge. And it’s a weird contradiction, when I think on, because we want to save places like this, and that Welsh cove too, but at what cost? Out there, riding real waves, you’re battling nature. That’s the thrill. That’s the challenge.

“Shoring up the cliffs—that’s battling nature too. The difference is a surfer knows who’s boss, which is why I’d rather watch this place fall into the sea than see fat cats destroy it in the name of preservation.” Andy stopped talking and laughed ruefully to himself. “I tell you what, mate, there’s a lot to be said for keeping the memory. No revisiting. Just move on.”

The surfers had drifted away from them now. They watched for a while longer and started to stroll back towards the hotel.

“This is still a fabulous place,” Josh said.

“Yeah,” Andy agreed. “It is. I’m glad you like it.”

“We do. And thanks for the honeymoon. It’s been wonderful.”

“No worries.”

The silence returned, although Josh could sense that Andy was thinking, preparing to speak. After a couple of minutes, he found the words.

“I hope you’ve got that bucket at the ready,” he remarked lightly.

Josh nodded. “I thought that last night.”

Andy swallowed hard, trying to dam the tears. He and Josh had reached the foot of the steps to the hotel, but Andy strode off along the base of the cliffs.

Josh followed and watched from a few feet away as Andy balanced on the edge of a fallen rock, gripping his surfboard and taking long, deep breaths. He was trying to regain control and let out a low growl, like a strong man lifting a tremendous weight.

“I still love her,” he confessed. He sighed and scuffed at the sand, burying his feet and pushing hard until his toes reappeared.

Andy was shaking—with rage? With anguish? Josh couldn’t tell, but here he was, yet again, smack-bang in the middle of an emotional minefield. To his credit, Andy had tried not to involve him, but with their friendship group, that was just the way it happened. Maybe it’s to do with there being an odd number of people, although…Josh didn’t want to take that thought any further and pushed it away.

“Sorry,” Andy said eventually.

“Don’t apologise.”

“You told me, didn’t you? You said it wouldn’t work in the long-term.”

“I did. But we can do it again if you want, or try something else?”

Andy shook his head, disappointed with himself. “What’s the use? I love her, and there’s nothing I can do.”

Josh propped himself on the next rock along.

Andy studied his surfboard, rubbing at the wax smears. “Seeing her every day is fucking torture.” He stopped rubbing and gazed out to sea, trying to make sense of his feelings. “It’s like an addiction. The more I see her, the more I need her.”

Josh nodded. “That’s the problem with suppression. You know that saying, ‘don’t think of an elephant’? As soon as the thought’s in there, that’s all you can think about.”

Andy laughed, but not in joy. “Some awful bloody elephant this is.”

“You need to talk to Sean,” Josh stated in a matter-of-fact tone and quickly continued before Andy could interrupt or protest. “That’s the other reason I told you about the bipolar, but I couldn’t say as much in front of Dan. What I did with you is what Sean did with me, back in uni, when I was first diagnosed. He was experimenting with a new technique. He shouldn’t have tried it out on me, and I shouldn’t have used it on you, but, well, sometimes doing the right thing involves doing the wrong thing. Anyway, he’s spent years refining it since, and it works for a lot of people.”

Andy frowned. He was reluctant to talk to anyone, but he couldn’t carry on the way he was.

Josh got up and looked back at him. “For the record, I don’t like him much, either. He’s a smarmy git, and yes, he and she are well acquainted, but I have so much love and respect for him, and he knows what he’s doing. He can help you. I’m sure of it.”

Blue bounded over and shoved his nose into Andy’s hand. Andy smiled and patted the dog on the head. “We never had any pets. Did you?”

“My grandma had a cat when I was little.”

“Yeah?”

“He was called Claude, and he only spoke French.”

Andy laughed.

“You know what I mean.” Josh was laughing too.

“Yeah. I might get a dog. When I’m settled in my own place.”

“They’re wonderful company.”

Andy got up. “There again, would it be fair to keep putting it in kennels when I’m away on business? Probably not. Pity that.”

They set off again towards the hotel. It was nearing the time when breakfast was served, so they arranged to meet in the restaurant in half an hour and both returned to their respective rooms.

Dan was in the shower, and Andy waited on the balcony, looking down on the surfers, now many more in number.

Meanwhile, George was awake but still lying in bed with his eyes shut. He opened them and glanced up at Josh as he came in.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” Josh said, leaning down to give him a kiss.

“Good morning. You OK?”

“I am, actually. A bit of breakfast and I should be shot of this hangover too. I’ve just been down on the beach with Andy.” Josh went to the bathroom and turned on the shower. He emerged again, unbuttoning his trousers and kicking off his shoes as he talked. “He’s struggling.” He put his trousers on the end of the bed and pulled off his top, wandering back to the bathroom in his boxers.

George watched him in complete astonishment.

“Damn.” Josh came back, unzipped his suitcase and found his shower gel. “D’you think this’ll work as shampoo?”

George rubbed his eyes.

“I can’t be bothered to dig it out. What’s wrong?”

“Um, nothing?” George threw back the duvet and sat up. “You’re acting a bit…odd.”

“Am I?”

“Yeah. Well, I say odd. It’s kind of normal for everyone else but odd for you, if you see what I mean?”

“Oh. I see.” Josh smiled. “We’ve got about twenty minutes to both shower and get ready for breakfast.”

“OK.” George knew what that meant. He followed Josh into the bathroom, and they showered together—mostly an innocent experience—then dressed quickly.

Josh checked the time. “Five minutes to spare.”

George kissed him on the forehead. “Well done.”

He laughed. “Thanks.”

Down in the restaurant, Andy and Dan were already piling plates high with a very full English breakfast. They’d chosen a table with four chairs and a fantastic view of the bay. It was a different table to the one Josh and George had kept throughout their stay.

“Oh, no!” George teased quietly. “Who you gonna stare at this morning?”

Josh looked around him, feigning disappointment. “I think we might be a bit too early for them anyway.”

“Too early for who?” Andy asked, coming up next to them with his massive breakfast. Josh glanced down at it. Andy grinned. “Hungry work, surfing.”

“I can see that.”

Josh and George opted for a repeat of their breakfast choices from their first morning, with George pulling all kinds of ridiculous facial expressions at the same time as trying to convince the others that the berry compote was delicious. Whilst they ate, Josh explained to Andy and Dan about the ‘sister wives’, who arrived right on cue to set all four men off giggling like schoolboys. The women glanced over at them and waved. George waved back.

“Come and join us,” he said.

They nodded their acceptance.

“Why did you do that?” Josh asked, watching the two women collect their breakfasts.

“Why not?” George grinned.

“They’re a nice-looking pair,” Andy said.

