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About this Book

If any adult was going to get the chickenpox, it would be Sean Tierney. That alone would be bad enough, but his illness means friend and colleague, Josh Sandison-Morley, has to step in and face his fears: guest-speaking at a university in Norwich. As Josh gathers his husband and his foster daughter for the trip, he is unaware that their world is about to collide with that of another makeshift family: Noah and Matty’s.

Matty is agonising over his impending dance show. Sure, talent scouts will be in the audience, but there’s an even bigger problem. Noah—Matty’s on-again, off-again boyfriend—has promised to be there too. And Matty’s dance? It has a secret meaning he’s not sure he’s ready to reveal to Noah.

Can Josh and Matty face their fears and perform for their respective crowds? More importantly, will the Sandison-Morleys’ influence be enough to get the young men to express their feelings to each other before it’s too late?

* * * * *

This novella continues the stories of Josh and George from the Hiding Behind The Couch series and Matty and Noah from the Checking Him Out series.

In Hiding Behind The Couch, this instalment falls chronologically around a quarter of the way through Two By Two (Season Six). The story continues in Reunions (Season Seven).

In Checking Him Out, this instalment follows on from Checking Him Out for The Holidays (Novella). The story continues in Taking Him On (Book Two).
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For my wonderful friend and co-author, Raine,

Thank you for being a part of my world.

Happy Birthday!

Deb


This is what it’s like when worlds collide.

Powerman 5000

‘When Worlds Collide’

from Tonight The Stars Revolt!


Chapter One: 

Norwich in Norfolk

“Chickenpox?” Josh pushed his chair away, phone sandwiched between his cheek and his ear, and put his feet up on the corner of the desk.

“Afraid so,” Sean confirmed at the other end of the line.

“You’re telling me that you’re forty-three years of age and you’ve never had chickenpox before?”

“No. I’m telling you I’m forty-three years of age and I’ve got them now.”

“Great.”

“Yeah, thanks for the sympathy.”

“Sorry.” Josh hadn’t meant to express his dismay out loud, but he knew what was coming next. If Sean was sick…

“Then you won’t mind picking up the lectures this week, no?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“You do, but…”

Again, Josh was confident that if he were to lay money on what Sean was about to tell him, he’d be taking home more than his stake. “What’s the alternative?”

“Well—ah, Jesus, these spots. Have you had chickenpox yourself?”

Sean’s phone made a rasping sound. Josh tutted. “Yes, and you’re not supposed to scratch them. They’ll scar.”

“I don’t feckin’ care. They’re itchy as all hell. So anyway, as you know, I’m supposed to be in Norwich at the end of the week, mentoring their counselling team, and—”

“Norwich?” Josh interrupted, his voice going a little shrill. “As in Norfolk Norwich?”

“As far as I know, that’s the only Norwich, aye. Now, they’ve got me down to run the record-keeping session on Thursday afternoon and the critical ethical practice workshop on Friday morning, but if you’re prepared to take it on, I can call and see if they’ll reschedule the sessions for the same day.”

“Give me a minute.” Josh moved his phone away and pressed the mute button. He needed to think through his options, the first of which was to say no outright—to both taking Sean’s lectures and going to Norwich. Sean was the leader for the counselling courses; Josh was essentially his ‘deputy’, and to be fair, Sean didn’t delegate often. Nor was he asking Josh to take on all of his work for the week, and it was Josh’s fault that Sean had a full week in the first place. Josh had insisted they didn’t leave ‘student lecturers’ unsupervised, even though the student lecturer in question was Sean’s partner, Sophie, currently halfway through completing her Master’s in Counselling and Psychotherapy and more than qualified for the job.

Josh unmuted his phone. “If I say no to Norwich, what happens then?”

“I’ll offer my apologies and they’ll get someone else to take the sessions.”

“Can you afford that?”

“Money-wise.”

“But it’s good for the CV. Or, should I say, the ego?”

“It’s fine if you don’t want to,” Sean said.

Josh considered that for a moment. It was one of Sean’s ploys to call a double bluff, but it didn’t sound like one. And he was ill.

“OK,” Josh agreed. “Send me the details and then go and rest. I’ll sort everything here.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to be putting you—”

“Yes!” Josh interrupted. “Now, bugger off before I change my mind. And get some calamine on those spots.”

“Will do. I owe you one, Joshy.”

“Hm. I’ll have a think on a suitable payment. See you later, Seany.”

Sean laughed. “Bye.”

Josh hung up and sent Sophie a text message to confirm she was happy with taking the lectures, and then one to George, asking him to call when he was on his break. The reply from Sophie arrived as Josh pressed send on the second message.

All fine with me. Will sort out the details with Spotty. :)

So that was one less thing to worry about; now to see what George thought—probably something along the lines of do you have to? Are you OK with it?

Before Josh’s phone screen had dimmed completely, it lit up again. He clicked ‘answer’.

“Hi, you,” George said against a backdrop of crunching gravel; he was walking and calling at the same time.

“Hi, yourself. I’ve just spoken to Sean. He’s got chickenpox.”

“I told him that’s what it was. He didn’t believe me because he had them when he was five.”

“I didn’t think you could catch chickenpox more than once.”

“My mum says you can.”

“Oh, well, it must be true.” If anyone but his mother-in-law had said it, Josh might have been tempted to argue for a misdiagnosis the first time around, but Iris was a scary adversary. Whether right or not—and she was usually right—it was safer to assume she knew best.

