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  Some things are just meant to be, or sometimes it seems that way. Like old uni pals inexplicably moving to your hometown, or realising that your childhood best friend is the love of your life, or landing a star role in a hit TV series that could well be your autobiography.


  Fate, karma, written in the stars, or just bizarre quirks of coincidence?


  For better or worse, the events of the next six months will push the friends to the limits. For The Circle can expand and contract, but it is always whole; eternal.


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


  * * * * *


  In The Stars Part I is Season Four in the Hiding Behind The Couch Series.


  The story follows chronologically from The Harder They Fall (Season Three), Crying in the Rain (Novel) and First Christmas (Novella). It continues in Breaking Waves (Novella) and In The Stars Part II (Season Five).

  * * * * *


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


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


  For my friends on the flat roof:


  we steered a wayward ship,


  lost and found God, glimpsed Satan,


  didn’t learn a lot of Latin.


  And for Powelly, rider on the storm.


  Elf people, though, dude. Seriously?


  “In the magical universe there are no coincidences and there are no accidents. Nothing happens unless someone wills it to happen.”


  William S. Burroughs


  Capricorn
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  The goat looks solemn, yet he likes to run,


  And leap the rocks, and gambol in the sun:


  The truly wise enjoy a little fun.


Marigold

Friday, 6th January

Rank mops and disinfectant. The stench clung to every grubby cubic inch of air. Metal clanged loudly against metal; the jangle of keys echoed around the corridors and up through the levels, ricocheting along landings and up into the void above. It was a grey, grey world. The steel doors were painted industrial grey. The bars were Hammerite grey. The walls were a featureless corpse-skin expanse, terminating at distant skylights showing nothing but grey sky. Even the uniforms and overalls—everything. Grey.

Well, almost everything.

“Eh, it’s our turn,” a voice shouted from across the void. “This is fucked up.”

“Yeah,” another voice agreed from behind. “Oy! Marigold! Get a new fuckin’ mop, you cunt. It stinks to shit.”

‘Marigold’ continued along the corridor, trying to ignore the multiple complaints as he passed each cell. They had every right. No supplies, and the mops hadn’t been changed in all the time he’d been in there, which was five months, two weeks, four days and three hours. Seventeen days to go. Then he’d be out. He glanced up and spotted Darren coming his way.

“Alright?” Marigold said. Hardly anyone there called him by his real name, not even his fellow wing cleaners.

“Yeah. Noisy today.”

“Third’s not been cleaned this week. That’s why.”

“So why’re we doing Second?”

“Don’t ask me. Anyway, sooner we get on, the sooner we’ll be done.”

Marigold wheeled his stinking grey mop bucket along the filthy concrete third floor of C-wing. Darren followed with the cleaning trolley, past the rest of the cells and onwards to the lift, where they waited whilst the screw unlocked the gate. Marigold let Darren enter first and followed reluctantly, turning to watch as the gate was locked again. The lift started to descend.

“Not long now, huh?” Darren said, gnawing at the grotty stubs of his fingernails.

“Nope. Two weeks, three days.”

Darren changed hands. “Wish it was me.”

“Yeah,” Marigold replied absently. The lift came to a stop, and the gate procedure was repeated, in reverse, to the accompanying third-landing prisoners’ shouts tumbling from above. The second landing was empty, with everyone out for exercise, not that it would have mattered, as they only cleaned the corridors. Darren stopped the trolley and pulled the wide broom free, flipping it up the right way and letting it flop to the floor.

“Gonna start at the other end,” he said and dawdled away, the broom shushing along the floor behind him.

“Right,” Marigold acknowledged belatedly. “I’ll just get this shit off the wall first.”

The second landing was where they put the weirdos, not the pervs—they were on the fourth floor—the ones that were a bit loopy but not loopy enough to be in K-block. It was closer to the screws’ station, in case anything kicked off, which it didn’t very often. In fact, most of the time there was just this line of shit along the wall, from the showers to C221. And they wondered why he’d asked for rubber gloves! Doctor Sheridan got him permission eventually, but he had to hand them in at the end of every day. Sometimes he wondered why he wasn’t in K-block himself. Maybe he wasn’t the right kind of loony. He was never the right kind of anything.

He squirted dilute disinfectant over the trail of faeces, breathing through his nose, which would’ve seemed counter-intuitive to the uninitiated, but for as much as it stank worse when it was wet, he’d once been hit in the face by spray-back and swallowed it; he wasn’t making that mistake again. Back to the start of the line, he retraced with a rancid, damp cloth, pushing the brown smudge around until it disappeared through absorption or dissipation, and then went to join Darren down the far end of the corridor.

“So what’s this job then?” Darren asked once they were more or less within hearing distance of each other.

“Don’t wanna say,” Marigold mumbled quietly.

“Suit yourself.”

Darren continued along with his brush, missing the edge of the corridor all the way, leaving a grey ridge of dirt and dust.

“You gonna go back over this, then, yeah?”

“Nah. The mop’ll get it.”

Marigold closed his eyes, blindly wrung out the mop, plonked it down, dead centre of the corridor, and swooshed from side to side, swirling it to pick up the debris Darren had left behind. The mop beat a rhythm as it hit against the walls and the doors, and he started to sing along in his head. Freaking weird choice too: ‘Message in a Bottle’. It was a song he had sometimes heard on the radio when he was little, but not one he’d heard in a while. Up ahead, Darren had stopped to engage in a shouted dialogue with a prisoner on the landing below.

“Tomorrow,” he repeated.

The prisoner swore and disappeared from view.

“What was that?” Marigold asked.

“He wanted to know when First was being done.”

“Sometime never, did you tell him?”

Marigold waited. He couldn’t go any further until Darren moved on, so he leaned on the railing and returned to the song, escaping into the thoughts that went with it. They were nothing exciting, just daydreaming about getting out and wondering what the job would be like. Cleaning offices wasn’t going to be much more interesting than cleaning the prison, but there would hopefully be less shit and maybe even some cleaning stuff. That would be a luxury.

And he’d be free.

“What d’you think that is?” Darren called. He’d stopped again, just a couple of cells down. It really was no wonder Third never got done.

“What what is?”

Darren pointed up. Marigold’s gaze settled on the dirty, bitten fingernails, his lips pursing in disgust, and then followed the direction of the finger, up to the top of the door of C208, where a small, crumpled triangle of light grey stood out against the darker grey of the heavily scarred paintwork.

“Dunno.” He moved closer to inspect it. “A sheet, maybe?”

“Huh.” Darren shrugged and leaned on his brush. “When you get out, see if there’s any jobs going for me, will ya?”

“I could be working down the sewers, for all you know.”

“It’d still beat cleaning this shithole.” They both started laughing, but then stopped dead at exactly the same time. “You hear that?” Darren asked.

Marigold nodded and moved towards the door, holding his breath, his ear turned towards the barred square aperture. He stood on tiptoes and cautiously peered into the cell.

“Ring the alarm!” he shouted. He dropped the mop and tripped over it in his haste, falling against the door. Darren was still staring, motionless. “Ring the fucking alarm!” Marigold yelled.

Darren shook himself out of his trance and ran down the corridor, thumping the nearest button.

Marigold reached through the bars and grabbed the twisted sheet. It came loose in his hand, and he watched in horror as the body dropped from view, slumping to the floor with a thud. The door moved a little, and he pushed against it, but he was slightly built and Callaghan was much bigger and heavier. With a mighty shove, he wedged himself between the door and the wall and slowly eased through the gap, his back scraping painfully against the lock. The door slammed shut with him on the inside, looking down on the blue-grey dead man, the sheet now forming a loose coil around his head, not the tightly twisted noose it had previously been.

Marigold didn’t know what to do. He reached out and touched the flayed-out fingers: icy cold. He was definitely very dead. Marigold started to laugh at how ridiculous that was. You’re dead or you’re not. You can’t be more or less dead. Very dead. It was hysteria.

The alarm was now joined by rapid-fire bootfalls and clanging bunches of keys. About time, he thought, and stepped back out of the way. He’d been in the cell with Callaghan’s corpse for less than a minute, but it was long enough.

The body doubled up and fell into a most unnatural position, the force of two burly screws more than a match for a dead man. As Callaghan’s legs slid outwards, Marigold spotted a small square of white, so incredibly bright against the grey of everything else. He bent down, reached out a yellow-gloved finger and spun the square the right way around, squinting at the single word written on it.

Hadyn.

Marigold picked it up and quickly shoved it inside his overalls.


Hair

Friday, 13th January

“Is my hair receding?”

Josh pulled back his fringe and shoved his face right into Eleanor’s. She backed off, in part because he’d invaded her space, but mostly because she couldn’t focus on him that close up.

“A bit—maybe?” she answered cautiously. He let go of his hair and sighed.

George shook his head in exasperation. “He’s been on about it all week,” he complained, which was entirely true. Josh had voiced his anxiety regarding his receding hairline a minimum of once a day, every day, since Sunday, when they’d been watching a TV programme about alopecia. Now it was Friday evening: Kris’s birthday, and the usual joint ‘celebration’ of Jess’s birthday, not that she appeared to be in a particularly celebratory mood. They were all out together at their favourite Chinese restaurant, and George, reluctantly, was driving, hence Josh’s alcohol-induced openness about his current major concern.

“I don’t want to go bald,” Josh lamented, lifting a wonton from his soup bowl and pulling a face. “I’ll end up looking like this.” He examined sorrowfully the pale, doughy ball on his spoon.

Eleanor tutted and raised her eyes. “I wonder about you sometimes.”

“I like my hair. It’s very important to me.”

“We know!”

“George said it’s one of the things he loves about me.”

The beer was making Josh more candid than usual, given that his general disposition was most accurately described as aloof. He realised for himself and quickly swapped his beer bottle for a glass of water. The alcohol was going straight to his head.

“I wouldn’t mind,” George said, “I’ve been going bald since before I turned thirty. And so has Kris.”

Kris glowered at him but didn’t argue to the contrary, although in his case his hair was thinning rather than receding, which meant the transplant had gone unnoticed. Shaunna knew about it, of course, because she did his highlights and haircuts. In fact, it had been her idea. Now, with all of their friends staring at him, trying to comprehend the contradiction presented by his full head of hair and George’s undisputed assertion, Kris figured he may as well come clean.

“It’s still all my own,” he said, running his hand through it by way of illustration. Adele, who was sitting to his right, repeated the action and squinted at his scalp.

“Did it hurt?” she asked, giving his hair a tug to see if it was attached.

“Yes!” He pushed her hand away.