Dan got up quickly and moved away. “I’m gonna go get some, erm…” He wandered over to the breakfast buffet, trying his best to get his laughter in check. He’d forgotten what a wind-up George could be when he was on form because he hadn’t been for a long time. Now, Dan recalled all the occasions they’d got into trouble at school for giggling because of some thing or another that George had said or done, and when he and Andy were together it was even worse. Dan picked up a glass of orange juice and made his way back, walking alongside the two women.

“Morning,” he said, hoping that his inane grinning would be interpreted as friendliness.

“Good morning,” they returned the greeting in unison.

George had dragged a couple of chairs across from the next table. “Elise and Lorna, this is Dan and Andy,” he introduced.

“Hello.” Elise smiled and nodded at Dan and then at Andy. Lorna followed suit but the opposite way around. Andy stared, pausing only to switch from one to the other, and they both turned their gaze on him.

“Sorry—” he directed his apology at Lorna specifically, even though it applied to them both “—but you have the most stunning eyes.”

Lorna giggled. So did Elise. “Thanks.”

“Yes, thanks,” Elise said. “It’s lovely of you to say.”

“Most people just stare,” Lorna added, briefly glancing at Josh. He blushed and turned away. “Because we look alike, apparently.”

“So everyone tells us.”

“And it’s so frustrating.”

“Yes, it is,” Elise confirmed. “‘You and your sister are beautiful.’ That’s what they say. And of course, you don’t want to appear ungracious when someone is paying you a compliment.” She sighed. “But I must admit that sometimes I do get cross.”

“And it makes me curse,” Lorna confessed.

Andy nodded sympathetically. “I get where you’re coming from. Me and Dan get it all the time, although at least we are actually brothers.”

“Except,” Dan picked up the tale, “since we were nine or ten, we’ve been about the same size, so we get asked if we’re twins.”

“If people ask at all, bro,” Andy chipped in.

“Too true,” Dan agreed.

Josh could stand it no longer. He went to get some coffee and spent a while looking over the various condiments on offer, hoping it would afford him sufficient respite to get the imminent giggling fit under control. He could still hear the conversation taking place behind him, and bizarrely, Elise and Lorna were surprised to hear that Dan and Andy got mistaken for twins. The longer Josh listened, the more he came to realise that he had been unnecessarily harsh in his initial judgement of them. They were a really lovely couple, whose ‘togetherness’ came from having been with each other since university. And they were expecting a baby; Elise was pregnant. It wasn’t long after they’d shared their news that Dan also found his way over to the coffee and tea.

“Alright?” he asked Josh.

“I’m fine, thanks. I just can’t deal with those two. Not if I have to keep a straight face at the same time.”

“Yeah. They’re a bit…” He looked back to where Andy was recounting the many ways in which pregnant women were beautiful, which was working far more effectively on Elise than it had on Sophie. George was giving Lorna a day-by-day, highly animated account of Sophie’s pregnancy and his role as birth partner. “You planning on having children?” Dan asked Josh.

“Definitely not.” Even as Josh said the words, he was starting to wonder. What would he do if George did want children? The thought had never occurred to him before, and nor had they discussed it, not in all of the time they had known each other. “I guess we could look at fostering or adoption,” he thought aloud.

“Yeah?”

“Yes.” Josh frowned. “Jesus, Dan, you’ve gone and put a whole new train of thought in there.”

“Sorry, mate. It’s pretty awesome, you know, being a parent.”

“But I’ve never wanted to be a parent. I’m not parent material. At all. I don’t want to think about it.” Josh continued to frown and started chewing the inside of his cheek in contemplation.

Dan tutted at him. “So stop.”

“Just like that?”

“Isn’t that what you’ve always told me when I’ve been hung up on something?”

“Well, yes, but I didn’t think you were paying any attention.”

Dan laughed, slowly shaking his head as they returned to their table, although it probably wouldn’t have made much difference if they’d stayed away, as the conversation was moving along well enough without them. George had talked himself into his usual state of excitement, and Andy had become all philosophical—a dangerous mindset for him at present.

They finished breakfast and said goodbye to Elise and Lorna, who still had two more days of their honeymoon left, whereas the four men had a five-and-a-half-hour journey ahead of them, and Dan was keen to get started so he’d have time to talk to Adele about the marriage-guidance idea before his business trip.

Half an hour later, they were checked out, loaded up and ready to go. The satnav reported clear roads; the forecast was for dry weather. Everything looked good for the trip home, and it was, until they were just forty-five minutes and thirty miles from their destination…until a lorry switched lanes and changed everything.

***

The silence was terrific, though not absolute. The distant hum of traffic continuing to traverse the other carriageway. The sound of several car alarms. A far-off siren… And it was warm. Too warm. No air. Hard to breathe. The seat belt cut into his left side, pressing against his chest, digging into his neck. He needed to release it in order to vocalise, to ask the others if they were all right. He could sense movement in the front, could hear rapid breathing behind, but move? Everything felt so heavy, so skewed. Maybe they’d been wrong.

So, this is what a stroke feels like.

He opened his eyes a little, enough to check they were both working; they were. Good. He extended the fingers on his left hand, clenched them into a fist; repeated the action with his right hand. All working there too. Left leg: all fine. Right leg: ouch! Pain, shooting up from his ankle. He opened his eyes a little more, glanced down at his legs and choked. He held his breath and tried again. Ah. That would explain it. Trapped under the seat in front. Where am I? He tried to think. We were travelling…that’s right. Motorway. Lorry. Crash. Dan was driving. The full realisation hit him like a punch in the chest, and his eyes flung themselves wide open.

He tried to turn his head sideways, but the seat belt restricted further movement. He reached out, found the hand of someone else, grabbed hold and squeezed. It squeezed back. They were both alive. He let his eyes droop shut again and focused on holding on tight to that hand.

***

Time passed by; he had no concept of how long, but it had passed. There were voices, not close, and he couldn’t understand what they were saying. The shrieking was too much. It was ringing around and around his head, almost a physical sensation of pain accompanying it, but nothing compared to the pain in his shoulder. Dislocated. Again. If he could just get out of his seat belt…

He tried reaching with his left hand, but the pressure of the seat against his shoulder was excruciating. He braced and looked to his right: still unconscious. Awesome. Time to be a hero again, fight the pain, break on through. With all the willpower he could muster, he leaned his right shoulder back against the seat and reached across with his left hand to unclip the seat belt. Slumping against the door, he shuffled on his side until he could put his feet flat against the ruptured windscreen and kicked…and kicked…and kicked.

The seal broke away, a gap slowly opening from left to right, or bottom to top in their current orientation. One final boot against the middle of the pane and the whole thing fell, crumpling and tumbling down onto the tarmac. He wormed his way forward, over the dashboard, out onto the road, squirming in agony as he crawled away from the smoking bonnet and twisted back to see what the situation was.

“Fuck.”

***

He came round so suddenly it set his heart racing. Everything was blurry, but he could still make out his brother, lying a few feet away on the road. His first thought was that he’d been thrown from the car.

