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ABOUT MOTHER FEAR

One moment, he is silent, unyielding, locked behind a screen or a slammed door. The next, he is loud and restless, filling the house with laughter and half-formed philosophies. He argues just to argue, challenges rules to test their strength. Yet, when the night is too quiet or the world sits too heavy, he still falls asleep next to me, his head resting just close enough to let me know he’s still my boy and needs my protection.

Sometimes, he is a teenager, absent even when present – scrolling, shrugging, speaking in grunts. But more often, he is a child. Some days, I see the man he’s becoming – tall, sharp-edged, with a quiet determination. Other days, I glimpse the boy he once was – curled up asleep, his face open, vulnerable. Sometimes, he walks beside me, taller than I remember, his shoulders squared like a man’s. But when he stumbles, when life hits harder than he expected, he looks at me with the same wide eyes he had when he was younger, the ones that silently ask if I still have all the answers. And though I don’t, I nod anyway, because for now, that’s what he needs to believe.

He is on the edge of adulthood, yet he is still my baby. He is the best thing that ever happened to me, my first and last thought; one half of me, he makes me whole.

He is my son. Oliver.

And he is gone.

I now move through the world like a man missing a limb, carrying an absence that aches with every step. I set the table for one less, but my hands hesitate over his empty place. My phone stays close, always charged, always waiting for a call that never comes. My love has nowhere to go, trapped inside me like a river dammed, swelling with every moment missed, every memory unmade. I write texts I never send; rehearse conversations I never have. The sound of a boy’s laughter outside my window makes my heart lurch, and just for a second, I let myself believe it’s Oliver come home.

*

When Tom looks down at the newborn baby cradled in his arms, his doubts begin to dissipate. For this – a memory in which he will seek succour in the years to come – is the moment he allows himself to believe that the child could be his.

He looks at his baby son, moments ago brought naked into the world, vulnerable and weak, sees himself reflected there, and something inside him shifts, a biological rewiring of every chip and circuit. The baby blinks back at him, and in a pact forged in blood and tears, Tom swears he'll do whatever necessary to protect this child.

But that’s not how this story goes.

Yes, Tom's protected Oliver from the outside world – from school bullies, bike accidents, and bee stings; and yes, he’s given every part of himself to this child. But in the end, he's unable to protect his son from the enemy within: The mother they all fear; the mother of all fears.

Because, twelve years after Oliver is born, with his parents now separated, his mum Maggie is intent on breaking the bond between father and son.

Maggie winds herself around the facts, coiling like a boa, until she's so constricted the truth no one knows where truth and lies meet.

Before that summer, life had been normal, life had been ordinary, life had been amazing. After a decade of living with Maggie, a self-confessed sociopath who had tried to destroy his confidence and self-worth, Tom has finally found happiness with Kate. And together they forge a family of four with Oliver and Kate’s son Adam. Oliver calls Kate ‘mum’; Adam calls Tom ‘dad’. Their blended family is imperfect, but it is also perfection.

Until Maggie finds out and sets about destroying it all. 
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This be the verse

They fuck you up, your mum and dad.

They may not mean to, but they do.

They fill you with the faults they had

And add some extra, just for you.

But they were fucked up in their turn

By fools in old-style hats and coats,

Who half the time were soppy-stern

And half at one another’s throats.

Man hands on misery to man.

It deepens like a coastal shelf.

Get out as early as you can,

And don’t have any kids yourself.

Philip Larkin

PART ONE

Chapter One

29 July 2025

If this were an airport novel, a blockbusting beach-read like the tome sat unread on Kate’s sun-lounger, then the juxtaposition of place and prose would have been less jarring. When Tom picked Oliver’s phone up, there would have been a clap of thunder or flash of lightning. But, as it was, the Spanish skies refused to play pathetic fallacy; instead, they remained stubbornly sun streaked.

There were no shrieks of terror, either; only the playful cries of excited children plummeting down spiralled waterslides shaped like pirate ships and splashing into the pool.

And yet the impact was no less tragic. From the moment he'd heard the message notification on his son's phone – hastily abandoned at the foot of his sun-lounger when Oliver decided to divebomb the pool – Tom had felt bile rising from his stomach.

If he could wind back those minutes and leave the phone untouched, the messages unread, there to be discovered by their intended recipient when he returned, laughing and exhilarated, to towel himself off and collapse onto his lounger, would Tom do so? Would he wish the knowledge unknown, the world un-tilted, reality unaltered?

It was impossible to say which side of those sliding doors offered the greatest chance of happiness. Or the least pain.


When the phone beeped, Tom looked first at the lit-up screen then at the pool where Oliver was occupied in horseplay with Adam. Tom sat up on his sun-lounger and reached for the phone. Angling the screen, he saw the notification: 1 new message from Mum.


Tom palmed the phone and entered the passcode – Oliver’s date of birth. He navigated to messages and paused, perched on the edge of an intrusive act. He weighed the moral dilemma in his mind: invading a person's privacy versus safeguarding a son. He glanced furtively at the pool. Oliver was further away now, he and Adam queuing for the slides. Tom clicked on the speech bubble and scrolled down the message list. There was nothing else to raise any red flags, just a few texts from schoolfriends and an innocuous gif from Charlie. But there, at the top, was a new message from her.

It was three years since Tom and Maggie had separated and Tom had tried hard to rehabilitate himself, to balm the hurt; to rationalise, repair, restore. But he'd done little more than polish the pain into a thin veneer. And now, feeling her presence again, albeit electronically, scratched that superficial surface and exposed the unhealed scars and open wounds beneath.

Tom hesitated, balancing a different kind of conundrum now: to leave undiscovered what his ex-wife and son were discussing, and thus retain his ignorance so that he could enjoy the rest of his family's holiday, or pick at that weeping sore, in the hope he’d be empowered by whatever knowledge he uncovered. A glimpse at the text's first few words, previewed on the message list, was enough to force a decision. "He's a fucking joke..."

Tom was in no doubt the 'he' in question was him. He opened the message and, as he read on, felt suddenly alien to his surroundings. He was there but elsewhere, present but absent. He scrolled back to try make sense of what he was reading, to place in a meaningful context this sickening exchange between mother and son. But the further he scrolled, reading the conversation in reverse, the more disconnected he became and the more he feared that his perception of the world was not his son's reality. He felt nauseous, light-headed. His heart pounded. His breathing became heavy.

"Seen a ghost?"

Tom hurriedly hid the phone under his beach towel and looked up. Kate stood at the end of his sun-lounger haloed in the midday sun.

"You're the only person who's getting paler in this heat. What you got there?" She nodded to Tom's beach towel where Oliver's phone was forcing a bulge.

Tom slid the phone out and signalled for Kate to sit on the lounger next to him.

