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      Cam

      “He was lucky to get away with seven years,” Jim, my exhausted counsel, and only real friend took a seat opposite me in the small room off the main corridor of the courthouse. I hadn’t been able to afford a lawyer of my own, and when Jim had turned up at my door, telling me he was my court-appointed liaison, I was horrified. I needed better representation, but how would I pay for any of it?

      Turned out he was the best thing to happen to me. He’d done everything to keep me from being dragged into the case by the DA who insisted I must know things I wasn’t revealing. Hell, I wish I had known something that would help put my husband behind bars because his actions had put Finn—my son—in danger.

      How could I know anything when I’d coasted through the last few years in a daze of uncertainty, lies, and pain?

      Finn hiccupped a sob into my neck. I held my son so tight that I hoped he felt safe. He didn’t need to hear anything else about what his other dad had done, or how hard Jim had to fight behind the scenes to exclude paper thin lies created by my husband’s team.

      The defense had painted Graeme as a solid family man who’d simply found himself caught up in things he had no control over. They’d been lying. If there was one thing the court case had shown everyone it was that Graeme had had all the control all of the time. Over money, and people.

      Over me.

      Graeme had been born into a rich family, given more money than he knew what to do with and went on to hold a respected position with a group of investment managers who’d courted him as if he were a king. He was a smooth talker, able to con even the most normal of people. Even me.

      Pathetic. Idiotic. Blind. Me.

      Falling for Graeme had just been step one in a tragic story. I’d fucked up, and I should never have fallen under Graeme’s spell or allowed him to control me as he had.

      I’m a strong, principled man who knows right from wrong. I’m a good dad.

      Repeat as needed.

      “There’s nothing lucky about what happened to us,” I whispered back, aware that Finn, huddled into my side, could hear everything I said, and some of it I never wanted him to know. Thankfully, Finn hadn’t been in court for the long closing statements, sitting instead in this small room with a kindly court officer who’d played computer games with him and fetched him lunch. I’d been on my own to listen to the defense as they lied to explain away what Graeme had done as trying to please his money-obsessed husband. It was apparently my fault. He loved me too much. He wanted to please me. Me? I’d never wanted a single dime of his money.

      I wanted a family, a husband who didn’t fuck about on me, a dad for Finn who cared enough to be at home. I didn’t want money, or maids, or a chef who lived half the week in our house, or private schools and exotic holidays, although that was how I was painted. They argued that the pressure on Graeme was intense, and the defense team cited me wanting Italian marble tiles in a bathroom as the straw that broke the camel’s back. I never said anything about a bathroom, let alone tiles.

      The lies were many, and through all of it I could see the way people stared at me, one of them, an angry white-haired man, never took his eyes off me. Simon Frederickson had everything going for him—a newly retired pension fund manager he was expecting a retirement full of good things. But, he’d bet everything on Graeme which was the start of his downfall. He’d been a key witness for the prosecution and had given gut-wrenching testimony about how he’d lost everything, his money, security, family, his entire life—and it had all been Graeme’s fault. Simon had become my touchstone in this whole thing. From watching him I could see the lies that would be believed, and the way the jury was slowly buying into the defense’s rhetoric.

      It was somehow all my fault, and the way that the witnesses stared at me, Simon included, showed me what they thought.

      I could see the point where every single one of them thought I was getting away with hiding money, living the life, and that I needed to pay as well. My only blessing was that there was not a single shred of evidence to say I was involved.

      There wouldn’t be, because I wasn’t part of what Graeme had done, unless my naïveté counted. I just wish I could push the guilt away, because they were right in one way—I should have known. Finn shifted in my hold, but it wasn’t to move away, it was to bury himself even closer and I smoothed my hand on his back.

      “What next?” I asked Jim, staring right into his eyes, able to see the very moment where optimism and relief died, replaced with defeat.

      “The house is gone,” he said.

      “We knew it would be.”

      The house was where I’d thought we’d be happy, where I thought I could give Finn the life he deserved, where I’d fallen in love. But now, all I could recall was Graeme in the kitchen holding a knife, a lifeless body next to him, as he held a pity party for one where he blamed everything except himself for cold-blooded murder.