“Are you taking Sean’s lectures, then?” George asked.

“No. Sophie’s doing them.”

“That’s good.”

“Yes. The bad news is, I’ve got to go to Norwich.”

“Norwich in Norfolk?”

“Ha! That’s pretty much what I said. Yes, Norwich in Norfolk. Sean’s mentoring the counselling team at the university.”

“Oh.” George fell silent, and for a few seconds, there was only the crunch of his boots. “Do you have to?”

“I don’t have to, but I said I would.”

“And are you OK about going?”

That made Josh laugh for real. “I’ll have to be.”

“Yeah, but…on your own?”

“I am a grown-up, George. And it’s not like you can come with me, is it?”

George didn’t answer straight away, not that Josh had been expecting an answer, but the silence was telling. George was thinking. The crunching stopped, followed by the creak of a gate, and then George said, “I could.”

“It’s lambing season.”

“Yeah, I know, and I wouldn’t even think about it normally, but Jake’s been on at me for months to take some of my holidays, and the new guys are all trained up.”

“You’re his top man, though.”

“Don’t you want me to come?”

“Of course I do, you goon. I didn’t think you’d be able to get time off in March, so I didn’t suggest it. Ah.” Josh sagged again. He’d remembered the other, rather more significant reason they couldn’t both go.

“What?” George asked.

“Libby. She can’t take time out from school.”

“Ah, yeah. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

Josh sensed George’s guilt in the heavy silence. “Hey, it’s going to take time for us to adjust.”

“I suppose.” George remained quiet for a further minute or more; Josh waited it out by tidying his computer desktop. Eventually, George said grumpily, “I guess you’ll have to go on your own. What time are you home?”

“Just after four. Let’s talk about it then, OK?”

“OK. Love you.”

“Love you too. Bye.”

Josh ended the call and sighed. He hated being away from George, but George hated it more, worrying the entire time, yet he wouldn’t call or send a message to reassure himself, just in case. It didn’t make much sense, but that was George: sensible tough nut with a soft centre. Even after the shortest separation, when they reunited, he would wrap Josh in a smotheringly huge hug, kiss-whispering I missed you, I love you. It was almost enough to make the being apart worthwhile. Almost. But not quite.

The rest of Josh’s working day was fairly mundane—a couple of meetings with students to discuss their research, followed by the fifteen-minute journey home, which he spent planning his trip to Norwich. He reasoned he could drive down first thing Thursday and back again on Friday afternoon, keeping it to one overnight. That would be bearable. Hopefully.

As always, he arrived home to the glorious aroma of freshly made coffee, although the house was quiet. He stopped in the hallway, listening for signs of life, and peered into the living room. It was empty.

“Anyone home?” he called upstairs.

“Yep!” came Libby’s response, followed by the sound of the attic stairs rattling as she descended them. Josh took off his coat on the way to the kitchen and hooked it on the back of a chair. Libby appeared next to him and gave him a one-armed hug, her other arm loaded with textbook, folder and past exam papers.

“Hm, wonder what we’re doing tonight,” Josh said wryly.

“Can we just go through the methods question again?”

“Yes, of course, although I think you might even have surpassed me on the swottiness scale.”

“It’s the experiments I’m struggling with.”

“And yesterday it was the self-reports, and the day before that—”

Libby narrowed her eyes at him. “It sounds like you’re trying to put me off.”

“That’s because I am.” He squinted at the front of the exam paper. “And we’ve been through that one already.”

“Only once.”

Of all the things Josh had imagined happening in his life, trying to talk a teenager out of revising for a psychology mock exam was definitely not one of them. Libby wanted to get a top grade in the subject, and she would. However, her desire to do so was about impressing Josh rather than for her own sense of achievement. Jenny—her social worker—said it was to be expected from children in Libby’s situation. She was finally in a stable, loving environment, with carers who wanted her to excel and offered her encouragement and praise. It was like a drug to her: the more she received, the more she craved.

“I wonder why George is late?” Josh mused aloud. Libby shrugged and spread her study materials on the table. It was a poorly concealed attempt at distraction, although George had worked an early shift and should have been home before Josh. “OK. You can have one hour, and then you’re taking the night off.”

“But—”

“Fifty minutes.”

“You can’t—”

“Forty-five.”

Libby took a breath but stopped arguing. She pulled out a chair and sat down heavily, letting her arms dangle.

Josh gave her a smile, not gloating as such because she’d got her own way, but he’d set a boundary, and that was a victory.

For the next three-quarters of an hour, they worked together through different kinds of experiments, their strengths and their weaknesses—all stuff they’d covered only the week before and way beyond what Libby needed to pass with flying colours. Every so often, Josh checked his phone, increasingly concerned by George’s lateness and the lack of messages to explain it. At five o’clock, the cat sauntered in, hopped up onto the table and sat on the exam paper. Libby nudged him, but he wasn’t going anywhere, and in any case, her study time was up.

“Books away,” Josh said.

“Do I have to?”

“Don’t make me phone Iris.”

Huffing, Libby closed her books and tugged the exam paper free. Whilst she took her stuff upstairs, Josh fed the cat and then called George’s mobile phone. It went to voicemail; still no missed calls or messages on either the house phone or Josh’s mobile.

Libby came downstairs again. “What’s for tea?”

“I don’t know.” Josh only half heard the question, or else he’d have made his usual correction of ‘tea’ to ‘dinner’. Libby said it to torment him because George and his mum called it tea, and Josh said it was common.
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