“Andy?”

No response. He shouted louder. “Andy!”

The call came back, “Yeah. I’m all right, bro.”

“Thank Christ.”

Dan grabbed hold of the door handle with his right hand and unfastened his seat belt with his left, slowly letting himself fall. He lifted his legs over the centre console and dropped against the passenger door. There was a hole where the windscreen had been, and he crawled through it to join his brother on the burning-hot road surface. He screwed up his eyes, trying to focus.

“I can’t see.”

“What?” Andy asked.

“I can’t see.”

“You can’t see, did you say, bro?”

“Yeah.”

“What?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

So, Andy couldn’t hear, and Dan couldn’t see. Superb. Two wise monkeys. And somehow they needed to check on the others. The dog was crying, and it gave Dan an idea. He should be able to lift the hatch, no problem at all, and get Blue out. Maybe Josh and George could climb through that way too—if they weren’t injured, if they were still—

No, don’t think it.

Don’t think it.

He squinted, trying to focus on the shadowy double outlines within the car, but it was no use. He couldn’t tell whether he was looking at heads or headrests.

“Can you see any movement?” he asked loudly.

“Nothing.”

He stood up and staggered, taking a second or two to steady himself before meandering his way past the four-by-four, taking in the hazy outline of chaos across the three lanes, the lines of vehicles, he assumed, now queuing up behind them. That was a sign of the times. Here they were, lying on their side on the hard shoulder, and not one person had come to check if they needed help. He felt around for the boot release and pulled, relieved to find that it was in perfect working order.

Easing the hatch open, he put his hand into the space and used touch to establish that the dog was trapped under the suitcases and surfboard. Again, using touch, he lifted the suitcases out, followed by his brother’s surfboard. Unclipping the dog harness proved a little trickier, but after much tracing up and down webbing, he found the clips and popped them open. Blue tried to get to his feet, but he was whining and couldn’t make it, clearly injured.

“Is that you, Dan?” Josh croaked breathlessly.

“It is, mate. Are you OK?”

“Seat belt’s stuck.”

“I’ll try and give you a hand. Let me get the dog out first.”

Dan put his arm under Blue’s side and scooped him up. The dog yelped loudly in his ear and started to growl.

“Shush, Blue. It’s all right,” Dan tried to comfort. He carried him back to Andy and gently set him down. “Keep hold of his collar, bro,” he shouted.

“Will do.” Andy reached over with his left arm and gripped Blue’s collar, an action that made the dog yowl. Andy felt along the dog’s side. “Poor little mate,” he said, recognising Blue’s injury as one and the same as his own. He caught sight of movement behind him. Several cars had pulled up some distance away and people were running towards him.

It was at this point Andy realised he could hardly hear a thing: their feet made no noise as they pelted against the road surface, and their mouths moved silently. As the woman arrived in front of him, he looked up at her, trying to see her outline against the sun shining from behind.

“I damaged my hearing in the crash,” he said at what he hoped was normal volume.

The woman gave him a thumbs up.

“There’s two more in the back,” he explained.

The woman turned away; several of the other people set off across the highway towards the other vehicles. The woman hurried over to the four-by-four.

***

“Hello?” Dan called out from the back, where he had crawled through to unclip Josh’s seat belt. It was jammed tight, and he couldn’t see well enough to figure out why.

“Hi. Do you need any help in there?” A female voice drew closer.

“I can’t seem to get this seat belt undone.” He carried on trying. He was too stubborn and competitive to give in that easily.

“The emergency services are on their way,” the voice said.

“OK. Cheers.” Dan struggled on for a bit longer but had to relent. “I’m having trouble seeing,” he admitted, backing out so that the woman could access Josh.

She crouched down and stepped inside the back of the four-by-four, the glass of the nearside rear window crunching under the soles of her shoes. “Hi there.” She smiled at Josh, swiftly glancing to his left, where George was pressed against the door. She reached around and put her hand in front of his face. He was breathing.

“He was conscious before,” Josh whispered. The pressure of the seat belt made it impossible to take anything more than shallow breaths, and trying to raise his voice was enough extra tension to choke him. He stayed quiet and watched helplessly as the woman attempted to pull the clip free. It had been bent in the collision and was jammed inside the socket.

“I need to get some leverage,” she said. She paused and looked around the car’s interior.

Josh coughed and spluttered, gasping for breath.

“I’m going to try to access it from the front.” She disappeared from view, reappearing in front of him a few seconds later. “OK.” She climbed in and put her knee up on the side of the passenger seat. It was easier from that direction, but the clip still wouldn’t budge. “I’m sorry. We’ll have to wait for the emergency services.” As she said it, blue lights flickered across the headlining.

“Thanks for trying,” Josh whispered huskily. He’d let go of George’s hand to give the woman space to work. Now he sought it out again and squeezed but got nothing in response.

“Are you in any pain?” the woman asked.

“My foot’s trapped. It’s gone to sleep. Apart from that, I think I’m OK.” She was preoccupied, watching George, and Josh felt his pulse quicken. That was the last thing he needed, and he tried to get it back under control. “Can you see if he’s injured?” he asked.

She briefly examined George. His left leg was caked in dark, dried blood and no longer bleeding. She checked again that he was breathing, but she couldn’t reach to do more than that.

“I think he’s broken his leg,” she said. “He’s breathing, so try not to worry.”

A tear ran from Josh’s eye, rolled down his cheek and was absorbed by his hair. He gulped and coughed. It was so hard to breathe.

The emergency vehicles were having to fight their way through the mass of cars and vans, their drivers unable to move out of the way; there was nowhere to move to. Josh distracted himself by watching their efforts.

“You just hold on in there,” the woman said gently. “I’ll stay until they get to you.” She reached over the front seats and put her hand on top of Josh’s.

He was still grasping George’s hand, and he was praying, not that he believed in a god. It was more a desperate plea, that if there were some great intelligent force out there, now would be the time to demonstrate their power. The thought slowly mutated into pondering whether George’s survival would require an adjustment in his belief system, and he let the strands of ideas continue to spin their web because staying in the here and now was infinitely more awful. He was brought back to it by the sensation of cool air against the top of his hand, where the woman’s palm had been resting. Now a paramedic had taken her place.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“OK.”

“All right. I’m just going to check on your friend, then we’ll have you out of here. What’s his name?”

“George.”

“Can you hear me, George?” The paramedic tried to rouse him: nothing. However, he was still breathing and responsive to stimuli. “He’s lost consciousness,” the paramedic said. He called for assistance and reached into his bag in the front.

Josh started to watch, but then his attention was drawn to the firefighter above him, who had pulled the door open and was waiting on the paramedic’s say-so as to whether he could cut the seat belt.

“What’s your name, mate?”

“Josh.”

“All right, Josh. Are you in any pain at all?”

“Foot’s trapped. Chest’s tight.”

“Right. Let me have a look at that for you.”