“Sorry,” she said, although she was still staring at his head. He moved his chair back a little to try to get out of her way, but she was enraptured.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” He allowed her to continue examining his hair, like a chimp grooming another chimp, whilst the conversation, remaining on the hair theme, moved on.

“You know, Josh, we are thirty-eight now,” Dan pointed out.

“Ahem!” Kris said loudly. “Birthday boy here!”

“All right.” Dan laughed. “Some of us are thirty-nine. It’s to be expected.”

“Ha! Speak for yourself,” Josh protested. “I’m still thirty-seven!”

“For all of—” Dan paused to calculate how long it was until Josh’s birthday “—another five weeks.”

“How nice of you to remember,” Josh retorted. “And anyway, you’re nearly thirty-nine, so I don’t know what you’re being so smug about.”

“Not for four months, but I don’t care, unlike some people.”

“I don’t care!” Josh snapped. “You’re the one who brought age into it!”

“Actually,” Andy interrupted, hoping it would stop the pair of them from going at it full ‘tooth and nail’, “I think he was talking about me.”

Murmurs of ‘the big four-oh’ and ‘life begins at…’ sounded from all around the table. Andy folded his arms and studied the ceiling, waiting for them all to quieten down. He didn’t care about his age, either, although he was aware that his recent actions might imply otherwise, should they ever come to the attention of his seven closest friends and his brother.

“You and Dan aren’t going to go bald,” Shaunna stated authoritatively. They both had thick, brown-black hair that was showing no signs at all of receding or thinning, a sprinkling of silver starting to seep in at their temples and giving both men a more distinguished profile. They were sitting side by side and turned face-to-face at the same time, mirroring gestures and facial expressions as they examined each other.

“You’re definitely greyer than me,” Dan said.

“Probably,” Andy agreed. “But then, you won’t find any Just for Men in my bathroom cabinet.”

Dan’s nostrils flared, but he chose not to retaliate at that moment. He was saving it for another time, when he’d gathered all the ammunition he needed.

“Does that mean I am going to go bald?” Josh asked Shaunna.

“Not necessarily,” she replied cagily. “It just means they definitely won’t.”

“But I probably will,” he persisted.

“I didn’t say that. I said they won’t. That’s not the same as saying you will. It’s just that—oh, never mind.” Shaunna went to dip a prawn cracker in her bowl and dropped it. For a moment, it bobbed around hopefully, like a little white lifeboat, then it started to take on soup and sank. It was a disaster.

“Couldn’t you just lie to me?” Josh suggested.

“Really, what point would there be?”

He shrugged. “I could pretend I believe you.” He blew air up at his fringe and made a sad face. “It’s so unfair. They—” he waved his arm at Dan and Andy “—don’t even care whether they’ve got hair or not.”

Shaunna finally pulled the limp prawn cracker to shore and lifted it gently onto her side plate. Andy patted her arm.

“You tried your best,” he said. “It just wasn’t meant to be.”

She grinned at him. “You should let me style yours for you.”

“Nah.” He pulled his fingers through the locks curling up behind his ears. “I don’t do hairdos. Dan might let you give him a blue rinse, though, if you ask nicely.”

Dan stamped on his brother’s foot under the table, for his and Shaunna’s conversation had not gone unnoticed. “So why have you got a hair piece?” he asked Kris. It was a diversionary tactic.

“Not a hair piece! Transplant.”

“All right, keep your wig on!” Dan’s remark received multiple groans from around the table. “Still, why go to all that trouble and expense? You’re a radio actor.”

“I’ve started auditioning for TV again. I’m bored with doing adverts for pointless stuff that no-one wants.”

“Da-a-ad,” Shaunna began in a high-pitched, childlike voice, “why are we parked on the motorway again?”

“Oh, God, here we go.” Kris rolled his eyes.

George picked up the next line, in his best radio voice. “Car trouble?” he said.

“Always breaking down?” Eleanor continued.

“Time for a change?” Adele added.

“Our cars come with nought percent finance, three-year conditional warranty…” Dan said, leaving Josh to finish off with ‘his bit’.

“Duh-buh-duh-buh-duh, duh-buh-duh-buh-duh. Terms and conditions apply.” Everybody started laughing—or nearly everyone—and Kris huffed.

“I hate you all,” he grumbled, “but that’s exactly what I mean. So, anyway, I went for this audition last week, for a new crime series. They reckon it’s gonna be huge—prime-time slot, loads of advertisers interested, two seasons lined up—and guess what? I got a callback!”

“Nice one, mate!” Dan congratulated. Everyone else followed suit with utterances of ‘well done’ and the like.

“Yeah,” Kris said thoughtfully. “The only problem is, they wanted someone who could speak Swedish and do British regional accents, and I said I could, which I can—Glaswegian, London, Brummie, Northern Irish—but it’s set in Manchester, and I can’t do Mancunian.” He sighed dejectedly.

“Why not?” Adele asked.

“I learn accents by listening to them, and I don’t know anyone from Manchester.”

“Why don’t you just watch Coronation Street?” she suggested.

“I tried that, but I need to listen to everyday conversations.”

“Or maybe you could…” Josh began, but then stopped and changed what he had been about to say. “…go on YouTube? There’s bound to be loads of clips on there of people talking.”

“Hmm, that’s not a bad idea. Why didn’t I think of that?” Kris said. “It just goes to show that it pays to have friends with brains. Thanks.”

“No problem,” Josh muttered, quickly shoving the last wonton in his mouth. The conversation had once again shifted around the table.

“Nice recovery,” George whispered, squeezing Josh’s hand.

“Thanks.” Josh blushed under his hair. “Does that mean I can buy the paper for the spare room?”

“Nope.”

“But I’ve not mentioned it at all.”

“It’s not even been two weeks!”

“George.”

“Nope. You said it could wait till Easter.”

“But what if it sells out and they don’t get any more in? Then I’ll have to choose something different. I really liked that paper as well. Picture it: that paper, with a dark blue shag-pile rug—”

“All right. I’ll meet you halfway. See if you can manage until after your birthday.”

“Another five weeks? Seriously?”

“Yep.” George turned his attention to his food and ignored all further protest, which by and large consisted of Josh staring at him and huffing, but not much else because there wasn’t any point.

They’d already been at the restaurant for more than an hour and still not got past the starters, which was always the way. They spent so much time talking that it took them the best part of the evening to finish a meal, but they bought plenty of drinks between them, so the restaurant staff didn’t mind.

The waiter smiled politely and checked if they were finished with their soup bowls to make way for their main course, and they all went off to make their selections from the ‘all-you-can-eat’ table, with the exception of Kris, whose food was prepared separately to ensure it wasn’t contaminated with shellfish, although the desensitisation had definitely reduced the severity of his reaction.

The treatment consisted of Kris receiving fortnightly ‘incremental updoses’ of the protein that caused his allergy, and he was about to enter what the doctors running the trial referred to as the ‘maintenance stage’, whereby the treatment would stop, but they would continue to monitor his tolerance of the allergen, and it was looking good so far. Nonetheless, they had advised him against eating food fried in the same pan as shellfish, but even with the added cost of special preparation, the Chinese restaurant was still a cheap night out. He’d finally persuaded Shaunna that it was safe for her to enjoy the occasional prawn cracker, although prawn cocktail crisps were still banned from the house, regardless of the number of times he pointed out the seafood-free ingredients list on the backs of packets in the supermarket.

Jess was first to return to the table, with her very meagre pile of noodles and a singular sweet and sour pork ball.

“You not hungry?” Kris asked.

“Hmm?” she responded. She hadn’t heard the words.

“What’s up?”

“Oh. Nothing. Just not feeling much like eating tonight.” She smiled quickly and picked up her fork, spinning some of the noodles onto it. The waiter brought Kris’s food and deposited it in front of him. One by one, the others returned to their previous positions around the table, and the conversations started up once more.

“Did you get a reply from Stas?” Dan asked Andy through a mouthful of black bean sauce.

“Yeah. One of the trucks got stuck at the border, apparently,” Andy replied.

A couple of the others heard their conversation but didn’t bother asking what it was about. Dan and Andy’s business was flourishing, providing a much-needed logistics service, coordinating the supply, ordering and delivery of anything from singular catering ovens to dozens of five-tonne concrete slabs for sea walls. However, it wasn’t especially exciting work at the best of times, and the project they were talking about was even more mundane than usual, involving the shipment of steel components for a retractable football pitch, from Mariupol, a large city in southeast Ukraine, back to London.

Unfortunately, one of the truck drivers had been arrested and was being detained whilst the authorities checked his documentation. Meanwhile, the other trucks were being stopped at any and every given opportunity, for no reason other than that they were associated with the man in custody. Stas was the Jeffries brothers’ point of contact in Mariupol, and he was doing an excellent job of keeping them updated, which was what the rest of their conversation was about.

“How’re you feeling, Adele?” Eleanor asked across the table. “Has the morning sickness eased off any?”

“Yes, thank goodness,” Adele said, prodding at a piece of green pepper and sending it shooting towards Dan. He picked it up and ate it without even looking. She glared at him, and Eleanor snorted with laughter.

“He must have a death wish,” she joked. “So what are you now? Fifteen weeks?”

“Just past,” Adele confirmed, trying her luck with a second piece of pepper and this time succeeding. “It’s weird. I’m nowhere near as worried as I was the last time.”

“Thank God,” Shaunna muttered. She was sitting next to Eleanor and a couple of places round from Adele. Since they’d returned from the ‘holiday’ in Wales, they’d shifted positions so that now, when they were out as a group, they more often than not ended up with the same people they had shared a cabin with. Thus, to Shaunna’s left was Andy, who was sitting next to Dan, with Adele to his left. Across the table, Kris and Jess were seated together, as were George and Josh.

Eleanor was sitting on Josh’s other side, which she was finding a little strange. She’d spent so many years sandwiched between the pair of them, trying to sustain conversations and avoid uncomfortable silences, that she felt a bit of a spare part, especially with James staying home with Toby.

Picking up on Eleanor’s feelings, George reached across Josh and lightly tugged her sleeve to get her attention.

“Did you get that link I sent you?” he asked.

“Yes, thanks,” she confirmed. “I’ll have a proper look at it tomorrow.”

Josh eyed them both suspiciously.

“It’s nothing to do with you,” Eleanor said.

“What are the pair of you scheming?”

“I said, it’s nothing to do with you, nosey parker.” She gave George a knowing wink, then busied herself with her food.

Josh blew air out of his nose and turned to George. “I can still get into your email, you know.”