      How does a man kill another person and not end up behind bars with a life sentence?

      The prosecution had wanted him put away for anything they could find. They’d settled for a plea bargain, in exchange for passwords to a multi-million dollar bitcoin account, and now Graeme was locked away for seven years for the white-collar crime of embezzlement. Seemed to me as if other people’s money had helped him again, and I could feel the weight of everyone staring at me in court.

      “There’s no money in any accounts, it’s all gone.”

      I nodded. Every cent that was legitimately mine was in my backpack—all five thousand dollars that I’d stashed away over the last six months from helping out on small renovations in my spare time. It wasn’t enough to start over, let alone even rent a place, but it would get us a bus ticket away from here.

      He held out his hand, and I managed to shake his without dislodging Finn. “It’s been a pleasure working on your behalf.” He crouched in front of us, his round glasses reflecting my image. “Finn?”

      Finn stirred in my arms and finally peeked out of my coat, his dark hair mussed and his eyes red from crying. “Yes, sir?” he asked, his voice cracking.

      “You’re the bravest boy I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet. You look after your daddy if you can, but also, let your daddy look after you. Pinkie swear?” He held out a pinkie, and Finn didn’t hesitate to offer his as they shook, and then Finn buried himself again. With a smile that softened his normally stern face, Jim patted Finn’s knee before nodding to me. “You know how to reach me if you need any advice.”

      “Thank you for all you did, Jim. I don’t know how I can ever thank you.”

      “You’re welcome—I’m not bad for court-appointed counsel, right?” His eyes twinkled, and I winced, recalling our first conversation where I’d told him outright that we needed a real lawyer who could look out for me and Finn. He’d been better than any high priced lawyer I could’ve imagined.

      “Not bad at all,” I turned the joke back on myself, and we exchanged smiles. He was filing divorce paperwork as a favor, and I knew I’d never be able to pay him back in this lifetime.

      “This is for you,” he held out a large envelope, and I took it without hesitation, used to being passed this and that, and long past questioning anything. “It arrived by courier to our office, but it’s addressed to you. Is it something I need to deal with?”

      I needed to open it and see, so sitting on the hard bench with my nine-year-old son crying in my arms, I managed to open the envelope, and pulled out a handwritten note. I skimmed to the name at the bottom—Nick. My chest hollowed with pain. Why was Nick writing me notes when I’d told him to stay out of my life? What did Nick have to do with me right now? As far as I was concerned I’d burned any bridges between me and my best friend a long time ago.

      “Cam? Are you okay? You look pale. Do I need to get help?”

      I shook my head. “It’s from an old friend.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Only when he was gone did I pull the note out again to read it.

      

      Dear Cam,

      PLEASE READ.

      I found a place for you to stay. I promise Finn will be safe from the media circus there. All the details are in the other envelope.

      Don’t be stubborn about this. Don’t run. You don’t even have to see me. Just come home.

      Nick.

      

      Inside the other smaller envelope were details of someone called Adam Williams, and an address in La Jolla, San Diego, not far from where I’d grown up in Carlsbad in the same neighborhood as Nick.

      Nick had started as my childhood nemesis, then become my very best friend, and even my boyfriend for one night, until a kiss had determined that we were better off as brothers than boyfriends. He’d been the one to support me when I’d adopted Finn—I’d asked him to be Finn’s godfather—that was how much he’d been part of my life. I’d been unnecessarily cruel to Nick when he’d called me just after Graeme had been arrested. He’d asked if I wanted help. I’d still thought my husband was some kind of innocent victim, and with hindsight I’d acted in an emotional form of self-defense. The last thing I needed was Nick to say I-told-you-so because he’d never liked Graeme at all.

      I’d asked him to leave me alone, irrationally distrustful and harsh. He’d backed off… so why was he contacting me now? Shocked, worried, uncertain about what I was reading, I sat for the longest time, hugging my son, and spiraling back to that last conversation with Nick when I’d told him that he couldn’t understand what I was going through and to leave me and Finn alone.