It took hardly any time at all to establish that Josh’s foot wasn’t injured. The front seat had jolted back during the impact, and it had trapped his ankle between the seat runner and the central pillar. Once the firefighter pulled the seat forward, Josh was able to move it, and the feeling quickly returned; that hurt far more. The paramedic had a listen to Josh’s breathing; it was a little fast but steady, although in the process, he discovered bruising and potential broken ribs.

Now it was a case of getting the seats out and a backboard in, and this crew was more experienced in these procedures than they’d have preferred. They removed the bits of car body needed for access and had Josh out soon after. Once he was free of the vehicle, he took his phone from his pocket, where it had been digging painfully into his leg, and was surprised to find that not only was the phone still in one piece, but less than forty minutes had elapsed since the accident. It felt like hours.

Josh was wheeled towards the back of the ambulance, where Andy was already sitting inside, trying to convince the paramedic examining him that he should be given Entonox. Sadly for him, he had perforated his eardrum and therefore couldn’t have any. They gave him morphine instead, which shut him up eventually. Likewise, Josh couldn’t use the Entonox, although his pain wasn’t severe, so he told them he’d cope without analgesia and used a bit of mind control instead.

Meanwhile, another paramedic team was dealing with Dan, whose vision difficulties were the result of concussion, and he was now in a neck brace, sitting in the back of a second ambulance. A third ambulance pushed through the traffic to deal with the injured from the other vehicles strewn across the road, and the police had cleared the outside lane, ready to partly reopen the motorway. Josh watched it all, trying to keep his mind off the pain of breathing and what was going on in the back of the four-by-four.

The woman who had stayed with him was proving herself to be the true hero of the day. When the accident happened, she’d been on the other side of the carriageway. She’d immediately taken the next turning and driven down the hard shoulder, getting as close as she’d dared without blocking emergency access. She was a trained first-aider, and once she’d done all she could to help the professionals at the scene, she asked one of her fellow helpers to give her a hand carrying Blue to her car so she could take him to the nearest vet, having left her mobile phone number with the police first.

Indeed, it was her voluntary action that had prompted others to also offer assistance, which didn’t surprise Josh in the slightest. Bystander apathy was a myth; people were intrinsically inclined towards helpfulness but generally required someone to take the lead and set an example to follow. The woman had done just that, and he was overwhelmed with gratitude, amongst other things.

It was proving very difficult to free George from the car, and not because of his injuries. The position he was in made removing the seat virtually impossible. Eventually, the senior firefighter gave the order to cut off the roof.

Dan kept watching the vague, kind of ethereal activity of his car being hacked to pieces, thinking how gutted he’d have been if it had happened to his convertible, surprised to find he didn’t care that his four-by-four was a write-off. So long as they all came out of this alive, that was all that mattered to him now, and he suddenly remembered the convertible that was coming down the fast lane, whose driver’s quick, evasive action probably saved their lives.

He peered out of the back door of the ambulance and tried to locate the car, but he still couldn’t see clearly enough, not that he recalled the colour of the car in question, although he knew the exact make and model, because it was one he’d always fancied himself. When the paramedic returned, he asked her about the driver.

“He’s fine. A bit shaken, but not injured. He’s giving a statement to the police.”

“Can you pass on my thanks?” Dan asked.

“Will do,” she said. Then she was gone again.
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Traffic was slowly starting to filter past, with motorists finding it impossible not to look at the four-by-four, now devoid of its roof, and the coordinated transfer of the limp body onto a backboard and then onto a stretcher. One paramedic held an oxygen mask over George’s mouth and nose while another splinted his broken left leg. The blood was from a long, jagged gash caused by the bent nearside central pillar, which had sprung the seat-belt mechanism, embedding it a few millimetres into George’s calf muscle. It was superficial, but it would need stitches.

None of that explained why George was still unconscious. He had no visible head trauma, and his breathing had remained steady throughout. Nonetheless, the paramedics treated as a head injury and he was blue-lighted away first, closely followed by the van driver, Josh and Andy. Dan was the last to leave the scene and had somehow persuaded the paramedics to bring Andy’s surfboard along.

At the hospital, Andy was sedated so that his shoulder could be reducted. It was a procedure he’d been through twice before, so he knew what to expect, but he was still anxious. Dan was placed in the cubicle next to Andy’s, and the partition was only a curtain; he listened on as the doctor manipulated Andy’s shoulder back into position.

“Fuck-ing-hell!” Andy shouted. He exhaled sharply. “Sorry.”

“No problem. You’re doing well,” the doctor said. He was young, with longish hair tied loosely into a ponytail. He moved in front of Andy again. “Ready?”

“Yep.” Andy closed his eyes and held his breath.

“Keep breathing,” the doctor told him. It made no difference. “I see you’re a surfer,” he tried instead.

Andy answered with a suffocated, “Yeah. Kinda.”

“I’m a paddle boarder myself.”

“Hm?”

“Haven’t been able to get out much since training.”

“Hm.”

“D’you get out much?”

“Mm-mm.”

The conversation continued in this fashion, with the doctor asking Andy whether he’d ever visited this place or that, with some significant variation in the volume of his hummed utterances, until finally his shoulder was the right shape again and his arm was in a sling.

“Cheers.” He let go of a massive sigh.

“No problem,” the doctor said. “Mind if I take a look?” He nodded at Andy’s surfboard bag.

“Be my guest.”

The doctor unzipped the case. “Wow. Nice! Expensive?”

“Nah, not really. There’s plenty of guys who’ll do you a custom board for pretty much the same price as a branded one. I’ve had that for years, but the dude who made it is still in business. I’ll give you his number.”

Andy couldn’t reach his phone, as the radiographer had put it in his right pocket. The doctor gave him a hand and saved the number to his contacts list.

“Thanks,” he said. “Now, your shoulder should heal perfectly. There’s no serious damage to the surrounding tissue, so keep the sling on for two weeks, avoid physical activity and no lifting for a month or so. And definitely no surfing.”

Andy laughed dryly. “There’s not much danger of that.”

“You’ll be back to normal in a few weeks. I’ll just get a physio booklet and sort out your pain relief, then you’re good to go.”

Similarly, once Dan had been X-rayed and they’d given him the all-clear on fractures, they were more than happy to release him into the care of a responsible adult. To that end, they were awaiting the arrival of Len and their mother, although both brothers were adamant they were staying until they knew what was going on with Josh and, more importantly, George.

Josh’s X-rays had also come back clear, so the pain in his chest was down to bruising, not that he cared one way or the other, even if it did still hurt to breathe. He was having more of a problem with one of the nursing staff, who had come to take his blood pressure and refused to put the cuff over his shirt sleeve. She returned to the workstation in the centre of A&E and complained loudly that the patient in cubicle three was being rude and obstructive. Another nurse came in and tried to reason with him.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Sandison-Morley, but the machine won’t measure accurately through your clothes.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Really.”