“Can’t. I changed the password.” George scooped up a forkful of rice and quickly stuffed it in his mouth.

Josh examined him for a minute and grinned smugly. “Got it.”

“Yeah, right!”

Josh took out his phone and started tapping at the screen.

“So when’s Ollie next visiting?” George asked Eleanor, trying to ignore Josh’s antics.

“February half-term. The week after somebody’s birthday, which might not be quite so much fun if they persist with what they are doing!”

“Oh, fine.” Josh huffed. To prove his point, he showed George the display on his phone and stuck out his tongue. He closed the email app and put his phone away.

George shrugged. “I’ll change it again.”

“And I’ll guess it again.” Josh grinned wickedly.

George turned and grabbed him by the scruff, pulling him close. “So I’ll change it to something completely random.”

“And then you’ll forget and won’t be able to get into your email,” Josh said, moving in and licking his nose.

“I’m going to get you back. You know that?”

“Promises, promises.”

“For God’s sake, get a room,” Kris scolded them, in jest. He was as happy as all of their friends were that George and Josh were finally together, and it also meant they left him and ‘Ade-wee-an’ alone for a while, although for obvious reasons, Adrian had always been known as Ade, and it was only really Shaunna who made fun of his speech impediment—not maliciously. She liked him; they got on really well, and she could see how much he and Kris cared for each other.

Nonetheless, Kris’s comment prompted a further round of banter, with George ribbing him, and by extension Shaunna, for the fact that the two of them had spent the best part of the last two decades like a ‘pair of mating snails’. George’s remark set Andy and Dan off into hysterical—and loud—fits of laughter, while Adele looked set to throw up. Jess didn’t react.

Earlier in the evening, when the conversation about hair had been taking place, Josh had noticed Jess was quieter than usual and a little withdrawn, even taking into account the disharmony created by her short and badly judged fling with Rob Simpson-Stone. She and Andy were back on speaking terms, although he was still staying at his mum’s and saving up a deposit for his own place. He’d lost a significant amount of money when Rob defrauded Jess, but he didn’t hold it against her. It was only money, after all; what she’d done to their friendship hurt far more.

What Josh had picked up on, therefore, was not so much that Jess was quiet and distracted, but that she was twisting her hair around her fingers, examining it closely as if checking for split ends—not a behaviour she was given to displaying in public.

Then, when the conversation had moved on, and Eleanor had asked Adele how she was feeling, again Josh saw a flicker of something, and soon after, Jess quietly departed for the Ladies’, returning ten minutes later with no evidence to suggest she’d been crying. A sadness beyond tears: it was tangible to him, and he had raised his shield to protect himself from the shock wave; that was how he felt it.

Now, as they ordered desserts and coffees, Josh continued to watch Jess in his peripheral vision, taking note of the tiniest movements of her lips, the occasional unchecked frown, the distance in her eyes. Being confident in the accuracy of his interpretation had never felt so awful, and he was wishing desperately that she’d prove him wrong.

At the end of the evening, when she was waiting for her credit card to be returned and everyone else was making their way outside, Josh asked George to go and get the car, whilst he stayed back to talk to Jess. Josh waited by the door, patiently observing as she pulled on her coat, unaware that he was there. She picked up her bag and started walking towards him, her eyes to the floor. She still hadn’t noticed him and jumped when he stepped in front of her.

“You startled me.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she answered lightly, knowing he had already seen through the lie.

“It’s not nothing,” he said, taking hold of her hands. She closed her eyes and squeezed them tightly shut. He put his arms around her. She didn’t move. “Shall I ask the questions?” he suggested. She nodded. “Have you seen a doctor?” She gave no conscious response. “And did they send you for tests?” She swallowed and bowed her head. “Are you waiting on results?” She pulled her hand free and covered her face. “When’s the appointment? I’ll come with you.” Her breaths were heavy and shaky, and a tear seeped its way between her fingers.

“Don’t tell anyone,” she beseeched, her voice muffled by both her hand and the sorrow. “Please?”

“I can’t promise that, Jess, I’m sorry. But I’ll only tell George, and you can trust him not to say anything.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Why do I have to tell George?” Again, she didn’t respond, but he knew that was what she meant. To explain would take too long, and it was merely an attempt to waylay him. “So when’s this appointment?” he asked again.

She delved into her bag, pulled out a tissue and blew her nose. He waited for eye contact; it was fleeting, evasive.

“It’s fine,” she said. “I’d rather go on my own.”

“OK. Where do you want to meet up after?” He wasn’t taking no for an answer. “We’ll go for a coffee, maybe something to eat.”

“Monday,” she relented. “My appointment’s at one-twenty.”

“I’ll be waiting outside.”


Extermination

Saturday, 14th January

“Mouse!”

The cat darted past in pursuit of the previously announced rodent and pounced too late. The creature squeezed itself through the narrow space between the floor and the kick plate of the cupboard upon which Sean was squatting. His legs were already starting to ache, and he had a crick in his neck from keeping it bent to avoid bashing his head on the shelf above.

Sphinx prowled back and forth along the expanse of cupboard for a couple of minutes and then lay down, commencing his vigil at what seemed the most likely exit point his prey would take.

Sean wondered how long he could maintain his position before he lost the feeling in his feet and fell, headfirst, and knocked himself unconscious, later to be found eaten alive, his gnawed, rotting corpse teeming with tiny, fat mice. He could hear the creature scurrying about below him, and much as he wasn’t really that frightened of mice, the sudden movement was why he was in his current predicament. Carefully, he moved first one leg, then the other, and kind of bounced his way towards the edge of the cupboard. He lost his balance, toppled and cracked his head on the edge of the shelf.

“Bollocks!”

Sphinx started purring and made himself comfortable. It looked like he was in it for the long haul.

The phone started ringing. Sean cursed under his breath and decided to brave the drop to the floor, even though the pins and needles were unbelievably painful. He hobbled down the hallway and into the living room, typically reaching the phone just as it stopped. He waited, picked it up and checked for messages: they’d not left any. Last number called: they hadn’t left that, either. He hung up again and rubbed the bump on the back of his head. It felt sticky and wet, and he instinctively brought his hand down in front of his face. Blood. Not much, though. He went up to the bathroom to try to get a better look at it, although it was too far down the back of his head to see.

Glancing around the bathroom, he eyed the silver cosmetics bag Sophie kept there for when she stayed over. There was bound to be a compact mirror in there. He unzipped the top and duly located a little round mirror, lifting it so he could see the reflection of the back of his head in the mirror on the wall, which worked, but not well. He turned around and tried again, this time looking in the small mirror and immediately spotting the gash. It was mostly concealed by his hair and he probably wouldn’t have spotted it at all, were it not for the blood. It was hardly worth worrying about.

He gave his wound a quick wipe with a dampened facecloth and went to put Sophie’s mirror back, in the process tilting the bag and spilling some of its load. Fortunately, the toilet seat lid was down and the array of metallic, cylindrical objects landed on the floor, where they rolled around, coming to a rest at the base of the pedestal. He stooped to retrieve them, marvelling at all the different products: an eyeliner, an eyebrow pencil and a lip pencil, all identical but for the lettering identifying their function; a round pot of creamy coloured cake, now fractured across its centre. It was fascinating to behold the lengths to which women would go to enhance their looks, to make themselves ‘more appealing’. Sean scooped the cosmetics together and shook down the rest of the contents of Sophie’s bag to make room for the escapees.

It would be a good two hours later before he was able to fully comprehend the series of events that unfolded next, for at the exact moment that the phone started ringing again, the cat emitted an ear-splitting screech and a pink box slid from inside the bag, onto his waiting palm. Pregnancy test: times two; box open; one missing.

***

Sean made a pot of tea. Another pot of tea. The third pot of tea, in fact, that he had made since this morning, when he banged his head fleeing from the mouse that he presumed to be one and the same as the owner of the decapitated, mauled remains strewn across the red tiles of his kitchen floor. The third pot of tea since Diane Sheridan had called to request his assistance as an independent character witness; since he discovered the pregnancy tests. Test. Singular.

Now, he was waiting for something to happen. He’d called Sphinx in from the garden, in the hope that he might, for once, clean up his own crime scene, although the cat seemed rather more concerned with removing all traces of the victim from his front paws. And Diane should, by now, have received an email asking that she explain herself.

But he hadn’t called Sophie. He’d pulled up her number on his mobile phone multiple times. Unlocking the screen now would reveal that it was still on display, but he couldn’t bring himself to press the ‘call’ button. As if a prompt to action, his phone bleated against his hand to indicate the arrival of email. He swiped his thumb across the screen and stared at the tiny picture of Sophie. It was taken when they were away in Italy last summer. She was wearing a red sun top, a vast cocktail of graduated peach-orange in her hand, her mouth oohed around a straw, her eyes filled with laughter. It had been a fun holiday. Sun. Sea. Sambuca. Far too much Sambuca. Sean pressed the back button and loaded his email.

Sean,

Apologies for the rather vague message. Can you give me a call to arrange to meet? I’ll come to you if it’s more convenient. It is rather urgent, but I appreciate you’re busy.

Diane

Sean copied the number from the footer of the email message and was all set to call Diane back when he heard the front door open.

“Hi,” Sophie called from the hallway. “Oh. Ew. Yuck, that’s revolting.” She stopped by the living room door, her eyes trained on the sinewy viscera still adorning the kitchen floor.

“Mouse,” Sean said.

Sophie nodded her understanding. She went upstairs, taking her coat off on the way. “I’m gonna have a bath, I think,” she called back. “I’m freezing and feel really grotty. Those goats stink. They’re cute, though.”

She continued talking as she wandered between the upstairs rooms. Sean heard the bath taps start to gush, then the bedroom door open.

“Jake’s had to put up a sign to tell people not to pick them up—utterly ridiculous, but it had us all laughing. Of course, I can kind of see why they’d want to, but they don’t like it at all, except for little Bo. She loves being cuddled, which is quite strange. You wouldn’t think goats would like that, would you?” She came back down the stairs and stopped in the hallway again, this time looking directly at Sean. “What’s the matter?”

“I was going to ask you the very same thing, but that you’d keep still for a minute and stop talking.”

“Why? There’s nothing the matter with me. Are you sick?”

“No. Are you?”

“What are you on about?” She walked through to the kitchen, dodging around the entrails, and filled the kettle. Sean appeared behind her.

“Is there anything you need to tell me?”

She returned the kettle to its base and swivelled to face him. “You seem to think there is. Care to enlighten me?”

“I knocked your make-up bag over,” he explained.

“Right?”