"You need to see this. And I need a drink."

"What do you want me to see? Isn't that Olly's phone?"

Tom took a gulp of the cocktail that had warmed in the sun and felt the tepid, sickly sweet liquid travel down his body and sit heavily in his stomach.

"It's her. The Psycho.”

*

20 January 2013

When Tom looked down at the newborn baby cradled in his arms, his doubts began to dissipate. For this – a memory in which he would seek succour in the years to come – was the moment he first allowed himself to believe that the child could be his.

He’d always wanted to believe he was the father, that he would have an heir, someone he could love – and who would love him - unconditionally. But wanting something to be true is not the same as feeling it, knowing it. And his doubts were long-held and deep-rooted. Two months after they’d begun dating, Maggie had told him – whilst they’d been celebrating his birthday – that she was pregnant. Tom had known that he could not have been the father because on the two occasions they’d slept together, they’d used contraception. He’d presumed that the father was Graham, Maggie's previous boyfriend, with whom she’d had an unsatisfying, six-month relationship she'd ended by text soon after she and Tom had first slept together one drunken night out. But he’d been wrong. Upon interrogation, Maggie had revealed that the baby was in fact Jimmy’s, a man she’d had an affair with behind Graham’s back; an affair Tom had not been wholly convinced had ended.

The more questions he’d asked, the more tangled he’d become in Maggie's complex past and the more concerned he’d become about her integrity. The more she’d told him, the less he thought he’d known, and the less he’d wanted to know.

But when he looked at his son for the first time and saw a child wearing a mask of its father's face, he finally allowed himself to believe that he’d become a dad.

In an evolutionary sleight of hand designed to protect a firstborn from being cast out – or worse, eaten – by its father, nature lends it its father's features.

Tom looked at his baby son, moments ago brought naked into the world, vulnerable and weak, saw himself reflected there, and something shifted inside him, a biological rewiring of every chip and circuit. Though not a violent man, he knew then that he would do anything to protect this baby. He knew then that his own survival instinct had been shuffled back in the pack. A new life had taken top trumps now.

He looked at the baby in his arms and the baby blinked back at him, and in a primal pact forged in blood and tears, he swore he'd do whatever necessary to protect this child.


Chapter Two

29 July 2025

"What the fuck?" Kate stared at the phone Tom had just passed her.

Tom's pulse was still racing, he could feel blood drumming at his temples and pressure building behind his eyes.

"What do we do? Confront him?" Tom asked.

Kate thought for a moment. "If he knows we've seen the messages, he'll change his passcode. We need to see what the Psycho plans to do next. And we need to survive this holiday."

Tom knew Kate was right. All hell would break loose if he confronted Oliver about the messages now. How could they possibly play happy families after that?

The four of them, him and Kate, Oliver and Adam, were cocooned in a small poolside apartment for the next three days and then had a two-hour transfer to the airport and a long flight home to contend with. There was no other option but to unsee the messages, at least as far as Oliver and Adam were concerned. Get through the next few days and, once home, decide what to do.


"We need to monitor his phone, though," Kate said. "And you should take screenshots. No, on second thoughts, take photos of the messages from your phone. He can't suspect we know."


Kate handed Tom the phone and he swiped right on the messages to mark them as unread.


"Is that my phone?"


Oliver had returned from the pool and now loomed over Tom, dripping chlorinated water onto his lounger. He swept his fringe back, splashing Tom in the process.

"Yeah, mate. It just pinged. Think it's your mum."

Tom handed the phone over and Oliver glanced at it then threw it onto his own sun-lounger. He picked up his beach towel and began drying himself off.

"Where's Adam?" Kate asked. Tom knew she was trying hard to keep her voice calm and casual.

"Dunno," Oliver replied with a shrug. "I'm not his keeper."

With that, he dropped down onto his lounger, twisted AirPods into his ears, and retreated into a private world. Not yet in his teens yet every inch a teenager.

The day passed slowly and predictably. Tom read by the pool and, when he felt himself frying in the heat, took the occasional dip in the water. Kate largely stayed in the pool, swimming the odd length, and chatting to other parents by the water’s edge. She protested – somewhat unconvincingly to Tom’s mind – when the hotel reps pressured her into playing a game of water volleyball, but she played a competitive game nonetheless and celebrated with enthusiastic high-fives when her team won.

Adam spent most of the afternoon on the waterslides or sitting in the shade of the poolside bar with a soft drink or ice cream, playing games on his phone. He was quiet and uncommunicative, as if picking at the bones of an argument.

Oliver was in and out of the water. There were several more message notifications over the course of the afternoon and, with each one, Oliver appeared to become more furtive. Occasionally, a smirk – or was it a grimace? – crept across his face and he frantically thumbed out a response. When asked, he shrugged it off and said he was just chatting with some friends from school about football and music.

*

After half a day spent acclimatising to their new surroundings, the four of them had quickly fallen into a daily routine. They showered and dressed, taking quick turns in the shared bathroom, then circled each other by the mirror like ballroom dancers tentatively rehearsing a new routine. Then they headed down to the buffet restaurant for breakfast. Even this had become habitual: Kate poured coffee and orange juice, then Tom brought a selection of pastries to the table for the four of them to pick at. Oliver and Adam went to the hot buffet and returned with mountains of bacon, sausages, eggs, and hashbrowns; Tom and Kate queued at the omelette station, always opting for the same selection of toppings – ham, cheese, and mushrooms. When their plates were empty and their stomachs full, they went on the hunt for well-placed sun-loungers by the pool, and, struggling, cursed their compliance with the hotel rule about not reserving beds before breakfast.

The rest of the morning was occupied by the pool, soft drinks until eleven, then onto beers and cocktails. A late lunch was taken at the terrace bar, alternating between burgers and pizzas, always eaten at leisure to give their skin some time to recover from the sun.

After a few more hours by the pool, they had a valedictory cocktail before returning to their room to shower and get dressed for dinner.

Their evening meal was also a leisurely affair. Tom, determined to make the most of the all-inclusive, always had three courses, including an often-eclectic main of world cuisine. Feeling over-full and sometimes regretful of their gluttony, they took the short stroll from the restaurant to the open-air theatre where they ordered cocktails, fought off insect bites, and waited for the evening's entertainment: a Russian Roulette of music, magic, and mirth.

Almost as repetitive and predictable as their daily routine was the tempestuous nature of Oliver and Adam's relationship. At various points of the day, they were inseparable, huddled in conspiratorial conversations, or playing together in the pool, still young enough to enjoy a private and imaginary world of make-believe. But at other times, they were as distant and unfamiliar as strangers, sullen and prickly, each ready to snap at the slightest provocation.