“Yes. The practice is outdated. Modern machines will work through thin fabrics, and it’s a cotton shirt.”

The nurse breathed out through her nose. “Wouldn’t it be easier if you just let me do it?”

“Wouldn’t it be easier if you just wrote ‘patient refused treatment’ on my notes?”

“Are you refusing treatment?”

“No. I’m refusing to roll my sleeve up.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to.”

“Is there any particular reason?”

“Yes. And it’s very personal.”

“Fine.”

The nurse walked out and yanked the curtain shut. A couple of minutes later, she returned with the doctor who had been treating Andy.

“Hi there.” He smiled.

“Hi,” Josh responded guardedly.

“OK, I can take it from here,” the doctor told the nurse. She left. “I’ve had a look over your clinical record,” he said to Josh.

“My full clinical record?”

“No, although I’m going to assume I’d find in it the reason why you’re refusing to have your blood pressure taken.”

Josh tutted in exasperation. “I’m not.”

“So you won’t mind me taking it for you?”

“Through my sleeve.”

The doctor nodded once. “I’d be happy to do that, except I’d be opening the hospital trust up to litigation, should it later transpire we’d discharged you with a life-threatening condition.”

“I’ll sign a disclaimer.”

The doctor examined him closely. He nodded again and wheeled the blood pressure monitor across. “How about this. I’ll show you how to put the cuff on—”

“I know how to put the cuff on.”

The doctor laughed. “You really are obstructive.”

“I know, and I apologise. Compliance isn’t my strong point.”

“All right. I’m going to leave you to do it yourself, without the sleeve. Call me when you’re done.”

“Thanks.”

Josh waited for the curtain to shut and cautiously freed his arm from his sleeve. He’d had his blood pressure taken often enough to know how, although it was difficult to fasten the cuff one-handed, and he was getting frustrated. He pushed the button on the machine, and the cuff started to tighten, then popped open. He switched off the machine and pulled the cuff from his arm. He tried again.

Pop.

“Doctor?”

“Yes?” The doctor came in and closed the curtain behind him.

Josh’s arm was still inside his shirt but out of the sleeve. “You’ve got quite a career ahead of you, I hope you realise,” he said.

The young doctor raised an eyebrow. “Do you want me to help you, or shall we skip straight to the insults?”

“I’d like some help.”

The doctor approached, and Josh reluctantly bared his arm. A push of a button and a minute’s wait later, it was all over. The doctor put the cuff back on the trolley and switched off the machine.

“Perfectly fine,” he reported.

“Thanks,” Josh said.

“No problem.” No comment on the scars. No staring, either, which set him apart from almost every healthcare professional Josh had previously encountered. “George is in a side room,” the doctor said. “Would you like to go and sit with him?”

“Please.”

“OK. I’ll sort that out for you. Won’t be long.” He left.

Josh put his arm back in his sleeve and waited. The doctor returned and beckoned him to follow.

“There’s no change, I’m afraid. He’s still unconscious, although there’s no reason why he should be.”

Josh walked alongside and listened in silence to the explanation of the tests that had been conducted, including a head CT and an ECG—all normal. They arrived at George’s room and went inside. A nurse was checking readings on the machines, and were it not for those, George could have been sleeping.

The doctor placed a chair next to the bed and moved aside so Josh could sit. He flinched.

“Have you had any pain relief?”

Josh shook his head.

“I’ll write you up for some.”

Josh watched him leave. He was an interesting character. He sort of floated about the place with his head tilted to the side, staring up into the air, but his ‘bedside manner’ was impeccable. The fact that he’d got Josh to do what was being asked of him was a small wonder in itself, and even now, he could be heard cheerfully acknowledging everyone he passed in the corridor. Josh tuned out and turned his attention to George, who was propped up on pillows with the barriers extended on both sides of the bed, his raised left leg braced from ankle to knee. The doctor returned and handed Josh some pills and a cup of water.

“Caroline’s going to bring you a hot drink. I assumed you were a coffee man.”

“I am. Thank you.”

The doctor glanced at George. “Are you married or related?”

“Married. Just.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks. We were on our way back from our honeymoon.”

“Oh. Bad luck.”

Josh paused to take the pills. “We had a fabulous time. It was a surprise.”

“A surprise honeymoon?”

Josh nodded. “Our friend, Andy, with the dislocated shoulder? He organised it.”

“Did he send you to a surf resort?”

“How did you know?” They both laughed. Josh grimaced.

“You take it easy, all right? I’ll come and check on George in a little while.”

The doctor left again; the nurse had also gone, so now it was just him and George, who still wasn’t responding. Maybe talking to him would help. It was worth a try.

“I wonder how Blue’s doing?” Josh began. “That woman who took him to the vet was awesome. I hope the police can tell us who she is. We should get her a gift of some sort, to thank her for what she did.” He looked up at George: not a flicker. He ran his thumb over the back of George’s hand. “Ellie and Sean are on their way. I’m not sure what we’re going to do if you…” He breathed out shakily. “You need to wake up now, George. I don’t want to go home and leave you here.”

There was a knock at the door, followed by the appearance of the nurse who had attempted to take Josh’s blood pressure earlier. She was carrying a cup.

“Coffee,” she said curtly and placed it on the edge of a steel trolley.

“Thanks,” Josh replied. “I’m really sorry I was rude to you before.”

She nodded in acceptance, but she was very cool with him. “Your friends said to let you know they’ve gone to get food.” She left again.

Josh rubbed his eyes and took a deep breath, immediately wishing he hadn’t.

“Ow.” He tried again, inhaling more slowly and inflating his lungs as fully as he could. He picked up the coffee and sipped at it, keeping hold of George’s hand. Another knock at the door. He watched wearily as it opened.

“Hey, you!” Eleanor came in, followed by Sean. She walked over and gently put her arms around him. “Wow! How blonde is your hair? You OK?”

“Just bruised and a bit shaken.” He fought the impulse to cry. “And George…” He turned to look at him. “He won’t wake up.” The tears slowly trickled down his cheeks.

Eleanor took his hand. “What have the doctors said?”

Josh shrugged. “There’s no reason. Everything checked out.”

Sean had taken George’s chart from the end of the bed and was reading through it, a frown furrowing his brow. He rubbed his chin and hummed, nodding knowingly.

“It’s another attack,” he said. He put the papers back in the clip and returned them to the tray. Josh gave him an enquiring look, not understanding. “Dissociative,” Sean clarified.

Josh shook his head in disbelief. “Of course. How stupid of me. And we’d only been talking about it the other day. How did I not realise?”

“You’ve had one hell of a shock,” Sean consoled. “It’s not surprising.”

“I’d best let the doctor know.” Josh braced himself and stood up. He was very wobbly.

“I’ll go and find him for you,” Eleanor said. She kissed his cheek. “Thank God you’re all still alive.” She turned away quickly and headed for the door. Josh and Sean watched her leave.