“And stuff fell out of it.”

“OK.”

“Eyeliners and what have you, you know?”

“Yes. That’s what us women keep in our make-up bags.”

“And pregnancy tests.”

“Oh.”

Silence, other than the sound of the bath filling, the water molecules inside the kettle becoming excited. Sophie stared at the kettle and sucked her teeth. Sean stared at Sophie, motionless.

“I need to go and turn off the taps,” she mumbled and shuffled past him. He stayed where he was. He couldn’t think what to say, had hoped that she would just volunteer the information. “Come talk to me,” she shouted from the top of the stairs. He did as he was told, trailing around after her while she undressed, added bubble bath, climbed into the steamy water. He sat on the toilet seat and trained his eyes on the door.

“OK, so,” he said.

“So?” she repeated.

“Are you pregnant?”

“Yes.”

“Right.”

He pulled a piece of toilet paper from the roll and began folding it in half and half again, and again.

“I’m going to the hospital on Thursday,” she told him.

“To confirm the result?”

“For a termination.”

“A termination,” he echoed.

“Yeah.” She slid down into the water, submerging her hair, and her ears. It wasn’t necessary. Sean was at a loss. She pulled herself up to a sitting position again. “Damn. Can you pass me the shampoo?” Sean did so. “Thanks.” She tipped some into her hand and rubbed it into her wet hair. “Is that a problem? I mean, it was an accident, so I thought—”

“I’m sorry, Soph,” Sean interrupted, “but can you talk me through this? You’re pregnant. You didn’t tell me.”

“We discussed it last year, didn’t we?”

“We discussed not wanting children, not what we’d do if this happened.”

“It’s all the same. We don’t want children. The sensible thing is for me to have a termination.”

“Sensible, yes. But is it really so simple? You’re pregnant, Soph. It’s not like getting antibiotics for a chest infection.”

“Did you want me to keep it?” Sophie’s voice was calm, but he could tell she was getting angry.

“It’s not my decision to make. But an abortion, Soph. Are you sure it’s what you want?”

“I know what I don’t want,” she snapped. “I don’t want the third degree off you! And I don’t want to have a baby, just because you think abortion is immoral.”

Without another word, Sean got up and left the bathroom.

She was right. He didn’t agree with abortion, but he didn’t want to be a father, either. Whatever she decided he wouldn’t be able to reconcile it, and he knew that his response was selfish. After all, she was the one who was pregnant—the one who was facing a traumatic and potentially invasive medical procedure. He should be supporting her through it, not adding to her troubles. He returned downstairs. When he heard the bath emptying, he made her a cup of hot chocolate, took it back up and waited in the bedroom for her. She came in drying her hair.

“Sorry,” he said.

“So am I.”

“You do what’s best for you. I’ll support you.”

“Thanks. I should’ve told you. After all, it’s your decision as much as mine, but I just thought—”

“No, Soph. It’s your decision. It affects you, not me.”

“And what if I’d decided to keep it?”

“Well, obviously that would have been different, in the longer term.”

“Are you OK with it?”

“Yes. It’s not ideal, but, you know, it’s not the right time for us to become parents. I don’t suppose it’ll ever be the right time if I’m truthful.”

“I just wanted to get it sorted with the minimum of fuss, you understand?” Sean nodded to show he did. “So,” she said, “you’re gonna have to clean up the dead mouse, unless you want to add vomit into the mix.”

She didn’t need to tell him twice. He gave her a playful salute and left her to change.

Sophie was relieved it was out in the open because she’d been hiding how ill she felt all week—not easy with Sean, and he would have fussed over her, whether she liked it or not. It was the morning sickness that had alerted her—not the sudden drop in blood pressure before Christmas, nor the lack of menstruation. She’d always been irregular, and she’d felt fine since the trip to the health spa, so she didn’t bother her GP with it. She just got on with the festivities, then work, then uni, but the nausea almost finished her off last weekend, especially once she saw the result.

The sickness would generally ease as the day progressed, occasionally re-triggered by particularly pungent smells—like the pygmy goats at the farm, and, she found out a few minutes after Sean finished clearing the kitchen floor, fresh coffee. And much as it was awful, it was entirely manageable, so she was treating it as nothing more than a relatively minor ailment that would soon be cured; that was as much as it meant to her.

Sean was having a little more difficulty seeing it that way. He wasn’t ‘pro-life’ as such, but he certainly wasn’t ‘pro-abortion’. He’d once counselled a young woman from a strict Irish Roman Catholic family. She’d been raped and refused to consider termination as an option at all yet referred to the baby growing inside her in the most hateful terms—the spawn of evil, the demon’s bastard, and so on—and the damage caused by continuing with the pregnancy by far outweighed that which would have resulted from ending it when she could. Ultimately, her body made the decision that her mind could not, as the rape had been so violent it damaged her cervix.

So, yes, he could see that in some circumstances, an abortion was the right and only course of action. But this time? It seemed selfish and irresponsible. Neither of them would suffer particularly for bringing this child into the world. His job was well paid and secure. Sophie could easily move in here. As their child got older, they could expand the second floor above the kitchen extension and build him or her their own bedroom. On a purely financial level, there was no reason why they couldn’t do this. On a practical one, he’d calculated that the baby would be due sometime in August, which might delay Sophie starting her Master’s, but again, the disruption to their lives would be minimal. As for the emotional impact: herein lay the problem. Problems. Multiple.

Neither of them wanted children. They were quite certain of that, and their relationship suited them both. Sophie came and went as she pleased; Sean worked and went away to conferences and courses as and when he needed to. There was no requirement for one to check that any arrangements they made were acceptable to the other. Up until three months ago, it wasn’t unusual for several weeks to pass by without seeing each other at all, outside of the counselling course. Three months: he’d been dry for that long, and until today, he thought he’d well and truly nailed it. Now he wanted a drink.

***

It was a little after nine in the evening when Sophie decided to go home. She was tired and irritable, and Sean was trying to ignore the reasons why. After she’d left, he made a cup of tea and turned on his computer, not that he had any work to do. He opened his web browser, checked for new messages or updates from ‘friends’. He closed his web browser and looked through his email. He clicked listlessly on document icons, opening and closing them again. He pushed his chair away and slung his feet up.

Sphinx hopped onto Sean’s lap and kneaded at his thighs for half a minute or so before he curled up, purring and training his head against Sean’s palm. Soon after, they both fell asleep in the chair; Sean’s neck would suffer for days to come.


Sweet Little Lies

Monday, 16th January

Josh had just parked the car when he spotted Jess at the hospital’s main entrance; he pulled away from the kerb and tooted his horn. For a moment, it looked as if she hadn’t heard him, but then she turned and glanced around, saw him coming towards her and walked over.

“Hi,” she said breezily, climbing into the passenger seat. He nodded and smiled but didn’t speak, only moving off once she’d fastened her seat belt. The radio played quietly: the weather and traffic report, followed by the news, into an unremarkable chart hit, then another, and another.

“I thought we could try the new coffee shop on the high street,” Josh suggested.

“Fine by me.” She sniffed. “Have you started smoking again?”

“No. Why?”

“I caught a whiff of smoke.”

“Not me.”

“It must’ve been when I shut the door.”

“I imagine so. How was your weekend?”

“Not too bad. I went to my mum’s yesterday. She’s bought yet another new sofa.”

“Really? Didn’t she buy one just before Christmas?”

“Yeah. She didn’t like it. Too big, she said.” The mundane conversation was normal, the sort of thing friends chat about on a daily basis, or when there are other things that need to be said.

“How did it go?” Josh asked.

“The tests? Oh, fine, fine.”

“That’s good. So what now?”

“Nothing. They’ll send me another appointment for a check-up in a couple of months.”

They turned onto the high street and drove up and down, looking for a parking space. On the second pass, a car pulled out, and Josh quickly dodged in behind it.

“I’ll get a ticket,” Jess offered.

Josh watched her all the way to the pay-and-display machine; Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Little Lies’ started up on the car stereo. He listened a moment longer than necessary and switched off the engine. Yes, she was lying; that much was clear. About what, he did not know.

Jess returned to the car, passed the ticket to him and turned away. Josh stuck it on the windscreen and got out, all the while observing and interpreting—the careless flick and release of her hair from where it was caught in her coat collar, the carefree smile…

“Aren’t you working today?” she asked.

He pushed the button on the key fob. The locks clicked. “No. I only had three booked in, and I moved them to tomorrow. They were all right with that.”

Jess nodded.

Josh opened the coffee shop door and allowed her to enter first. “What would you like?”

“Just a flat white, thanks.”

“No cake?”

She thought for a minute and scanned the glass counter, shaking her head. “Oh, actually, I’ll have one of those muffins.” She pointed at the large, domed chocolate cakes.

“I think I’ll join you,” Josh said. “I’ll get them. You find us somewhere to sit.”

Jess spotted an empty sofa against the back wall, far away from foot traffic and the outside world. She went over and took out her phone. Nothing there to distract, she picked up the copy of today’s Telegraph from the low table next to the sofa.

“He’s bringing them over,” Josh explained. He sat down and took off his coat.

“When did this place open?”

“Just before Christmas, I think. I’ve only been in here once, for takeout. The coffee’s all right—better than the one by us, that’s for sure, but a bit far to come on a workday.”

“Yeah.” Jess turned the page of the newspaper and pretended to study the articles within. She wasn’t wearing her glasses, so there was no way she could read the tiny print.

Josh leaned back and watched the couple sitting on the only other sofa in the place. It was something to do, but they really weren’t that interesting, both so engrossed with their phones that they were paying little attention to anything else, including each other. Without moving his head, he glanced at Jess, who was still ‘reading’ the paper.

The barista brought over the tray with their drinks and muffins. Josh acknowledged them with a nod and a smile. Jess uncrossed her legs and crossed them the opposite way. The barista left with the empty tray. Jess put the newspaper down and picked up her cup, carefully balancing it on her knee, her eyes trained on the gentle sway to and fro of the coffee’s meniscus.

“How long did it take you to get over your depression?” she asked.

It was so out of the blue, Josh was completely thrown. “Erm…” Think! Come on, brain. “I’m not sure. Why?”

“I always wanted to ask, but it never seemed a good time. You were—how to put it? Cut off, emotionally. Not cold, as such. You’ve always been there for me. For us all, in fact. But you always kept your distance, and I wondered if—I’m sorry. I’m prying.”

“No. It’s OK. I don’t mind you asking. Well, I do, because we’ve never talked about it, and I should’ve said thank you a long, long time ago.”

“Is that why you’re here, now? You think you owe me?”