Today was proving pricklier than most. After Oliver had returned from the pool to retrieve his phone, he’d remained for some time plugged into his music and thumbing out messages. Adam was briefly unaccounted for but was later spotted sitting in the shade of the poolside bar. Tom watched over the top of his sunglasses as Kate heaved herself out of the pool, water rippling in concentric circles around her, and walked over to her son.

There was a brief, muted exchange before Kate pulled up a seat alongside Adam and sat down. The staccato rhythm of Kate's speech suggested she was asking questions; the pauses between implied Adam was in no mood to answer them. Instead, he sat impassively, shoulders sloped, eyes fixed on a patch of ground between his feet. After a few minutes, and upon receiving no reply, Kate stood up, placed a hand softly on the small of Adam's back, and walked around the pool, weaving her way in and out of sun-loungers which had been moved to track the sun, and now stood like an army of toy soldiers circling an enemy.

"What was all that about?" Tom asked as Kate lowered herself onto the end of her sun-lounger.

"Your guess is as good as mine."

Tom sat upright, squinting in the low afternoon sun.

"Is he okay?"

"Something's happened," Kate said as she shifted her gaze from Tom to Oliver and back again. "He won't say what."

Taking his cue, Tom waved a hand across Oliver's eyeline. Oliver flicked his head to ask what Tom wanted. Tom mimed the removal of earphones and, somewhat reluctantly, Oliver obliged.

"Any idea what's wrong with Adam, mate?" Tom asked as jovially as he could, careful to keep any hint of accusation out of his tone.

"Why, what's he said?"

"Nothing. That's the problem. He's taken himself off over there, won't talk to your mum –"

Tom's voice faltered on the word 'mum', which until an hour ago would have caused no such consternation, but now felt like a grenade, pin-pulled and thrown into the conversation.

It had been Oliver's suggestion to call Kate 'mum', unprompted and somewhat unexpected. Tom and Kate had sat him and Adam down to talk about how they were feeling about the changes in their lives. They'd had several conversations with the boys since their families had started to knit together, both believing that honesty and transparency were always the best policies.

They had kept their relationship secret for two months until they’d both felt confident it was serious. They’d told each other that their sons would always come first and that the boys had to be comfortable with any proposed changes in their lives.

Both boys, when they were told that their parents were dating, had claimed to have known all along; both said they were happy because their parents deserved to find someone to love and someone who loved them in return.

At first, Tom and Kate had asked their sons if they were happy to spend some weekends together, the four of them. Later, the boys were asked if they had any objections to the four of them moving in together. In fact, at every step of the way, careful consideration had been given to how Oliver and Adam would feel about any changes to their routines, as well as to what Tom and Kate would do if, at any point, either boy objected to those changes. But the objections never came.

Oliver and Adam had bonded immediately, begging their respective parents for a sleepover the first day they'd met. Adam had instantly bonded with Tom, too. Never having had a father figure before, Adam seemed to relish there being a man around the house, someone to take him to football practice and with whom to go cycling. Oliver adored Kate because she fussed over him, made sure he had whatever he needed, quietly picked up the clothes he'd abandoned on his bedroom floor before his dad saw them, and gave him extra helpings at mealtimes and secret snacks in his packed lunch.

The transition had not been perfect, of course. There had been the occasional argument between Oliver and Adam, usually a territorial dispute or the product of envy. Tom and Kate had bickered, too, from time to time, as they navigated a new life of compromise, bending to each other's ways and wills, testing boundaries and discovering dividing lines.

But no one resented or resisted the reshaping of their family. And so, although they’d not anticipated it, and were somewhat unprepared for it, it had not come as a complete shock when Oliver had asked if he could start calling Kate 'mum'.

"Are you sure that's what you want?" Tom had replied, as he and Kate shared a look halfway between surprise and cautious delight.


"Yes. Definitely. Because she is – you are! My mum, I mean. You're marrying my dad. You look after me, feed me, wash my clothes, nag me about not making my bed... You're more of a mum to me than my actual mum. More of a mum than she's ever been."


Tom and Kate agreed to think it over and speak to Adam to see how he'd feel about it.

"Does that mean I can call you 'dad'?" had been Adam's excited response. And thus, it had been agreed.

"What about your mum, though?" Tom had asked when he and Kate sat Oliver down a week later to give their permission for the change.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, what will she say if she knows you've started calling Kate 'mum'. I don't think she'll approve, do you?" Tom’s look assured Oliver that he knew this to be the understatement of the century.

"Does she have to know?" Oliver said nervously.

“That's your call. I won't tell her. She doesn't talk to me anyway. I just want what's best for you, Ols; don't want you to get into any bother, that's all."

Within days, the sound of Oliver calling Kate 'mum' had become as natural as any other everyday utterance, as had Adam's new moniker for Tom. Now, Tom thought, it would surely jar if Oliver reverted to calling Kate by her forename, as if she were a stranger to him. Certainly, Tom knew that he would not like it if Adam retreated like this. It would seem insulting somehow, like an intentional slur, an attempt to disrespect or belittle him. And it would undoubtedly create distance, break some bond, shatter some link in the chain they'd carefully soldered to bind them together.

*

Oliver thought for a moment, wrestling with a response. Eventually, he said: "Adam's just, well, a bit too sensitive sometimes, that's all. We were just messing about on the slides, pushing each other. Then he got annoyed and stormed off."

Tom felt Kate's eyes drilling into his back. There's got to be more to it.

"Are you sure that's all it is? No one hurt anyone else? Said anything unkind?" Tom prompted.

"He pushed me, I pushed him back. That's it. Now, can I listen to my music please?"

Without awaiting a reply, Oliver pushed his AirPods back into his ears, laid down, and closed his eyes. But moments later, his hand felt for his phone and, finding it, he began tapping out a message.

Tom swung himself back onto his sun-lounger and looked at Kate who was flattening her beach towel and slipping on her sliders. They need not speak. They knew they were thinking the same thing. I bet he's messaging the Psycho, telling her we're picking on him, telling her he hates it here, hates us and can't wait to go home to her.

But the question gnawing away inside Tom's mind was the same question that had been bouncing off the walls of his skull like a rubber ball since he'd first read those messages between mother and son. Did Oliver really mean it? Had she finally got to him, worn him down, manipulated him into believing her lies? Or was he simply too scared to confront her with the truth?

Of course, there was another option, a middle ground on which Oliver could have sought refuge. After all, it was the no-man's-land on which Tom himself had dug trenches often enough. Perhaps Oliver simply went along with his mum to please her, appease her; to keep on her good side and maintain the ceasefire. Tom knew all too well that life’s easier when Maggie is happy, when no one challenges her.