      How could I face him? Was it even possible that San Diego was the right place to stay for a while? Was it time to go home? Finn and I had been living out of suitcases in a cheap motel, sharing a room for so long it had become our normal, we spent most of our time dodging journalists and people hurt by what Graeme had done. At times I feared for our lives.

      So, what is keeping me in New York?

      “Dad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What do we do now?”

      I didn’t have a clue. New York was nothing to us. No friends. Nowhere to live. No money. And, worst of all, the media frenzy around us that wouldn’t abate for a long while. And in the middle of it all, Finn.

      “I think we need to head home.”

      He stiffened in my hold, and pulled back. “I don’t want to go there. Can’t we go back to the motel?”

      We wouldn’t be going back to that motel now, everything we’d left there was going to stay, not that it was much. I’d already put a plan in place for us to slip away, but never with a destination fixed in my mind. I pressed a kiss to his head. “We already talked about this, you don’t have to worry, we’re not staying in New York and we have plans, right?”

      “A horse place in Montana with a river.”

      “And a new job for me.”

      “And I can get a dog.”

      I side-hugged him. “Yep, a dog of your own. But we can’t do that straight away, we need to…” hide, avoid the press, lick our wounds. “… just take some time. Back to my old home, California, then it will be you and me against the world, Finn.”

      He processed the information with a frown, his eyes red from crying and his hair in tufts where he’d hidden in my hold. Then he wrapped his arms around my neck, tight as he’d done since last June, over a year ago. Everything in his world had been destroyed, he wasn’t going back to the private school. He didn’t have friends here. It was the two of us, starting over.

      “You and me against the world, Finn,” I repeated, and felt his tears hot on my skin.

      I’m not sure either of our hearts would heal from this.

      But we had to try.

      Security guided me to the exit, but determined journalists had gathered outside, a whole mess of them waiting, and I hovered inside, hiding Finn behind me. I could see the road to the train station, and if we could just get there then we could make it anywhere.

      I crouched in front of Finn, zipped up his coat, pulled up his hood, and clicked the snaps so that the lower half of his face was hidden and the furry hood shielded his eyes. I did the same with my coat, and then I gripped his hand and pointed out of the front window.

      “You remember what we’re doing now.”

      “Running away,” he said with renewed confidence.

      “It’s the last thing we have to do. Just as we planned, okay, we’re heading for McDonald’s. Can you see it?”

      Finn nodded, and swiped at the tears on his face with his free hand.

      “Don’t let go of me,” I said. “If you get scared I’ll carry you.”

      He was nine, small for his age, I could easily carry him, but he pushed his shoulders back and shook his head.

      “No carrying.”

      “That’s my boy,” I praised, even as my chest tightened.

      Then, we opened the door.

      “Cam! Where’s the money?”

      “Cameron Hastings! Did you agree with the sentencing?”

      “Can you give us an interview, Mr. Hastings?”

      “Cam! Over here! Over here! Did you lie for your husband?”

      “Is your son okay?”

      “Cam! Cam! How is it possible that you don’t know where the missing money is?”

      It broke my fucking heart that I didn’t know about the money, or where it’d gone, and that I couldn’t give back what Graeme had stolen. It killed me that people had lost everything, and that somehow I was part of the awful loss they’d experienced. If I’d seen what was happening then maybe I could have done something—stopped him. A blanket of despair settled on my shoulders, and for a second I indulged the hopelessness, before shoving it away. I was going to give Finn a new start, and it didn’t matter about the rest of it—Finn had seen too much, and he needed a safe place where he could learn to be a kid again.

      “You fucking asshole!” Simon Frederickson was there, eyes sparking with temper, his lips twisted in a snarl, reaching for me and Finn, and yelling in my face. This wasn’t the first time he’d come at me, but this time I had Finn at my side and I moved to protect him.

      “Sir!” Security moved in.

      Everything inside me snapped, and I reached out to grip Simon’s arm. “I’m sorry, I don’t know. You have to believe me.”

      “I have nothing!” he screamed in my face, and next to me Finn buried himself in my side.

      “I wish I could help you.”