“Hardly! Or, at least, I do owe you, big time, but that’s not why I’m here. Although I’m also not here to talk about me.”

“That’s true.” She sipped at her cup and returned it to the saucer, exchanging it for her muffin. “I must say it’s lovely to have the old Josh back.”

“The what now?”

“You know, the gushy clever clogs I went to school with?”

“I was never gushy!”

“Yes, you were. Or have you conveniently forgotten crying over Ophelia’s sorrow at Hamlet’s rebuttal?”

“Ah, hm. You got me.” Josh laughed. Jess laughed too.

“It is very sad, I’ll admit,” she said.

“You know what’s sadder than that? I can still remember most of it!”

“Not surprising! How many times did you make us read through Act Three, Scene One?”

“And weren’t you glad I did?”

“Ha-ha, yeah! That exam question was a gift. O heavenly powers, restore him!” Jess put her hand to her forehead and flopped back dramatically against the sofa.

Josh turned to her with a troubled frown, also hammed, and took up the role of the Prince of Denmark. “I have heard of your paintings too, well enough. God hath given you one face, and you make yourselves another. You jig, you amble, and you lisp; you nickname God’s creatures and make your wantonness your ignorance. Go to, I'll no more on’t! It hath made me mad. I say, we will have no more marriages. Those that are married already—all but one—shall live; the rest shall keep as they are. To a nunnery, go.”

Jess’s mouth dropped open. “Oh my word! How on earth do you remember all of that?”

“It’s an affliction,” Josh said ruefully.

“You’d make an amazing lawyer.”

“Maybe you’re right,” he said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully and with an entirely faked arrogance. She elbowed him, and he grinned. “But nowhere near as amazing as you.”

“Thanks. And I suppose if you’re saying it, then it must be true.”

“Absolutely.” He picked up his cappuccino and scooped out some of the foam with his finger. “Here’s an idea,” he said. He put his finger in his mouth. She turned and placed a knee up on the sofa, creating a barrier between them. He glanced down and then looked her in the eye again. “I’m still going to suggest it.”

She shrugged. She wasn’t going to agree to anything until she knew what it was, but she kept the eye contact.

He went on, “I’ll answer your question, truthfully, and you pay me the same courtesy. How about that?”

Jess shrugged again, this time by way of consent.

“You want to know how long my depression lasted? Nearly two years.” It was kind of the truth. She hadn’t specified which depression. “And you were a massive help to me,” Josh continued, “not that I imagine I was particularly gracious about it at the time. Mental illness makes you terribly selfish.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.” Jess rolled her eyes. She was tormenting him, making light of how difficult it had been to support him at the same time as trying to complete her own studies.

“I hugely appreciate you being there for me,” he said.

She waved her hand dismissively. “I didn’t do that much. I mean, I was only across campus, so it really was no hardship.”

“Just accept my thanks, OK?”

She smiled. “OK. Accepted.”

“Of course, Sean’s appreciation was much, much huger than mine,” he added with a smirk.

“Ah, I wondered when we’d get around to that.” She giggled and blushed a little.

Given their gregarious nature, plus the amount of time she spent in his company when Josh was depressed, it wasn’t especially surprising that Jess and Sean had, on more than one occasion, ended up sleeping together. Neither of them had mentioned it since, and Josh had also kept it to himself. It was just one of those things that happened at uni, or so he’d been led to believe, for it had never happened to him.

“How is Sean these days?” Jess asked.

“Same as ever. Full of his own self-importance and charming the pants off all the females on campus.”

“He never married?”

“He did. And divorced. Now he’s in a very strange long-term relationship with someone he doesn’t even seem to like that much.”

“Why?”

“I think he loves her.”

“Oh, well, tell him hi from me,” she said and then became quiet. She knew her turn had come.

Josh looked at her expectantly but didn’t prompt or push. She needed time to put the words together.

“All right,” she said. “I’m going to say this once and once only, and I don’t want to analyse, or examine, or discuss it. I’m going to tell you how it is and leave it at that.” She stared into his eyes, awaiting his acceptance.

“OK,” he granted.

“I’d been having horrendous abdominal pain on and off all last year, and it got so bad that in October I went to the doctor. She did an internal exam, sent off blood tests. They indicated abnormalities—too much CA-125 or something like that—so they sent me for an ultrasound in November. They called me back in for a CT scan just before Christmas and phoned me the day after Boxing Day. I told them I was away on holiday, and they said to call the hospital as soon as I got back. I didn’t call, and I didn’t have an appointment today. I made it up. And I’m really sorry.”

Even if she had not demanded it in advance, Josh would have had no words to give back.

Jess took his hand, and they sat, still and silent, for many minutes. She wished she hadn’t imposed this muteness upon him, and now she searched her memory. Somewhere in there were the lines that she could use to help him understand. She found them, reached around her for imagined objects and passed them to him, one by one.

“There’s rue for you, and here’s some for me,” she recited. “We may call it herb of grace o’ Sundays. O, you must wear your rue with a difference! There’s a daisy. I would give you some violets…”

Josh smoothed his thumb across the back of her hand and spoke so quietly she could only just make out the words.

“Do you see this…” He paused and came out of character. “Oh, God.” He closed his eyes.

He had so many questions, so many placations. If she hadn’t had the results, then everything might be all right. There was hope. Yet the urgent recall to the hospital indicated otherwise. And he had promised. No analysis, no examination, no discussion.

“If you choose to research it,” Jess interrupted his terrible silence, “which I know you will, then I don’t want to know what you discover. Unless…” She picked up her coffee and emptied the cup. “I have an appointment at—” checking the time on her phone “—four.”

Josh finished his own coffee and pulled her close. She was lying again. He kissed her cheek and whispered into her ear, “The time is out of joint. O cursed spite. That ever I was born to set it right. Nay, come, let’s go together.”


U-Turn

Thursday, 19th January

Seven-thirty in the morning. It was bitterly cold, with thick ice coating the night shift’s cars, a landscape of randomly placed, frost-faded blocks dotted around the vast and extortionate hospital car park. George reversed back and attempted again to pull up close enough to the machine to extract the ticket. Still unable to reach, he popped his seat belt and opened the door; the Siberian blast of air took his breath away. Sophie retched over the bowl on her lap.

George tugged the ticket from the machine and closed the door again, silently cursing the conspiracy that kept putting him behind the wheel. He fastened his seat belt and breathed through his mouth. The smell of vomit in an enclosed space versus an outside temperature of minus seven degrees Celsius, according to the dashboard thermometer: he decided to put up with the vomit.

They parked in a space on the far edge of the car park, and Sophie left the bowl in the passenger foot well, smiling apologetically at George as she looped her arm through his and they walked towards the main building. The letter had stated she needed to arrive by 7:45; she hoped she was at the top of the day’s list. Anything to get rid of the horrendous nausea, which presently stopped her in her tracks. George turned, watched her puff out her cheeks and swallow. She turned grey, pinked up again and nodded. They continued.

The woman on the reception desk had a lemon-sucker face and acknowledged Sophie’s arrival with no more than a sideward flick of the eyes, the hand idling on her computer mouse lifting a micron at most.

“Name,” she said.

“Sophie Spyris.”

“Postcode.”

Sophie ran for the toilet.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know,” George told the woman. She sneered at him. “I can give you her address if that helps?”

“Date of birth,” she commanded.

“Um, her birthday’s the twenty-first of April. That’s all I know. I can probably work it out if you like.”

The woman tapped at her keyboard. Sophie returned.

“Sorry,” she said.

“Take a seat,” the receptionist ordered.

Sophie did so, glancing around her at the other women, none of them what she would have expected in an ‘abortion clinic’, prior to falling foul herself. As she turned her head to get a better look at the closest of her fellow patients, the woman bolted across the waiting room and, without the luxury of time to shut the door behind her, shoved her face into the toilet bowl. George yawned.

“Tired?” Sophie asked.

“Reflex, I think. I’d have already been at work an hour by now.”

“I’m sorry.” She lowered her eyes and examined her hands.

“Hey, I didn’t mean it like that. It was just to explain why I wasn’t tired.”

“I know.”

The woman returned from the toilet and took her seat once more, making eye contact; Sophie smiled sympathetically.

“It’s awful, isn’t it?” the woman said.

Sophie nodded. “The pits.”

A nurse emerged from a corridor to their right and collected a set of notes from the reception desk. She called a name and stared out across the waiting room. One of the other women picked up her bag, and she and her companion—an older woman, perhaps her mother—followed the nurse along the corridor. The other patients and their abortion partners watched on in envy.

“I’ve left my bag in the car,” Sophie thought aloud.

“I’ll go get it,” George said. He was out of his seat before she had a chance to protest, already bored with waiting, and they’d only been there for fifteen minutes. It didn’t bode well for the rest of the day.

The automatic doors parted, and once again, the icy wind rushed at him. He drew in breath and shivered, pulling his hood up and his sleeves down. With head bowed, he marched across the car park, only looking up when he reached the car. He opened the door and bawked. The smell was horrendous. He grabbed Sophie’s bag from the back seat and closed the door, then, as an afterthought, took the bowl out and hid it under the front of the car, against the line of trees along the edge of the car park. No-one would see it there—with any luck, he’d have forgotten about it himself by the time they were ready to leave. He locked the car and started walking back.

There were a few more people about now, and he assumed it was opening time for outpatients and the like. He stopped for a man in a wheelchair to be brought down the ramp from the back of an ambulance. The poor old guy was wearing only pyjamas and a dressing gown and complaining loudly that he’d wet himself, opening his dressing gown to demonstrate. The front of his pyjamas was gaping wide open and doing nothing to protect his dignity.

George looked away into the distance, banging his sleeved hands together to try and keep the circulation going. There wasn’t much of interest to look at, for it was a new hospital, with small triangular areas of grass surrounded by barren bark-mulched borders, benches placed here and there. At this time of the morning, on a bleak winter’s day, the benches were vacant. Except for one. George watched him for a while—long enough for the ambulance to have departed—before he went over.

“Dan?” he called out, more to announce his imminent arrival than to check he had made a correct identification. Dan had his head down and was kicking a piece of gravel between one foot and the other. He acknowledged George with no more than a slight crinkling of his brow. George sat down beside him, starting at the coldness of the bench against the backs of his legs.

“Dan. Is everything OK?”

Dan continued to kick the stone and remained silent. A tear dropped from the end of his nose and he sniffed.

“What’s happened?” George tried again.