The problem for Tom was that none of those options gave him any comfort. Whatever was going on, he knew his son – this vulnerable boy who still, from time and time when he pulled certain facial expressions, looked like him, even if he was becoming less like him every day – was being failed by his parents and that he would carry the emotional scars with him for the rest of his life.

Tom had made a solemn promise to Oliver when he'd first held him in his arms twelve years ago. And he'd failed. Yes, he'd protected him from the outside world – from school bullies, bike accidents, and bee stings; and he’d given every part of himself to this child. But in the end, he'd been unable – or unwilling – to protect his son from the enemy within.


Chapter Three

29 July 2025

Over dinner, a fragile truce was reached between Oliver and Adam.

It began with clipped transactions. Oliver asked Adam if he'd pass the ketchup; Adam asked Oliver if he’d go with him to get dessert. And so, slowly, relations began to thaw. Whatever had flowed in the cracks between them, then set hard as ice, began to melt a little with each exchange until, finally, there was sufficient warmth for one of them to suggest visiting the arcade together and for the other to eagerly accept. This left Tom and Kate alone to talk freely for the first time since earlier that afternoon.

"Have you thought any more about the messages?" Kate asked, as she twisted in her chair to face Tom and laid a hand on his knee.

"Honestly, I've thought of little else. I doubted that woman could ever shock me again, swore I'd never let her hurt me or come between any of us. But this...."


"I still can't get my head around it. I can’t understand what game she's playing. I get that she wants to hurt you – us – but she's using her own son, lying to him, manipulating him. Hell, she's inciting him. What does she hope to achieve, for god's sake? Can't she see the damage she's doing to that boy?"


Tom turned Kate's words over, then took a drink from the cocktail in his hand and winced at the acidic tang.

"She doesn't care about anyone but herself; she isn't capable. She'll do whatever she can to look good, to win."

"Do you think it's true, what Oliver told her about Adam?” Kate looked at Tom and held his gaze. Tom knew she was pleading with him to give her the answer she wanted to hear, the answer she needed to hear.

Tom took time to formulate a response, to choose the right words to articulate his thoughts. The problem was, he wasn't sure what those thoughts were; he wasn't sure he knew what the truth was any more.

"I honestly don't know," he said, eventually. "Adam won't talk about it, and we can't confront Olly. Not yet. Besides, I'm not sure it matters anyway."

“Of course it matters,” Kate said curtly. “And I know it's not true. I know Adam wouldn't do anything like that. Frankly, I'm surprised you'd even think he would."

"Kate, darling. This is exactly what she wants. Us arguing like this. Don't let her win. Don't let her come between us."

Kate removed her hand from Tom's knee and turned to face the stage, where a pair of acrobats were installing apparatus. Tom took a long gulp of his cocktail, draining the glass and leaving a thin layer of silt at the bottom, like an hourglass run out of time.

He held his empty glass aloft. "Want another?" he asked. Kate didn't respond, her eyes, glassy and reflecting the stage lights, remained fixed on the acrobats.

*

Tom knew he should have left Maggie years earlier. After all, their marriage had ended long before he finally found the strength to walk out of it. If indeed it was ever a marriage at all. He told friends – and himself – that he’d stayed for the sake of the children. He couldn't bring himself to break up their family, destroy their home. And part of that reasoning was true. He’d stayed because he’d not wanted to hurt Oliver or Charlie.

Tom knew Charlie had already been through one divorce and been witness to the acrimonious breakdown of her biological parents’ relationship. Tom knew it had scarred her, and that the wounds were still raw. She’d heard too many arguments, seen too many fights, and been used too often as a weapon in the war of words between her mum and dad, the very people who should’ve shielded her from such battles, and evacuated her from the frontline to a place of peace and safety, not used her as cannon fodder.

Tom thought that Oliver, meanwhile, was too young to experience such a life-changing event. He needed a stable home and two loving parents to protect him from life’s artilleries until he was old enough and strong enough to withstand them solo.

But Tom also knew that his children's safety and happiness were not the only reasons he'd stayed in a broken marriage for too long, repairing the cracks in the China until the pot was more glue than porcelain. He’d also remained because he was selfish and weak. Selfish because he could not bear the thought of being without his children, to be relegated from top of the table to Sunday league dad, making do with alternate weekends and stilted catch-up conversations held in hushed tones in an out-of-town McDonald's. And weak because he could not face the inevitable pain of a break-up, could not find enough resolve to navigate the complex path to freedom.

Above all, he did not think he had the strength or stomach for the long and bitter battle that he knew would ensue; for the intricate untangling of their lives and the untwisting of truth from lies. Like surgically separating conjoined twins, there was a risk only one of them would survive the split.

But eventually, something changed. And, albeit unknowingly, it was Oliver who’d instigated it.

*

11 November 2022

After yet another late-night fight – one, like all the others, Tom had tried hard to avoid but had been prodded and poked to breaking point with insults and threats from Maggie, drunk and intent on an argument for her own sport – Tom stalked upstairs to the bedroom, leaving Maggie with the only company she seemed to like: that of a bottle.

And at the top of the stairs, he heard muffled voices on the other side of Charlie's bedroom door. Tom paused outside her room, watching shadows divide a strip of orange light beneath the door. It took Tom a moment to tune in but, when he did, what he heard changed his life forever.

Oliver asked Charlie, his half-sister, why their mum and dad stayed together when it was obvious that they hated each other and couldn't be in same room without shouting. Charlie said something Stoic about the fact they're a family and that's what families do: stay together, no matter what. To which Oliver replied: But it would be better for all of us if they just split up then we wouldn't have to listen to the arguments every night and I might get some sleep.

And that's when Tom resolved to do what was right for them all, albeit years too late: he would end his marriage.

Within the hour, he left.

Tom couldn't pinpoint the moment he knew his marriage to Maggie had broken down. Indeed, there had been no such moment: it had not been a single act but a slow and gradual deterioration. The arguments had become more frequent, the spaces in-between more fleeting and irregular. In a war of attrition, his marriage – or rather his tolerance of that marriage – had been lost one battle at a time until the war was finally over.

Except the war did not end that night when independence was declared. Like the Japanese soldier hidden in the jungle for thirty years because he was unaware the Second World War had ended, Maggie refused to accept she'd destroyed another marriage and continued to fight Tom on any front she could find.


No, Tom could not say when his marriage had ended. But he could say why: trust.


From their early days when Maggie discovered she was pregnant with another man's child, only to claim she'd miscarried when Tom told her he couldn’t see how their relationship could survive, he’d harboured doubts as to Maggie's honesty and fidelity. She’d insisted her affair with Jimmy, the father of that baby, had ended when she and Tom had become serious. Yes, she had seen Jimmy again after she’d slept with Tom but as soon as she knew it was going somewhere with Tom, she'd called it a day.