      “I will make you pay, you fucking lying piece of shit.”

      “Sir!” Security bundled him off me, my hold on him ripped away, and then with utter determination I shoved through the crowd. Other security attempted to keep the media away but god knows who else was in this crowd who hated us. I couldn’t breathe until we made it through the barrier which trapped the journalists long enough for us to get to the crossing, over the road, and into McDonald’s. The media followed us, I glanced back to see Simon face down on the sidewalk, the cops there, and I wanted to go back and plead with them to take care of him. He had a family—a wife undergoing cancer treatment, two kids with families of their own, and he had no money. He’d been destroyed more than I was.

      Please don’t hurt him. I almost went back.

      “Dad?” Finn tugged my sleeve, and that dragged me back from compassion to fear in an instant. I had to keep Finn safe. We took the side door, went through a book store, left via the rear exit, hid in a Starbucks for a few minutes, doubled back on ourselves, and finally I felt we might be free from being followed. Cautiously, I headed for the station, Finn holding my hand, blending in with the tourists, and went straight in with a group to find the lockers, opened the one we’d rented the month before and pulled out our bags. Once inside the bathroom I messed up my styled hair, pulling it down to frame my face, then shoved a scarlet NY beanie on, took off my coat and dumped it on the floor, and then set about helping Finn to reverse his two-sided jacket, adding a matching NY beanie. I changed out of my suit into jeans and a jersey, and then, with Finn watching, I hacked away at the beard I’d let grow long, taking it back to smooth skin as much as I could. All I had in the bags was a couple more change of clothes, all the cash I had left in the world, our passports, and as many of Finn’s baby photos as I could fit.

      I don’t know what was in Finn’s bag—I’d let him pack it himself, to take reminders of our old life that would see him through enough until we could go home one day and get more.

      Home? It’s not our home anymore.

      “You remember what to say if anyone talks to us?” I wrapped the suit and coat in a bundle and pushed it into a plastic bag. I’d drop it with one of the homeless guys outside, surely I could do one more good thing before we vanished.

      Finn blinked up at me, his eyes full of tears, but his shoulders were back and determination was written in every line of him. My little man was so brave, even after everything I’d allowed to happen. “I remember. I have to say we’re going to visit family, and I can’t talk to anyone about anything else. Oh, and my name is Finn Bellamy, not Finn Hastings anymore.” He worried at the zipper on his coat and I knew he had something else he wanted to say. “Dad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Will people ever stop hating you?”

      I thought of all the people searching for someone to blame and turning their gazes on Finn and me. They were right to accuse me of being naïve, they could harass me and call me every name under the sun, but they weren’t touching Finn. I just knew they weren’t going to stop for a long time.

      “They will one day, I’m sure,” I lied, and then patted his head. “Ready for an adventure?”

      “I don’t know, Dad, I’m scared.”

      My heart cracked and I cradled his face, staring into his dark eyes and wondering what was the best thing to say. I couldn’t exactly say I would never let anything happen to him because I had so let him down, and I couldn’t promise him that everything was going to be okay, because I didn’t know that. So I went with what Finn’s counselor had said—that honesty was the only way to go.

      “I’m scared as well.”

      His eyes widened, and he grabbed at me. “You are?”

      “How about we both pretend we’re not scared, and get on a bus or a train and head away from here?”

      He tugged me close for a hug, almost unbalancing me.

      “Okay, Dad.”

      I hugged him, then bopped his nose and smiled, waiting until he gave me a returning smile, and only after he did was I ready to leave the confines of the bathroom to find a seat on a train or a bus heading anywhere. For better or worse, we had a destination now—San Diego.

      One day Finn and I might return to a life in New York, after all it was a big city, but there was something so warm when I thought of heading west to the place I’d been born. All I had in New York was a shit-ton of miserable memories, and a marriage that had gone to hell, catching Finn in its destructive force. I was happy to leave.

      We headed out and tried to lose ourselves again, and it was only when we were on the train that I could even think of relaxing a little.