“I’m not sure God had much to do with it,” Sean said.

“I prayed, you know.” Josh sat down again and busied himself with extricating the plastic hospital band from the friendship bracelet around his wrist. “When we were trapped in the back of the car. I found myself praying. Utterly, bloody ridiculous.”

“No. It’s not.” Sean moved closer and leaned against the wall. “When you’re desperate, you’ll try anything.”

“How long do you think he’ll be out of it?”

“Impossible to say. He’s likely aware of everything that’s going on.”

“But this is different from the other times. He had full-blown seizures. This is more like a trance. What makes you think it’s dissociative?”

“The lack of physiological aetiology. It’s one of those conditions at the juxtaposition between mind and brain. It’s almost certainly neurological but virtually impossible to detect using current technology.”

“He also has this aphasia,” Josh said. “In response to specific emotional triggers. It came to me the other day that it was linked to the seizures, almost as if his brain overloads if he can’t express how he’s feeling.”

“Give me an example.”

“His vows. He couldn’t say them until he used the visual analogy of a painting. Then I asked him about his dad, whom he’s never been able to talk about, and he described him as the Pacific garbage patch.”

“Not the closest father-son relationship then?”

Josh smiled. “No. The ranch was his inheritance, but he never saw his dad again after he walked out on them. I think George pretty much looked after his mum from there on. She took it very badly.”

“That explains a lot about the kind of person he is.”

“And on the whole, he’s very resilient. There again, his mum’s tough too. But it was a lot of responsibility for him when he was so young, which is why I need to have a chat with you about getting this thing of mine back in order. He’s been carrying other people around all of his life.”

“How old was he when his dad left?” Sean asked.

“I’m not sure. Eight, I think.”

“Seven.”

The sudden involuntarily gasp nearly had Josh doubling over in pain.

“Hi, Sean,” George mumbled through dry lips.

“Hello there.” Sean smiled at him. “Had a good sleep?”

George smiled back. He was fighting to keep his eyes open. “Hi,” he said to Josh.

“Hi, yourself. Are you…” He didn’t get any further with the question of whether George was OK because the sobbing—born of relief—completely took him over, and it hurt. A lot.

“Hey, come on,” George comforted. He reached across and tugged at Josh’s arm.

“Ouch,” Josh sobbed, laughing a little at the same time. “Ow. Oh, I can’t breathe.”

“Ah, excellent,” the doctor said as he came into the room, followed by Eleanor. “How are you feeling, George?”

“Um, a bit confused, but OK.”

“Goodo. I might as well do your obs while I’m here. Save the nurses some legwork.” He waited for Eleanor to shuffle to one side so he could get around the bed. She stepped back so she was out of the way, and watched him, astounded. From the looks of him, he wasn’t long out of college.

“I think I’ve entered the twilight zone,” Sean said. “A doctor offering to help the nurses out? I never thought I’d see the day.”

The doctor laughed. “The nurses here are superb. We get a higher-than-average number of RTAs, due to being so close to a major motorway, and there’s a real team spirit evolved.”

“I’m sure a senior manager will have that sorted for you in no time,” Sean remarked.

“Oh, believe me, they’ve tried often enough.” The doctor paused to check George’s pupil response. “All looks good. Are you comfortable?”

“Yeah. What’ve I done?”

“Fractured fibula from the central-pillar impact. It’s stable, so should heal quickly. You’ll also need to visit your local outpatients department in a few days to have the wound redressed and then to have the stitches removed.”

“OK.” With the doctor’s help, George shuffled into a more upright position. “You had lunch yet?” he asked Josh.

“Lunch? It’s nearly five o’clock!”

“That’ll explain it, then.”

“Let me guess. You’re starving?”

“Yeah.” George grinned. Now he knew Josh was OK, he wasn’t worried, because Sean was right. He’d been aware of everything going on around him, but he’d felt detached from it, like he was on the other side of a thick glass screen. At the time, it had terrified him, and he’d begun to wonder if he was dying. But they were all alive. And he felt all right. Other than the broken leg. And the hunger.

“I can try to get dinner brought down for you,” the doctor said. “Although it might be better if I go to the canteen and get it myself.”

Eleanor moved towards the door and glanced back at Josh. “I’ll go, and you and Sean can explain to Doctor McAvoy what you were talking about before.” Without further ado, she left.

The doctor looked from Josh to Sean in anticipation.

“OK, so,” Sean said. “I’ll start by telling you I’m a clinical psychologist, and Josh here is a psychologist also.”

“That’s useful to know,” the doctor said. He shook Sean’s hand and formally introduced himself. “Rab McAvoy. I’m specialising in neurology.”

“Sean Tierney,” Sean said. “I think you’ll be very interested to hear what I have to say.”

“Go for it.”

“George had a couple of dissociative seizures last year, following extreme emotional trauma. He also experiences brief episodes of transient aphasia.”

“Hmm.” Doctor McAvoy frowned as he pondered. “George, do you have any recollection of the seizures?”

“None.”

“And what about today? Were you aware of what was happening?”

“Sort of. It was kind of muffled and far away.”

“What about the aphasia? What happens with that?”

“What’s aphasia?”

“Loss of language.”

“You mean when I can’t find the words for what I want to say?”

“That’s right.”

“Erm, well, it’s when I try to explain certain things. It’s like there’s some kind of blockage between my brain and my mouth because the words are all there, they just won’t come out. And then I start to panic because people are listening and waiting, and my mind goes blank.”

“How do you feel when it’s happening.”

“Kind of like when you get angry, you know? Racing heart, sweaty palms, that kind of thing.”

“OK. And today, did you get any of those sensations?”

“Yeah. Before the paramedics arrived, I was trying to tell Josh I was all right, but I couldn’t get my mouth to work, and I started to stress out, then it all went fuzzy.”

Josh added, “But when we were in Cornwall, we discovered that if George uses visual imagery, he can bypass the aphasia.”

Sean shook his head. “I think you’ll find what’s happening there is you’re distracting him, and it’s helping him to manage the attack.”

“I disagree.”

“I probably need to hear it for myself, admittedly—”

“Yes, you do,” Josh snapped.

George and Doctor McAvoy made eye contact.

“As George said,” Sean continued, “it’s when he’s put on the spot to speak. Surely that in itself would be sufficient to trigger an episode?”

“Dissociative attacks don’t necessarily need a trigger.”

“True enough, but in George’s case…”

George put his head back and closed his eyes. He was too tired to deal with the pair of them fighting over what he said or what they thought he said, and if they were right, it might set him off again. He briefly glanced up at the doctor and sighed. “They’ll stop in a minute.”

The doctor smiled and continued to listen to them. It was an intriguing argument, for it was entirely academic and grounded in research evidence, interspersed with anecdotes.