But, even if he allowed himself to believe her about Jimmy, there were countless other seeds of doubt scattered throughout their relationship.

And then there was Marcus. The final insult. The one who ended it all.


Chapter Four

29 July 2025

They all agreed that the acrobats had been impressive. It had been the most entertaining evening of the holiday so far – and perfectly timed. Their enjoyment of the show had brought the four of them together. They'd laughed, gasped, applauded. And then they'd won the family music quiz which always marked the end of the night. Kate and Adam had taken to the stage to claim their reward – a bottle of prosecco, which delighted them even though the bar was always free. The four of them returned slowly to their apartment, eking out their feelings of contentment and cordiality.

The boys quickly undressed and took to their sofa-beds in the apartment’s lounge area, there to watch TV on their phones until sleep carried them away till morning light. Tom and Kate sat on the balcony with a glass of victory prosecco – which they swore tasted all the sweeter for its provenance – and shared a comfortable silence, punctuated only by exotic bird calls from the palm trees that were dotted around the resort.

When they finally pushed back the mosquito nets and walked into the apartment, both Oliver and Adam were asleep, phones abandoned at their sides, the occasional snuffle and snort the only signs of life.

Kate pulled on Tom's arm and Tom turned to face her. She signalled to Oliver's phone which was still playing an American sitcom on Netflix. Tom caught her meaning, nodded, and, like a bomb disposal expert, carefully retrieved the phone.

"I’ll switch this off, you do Adam's," he said by way of overt explanation should Oliver be half-aware of the movement at his side and awaken.

Kate picked up Adam's phone and switched it off. "We should put them both on charge in our bedroom," she said, picking up the thread Tom had just pulled.

They got changed and cleaned their teeth then retired to their bedroom and closed the door. Once in bed, they opened Oliver's phone at the messages app and looked to each other for approval or support or perhaps hoping for an exit from this action. 

After a moment, with an intake of breath, they began to read the messages together.

*

[12/07/25 12:15]

Mum:

Don't call your dad's girlfriend 'mum'. She's not your fucking mother. She didn't give birth to you – I did. I'm so angry with you right now.

Oliver:

Sorry mum. I won't, promise.

Mum:

You've really upset me. I'm so hurt. I'm your mum, not that stupid bitch.

Oliver:

I'm really sorry. I won't do it again.

Mum:

Did they make you?

Oliver:

??

Mum:

Did they make you call her mum?

Oliver:

Yes.

Mum:

They're insane. They're both fucking nuts. They deserve each other.

Oliver:

I know.

Mum:

I can't believe they've done this. It's so wrong.

Oliver:

I know, mum.

Mum:

-

Oliver:

Mum? I’m sorry.

Mum:

It's not your fault, baby. It's them. It's not fair on you. It's so wrong and they know it. They're fucking out of order.

Oliver:

I know.

Mum:

I'm worried about you being there with them.

Oliver:

I'm okay, honest.

Mum:

It's not your fault. He's massively in the wrong and he knows it. I'm the one who's done everything for you. She's only known you 2 minutes. Stupid bitch.

Oliver:

Sorry. Love you.

Mum:

Love you, too.

Oliver:

-

Mum:

I don't like you being there with them.

Oliver:

-

Mum:

Did you not think it was strange, calling her mum?

Oliver:

Yeah.

Mum:

I don't understand why you'd want to call anyone but me that – I don't understand, sweetheart.

Oliver:

I know.

Mum:

Tell them you're not calling her mum, I said so.

Oliver:

Okay.


Mum: 
What's her surname?



Oliver: 
What?


Mum:

Her. That bitch. What's her full name?

Oliver:

Why?

Mum:

I just want to know.

Oliver:

I think it's Harper. Why mum?

Mum:

Just wondered.

Oliver:

What are you going to do?

Mum:

-

Oliver:

Mum?

Mum:

Don't worry, love. It's not your fault. You've done nothing wrong. They should never have put you in that position. If they have a problem with it, I’ll sort it.

Oliver:

Okay. Night then.

Mum:

They're nuts, the pair of them. I won't stand for it. I don't want you there with them.

Oliver:

Night mum.

Mum:

You don't have to do what they tell you. 'Mum' is a special name and it’s only for the one who carried you, gave birth to you, and has been there every day. Grandma will be so upset if she finds out. Don't let your dad try and force something on you.

Oliver:

Okay. Night. Love you.

[13/07/25 14:45]

Mum:

Have you told him you won't be calling the bitch 'mum'?

Oliver:

Not yet.

Mum:

You need to. Or I will.

Oliver:

I will. Promise.

Mum:

Now.

Oliver:

Okay.

Mum:

You've really upset grandma.

Oliver:

Sorry.

[14/07/25 15:00]

Mum:

I won't be home till late. Me and Marcus are going for something to eat. Can you put the vacuum round when you get in from school? And sort the dog? Then go get yourself a meal deal from Tesco.

Oliver:

-

Mum:

Have you vacuumed?

Oliver:

-

Mum:

Did you let the dog out?

Oliver:

Hi Mum. Sorry, my phone was out of charge.

Mum:

Have you done what I asked?

Oliver:

I've hoovered and sorted the pets.

Mum:

Thank you darling. Me and Marcus will be back late, don't stay up.

Oliver:

Okay.

[15/07/25 15:30]

Mum:

I’ll be back late tonight, got a meeting. Sort the dog for me. And get yourself something from the supermarket.

Oliver:

Okay.

[16/07/25 16:15]

Oliver:

When will you be home?


Mum:
Don’t know. Out. Why?



Oliver:
I’ve forgotten my key. I’m sat outside.


Mum:

That’ll teach you not to forget your key.


Oliver:
It’s raining, mum.


Mum:

FFS. Knock next door then, they’ll let you stay there till I’m back.

[19/07/25 10:00]

Mum:

Why didn't you message me?

Oliver:

I didn't have my phone.


Mum: 
Why not?


Oliver:

We have to put them on charge on the landing when we go to sleep.

Mum:

WTF?

Oliver:

So they're charged. And so we don't stay up on our phones all night.

Mum:

Is that what you want?

Oliver:

What do you mean?

Mum:

Don't you want to keep your phone with you? To message me?

Oliver:

I guess.

Mum:

Then tell them I said you could keep it.

Oliver:

It's fine, mum. What are you doing this weekend?

Mum:

Me and Marcus are going away.

Oliver:

Nice.

Mum:

You can keep your phone if you want to, baby.

Oliver:

I can't, mum. But it's fine though.

Mum:

Says who?

Oliver:

Dad and Kate.

Mum:

I'm very cross with them both.

Oliver:

-

Mum:

Does he know your pass code?

Oliver:

No.