“Err…” Dan wiped his nose on his sleeve. He stopped kicking at the stone but kept his face turned down. “Adele,” he said. “She’s…they think she probably…” He couldn’t go any further because saying it would make him accept it as the truth, and he wasn’t ready to. Not yet.

George understood. He put his arm around his friend. There was nothing more he could do, and even that he couldn’t do for very long. Sophie was waiting inside, and it was freezing. They were freezing.

“Aren’t you cold?” he asked, noting that Dan’s hands were blue.

“Not really.” Dan sat up and stared across the car park.

“How long have you been here?”

“A couple of hours? What time is it?”

“Just after eight o’clock.”

“Yeah. Couple of hours,” Dan repeated vaguely.

“You need to go inside,” George said. He received nothing in response. “Come back with me now.”

Dan shook his head. “I’ll be OK. You go do what you need to—actually, why are you here?”

“Oh!” George thought quickly. “I’m here with a friend who’s having day surgery. Nothing serious.”

Dan gave a half nod of his head.

“Yeah. I’m gonna have to go back to her.”

“No worries. See you later.”

George frowned. He was worried. Very worried. As he returned to Sophie, he tried several times to call Andy on his mobile phone, but it was going straight to voicemail. On the final attempt, he left a message to ask him to call as soon as he could and then sent Josh a text asking the same. He put his phone away and continued along the corridor to the waiting room where he had left Sophie. She wasn’t there.

“Room two,” the sow on the reception desk said without so much as a glance. George walked over to the desk and stared down at her, waiting for her to look up from her screen, which she had to do eventually. She examined him disdainfully. He smiled and noted the crucifix on the chain around her neck.

“I’m sorry to say this,” he said in a polite, measured tone, “but I find your attitude quite appalling. In fact, I’m so appalled that I’m considering making a formal complaint about you.”

The woman blinked slowly at him and sneered. George’s phone vibrated against his thigh. He reached into his pocket and pushed the button to dismiss the call.

“What’s the problem, exactly?” the woman asked.

“The problem is you. You are extremely rude. This is a traumatic enough experience for these women without you treating them like they’re irresponsible teenagers who did this on purpose. And so what if they were? It’s not your business to judge them. You only work here, so do your job and do it properly. Would it cause you any hardship to treat them with a bit of respect?” He turned to walk away, but then turned back again. “Oh, and if you don’t agree with abortion, then go work somewhere else.”

“Is that all?”

George could feel his temper fraying past the point of return and backed off.

“Room two, did you say?” he asked quietly. She nodded.

He walked away through the double doors and located the room, peering through the door’s glass panel to see if it was safe to enter. Sophie was sitting on the edge of the bed, swinging her legs. George knocked lightly and went in.

“Hey,” he said.

She smiled at him, but didn’t speak, the nausea too much to cope with just at that moment.

George put her bag down on the chair and took his phone out of his pocket. It was only then that he discovered he’d answered Josh’s call rather than dismissing it.

“Hello?”

“George! What the hell was all that about?”

“Oh, the receptionist is a complete cow.”

“Yes, I got that much. What am I? A witness in case she has you arrested for verbal abuse? It was a most impressive bollocking, incidentally.”

“I’ve just bumped into Dan, outside.”

“And?”

“Err, well,” he glanced over at Sophie, “it’s a bit tricky to explain, but Adele’s here, and…”

“I understand. Can you do short answers?”

“Yep.”

“How’s Dan?”

“A mess.”

“And Adele?”

“Don’t know.”

“OK. I’ll give Andy a call.”

“No response.”

“Shaunna?”

“Didn’t try.”

“You OK?”

“Kinda.”

“Soph OK?”

“Green.”

“Nice. All right, I’ll phone Shaunna and Kris, see what I can sort out. How long will you be there, do you know?”

“Not sure.”

“Ring me when you’re leaving. OK?”

“Will do.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too.” George hung up.

Sophie had been watching him throughout the call, but as she opened her mouth to speak, a nurse came into the room and greeted her with a friendly smile.

“Sophie Spyris?”

“Yes,” Sophie confirmed nervously.

“I’m here to have a chat with you and make sure you understand what’s going to happen today. Is that all right?”

“Err, yeah, OK,” Sophie replied absently. She was still watching George.

“I’ll wait outside,” he said and left.

The nurse quickly ran through questions to check Sophie’s address and date of birth, and she gave all the right answers, but she wasn’t really listening.

“OK, now,” the nurse continued, “because your sickness is quite severe, you’ve decided to have a vacuum aspiration. Is that—”

“Actually,” Sophie interrupted her, “I’m really sorry to mess you about, but I’m not sure I want to go through with this.”

“That’s absolutely fine, Sophie. I can give you a little time now to have a think about it, perhaps talk it through with your partner. I’ll come back in twenty minutes or so, and we can chat again. How does that sound?”

“Thanks. That’d be great.”

The nurse nodded and left her alone in the room. Sophie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She called George back in.

“Your friend, Adele,” she said. “She’s had a miscarriage, hasn’t she?” George looked away. “How many weeks was she?”

“Why?” he asked.

“I want to know.”

“What difference does it make? That’s her, not you.”

“I just—I need to know.”

George sat on the opposite end of the bed and rubbed his belly in an attempt to stop it from rumbling. He hadn’t thought to have breakfast, hadn’t even felt like eating, until now. It rumbled anyway. Sophie raised an eyebrow.

“How many weeks, George?”

“Sixteen.” His belly rumbled again, even more loudly than before.

“Sixteen? That’s awful. She must be devastated. That’s a long way on to miscarry, and yet, it’s only seven weeks further—”

“Don’t do this to yourself, Soph.”

“I can’t help it. It changes everything.” She watched him. He was worried about Dan; she could see. “Go,” she told him. “I’ll get a taxi home.”

“No. It’s fine. Josh is dealing with it, and besides, it’s your car. What d’you mean, it changes everything?”

“Because until now it was just this ‘thing’ making me feel bad-tempered and sick, but I hadn’t really thought about it. Not really thought about it.”

“But you were so sure.”

“Yeah, and maybe I’m making a big mistake, but I’ve still got time to change my mind. If I go through with this today, though, then that’s it. Done.”

George didn’t respond. He was her friend, not her conscience. She had to make the decision for herself. His belly, however, had even less tact than the sour-faced receptionist, and it protested loudly. George squirmed with embarrassment, and Sophie laughed.

“Are you hungry, by any chance?” she asked.

“Starving.”

“Me too. Let’s go get breakfast.”


Hankering

Thursday, 19th January

The journey back from Euston always reminded Andy of one particular occasion he’d taken the trip when Dan and Kris were at university. He’d travelled down on the Friday night and met up with them at a pub in King’s Cross, where the beer was flat, warm and—by London standards—cheap, the music too loud and the staff too few in number to cope with the pre-FA-Cup-Final rush of customers. However, what struck him first and hardest was just how rude people were.

Of course, he’d been warned in advance to expect none of the congeniality of their hometown, but even so, he was ill-prepared for the level of antisocial and generally ignorant attitudes he’d experienced during the course of that weekend. Case in point: they’d stopped off at a fish and chip shop near Wembley on the Saturday evening, whereby the act of holding a door open resulted in him being told to ‘go fuck himself’, for he had been fooled into believing that the recipient of his consideration was an ally on account of them both wearing the same team shirt.

Needless to say, since then, he’d learned to keep his head down, like the rest of the people in the city, and tried not to take it too much to heart when they not only failed to thank him for stepping out of their way, or any other courtesy he extended, but, more often than not, treated him with the kind of contempt he’d expect if he had accidentally killed their favourite pet.

That first trip down to the capital had certainly been an eye-opener, and much as Andy felt unpatriotic saying so, London ranked highly amongst the worst cities he’d visited, not just because the population were by and large rude, greedy and self-centred. He didn’t even mind the London Underground, although it was far more efficient now than when Dan and Kris had lived there.

No, what he hated most was the materialism of its citizens and visitors, for whilst trying to engage people in polite conversation was virtually impossible, they could wax positively lyrical when it came to discussing money and investments. They seemed to take an almost masochistic delight in bragging about how the cost of living was so massive in the city compared to elsewhere, and as such, perceived themselves to be superior in virtually all aspects of life. He didn’t like to tell them that their bare and meaningless existence of commute-work-commute-sleep was neither big nor clever.

But all of that was very much beside the point. The football had been the reason for his first and many subsequent visits; likewise for this trip, although not as a fan. Business matters had prevailed, and it hadn’t been much fun, other than the unofficial guided tour of the stadium, which was impressive in its own way, but Andy was bored and wanted to leave almost as soon as he’d got off the train. Now, twenty minutes north of the city, whistling through the countryside at over a hundred miles an hour, he realised he’d let the opportunity to do something he’d wanted to do all of his life pass him by. And why? Because of a girl.

Note: girl. Not woman. No, she was a woman, but a young woman—petite, slender, tough as hobnail boots—and she had the most ridiculous name. Well, Andy didn’t think so, but much as he hoped their long-distance relationship might last a while, he was also dreading telling his brother. He could hear him now. She’s called what? Isn’t that the name of a liquorice allsort? Worse still that he should have to introduce her to everyone else.

Last time he saw her, her hair was kind of normal, if normal included fluorescent orange, but at least it was all one colour, unlike the first time they met—the less said about that, the better—when it was bright white and purple in daylight, ultraviolet by night. It was cropped shorter than his and gelled to a point at the front, going before her like the spikes on the toes of her boots. Krissi once had a pair like them, and it led him to wonder how many other things they had in common. Perhaps the same taste in music? Men? Oh.

That one sneaked up all of a sudden. Yes, she was a girl. Younger than my daughter…but he was young himself, so it wasn’t that great an age difference. Just as he was recovering, a second shock wave hit. What would Shaunna think? Would she be jealous?

“Tickets, please,” the inspector called from the far end of the carriage.

Andy searched his pockets in relief, pushing the thought deep down with the loose change and receipts. When he pulled his ticket free, it brought pocket flotsam up with it, the inspector now upon him. He dumped the stuff and passed his ticket over.

“Glasgow?” the inspector queried with a frown. “You need to change at Manchester.”

“Thanks,” Andy responded as if it were news to him and took his ticket back, returning it to his pocket along with the receipts and change. Will she think I’m an idiot?

“Is anyone sitting here?”

He looked up into the face of an older woman. “Nope. It’s a free seat.” She smiled briefly in thanks and sat down. Maybe I should explain.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said, catching a bottle of water as it rolled across the table towards him.

“Hmm?”