      “Hi, is this seat free?” I looked up and all I saw was white hair. My mind made the connection to Simon Frederickson and fear gripped me. My heart raced, but it was just a random guy looking for a seat, that was all. I was losing my shit—seeing phantoms.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      The man smiled, then sat down and immediately put in ear buds before closing his eyes. Thank goodness he didn’t want to sit and chat because that was the last thing I needed right now.

      I just needed time to think. Finn and I could hide out together for a few months, just while I planned a fresh start and got my head straight. Simon wouldn’t know where we were, nor would others like him whom Graeme had wronged. Neither would the media, or the senders of the hate mail that arrived every day, not for a while at least. I hoped we could be anonymous, to give ourselves time.

      “Let’s get this adventure started.”
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      “Red! Hey!”

      I’d tried my hardest to avoid seeing anyone but I couldn’t exactly ignore Eric’s yell across the engine house.

      “Hey, Tree.” I calculated the chances of me being able to make a run for it with my aching knee, and it came out at zero. It was vital that I didn’t appear to be in pain in front of Eric, because the asshole would start fussing over me. The last thing I needed was fuss. I limped toward the fire truck that was being polished with loving care and attention by the big man, and tilted my head as if I was judging the work, then glanced over at Eric preening and waiting for praise. The fire truck was his baby and he spent all his downtime making it look good. Not that there was a lot of downtime right now, coming off the back of the latest fire which was finally under control. I could see the exhaustion on Eric’s face, and the faint bruising from the breathing equipment. The Lewis fire had swept from peak to peak and left nothing much in its wake, including destroying three small farms and nudging the boundaries of two towns. Even in January there were fires now—it was hell out there.

      And, I should have been out there helping them.

      “You staring at me or the truck?” Eric crossed his arms over his chest and fake-pouted.

      “In your dreams would I stare at you,” I deadpanned. “Why? Do you want me to stare at you?” I ran a suggestive hand down my chest, “I’m gonna tell Brady you’re flirting with me.”

      He went as scarlet as the truck and blustered, “I didn’t, all I said… he wouldn’t… asshole.”

      “That’s my name, don’t wear it out.” I brushed my shoulders and despite the pain, I swaggered closer, inhaling the scent of oil, and polish, and pressed my fingers against the reassuring solidness of the huge scarlet truck. I’d been so proud to be part of this team, because from the very first day I could remember I’d always wanted to be a firefighter.

      From engines built with Legos, to a firehouse made from cardboard boxes and paint, I quickly moved on to model-making, and reading every book on the subject. Living in Cali, I watched every change in the weather, knew every path of the fires in the hills and the tragedies around us. All of it merged into one big dream for a very small kid. Firefighter. Not a paramedic, or a cop, or military—always firefighter. The day I’d finished my degree in fire science I’d applied for the service, made it through boot camp, passed all the exams, and received a probie position with Engine sixty-three, one of the youngest they’d hired.

      Taking forever to come off probie status hadn’t worried me one little bit, I could’ve spent all day cleaning the bathroom, mopping floors, and taken more than my fair share of cooking duties, although I’d burned more than my colleagues could tolerate, so they’d edged me away from that. I’d genuinely tried, but for someone who knew all about combustion points, I wasn’t so good at watching food as it burned to a crisp in the oven.

      I would spend hours standing with the guys, my second family, talking shit as we worked on the truck, prepared for every eventuality, trained, ran drills, and I was the youngest, proudest, bravest, most educated, and keenest firefighter that I could be. I’d also been impetuous, unruly, and filled with the desperate need to be the one who saved everyone.

      Now I wasn’t part of the team, because a year ago I’d fucked everything up. So now, when I had to come to the engine house for these regular check-ins I crept around like a cat in a room full of rocking chairs trying to avoid everyone so I didn’t have to see their pitying glances, or worse, have to tell them if I felt okay.

      “How you doing?” Eric asked, and dropped cloths into an empty bucket. The chrome gleamed and he’d taken special care of the engine logo, a panther in full pounce, claws extended.

      “Good,” I lied. Pain cramped in my neck, and I was blurry-eyed from the remnants of last night’s migraine. There was very little that was good about today. “What about you?”