Eleanor came back into the room and paused a moment to watch the battle of intellects taking place, though it was not novel to her. She rolled her eyes and stepped past to deliver George’s sandwich to him. “Sorry. There wasn’t much to choose from unless you fancied goulash in a plastic cup.”

“This is great, thanks.”

“All right, George,” Doctor McAvoy said. “I’m going to get your paperwork together and sort out some crutches.”

“OK. Thanks, Doctor. Can I ask you about something?”

“Of course.”

“I also get out-of-control rages. They don’t happen very often, but I’ve tried using anger-management techniques, and they don’t work. Could they be part of this dissociative thing?”

“Are you conscious of your actions when they happen?”

“Sort of. I know what I’m doing, but it’s almost as if someone’s taken control of my body.”

“It’s certainly possible. If it’s OK with you, I’d like to refer you to a psychologist in the first instance, although by the looks of it, you’ve already got access to more than your fair share.”

“Yeah.” George laughed and nodded in Eleanor’s direction. “And Ellie’s a GP.”

Doctor McAvoy turned to her. “Really? Where did you train?”

“Newcastle.”

“Me too. Come with me while I get these crutches, and we can compare notes.”

Eleanor followed him out of the room, the pair of them now sharing memories of their college days. George switched his attention back to Josh and Sean. He stared at Josh until he became aware of it and turned around.

“Sorry,” he said guiltily. “Got a bit carried away.”

“It’s fine. I just want to make sure Blue’s all right and go home.”

“OK.” Josh gave him a kiss and went to see what he could discover.

***

Dan and Andy had already been to the local police station and found out which vet Blue had been taken to. He’d been sedated and was all bandaged up, looking very sorry for himself, although they did get a little wag of the tail by way of a greeting.

Now Blue was lying in the back of Len’s SUV, in the emergency-purchase dog crate they’d picked up from a local pet superstore—local being ten miles away, but the vet said he needed ‘crate rest’, and even if he already had his own crate, Andy thought he might yet find a use for it.

They arrived back at the A&E department as Josh came out to the reception desk.

“Alright?” Dan asked.

“Yes, thanks. Just a bit bruised. You?”

“I’ll get back to you on that one when the concussion wears off. How’s George?”

“He’s OK. Broken leg, but conscious and otherwise uninjured. What about Andy?”

“Dislocated shoulder. Perforated eardrum.”

“And Blue?” Josh almost didn’t dare ask.

“Dislocated shoulder. Pointy ears in perfect working order. He’s in Len’s car. And I gave the vet your contact details to pass on to that woman.”

Josh followed Dan outside, and Len opened up the back of the enormous BMW before retreating to his seat behind the wheel.

“Oh, poor boy.” Josh opened the crate and gently stroked Blue’s head. The dog slow-wagged his tail in response. Josh leaned his forearm against the car and fell apart. Dan tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned to find that Dan was also crying. They put their arms around each other and hugged, sobbing and intermittently grunting in pain for several minutes more before Dan regrouped and stepped away.

“Would you look at the pair of us,” he said.

Josh sniffed and laughed—carefully. “Who’d have thought it?”

“Yeah. I tell you what, though. We were bloody lucky today.”

Josh shook his head. “Not luck. Excellent driving and damned fast reflexes, I’d say.”

“Well, cheers,” Dan accepted humbly. “We all lived to tell the tale. That’s what matters. I’ll see you back home, yeah?”

“You will.”

Josh waved them off and returned inside, in time to be met by George hopping towards him with the aid of a pair of brand-new NHS best tubular steel crutches. Josh fell in step beside him, and they followed Sean and Eleanor out to her car.

“Testing those vows already, huh?” George said as he clumsily shuffled himself closer and backed up to the car.

“Indeed. And this time, I promise there won’t be a snowman in sight.”


Then

Early July, 32 years ago

“Hello, Albert.” Alice poked the tip of her little finger between the bars of the budgerigar’s cage and gently tickled his chest. He cooed in response. She turned her ear in the direction of the bedroom, whence she could hear much banging of drawers.

“Neil?” The banging continued. Alice withdrew her finger and went to the kitchenette of their tiny flat to deposit the groceries. “I picked up some socks for you on the way home.”

Still no response. She topped up the kettle and lit the gas ring beneath it, returning to the sofa to collect her bag. Albert twittered as she passed by. She smiled. He was a dear little thing; she’d never imagined herself becoming attached to a bird, particularly one so messy and noisy. Even so, to have abandoned him like that was despicable, and when Neil first brought him home, it looked unlikely the poor bird would survive the night, but three years on, there he was. She paused to check he had seed before continuing on her way. As she reached the bedroom door, it opened.

“Neil?”

“Alice.” Neil smiled nervously. Her eyes fell on the rucksack slung over his shoulder. He stepped towards her. She backed away. “Alice?” She shook her head, backing off further, his regret registering as a dark green-black halo.

“Where are you going?” she asked, although she doubted both that he would tell her and that she really wanted to know. However, it seemed right to ask, for he was most certainly leaving. “I bought you socks.” She held the brown paper bag before her as evidence.

“Thank you,” he said, taking the bag from her. “I’m so sorry.”

***

“Before you are joined in matrimony here today, I have to remind you both of the solemn and binding character of the vows you are about to make. Marriage, according to the law of this country, is the union of one man with one woman, voluntarily entered into for life, to the exclusion of all others.

“Alistair, will you take Jennifer to be your wedded wife, to share your life with her, to love, support and comfort her, whatever the future may bring?”

“I will.”

“Jennifer, will you take Alistair to be your wedded husband, to share your life with him, to love, support and comfort him, whatever the future may bring?”

“I will.”

“Repeat after me…”

***

The kettle whistled still, but each time Alice considered attending to it, her mind wandered and she temporarily became oblivious to her surroundings. Neil did not intend to return anytime soon; that much she had been able to tell from his demeanour, although he had promised to write whenever he arrived at wherever it was he was going. Their time together had sometimes been wonderful, always an adventure. But this was the end of them. She could sense it in every part of her being.

The shrill of the kettle came into focus again, and she pushed herself up from the sofa. Albert chirruped softly at his reflection, seemingly unperturbed by the whistling. Alice lifted the kettle off the stove and removed the lid from the teapot, not that tea for one required such a vessel. It was only as the stream of steaming hot water began that she saw what was concealed inside.

***

“The exchanging of rings is the traditional way of sealing the contract that you have just made. It is an unbroken circle, symbolising unending and everlasting love, and is the outward sign of the lifelong promise that you have made to each other.

“Alistair and Jennifer, you have both made the declarations prescribed by law and have made a solemn and binding contract with each other in the presence of the witnesses here assembled. It therefore gives me the greatest honour and privilege to announce that you are now husband and wife together.”