“I said I’m sorry.” She held up the bottle of water by way of explanation. He nodded to imply he had understood, but his mind was very much elsewhere. He needed a distraction. Music. That always worked. He took out his phone and pressed the button to wake it up. No response. Dead as the proverbial dodo. He glanced at the arm of his seat, grateful to find that he was on one of the newer trains; he dug out the power adaptor and plugged in his phone.

“Oh, I really am so very sorry,” the woman said again. This time, the water bottle landed in his lap. He picked it up and passed it back.

“If you don’t want it, you only have to say,” he joked, hoping to put her at ease. She smiled.

“Thanks. I’ll keep hold of it.” She popped the lid and swigged. “I’ve just left my husband.”

Andy nodded. There wasn’t a whole lot he could think of to say to that.

“We’ve been married for twenty-seven years.”

“Long time.” He poked at his phone. Still, it wouldn’t start up and he needed an escape route.

“Yes, and we’ve been very happy for most of it.”

“Right.” Bloody phone!

“Now I’ve made you feel really uncomfortable. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” The woman said all of this in one breath and turned to stare out of the window at the fast blur past of too-close trees. Andy watched her.

“No worries,” he said. Finally, his phone screen lit up, although it took several minutes more to properly load all the apps and everything else. The woman opposite was clearly done baring her soul, so he took out his earphones and stuck them in his ears. No sooner had his music loaded than several text messages came in at once, all missed calls: six from George, three from Josh, three from Ellie and the most recent one from Kris. Andy glanced across at his companion, who was lost in her thoughts. He returned Kris’s call.

“Alright, mate? It’s Andy.”

“Hi. You OK?”

“Yeah. What’s up?”

“Sorry to do this over the phone, but Adele’s lost the baby.”

“Crap.” Andy paused to think. “I’m on my way back from London. How’s she doing?”

“Pretty well, considering.”

“And Dan?”

“That’s why I’ve been trying to get hold of you. He’s in a bad way.”

“How bad? Arrested bad?”

“Oh, no, nothing like that.”

“Well, I’ll be back—” he mentally calculated how long it would take to get home “—in about three hours. I’ll give you a call then, all right?”

“OK. Speak later.” Kris hung up.

Andy frowned and rubbed his chin. The woman opposite was still looking out of the window, but she’d clearly heard his end of the conversation. She remained with her head turned towards the window and shifted her gaze so she could see him. He threw his phone on the table and flopped back in his seat.

“Bad news?” she observed. “I ask in case you need to share. Don’t feel you have to.”

Andy examined her for a moment and decided to accept her offer. “My sister-in-law’s just lost her baby,” he said.

The woman smiled sympathetically. “So sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah. Me too.” Andy picked up his phone and rubbed at the screen with his thumb, trying to smudge away the fingerprints. “I was looking forward to being an uncle again.”

“Again? What’ve you got?”

“A niece. Shaunna. She’s two and a bit.” He opened his photos and passed his phone across. The power cable didn’t quite reach far enough, and the woman had to lean forward to see the screen.

“Wow, she’s gorgeous,” she said.

“Cheers. There’s a couple more on there. Feel free to have a browse.”

She thumbed through to the next photo, glancing up to compare him to the picture of little Shaunna. “No missing the family resemblance, is there?”

“No, me and my brother are very alike.” It was a statement confirmed by the next photo, which was of him, Dan and their mother, taken last Christmas Day, just before Michael arrived and ruined the festivities.

The woman passed his phone back. “It’s so sad when someone loses a baby,” she said. She picked up her water bottle, repeatedly flipping the lid open and shut as she spoke. “My daughter had a miscarriage a few months ago. She’s still not really recovered. I don’t suppose you ever do.” She returned to staring out of the window.

Andy waited for a few minutes, to see if she was going to say anything else; when it was apparent she was definitely done this time, he put his earphones back in, hit the ‘play’ button and sent a message up to Glasgow to explain, without going into detail, his sudden change of plan. She’d understand. He settled back in his seat and closed his eyes.

Back to Manchester and then a connecting train home: it was a little after midday when Andy walked out of the station. He picked up a cab and went straight to the hospital, where he found Dan, still sitting in a trance and staring at the floor, but in the warmth of the hospital coffee shop, the last two inches of a not-so-warm latte in front of him. Andy bought one for himself and a fresh, hot one for his brother and sat down on the chair opposite.

Dan registered his presence with a faked smile. “Alright, bro? Thought you were gonna be away until Monday.”

“Changed my plans,” Andy said. Dan acknowledged with a passive nod. “How’re you doing?”

Dan shrugged dismissively. “Fine. The doc suggested we leave off trying for another couple of months, but it’s one of those things. Just bad luck.”

“Is Adele OK?”

“Yeah. They’re doing some medical procedure to make sure there’s nothing left that can cause an infection. She’s sat up there, reading magazines and gossiping with the other women. You know how she is.”

Andy picked up on the hostility behind the words, the anger towards Adele, although it was unclear what Dan was angry about. Surely, he wasn’t blaming her for the miscarriage? She’d been so careful—about what she was eating and drinking, the amount and type of exercise she was doing—to the point of obsession. She’d even stopped using fake tan, ‘just in case’. She really couldn’t be faulted in any way.

Perhaps it was a grief thing, although Andy was, himself, thankfully, somewhat inexperienced when it came to bereavement. The closest he’d come to losing anyone was the break-up with Jess last year, which still hurt because they had been such good friends for such a long time, and whilst he hadn’t quite forgiven her, he had put it behind him, and they were back on speaking terms. However, his good fortune was leaving him feeling somewhat inept when it came to supporting his brother, who had picked up his latte and examined it, but was once again staring at the floor.

“Where’s Shaunna?” Andy asked. “With Alice?”

“Yeah. She’s got a dentist appointment this afternoon, she said.” Dan remembered his drink and took a mouthful. “Alice, that is.”

“Yeah. I figured. What time? I’ll go and take over if you like.”

“Two o’clock. What is it now? Half ten?”

“Err, no. Nearly half twelve.”

Dan nodded.

“OK. Is there anything else you need me to do?”

“Stay here a bit longer? I’ve got to go back up and see her, and…” Dan stopped mid-flow, needing his brother to stay but too proud to say so.

“No worries.” As Andy spoke, his phone started vibrating in his pocket. He pulled it out, checked the screen and decided to ignore the call. Dan didn’t even notice, or if he did he didn’t pass comment.

Now there was nothing left to talk about. They sat in silence, each sipping at their coffee, not uncomfortable, exactly, but a little uneasy simply because of the situation. Andy’s phone vibrated again, amplified by the coins in his pocket. Dan raised an eyebrow in query.

“Just a friend,” Andy said dismissively, feeling his cheeks start to glow. Dan rubbed his eyes. The silence resumed, broken only by the comings and goings of the hospital around them, staff quick-marching to and fro, visitors arriving and leaving, a woman in a wheelchair getting stuck on their table.

“You need any help?” Andy asked. She gave him a directionless smile, which he assumed meant ‘yes’ and gave her a hand with manoeuvring the handles of the chair through the too-narrow gap between the tables.

“Thanks,” she said as she finally made it to the counter.

“No problem.” He turned his attention back to Dan. “You eaten?”

“Nah. Don’t feel much like it.”

“I’ll get us something.” He didn’t bother waiting for a response. He returned with two sandwiches and handed one to Dan, who took it and ate it without comment, which meant he hadn’t eaten all day and wasn’t really aware of what he was doing, as the café only had cheese, and usually he would’ve complained about the fat content.

“Everything’s set for the London job, by the way,” Andy attempted by means of a distraction. It worked, for a little while.

“Good stuff. Have they signed on the dotted line?”

“They have. They didn’t even try and bargain, so we’re up about four grand on last month.”

“Bloody hell! We’ll be retired by fifty at this rate.” Dan got up and put his sandwich wrapper in the bin. “I’m gonna get a bottle of water and head back to the ward.”

“OK, bro. You need me to come?”

“Not unless you want to. Shaunna’s up there. As in grown-up, not baby.” A vacant glaze came over Dan’s eyes once more.

“I’ll leave it, then,” Andy said. “They won’t want too many visitors at once.” It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see Shaunna as such, but he was still beating himself up about the weird thoughts he’d had on the train. “I’ll go to yours and take over from Alice, OK?”

“Sure. See you later.” Dan paused as he passed Andy on his way out and put his hand on his shoulder. “Thanks.”

“See you later,” Andy replied. He turned to watch Dan leave and then went to pick up a taxi.


Roberta

Thursday, 19th – Friday, 20th January

21:18, BB [mobile]

just about to get off the train – what number bus? b x

“Ah, fuck.” Andy pressed on the phone number displayed above the text message and put the phone to his ear.

“Ah, foo,” Little Shaunna attempted to repeat. Andy shook his head and mouthed ‘no’ at her. The phone rang a couple of times and then picked up.

“Hallo?” the voice at the other end responded.

“Hi. What d’you mean, what number bus? Where are you?”

“At the station. I thought I’d surprise you.”

Andy ran his free hand over his hair. Yes, she’d certainly achieved a Grade A on that score. Not much he could do about it now.

“I’ll text you the address,” he said. “Get a taxi.”

“I haven’t got a lot of cash on me.”

“I’ll pay when you get here, OK?”

“Um, OK. See you soon.

“Bye.” He hung up and sent Dan and Adele’s address via text message, hoping he could come up with an idea for what he was going to do—actually, what the hell was he going to do? His girlfriend was on her way to his brother’s house. Dan didn’t even know there was a girlfriend!

“Addy. Up, up,” little Shaunna said. Andy looked down at his tiny niece, her little arms stretched above her head. He picked her up, and she snuggled into his neck.

“Time for bed, chicken,” he said. She flopped against him, and he turned so he could see her sleepy smile under his chin. He kissed her on her delicate, soft forehead. With any luck, she’d be out for the count before his visitor arrived.

“Here we are,” he said, laying Shaunna down and pulling the little pink duvet over her. She looked tinier than ever, with her black curls forming a dark halo around her rosy round face. He knelt by the bed and put his head next to hers.

“Night-night,” he said. He kissed her forehead again.

“Night-night,” she echoed and closed her eyes. He got up and crept to the door, dimming the light. As he stepped outside, she called his name, and he turned back. She scrunched her fingers to wave at him. He smiled and waved back and then returned to the lounge, where he perched on the edge of the carp pool, absent-mindedly watching the fish bob to the surface.