      “Maddie got an A in math, Lucas made an awesome photo frame in shop, and Brady’s students at the college got funding for an online web comic.”

      I gave him an utterly genuine smile. Eric meeting Brady and the kids, settling down, making a family, was what it was all about. Family. Love. Career. I had a big extended mess of loving family; loving parents, two brothers, a sister, nieces and nephews, but what I didn’t have was a partner. I hadn’t had one before the accident because I’d had a career to focus on and filled the sex-jar with one-night stands. I didn’t have a partner after the accident because I was mixed up in pain, and therapy, grieving the loss of self-esteem and the obliteration of my career. If I couldn’t respect and love myself, how could anyone else?

      Particularly when they’d have to sit with me through seizures, migraines, and pain from twisted muscle and bone that was so intense I would sometimes just sit and sob.

      “Are you here for a reason? Is it for a kids’ thing?” Eric pulled me out of my introspection as he closed the lids on various pots of polish. I’d done some volunteer work with children affected by fire, physically and mentally, becoming an informal big brother to a couple of them. The last one I’d worked with, a girl who’d been the only one rescued from a house fire, had moved in with an aunt and uncle in Ohio, and unless I made the scheme an official thing I wasn’t about to get departmental support. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to make it a real thing. Hell, I couldn’t decide what T-shirt to wear in the mornings let alone something that might shape my life, but I at least had some ideas of where I could help. Battalion Chief Lewis had told me what I’d already known—there wasn’t a lot of support for something that wasn’t in the remit of the firefighting service.

      He loved the idea, appreciated the concept of outreach, acknowledged I wasn’t looking for funding as such, but offering up much in the way of Fire Department support was something he couldn’t do. I still had free use of the rec room, and as much support from the guys as I needed, but actual signed documentation to make it all official was a different matter altogether. Unspoken was the fact that it wouldn’t be long before I was heading for a discharge from this role, because I wasn’t getting better in any appreciable way.

      I lived with my injuries, and that was about as good as it was ever going to get.

      Without endorsement, I wasn’t getting access to the right kind of support for the kids which I’d envisioned as a multi-departmental team, from social care to PT. Finding homes, working with family, I had it all in my head, but it was all too much to do on my own. I liked working with kids, and outreach was a good fit for me.

      On my good days, at least.

      Not that I’d tell anyone that, and no one would see my anxieties because I was the world’s best at faking it.

      I think.

      I wasn’t surprised by the news that my ideas might never get off the ground, even if the words fell like dull thuds. I’d hoped that this might’ve been easy, even if the reality was bound to be something different. I already had a folder full of information on how to look for private backing—I had plans to talk to schools, to maybe start a company specializing in post-trauma support. So many plans, and all I could hope was that my pain levels would let me make them all real, because I was one of the best people to help. Not that my heart was really in it, but then my heart wasn’t in anything right now.

      “Earth to Red? You okay?”

      Eric sounded worried and I wished he’d stop asking me that. “Yeah, I talked to him about the big brother scheme.”

      “Cool. Let me know if you need anything from me or the guys.”

      “I will.”

      “Brady said that you’re renting rooms at the house.”

      “Yeah, to a guy and his son. If that’s okay?”

      Why was I asking him that? It was my house now.

      “It’s not our house anymore,” Eric was patient, but I could see that he thought I was being weird. I’d bought the house from Eric, Leo and Sean, and yeah, it was my house now.

      “I know,” I huffed a laugh as if I wasn’t being an idiot. “Talk later, yeah?”

      My vision blurred, and I knew I needed to get to a quiet place and close my eyes, pull out some yoga, chill, rest my neck, so I sketched a wave, and was almost at the door when Eric stopped me.

      “Are you coming to Ringwood on the seventeenth? Leo reminded me it’s on his schedule.”

      Leo’s schedule was famous, and even I relied on his text reminders for when I’d been able to fit time for working at the foster home into my schedule. My non-existent schedule now. “Of course.”

      “Great.” Eric bit his lip, wouldn’t quite meet my eye. “Uhm, Brady’s coming to do some yard projects if you want to do something different from construction work.”