Mum:

Good. Keep your phone if you want. It's a fucking stupid rule. But then they are both autistic. LOL.

Oliver:

Okay.

[19/07/25 20:30]

Mum:

Are you keeping your phone tonight, baby?

Oliver:

Yeah.

Mum:

Good. Have you told them I said so?

Oliver:

No. I just won't put it on the landing. They won't know.

Mum:

Ha ha. Good boy. Fucking stupid rule.

Oliver:

-

Mum:

You don't call her mum now, do you?

Oliver:

No. Promise.

Mum:

Good. She is not your mum. She didn't go through 9 months of carrying you and nearly die giving birth to you. If she has a problem with that, she can go jump off a fucking bridge. Bitch.

Oliver:

Okay.

Mum:

Nasty little bitch.

[25/07/25 11:30]

Oliver:

We're on the plane, about to take off. YAY

Mum:

Have fun. Despite the company!

Oliver:

I will. Love you.

Mum:

Love you too, baby. Don't envy you spending a week with the nutjobs though! Eek!

Oliver:

Ha ha. It'll be fun.

Mum:

Fun? With your dad and that bitch? I doubt that!

[29/07/25 14:00]

Mum:

What are you up to?

Oliver:

Just by the pool. It's hot! Phew!

Mum:

What's the hotel like? Cheap and nasty I bet!

Oliver:

It's okay. The food is good. Yum!

Mum:

Are they being horrible to you?

Oliver:

It's fine, promise. I'm okay.

Mum:

I bet that bloody Adam is a spoilt little brat, isn't he?

Oliver:

He's okay, mum.

Mum:

Don't you let them tell you what to do. And don't let Adam get everything he wants. You're the eldest.

Oliver:

Only by a week, mum! Ha!

Mum:

You're still older. Make sure you get the best room.

Oliver:

We're all in one apartment, mum.


Mum:
What? Bet you hate that, no privacy.


Oliver:

It's okay, mum. I've got a sofa bed.

Mum:

A fucking sofa bed? Are you kidding? I bet your dad and the bitch have their own room?

Oliver:

Yeah.

Mum:

That's terrible. Sounds like the nutjobs are having a great holiday and don't care about you. Don't worry, baby. You'll soon be home where you belong. I hate you being there with him. He doesn't deserve you. I think we need to talk about things when you're back.

Oliver:

Things?

Mum:

About where you live and what's best for you.

Oliver:

Okay. Off in the pool now.

Mum:

I hate you being with him. And the bitch. And that spoilt brat.

Oliver:

-

Mum:

I want you away from them. Away from the crazy people.

Oliver:

-

Mum:

Olly? You okay?

Oliver:

Yeah. Just listening to music

Mum:

Bet you're bored.

Oliver:

Yeah.

Mum:

Don't worry, you'll be home soon, baby. Away from the crazy people.

Oliver:

I know.

Mum:


Right after you get back, we will decide when – if – you want to go there again. Or if you'd rather stay with mummy. Okay, darling?


Oliver:

Okay mum. Love you. Off in the pool now.

Mum:

Answer me honestly, darling. Do you want to be there with them? Or would you prefer to be with me?

Oliver:

I want to be with you, mum.

Mum:

I bet you'd rather your dad wasn't with that bitch, don't you? So you had him to yourself? Didn't have to share him with that spoilt brat, Adam? He's not his son. And he's not your brother.

Oliver:

Yeah.

Mum:

So, you would like to be at home with me more? And to only spend time with your dad when he's on his own? Not with the bitch and the brat?

Oliver:

Yeah

Mum:

Then that's settled.


Oliver: 
What do you mean? What will you do?


Mum:

-

Oliver:

Mum?

Mum:

-

Oliver:

Mum. I do like it here. And Kate is nice sometimes.

Mum:

But do you want to be with them as often?

Oliver:

Yeah.

Mum:

Then don't fucking complain to me. Either you hate the fucking nutjobs or you don't.

[29/07/25 15:30]

Oliver:

Mum?


Mum:
What?


Oliver:

Are you mad at me?

Mum:

Why?

Oliver:

Don’t know.

Mum:

What are the nutjobs doing?

Oliver:

Just sitting by the pool.

Mum:

Boring.


Oliver:


I know.

Mum:

I bet your dad is being boring, isn't he?

Oliver:

A bit. He reads a lot.

Mum:

Yawn!

Oliver:

Ha ha.

Mum:

What's the bitch doing?

Oliver:

Swimming, mainly.

Mum:

So they don't spend much time together? Don't talk much? Figures. I don't think it'll last.

Oliver:

They seem happy.

Mum:

If you say so.

Oliver:

Going back in the pool with Adam. The slides are dead good.

Mum:

Well, you be careful. And don't let that spoilt brat tell you what to do. You hear?

Oliver:

I won't, mum.

Mum:

Push him in the pool.

Oliver:

Ha ha.

Mum:

Show him who's boss.

Oliver:

I might! Ha! He is a bit spoilt tbh. Tells tales on me.

Mum:

Twat! What’s he do?

Oliver:

Blames me for stuff he’s done. Dad and Kate think he’s a goodie two shoes.

Mum:

Bet they take his side all the time. Poor you. Like I say, push him in the pool when no one’s looking. If you get caught, blame the sun!

Oliver:

Ha ha!

Mum:

Bet your dad hasn't been on the slides, has he?

Oliver:

No. He's been in the pool a few times, though.

Mum:

He's a fucking joke…

*

Tom and Kate sat propped up on their pillows and looked at each other.

"I think it's even worse the second time around. Taking it all in properly like this," Kate whispered.

"Do you want to keep going? See what they've been saying this afternoon?" Tom asked, a part of him hoping Kate would decline and thus spare him any more demons to plague his sleep.

"I guess. I think we must. Don't you?"

"Forewarned is forearmed, you mean?"

"It might explain what happened at the pool earlier, if nothing else."

Tom lifted Oliver's phone up so both he and Kate could see the screen. He scrolled up the page to reveal the next set of messages and instantly regretted his decision to read on.

*

[29/07/25 16:30]

Oliver:

Adam is such a wuss.

Mum:

What's happened, baby? What's the brat done?

Oliver:

We were only messing around.

Mum:

What's the brat done, darling? Tell me. Tell mummy...

Oliver:

We were queuing for the slides and just messing. He pushed me and I pushed him. Then he fell, tripped or something, but blamed me. Said I'd hurt him, was too rough.

Mum:

Twat. I hope you did hurt him after that.

Oliver:

He said he wanted to be by himself, didn't want me around. I only told him he was pathetic because he'd cried when he fell. He said I'd pushed him over on purpose and hurt him.