This was the worst timing in the world. Dan was going to be an emotional wreck and certainly not receptive to visits from strangers, although knowing his brother the way he did, it was perhaps marginally preferable to visits from friends. And then there was the issue of where she was going to stay. Andy was still living at his mum’s and, much as she wouldn’t see her out on the street, she wouldn’t look too favourably on her being there, either. The only thing for it was to pay for a hotel room, although he was still trying to make back what he’d lost to that scumbag, Simpson-Stone; even the thought of his name got him raging.

The sound of a car pulling up outside brought him back to his senses, and he glanced furtively out of the window. It was Dan. Well, at least he had some time to warn him. Or not, for as Dan stepped out of his car, a taxi pulled up alongside.

Andy watched from behind the blinds, his brother paused halfway between the road and the building, the taxi door opening and closing. She moved towards Dan, grinning broadly, her hand outstretched. His back was to Andy, so he couldn’t see his expression. Dan shook her hand and took her holdall from her as they walked up the path together. Andy gulped and prepared himself for their entry.

The front door opened.

“Glasgow, you say? How long does that take? Must be pretty exhausting.”

“No, not really. It’s only a few hours, although it’d be a heck of a lot quicker if the train didn’t stop at every wee village along the way.”

They came into the lounge and halted in front of Andy, both smiling. Andy wasn’t smiling.

“Everything all right, bro?” Dan asked, his face suddenly ashen.

“What? Oh. Yeah. Sorry, everything’s absolutely fine,” Andy assured him, having realised how his reaction would have been interpreted. “I’ve just put Shaunna to bed. You OK?”

“Yeah. I’m gagging for a beer.” Dan put the bag down and wandered through to the kitchen. “You two staying for one?” he called back. They looked at each other and shrugged.

“Please, bro,” Andy replied. He didn’t know what to say.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“It’s OK—I think.” Andy smiled quickly. “It’s just not the greatest timing.”

“I know. Dan just told me about his wife. It’s tragic. My aunt lost a baby a couple of years ago.”

“Oh!” Andy failed to hide his surprise at his brother’s candidness. He indicated for her to follow him over to the sofa.

“Here you go, Bertie,” Dan said, passing her an open bottle.

“Cheers, Dan.” She swigged half of it right away and sighed loudly. “That hit the spot.”

“Bro.” Dan handed a bottle to Andy.

“Thanks.” He put it on the low table in front of the sofa and sat down. Bertie remained standing, slowly spinning around and surveying her surroundings.

“You want the tour?” Dan asked. She nodded and followed him over to the carp pool, where they stopped so he could tell her about the dozen young fish lazily drifting in the LED-illuminated water.

Andy picked up his beer bottle, drained it in one go and went to get another. He needed it. He stayed in the kitchen, watching on as Dan and Bertie disappeared back out to the hallway, listening to her enthuse about the bathroom. A door closed; another opened. Andy wondered what Adele would make of Dan showing another woman their bedroom, as it was apparent from the dribs and drabs of conversation wafting his way that that was where they were currently.

He had to admit his brother’s flat probably was quite impressive for first-time visitors. Much of it was open plan, with a long through-lounge-diner spanning from front to back of the building. In the centre of the front section was the vast carp pool, rising to a metre above floor level and a little over two metres in diameter. The middle section consisted of plush, black leather seating, arranged around a low, rectangular table of Japanese origin, and a massive plasma screen took up all of the facing wall. Beyond that was an enormous dining table with eight chairs.

As they returned to Andy, Dan was explaining that the flooring was relatively new—although not why—and that there was underfloor heating throughout the apartment.

“Wow, that must cost a fair bit to run,” Bertie said.

“It doesn’t, as it goes.” Dan indicated with his arm. “And this is the kitchen, obviously.” He stopped his narration, while she slid the black high-gloss drawers in and out, enthralled by the slow-close mechanism. Andy was peeling the label off his beer bottle, feeling terribly self-conscious. He glanced up, and Dan winked at him.

“Ace,” Bertie said, prodding at the buttons on the front of the fridge. “What’s this do?” She indicated the grey square on the opposite door to the water and ice dispenser.

“It’s a touchscreen,” Dan explained, turning it on. The start-up screen displayed. “TV, internet, security camera…” Dan talked her through the various icons, pressing each in turn.

“That’s brilliant.”

“And this is the garden,” he said, switching on the external lights. It was too cold to go outside, so he showed her through the patio doors, giving her a moment to admire the uplit trees and illuminated patio, with its stylish table and chairs, terracotta pots and wind chimes.

“I don’t wish to be rude,” she said, “but are you loaded?”

Dan laughed. “Put it this way, we’re comfortable, although a lot of this stuff came from business deals. Like the fridge, for instance, was a prototype from a show-home project I worked on, and when they shut the place down, they sold it to me for the same price as a normal fridge. And the heating I got as payment for a job I did for a builder in London.”

“Uh-huh,” Bertie nodded.

Andy hadn’t said a word since he accepted the bottle of beer; he couldn’t decide whether Dan was just being polite, or if he and Bertie really had hit it off. Maybe she was no more than a useful distraction from losing the baby. Whatever, this was a very different first meeting to the one Andy had anticipated, and he was utterly at a loss how to deal with it.

“More beer?” Dan asked Bertie.

“If that would be OK?” She glanced at Andy and he nodded. “Cool,” she said. “I’m just popping to the loo.” She smiled and wandered off to the bathroom, leaving Andy at the mercy of his younger brother.

For a minute or so, neither of them spoke, and then Dan took a breath in. Andy knew what he was about to say; it was exactly as he’d predicted.

“Bertie Barrett. Isn’t that the name of a liquorice allsort?”

Andy blinked slowly.

“She looks like one of the round ones you get. You know what I mean? The pink things with the black middles?”

“Yeah, I figured,” Andy groaned. “That’s Bassett, not Barrett. Look. I’m sorry, bro. I didn’t ask her to come.”

“I know. She said. She wanted to surprise you.”

“She did that, all right.”

“It’s fine.”

“Are you sure? We can be out of your way as soon as. Just say the word.”

“Nah. I like her.” Dan patted Andy on the arm. “Besides, I need the company.”

No more than five seconds later, Bertie came back through from the hallway, her face turned away from them and peering down.

“Here’s Daddy, sweetie pie.” Bertie led the sad-looking little girl across the room; Dan met them halfway.

“What’s the matter, baby girl?” He scooped her up in his arms.

“She was standing in her bedroom doorway, crying,” Bertie explained. “And calling for her mammy.”

“Ah.”

“Mummy?” little Shaunna said, by way of asking where she was; although she was twenty-seven months old, her premature birth meant her language development was delayed, but she was very expressive with her single words and had just about mastered the distinction between ‘Daddy’ and ‘Addy’, which was more than most people could manage.

“Mummy will be home tomorrow,” Dan comforted, gently brushing the hair back from her face. “Look at that snotty nose! Yuck!” She giggled, but she was still very tired and sad. Dan gave her nose a gentle wipe with a tissue.

“Addy,” she said, reaching across to Andy. He took her from his brother.

“Wanna go bed?” he asked her. She put her hands either side of her head. “That’s a yes, then. Come on, trouble.” He carried her back towards her room.

“Dat?” she asked, pointing at Bertie.

“That’s Bertie.” Andy paused so she could look.

“Birdy,” Shaunna tried to repeat.

Dan laughed. “Close enough.”

“Night-night,” Shaunna called, waving over Andy’s shoulder as they disappeared through the door.

“Night-night, baby girl,” Dan called after her.

Bertie watched on, smiling. “You two are so alike, it’s scary.”

Dan indicated for her to follow him, and they went to sit in the lounge. “You’re not the first person to say that,” he said with a grin. “People generally assume we’re twins, which we’re not. Andy’s a year older than me.”

“OK. You get on really well with each other, though. I guess you have a lot in common?”

“Kind of. I’m not quite so much of a lunatic as he is.”

“Meaning you don’t go out with girls half your age?”

“Meaning I’m not into leaping out of planes and diving with deadly fish.”

“Ah, I get you,” Bertie said.

“Are you really half his age?”

“I’m twenty.”

Dan was taking a swig of his beer and miraculously swallowed it without showing his surprise. However, it did create a lull in the conversation, and they both drank in silence for a moment or so before he switched on the TV. As usual, it was showing children’s programmes, and he left it until they could take no more, at which point he tuned it to a music channel. Andy returned and sat on a chair.

“She’s asleep again now,” he said. “I read her a story.”

“Cheers, bro.” Dan stifled a yawn. He was shattered. “So, Bertie, what do you do? Are you at uni, or…?”

“Yeah. Well, I was, but I’m deferring the rest of this year to go and do voluntary work.”

“Oh, right. Doing what?”

“I’m not sure yet, but probably teaching English in an African school.”

Dan nodded, his eyebrows lifting at the thought of lots of small African children speaking with a broad Glaswegian accent. Andy burst into fits of laughter.

“You really are way too much alike,” Bertie said, shaking her head. Andy’s response had been exactly the same.

“You figured out where you’re staying?” Dan asked.

“Not sure, yet.” She glanced at Andy.

“Hotel, I think,” he said.

“It’ll cost a fortune,” Bertie protested. “Are there no hostels around here?”

“I think there’s—” Andy began, but Dan interrupted him.

“You’re welcome to stay on our sofa if you like?”

“Oh, I don’t want to be any trouble.”

“It’s no trouble at all. And it’ll give Andy a chance to sort something else out, hey, bro?”

“Yeah. If you wouldn’t mind?” Andy looked from one to the other, and they gave him their mutual approval.

With that sorted, they finished their beers, and Dan went to bed, leaving his brother to fix Bertie up with a duvet and pillows.

“I’ll be back first thing,” Andy said. He gave her a peck on the cheek, and she waited for more. When it wasn’t forthcoming, she saw him to the door and locked up after him, as instructed.

***

Next morning, at a little after six, Shaunna went to get her dolly from the living room and stopped, staring in puzzlement at the heap of bedding with the pink shock of hair spiking out of one end. She went to wake her dad.

It was a bit of a struggle, but eventually, she climbed up onto the soft mattress and crawled up to the top, snuggling into the warm space next to Dan. He stirred and opened one eye.

“Hiya, baby girl,” he murmured with a smile.

“Hiya,” she replied and pointed at the door. “Birdy?”

“Huh?” It took him a moment to remember they had a guest. “Ah, yeah, Bertie’s sleeping.”

“Shh,” little Shaunna said, and wriggled closer. Dan encircled her with his arms. It didn’t hurt quite so much this morning, so long as he stayed focused on his tiny girl, who buried her head under his chin, her hair tickling his nose. He smoothed it down and drifted back to sleep.
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