      I knew what Eric was doing—he’d probably prepped Brady to have some easy job ready for me. Maybe counting seeds in a packet while sitting at a table in the shade, all so I wouldn’t have to do any heavy lifting. I wasn’t that badly fucked up that I couldn’t hammer a few nails in wood.

      Who am I kidding?

      The heavy impact of a ton of concrete on my shoulder as a bridge support disintegrated around me had injured my brachial plexus. The buildup of scar tissue had led to neurapraxia, which resulted in muscle fatigue and pain. But, the vicious cycle would start whether I did physical work or not, and I’d been doing better recently—apart from the migraines, that was.

      “Nah, I’m good with the construction.” I struck a bodybuilder pose and didn’t wince once, making Eric smile.

      God, how many times was I going to lie today? I’d gone through the stages of grief, and come out the other side, and I’d learned all kinds of coping strategies, but the one where I pretended everything was okay was the hardest of all. I waved again, and the door shut behind me. The Santa Anas swirled around me and ruffled my hair, and for a moment I thought I could scent the smoke from the hills, but that was my imagination, a visceral connection to memories that I had to stow away. I called a cab and made it home to my new place, heading for the kitchen, taking meds, and two water bottles, and then climbing into bed. I pulled the quilt over my head, closed my eyes, and wished for sleep.

      And I did all of that without crying.

      I call that a win.

      

      I woke up feeling clearer and more focused, with no sign of the promised migraine which I had apparently caught in time. By the angle of the light through a space in the drapes it had to be early evening, and the crackers I’d eaten so I could take the meds were long since digested, and I was hungry. After a shower, and dressing in loose sweats and a worn T-shirt, I headed downstairs, using my cane and gripping the bannister just in case, to find three messages and two missed calls on my phone.

      I answered the important one first.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Adam, I had this awful feeling and needed to know you were okay.” That was my mom, not waiting to ask me the real questions. At least with Mom we got the worries up front and personal, and not couched in conversation about other mundane things.

      “I’m fine, Mom, I wish you’d stop worrying.”

      “You buy a house, you move out, you’re on your own, what if you have another seizure?”

      “Mom, you don’t have to worry, I haven’t had a seizure in months, the meds are working, and I’m not having headaches.” Okay, so I was lying. Mom asked the hard questions, and my siblings and I had learned how to lie without giving ourselves away. “Also the house is perfect, and the pool is just what I need with the rehab, plus I have a doctor living right next door.”

      “I’ll still worry.

      “I know, Mom, but did you hear that Erin thinks Harper is allergic to wheat?”

      “No.”

      “Yeah, apparently.”

      The final weapon to get Mom off the hunt was to sic her on a sibling—part of the tried and tested Williams siblings battle plan.

      “Okay, sweetheart, stay well, and I’ll see you on Sunday. It’s your dad’s turn to cook, so make sure you’re early.”

      “Will do, Mom, love you.”

      As soon as we ended the call I counted down from twenty and sure enough a text arrived from my sister who called me an asshole for siccing Mom on her, and even feeling wobbly and pathetic, I couldn’t help laughing. I loved my family, but I was a long way past the softly worded questions about my health, and I wanted to get back to normal. A year was long enough for me to have to be a victim, and they had to get their heads around how I was facing the world and getting my feet back under me.

      I changed for swimming, pulled on a T-shirt and then slathered any exposed skin with sunscreen. I was the typical redhead, freckles, pale skin, and I burned in an instant, and a scare with a college friend and melanoma was enough for me to respect my pale skin. I’d ordered a sun shade for the pool which was arriving next week, then I wouldn’t be as exposed to the sun, but for now I went swimming late in the day, when the sun was low and evening was pulling in. There were steps into the pool, and when I sank under the water, in an instant there was less strain on my legs with the buoyancy helping to support me. The stretches were the hardest part, repetitive motion designed to pull and rearrange each muscle, a long list of movements that I could recall in my sleep. Then there was the slow swimming from end to end, front crawl, moving the warm muscles into a natural rhythm that gave me space to think.