Mum:

What a loser. Can't believe he told you to go away. You're right, he is pathetic. A weak and spoilt brat. Doesn't surprise me. Probably got his own way all his life. Only child. That bitch making up for him not having a dad.

Oliver:

Yeah, probably.

Mum:

I wonder what she did to push the brat's dad away. It won't last long with your dad either, I tell you. They're both autistic – so far on the spectrum it's unreal.

Oliver:

Yeah, I know. LOL.

Mum:

Where is he now?

Oliver:

Who? Dad?

Mum:

No, the brat. Off sulking in a corner?

Oliver:

Probably.

Mum:

You should go find him.

Oliver:

He'll be okay. It was nothing really. He just annoyed me by telling me to go away.

Mum:

You should find him and punch him in the face.

Oliver:

LOL.

Mum:

I mean it. Give him something to whine about, the little twat.

Oliver:

Mum!

Mum:

What? You know you want to! Go on, punch him in the face. He's not your brother. He's nothing to you. Just your dad's girlfriend's pathetic excuse of a boy. Punch him in the face. If you get caught, blame the heat! LOL

Oliver:

Need to go.

Mum:

Why? What's happening?

Oliver:

Kate's coming over.

Mum:

Stupid bitch. Push her in the pool. Tell her to jump off a fucking bridge.

[29/07/25 18:40]

Mum:

Olly?

Oliver:

-

Mum:

What are you doing?

Oliver:

Just getting ready for dinner.

Mum:

What happened with the spoilt brat?

Oliver:

Nothing. He's just not talking to me.

Mum:

Fucking loser. Bet he's been telling tales on you. Again!

Oliver:

I don't think so.


Mum: 
Well, if either of those two nutjobs say anything, I want to know, okay? I'll tell them where to go!


Oliver:

Okay. Got to go.

Mum:

Don't forget to punch the brat in the face. Your word against his.

Oliver:

Ha ha.

[29/07/25 20:40]

Mum:

What are you doing now?

Oliver:

Arcades.

Mum:

Who with? On your own?

Oliver:

Adam.

Mum:

The brat???

Oliver:

It's fine now. We're friends.

Mum:

WTF???

Oliver:

-

Mum:

Where are the nutjobs?

Oliver:

Having a drink.

Mum:

Typical. Leaving you on your own. So long as they're having a good time, eh?

Oliver:

I'm with Adam, mum. We're all watching the show soon. It's acrobats.

Mum:

Yawn! Don't you miss me? And Marcus?

Oliver:

Course.

Mum:

We're your family not them. Adam's nothing to you.

Oliver:

I know, mum.

Mum:

Bet you can't wait to get away from them, come back to me?

Oliver:

Yeah.

Mum:

I hate you being with them. Hate it. We will sort it when you get home, promise.

Oliver:

Got to go.

Mum:

They don't deserve you. The sooner you realise that the better. Your dad's a dickhead. The whole lot of them are mental. You're too cool for them, they're weird and autistic. Especially him! He's insane!

*


Tom let the phone drop to the bed. His head rolled back, and he stared at the ceiling and let out a long sigh. Neither he nor Kate spoke for a few minutes. Instead, they sat up in bed and listened to the whupp-whupp of the ceiling fan rotating endlessly above them, circulating warm, stale air around the room.


The patio door which opened onto a balcony overlooking the pool stood ajar. The faint smell of hibiscus and frangipani did battle with the sharp citrus tang of industrial cleaning products. Exotic birdcalls had now given way to the chirp of crickets and the whine of cicadas, neither of which was showing signs of tiring despite being halfway through the night shift.

"Sleep on it?" Tom said eventually.

Kate reached out and took hold of Tom's hand.

"Are you okay?" she asked, softly.

Tom became aware of his chest rising and falling, his pulse racing, his breathing heavy.

"You?" he replied.

Kate gave a slow, deliberate shrug.

"I'm sorry," Tom said.

"Why are you sorry?"

"You don't deserve this. What she says about you. And Adam."

Kate turned to face Tom and pulled him towards her. "Look at me."

Tom obliged.

"You have done nothing wrong here,” Kate continued. “You have only ever put that boy first. Done what's right by him. And Charlie. And us. It's her, all her. Do you hear me?"

Tom raised the corners of his mouth weakly, but his smile failed to reach his eyes and certainly failed to convince Kate.

"She is the one to blame here. She cheated on you, remember? Denied it, gas-lighted you, gas-lighted everyone. And then, the minute you left, she moved the bastard in, bold as brass!"

Kate paused, held Tom's gaze. Tom was close to tears now; his breathing had become shorter, more sporadic. Kate could see that he was fighting his emotions, determined not to show weakness.

"And you forgave her everything – well, maybe not forgave her, but you were certainly willing to move past it, to be civil for Oliver and Charlie’s sakes."

"They didn't deserve any of it."


"I know, sweetheart. You looked past her lies, her infidelities. You did it for them. But the minute you found someone else, the minute you found your own slice of happiness, she..."


Kate left the sentence dangling. She knew Tom had lived the next chapter even if he didn't yet know how the story would end.


Chapter Five

5 October 2022

"You're a shit Jesus," Tom said as he entered the living room to find Maggie watching TV from under a blanket.

"You're back," she replied without looking away from the screen. "Good trip?" Her question was laced with vitriol.

"It was fine, just full-on."

Tom, suddenly feeling self-conscious standing in the doorway, perched himself on the arm of the sofa instead.

"You know you're supposed to turn water into wine, not the other way around?" he said, trying hard to find the right tone, to keep the conversation light and jovial.

By this point in their marriage, every conversation with Maggie was a highwire act, one step a millimetre to the left or right could see him hurtling towards the canvas. And the stakes were even higher if she'd been drinking, which was most of the time now. A few months earlier, he could’ve been confident of her sobriety until late afternoon. Not now. She could’ve hit the bottle before breakfast, and he wouldn't have been surprised.

"What are you talking about?" Maggie asked irritably, clearly irked Tom had interrupted her TV viewing.

Tom began to regret broaching the subject but continued nevertheless, determined to show Maggie he'd noticed another worrying change in her behaviour.

"The wine bottle in the fridge," he said after a pause.

"What about it? I said I wouldn't drink, didn't I? And I haven't, as you can see."

Tom felt some of the tension in the tightrope beneath his feet slacken. But he was part way across, he knew there was no turning back now.

"I smelt it."

"And? Get to the point, will you? I'm trying to watch this."

"It's water. You've filled the bottle with water."

With an angry sigh, Maggie paused the TV and turned to face Tom, her demeanour confrontational.

"So? I had a little glass last night to keep me company whilst you were galivanting..."

"I was working, as well you know."

"It's not a crime, even if you do make me feel like a fucking criminal."