***

Alice looked over the array of items now laid side by side across the table. She had been here before so many times during the eight years of life they had shared, and yet she knew this would be the last for a long, long time. One by one, she picked up the objects and adorned herself with them: his grandmother’s fob watch, dented and scratched but still ticking; his mother’s engagement ring with its tiny glistening ruby nestled in the thinnest band of softest gold; his sister’s cameo pendant sculpted from the palest peach coral.

“One day,” he had said, “you will leave me, just like they did.”


Now

Sunday, 2nd – Monday, 3rd July

“Hello, Alice.”

She glanced over the man standing on her doorstep, a dishevelled hobo reeking of cheap cider, his filthy clothes hanging drab and loose on gaunt, grey limbs, his odour so overpowering that she instinctively put her sleeved arm to her nose. Only then, when she had diluted the smell, did she recognise him.

“Neil?”

“You look well, Alice.”

The same could not be said for him.

“May I come in?”

She shook her head, fearful.

“Come now, Alice. Surely, you are not afraid of me? I am the same man I always was.”

“The smell. I can’t stand it.”

Neil looked down at his clothes and sighed. “But that I could have prepared myself for this visit. If I might avail myself of your bathroom, I would gladly do so.”

Alice reluctantly stepped aside and allowed him entry. He closed the door behind him and followed her up the stairs, to the bathroom, where she laid out towels and set the shower running slightly hotter than usual.

“I’ll make a pot of tea. You do still drink tea?” she said, retreating down the stairs.

“I would love to drink your tea, Alice. You have no idea how much I have missed it.”

“Leave your clothes outside and I will launder them.”

“You don’t need to do that.”

“On the contrary, Neil. It is entirely necessary.”

“Then thank you, Alice.”

She turned back and smiled nervously, pausing to watch him close the door. She made the tea, the cups rattling against the saucers, the biscuits impossible to extract. They tumbled onto the plate in a chaotic, crumbled heap. Back up the stairs to find some items of clothing that he might wear, she peered into the spare room, wondering what he would think to discover she had kept his belongings, although it was not for any reason of sentimentality. She knew that one day he would come back for them; she had always known, just as he had known that one day she would leave him. The sound of the bolt on the bathroom door being eased back returned her. Neil exited in a waft of aromatic steam—not quite enough cleansing to completely remove the dreadful odour of street-sleeping, but certainly a significant improvement.

“I hope that you are not,” she said.

“I am not what?”

“The man you were.” She indicated the wardrobe. “Your old clothes are in here. I daresay they are rather dated but an improvement, nonetheless.” She held her handkerchief to her nose and scooped up the clothes he had discarded before his shower, scurrying them away down the stairs, straight into the machine and on with the hottest wash she judged they would withstand.

Five minutes later, Neil appeared before her once more, dressed in the jeans and shirt she had favoured in their youth. He looked ridiculous, but she could not even bear to crack a smile. The budgie chirped, and Neil spun to face it.

“The Albert you brought into my life was the first of many,” Alice explained, observing him approach her small, feathery companion, who surprised her each morning simply by being alive; he was positively ancient. She poured the tea. “Your Albert outlasted you by almost two years.”

Neil was enthralled; so, too, was Albert. They cooed at each other through the bars long enough for the tea to cool in the cups. Alice sipped hers, trying to find the will to tell him that he must leave. She could not have him stay.

As if sensing her thoughts were on him, Neil about-turned and smiled. It was as perfectly enchanting as ever. “How have you been, Alice?”

“Very well, thank you.”

“And your parents?”

“Dead.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“I am fifty-six years old, Neil. It is to be expected that my parents would be either dead or dying. That is nothing for you to be sorry about. They stayed with me well into adulthood.”

“Do you have a husband?”

“No.”

“Did you ever marry?”

“No.”

“Children?”

“One.”

“Not mine?”

“Indeed not.”

“His?”

“Yes.” Alice put down her cup and rose to her feet. “It was long after you were gone—I ought not feel obliged to explain. And what about you? Did you marry?”

“Yes. She divorced me. Took our children with her.”

“Did you desert her too?”

“I am ashamed to admit it, but yes, I did.”

“Before she left you.”

“And I returned, only for her to do it anyway. I have been a drunken wreck ever since.”

“You were never anything but.” Alice walked past him and opened Albert’s cage, tickling the little bird under his beak. He warbled in pleasure. “You should drink your tea and leave.”

“My clothes?”

Alice closed her eyes. It was at her insistence that they were now in a spin cycle; her own fault that there was to be a delay. “When they are dry. You must leave. I cannot have you here, Neil. Not again.”

“Tell me,” he said.

She continued to attend to Albert.

“Tell me of your life without me. I am eager to hear what adventures you have had.”

“None so great as yours, I envisage.”

“Still, I would like to listen to you. Your voice fills me with such peace. Please? Sit with me. Tell me your story.”

Alice sighed. His scent was beginning to bring her comfort. His proximity, she had missed it, for it was easy. She returned to the sofa. He followed and sat beside her.

“The day you left was the day he married her. The love of his life. Oh, and how he loved her. And she, him. It was right that they should be together, and that they remain so in the hereafter.”

“He is dead?”

“Nineteen months ago. Murdered, in his own boardroom.”

“Murder? This is surely the greatest of adventures!”

“Neil.” Alice looked him in the eye. “The death of an innocent man is not a thing of joy. Are you very drunk?”

“I am less drunk than when I was swaying in your shower. I’m afraid I may have pulled down the curtain. But I will leave all as it was, I promise you.”

Alice turned away and picked up her tea. Neil copied her actions.

“Eat a biscuit or two,” she directed. He did so, voraciously. She waited until he was done. “Eat more. Eat them all if you wish.”

“I wish only to eat up your words. Please, Alice, start with the beginning, not the end. Once upon a time…” He took her hand in his, pressed his thumb to the ruby red, locked minds with her. She inhaled deeply, held the breath, the aroma of him, slowly released it, and with it, she set free her story.

“Once upon a time…”

***

“Good morning, Alice.” Alistair came striding towards her, his briefcase swinging carefree, dangling from a single finger and as empty as the coffee cup he placed before her.

“Good morning, Mr. Campion.” She smiled back at him. He abandoned the briefcase and pulled up a plastic crate of papers, ready for filing in the strongroom. He sat on it and leaned in towards her.

“I did it,” he whispered.

“What did you do, Mr. Campion?”

“I married her.”

“You…” Alice stared in disbelief into his joyous, smiling face.

“That’s right. Jenny and I eloped over the weekend.”

“Mr. Campion! I…I don’t know what to say.” Even in her anguish, she found a smile for him. “Congratulations. To you both.”

“Thank you, Alice. I knew you would understand.” He patted her hand and squeezed it. Her fingers remained limp and unresponsive. “I can heartily recommend it. You and Neil should follow our example. No need for the fuss of parental approval, expense of wedding receptions. Just harness a couple of witnesses and head off for a romantic location. I imagine Bill would do the deed for you too.”
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