      That first step out of the pool, when gravity pulled me down and made me feel heavier, was always a bitch, but by the time I reached the house, a towel around my neck, I was looser than I had been all day, and there was no sign of a headache.

      I made food, or rather my microwave reheated food, and as I sat to eat my cell vibrated with an incoming call. I answered it without looking at the screen, expecting my sister to ream me out for the early go-fetch I’d performed to get out of the way of the worried-mom bus.

      “Adam? It’s Nick.”

      This was the third call I’d had from Nick, one of the guys from a support group that Ash attended—Single Dads something or other.

      Ash lived next door with Sean, the doctor I’d been reminding Mom about, and their daughter Mia. Sean, and then Eric and Leo had found love in this house—all I wanted was to find peace. Although I’d have been lying if I didn’t think maybe the place had a little bit of magic in it.

      Leaving my parents’ garage conversion had been necessary for my mental health, but moving to this house had been a huge step and only done because I wanted to recreate the buddy relationships I’d seen with Leo, Eric, and Sean. I didn’t want anyone to witness my daily humiliations inflicted by a body that refused to work the right way, but the idea of a less empty house had seemed good at the time. It was a big house, with three bedrooms, and I had been kind of lonely. Add in that I’d fundamentally lost my old career, I was still floundering over a new career, and I’d agreed to the proposition immediately.

      “Hi.”

      Nick cleared his throat, “I’m just checking in about your agreement to host my friend and his son.”

      “It’s all good,” I confirmed when he paused.

      “Don’t ask Cam for the rent, I’ll send you the money for them,” he said, “so if you could text me your details, I can get it sent over. I’ll cover a year.”

      “Wait, I thought they were only staying six months?”

      He sighed with great drama, and he didn’t speak for a while and I wondered if maybe the call had dropped, then he cleared his throat.

      “I don’t know. And they might not even come here, but I’ll pay you anyway.”

      “You don’t need to⁠—”

      “I want a safe place for them to relax.” He cursed under his breath and then changed the subject. “Asher was explaining that you volunteer on the Ringwood project? I didn’t realize we had that connection.”

      I was caught on the word safe, but when he forged ahead with mentioning Ringwood and effectively got me to restart my thinking in a different direction. “I am, when I can.”

      “Thank you for your time, it’s a project close to my heart.” He paused a moment and I wasn’t sure what to say. “Anyway, I’m thinking that Cam, could take on paid work on the Ringwood project? He’s a carpenter—was a carpenter—so if that’s okay, he’s got experience.”

      “Paid? We don’t have⁠—”

      “Ringwood contacted me to say that the construction company working there has pulled out.”

      Huh? This was the first I knew, and it messed up everything. The work at the foster home was being driven by the small company, and utilized a team of volunteers to back them up, but if the professionals had pulled out then it would have to be up to the volunteers, and none of us were construction experts.

      “Okay—”

      “So you sounded worried, can you still help?”

      Seemed this Cam guy was important to Nick, and if I was reading between the lines then he needed work and a place to stay. Was he an ex-boyfriend or something? Or was that me jumping to conclusions? I was intrigued why he wasn’t moving into Nick’s place, and that was going to be my next question.

      “Sure, but⁠—”

      “Okay, done,” Nick interrupted. “I gave Cam your address, he might arrive tomorrow, or the day after,” he sighed again, “or not at all.”

      Oh, that created many other questions. This Cam guy might arrive? He might not? He needed to be safe? And now he was going to work at Ringwood on the extension? Paid. Probably by Nick who was already fundraising for the bulk of the work. Plus what had happened to the construction crew we were using? There was something weird about them just up and leaving.

      “What about⁠—”

      “Good, good,” Nick added. “All sorted, I’ll have my finance team send you enough for rent and incidentals, if you can text me the bank details on this number. Then I have one more favor from you.”

      “Okay?”

      “Please, it would mean a great deal if you could let me know as soon as Cam gets there. Just don’t let him know you told me, okay? Thank you, and talk later.”

      Confused, and wondering what I’d just listened to, I sat and stared at my phone for a long time.

      What in hell was all that?
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