"That's not fair. You know I worry about you. You agreed you were drinking too much, that you'd cut down for the kids' sake."

"It was one fucking glass, Thomas. But I couldn't bear the thought of you being all sanctimonious, so I topped the bottle back up. Okay? Now, do fuck off, I'm watching my programme."

Maggie pressed play on the remote and turned back to the screen. Tom stood to leave.

As he was about to leave the room, Tom caught sight of a glass on the coffee table. A small measure of coke. Too small.

"Can I have a bit of your coke, please, I'm parched after that drive?"

Maggie rolled sideways on the sofa and grabbed the glass, emptying its contents in a single gulp. She then turned to Tom, the anger in her eyes now mixed with something closer to panic.

"Get your own drink," she spat then hurled the glass into the fireplace where it smashed, sending shards spilling over the hearth, glittering in the lamplight like a kaleidoscope.

"Where are you hiding it?” Tom asked, his hands and voice trembling at this sudden and violent act.

"Go fuck yourself, Thomas."

"Where is it? The vodka?"

Maggie grabbed the remote and held her thumb on the volume button until the sound was almost unbearable. Tom walked out of the room and headed upstairs.

When he entered the master bedroom – where he intended to take a moment to calm down before going to see Charlie and Oliver – he noticed the bedding had been changed and the room tidied. There was the fresh smell of linen on the air and the fruity notes of a recently lit scented candle.

Having regained his composure, Tom padded along the landing and knocked on Charlie's door.

"Yeah?"

"It's me. Dad. Can I come in?"

Tom opened the door and took a step into the room. Charlie, who’d been sitting at her dressing table, ran towards Tom and threw her arms around him. Tom held her close.

"I missed you," Charlie said as she buried her face into Tom's chest.

"I missed you, too. Everything been okay?"

Charlie remained silent, unmoving. Tom loosened his embrace and pulled back so he could see Charlie's face.

"Is something wrong, Charlie?"

Charlie looked at Tom, her eyes glassy. She swallowed as she tried to regain her composure.

Eventually, she said: "No, it's fine. Just glad you're home, that’s all. Have you seen Olly yet? He'll be made up to see you. He misses you when you go away."

"I miss him, too. And I miss you. I'm trying not to go away as often, am saying no to as much work as I can but we need the money, you know."

"I know. And I don't blame you for not wanting to be here."

"What do you mean?"

"Nothing, ignore me."

"How’s mum been?"

"Mum's been mum. We haven't seen much of her. We stayed at grandma's last night."

"Grandma's? Why?"

"Mum said she had to work late."

"Right. And what was Mum like tonight?"

"Not seen much of her today either. She got us a microwave meal on the way home from school and took herself off to the living room with a bottle of wine. She's been on the phone most of the night, giggling. You should go see Olly."

Tom gave Charlie a kiss on the top of her head, and she returned to her dressing table. Tom glanced at her reflection in the mirror, her expression inscrutable. No longer a little girl but not yet a woman, Tom knew Charlie was slowly finding her place in the world and trying to navigate her way through her hormones. Tom also knew that she would become more distant from him as she matured.

But at that moment, he looked at her reflection and saw a conflicted and fragile little girl whose presumptions of the world were beginning to be tested. A girl who needed him more than ever.

Tom walked down the landing and knocked on Oliver's door. Without awaiting a reply, he pushed open the door and walked in. Oliver was lying on his bed playing on his games console. He jumped, but when he saw his father, he dropped his console and leapt off his bed. He threw himself into Tom’s embrace.

"Dad! You're back!"

"Hey, Ols. So good to see you. Missed you."

"Where's mum?" Oliver sounded nervous.

"Downstairs. Watching TV."

"Is everything okay?"

"Yeah, of course. Why?"

Oliver didn’t reply. Instead, he just held onto his father.

Having caught up with his son, Tom headed back downstairs. He emptied the kitchen bin into the wheelie bin outside. Towards the bottom of the bin, he found the remains of a ‘two dine-in meal’. Something that had been nagging at his subconscious suddenly snapped into view. Earlier, he'd noticed two wine glasses on the draining board. It was as if Maggie was willing him to confront her, taunting him with clues hidden in plain sight. Was he man enough to challenge her? Strong enough for the argument? Ready for the truth?

Tom finished tidying up and headed back upstairs. The living room door remained closed, Maggie on the other side.

*

Later that evening, when Tom went to the kitchen to get a glass of water, he noticed another wine bottle had disappeared from the fridge. As he walked back towards the stairs, he stalled outside the living room door and tried to listen to Maggie's phone call.

"... about you, too. Can't stop smiling."

Tom felt his heart thumping in his chest and blood throbbing in his ears. He craned his neck and tilted his head, so that his ear was closer to the door. He could only hear Maggie's side of the conversation, but it was enough to know who was on the other end of the line: Marcus. Maggie's boss.

When Maggie had started her new job, she’d complained to Tom about her line manager who, she’d said, was distant and at times difficult. She’d said he seemed out of his depth, unable to help her navigate her new role and unsupportive when she went to him with problems.

But, as time went on, she’d begun to mention him more often and her tone had seemed to soften. She’d said he was kind and trusted her to make her own decisions. One evening, Maggie had shown Tom the company's website, proud that her portrait photo and biography had been added to the 'Meet the Team’ page. At the top of the webpage, there’d been a photo of Marcus. He had looked older and gnarlier than Tom had imagined he would, his skin pockmarked, possibly bearing the scars of teenage acne, and his teeth uneven and yellowed by drink or nicotine, or possibly both.

"He looks like a hawk," Tom had observed with a smirk.

"What do you mean?"

"Like a bird, an eagle maybe. It's the nose or mouth, or just a look in the eyes, I'm not sure."

"No, he doesn't. I think he has a nice face. Kind. Open."

"If you say so. He could be a Bond villain."

"Oh, fuck off, Thomas." And with that, Maggie had stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her so hard that it displaced all the air in the room and rattled the windows in their frames.

After that, Maggie had mentioned his name even more often and Tom had become convinced she was doing so simply to irritate him. Next, she had begun to talk to him on the phone when she got home from work, claiming they had business to discuss that couldn't wait until morning. Soon, the calls had crept into the corners of every evening and weekend. Then came the text messages, exchanged in rapid succession late at night whilst Tom and Maggie laid together in bed.

Maggie had always been secretive with her phone. She’d always kept the passcode from Tom and was in the habit of placing it screen down so no one could see her notifications. But, whilst lying next to Maggie in bed, Tom had caught the occasional glimpse of her screen as she and Marcus had messaged each other.

"Are those love hearts?" he’d asked one night when his patience had finally snapped.

"What?" she’d barked back without looking away from her phone.

"At the end of that message you just sent. Were they love hearts?"
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