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Two pregnancies, two babies, two troubled teens. Two psychologists hunting down the leader of a deadly cult.

When Libby takes a stand against her abusive parents, Josh and George readily make her a part of their family. However, her parents may have been involved in something more sinister, and now The Circle must draw together to protect both Libby and her friend Adam.

Meanwhile, two unexpected guests seek sanctuary in Shaunna and Andy’s new home, but that’s only a part of it, and they soon realise something is very wrong. Someone is watching them…

All this and more in Two By Two: Season Six of Hiding Behind The Couch.


  * * * * *


  This instalment follows chronologically from the Christmas novellas A Midnight Clear and Red Hot Christmas. The story continues in Those Jeffries Boys.

  * * * * *


  WARNING: this story includes themes of child abuse, ritual child abuse, domestic violence, drug dependency, suicide, suicide ideation, dissociative PTSD and an instance of animal abuse. While these are not gratuitously depicted, some scenes include moderately graphic detail.


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


  Dedication


For my colleagues at MHS:

As I write this, I am preparing for my escape.

If I discover greener grass, I’ll send help.

Failing that, I’ve left the map and teaspoon in W4.


“Happiness consists in realizing it is all a great strange dream.”

Jack Kerouac


Episode One


1.1: Fair Is Foul

CORVETTE DEATH A TRAGIC ACCIDENT

A coroner recorded a verdict of accidental death after a collision between a Corvette and a Transit van left a family motherless just four days before Christmas.

Shannon Reagan was killed after her recently imported 1980 Corvette Stingray Coupe failed to stop at a red light on the junction of High Street and Ringway.

The 31-year-old mother of two was returning from a festive celebration with colleagues, who testified that she only consumed soft drinks (confirmed by a post-mortem) and was just minutes from home when she collided with a white Ford Transit van. The van driver was taken to A&E with minor injuries.

Van driver Mark Payne, 45, said in his statement to the police that he was the second vehicle passing through the junction after the traffic lights changed to green and briefly caught sight of the orange Corvette approaching his nearside at speed before it hit the rear side panel of the Transit, spinning it through 180 degrees.

Police investigators said the force of the impact and marks on the road indicate Mrs. Reagan braked in good time, but due to a split hose and leaking brake fluid, only two of the Corvette’s brakes engaged, doubling the vehicle’s stopping distance. The Corvette was travelling at 45 mph through a 40-mph zone.

The recently imported American sports car, which had a full and excellent service history, had been refurbished by LE Performance Imports on its arrival in the UK. Independent mechanic Roy Collins serviced and checked the vehicle before it was collected by Mrs. Reagan back in October last year.

On delivering his verdict, the coroner said Mrs. Reagan, who died from head and chest injuries, would have been able to stop in time, had her brakes worked as expected, concluding that it was a “tragic accident, for which no-one was to blame.”


1.2: Much Ado

Hissed whispers ricocheting off bare walls, a slithering gargantuan snake moving in for the kill, closer and closer, her heart pounding faster, the urge to turn and run not quite contained. All those strange and unfamiliar places she had passed through, the nights rough sleeping with lowlifes and lunatics, the chilblains and frostbite, the hunger, exhaustion…

And whiskers on kittens…

…and yet it was this place and these people that filled her with dread. She took a slow, deep breath and pushed on. The whispering ceased. Heads turned. Eyes stared—not at her, but into her—searching out her secret, her lie.

***

“Lauren. Hi. Take a seat.”

Miss Lauren Thompson, classroom teacher, did as instructed, also taking a moment to glance around the deputy headteacher’s office. It had been decorated since she had last sat there, for her interview almost four years previously: her first job. Absolutely nothing could have prepared her for the reality of work-sleep and no time for living in between, nor the emotional push-pull of leaving her pupils’ troubles at the school gate every night. How fitting that Teacher’s was the name of an alcoholic beverage, though she’d yet to traverse that road to oblivion herself.

“I haven’t seen you since the start of last term.” The deputy head’s tone was friendly, informal. “How’s it going?”

Lauren nodded. “Really well, thanks.”

“I noticed you’ve applied for the progress leader post with Year Ten.”

“That’s right.” Lauren smiled through her unease. “They’re a lovely year group.”

“They are, although some of your colleagues find them quite a challenge to teach.”

“Oh, they’re high-spirited, I’ll grant you.” Lauren kept the smile, wondering why she’d been called in. Her form—also Year Ten—would be causing havoc by now.

“Well, good luck with your application. I’m not involved in the interviews, so if you’d like to chat about it, pop in, anytime.” The deputy head paused a moment. “I don’t want to keep you much longer, Lauren, but I felt I should warn you beforehand. When you log in to the school system, you’ll see a generic message asking staff to forward any concerns regarding Elish Williams directly to me.”

“OK. Thanks for the warning.”

“She’s back in school today, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

“How is she?”

“Fine, as far as I know. I’m going to have a chat with her during morning break.”

“Should I be here too?”

“I’m sorry, Lauren, but we don’t think that would be a good idea. Mr. and Mrs. Williams have made a formal complaint to the head—not about you specifically, so don’t worry. We do, however, have to take the complaint seriously and investigate accordingly, but the senior leadership and governors are on your side here. That being said, I would advise you to avoid one-to-one contact with Elish, and if it can’t be avoided, ensure another member of staff is present.”

“Can I ask what they complained about?”

“Mr. and Mrs. Williams feel the school is undermining their parental authority.”

Lauren folded her hands in her lap to stop them from forming fists, trying to contain her outrage. “Parental authority? How dare they call it that! No parent—” She self-edited, on the brink of tears. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right, no need to apologise.”

The deputy headteacher watched the teacher sitting before her, always professional; excellent results; so much care for her pupils; it would be a terrible loss to the school. “Lauren, I can’t tell you most of what’s gone on, but what I will say is that Children’s Services are now involved, and the Williams family is receiving a great deal of support, which is why, as safeguarding officer, I need to be kept informed of all issues and concerns. This is difficult for us all, believe me, but none more so than you.”

Lauren was already on her feet and standing at the door, ready to leave and back in teacher mode. “Thanks very much, Mrs. Greene,” she said cheerfully.

Mrs. Greene offered a smile of reassurance and support. “My door is always open, Miss Thompson.”

***

“Flu? Bollocks did you have flu for six weeks!” Adam turned and smirked at the two lads standing behind him. “What was it really? Did you have to go for an abortion or something?” He looked her over, his nose wrinkled in a sneer of disgust at the very thought of someone going with that. She stared back at him, unmoving.

“Leave it out, Adam,” another girl said.

“What’s it got to do with you, Tina?”

Tina continued tapping at her phone. “You’re such an idiot.”

Adam laughed, dismissing her insult.

“Wonder where Miss is?” one of his two ‘friends’ said.

“Probably heard she was back and decided to take the day off,” Adam sniped. A few of the other pupils tittered nervously. Most of them didn’t like him, but he could be very intimidating.

“If you must know, I ran away.”

A hush descended.

“Yeah. That’s right. Legged it.”

“Ha, yeah. As if you ran away!” That was Adam’s final word on the matter. He returned to playing a game on his phone, and the rest of the form followed his lead, except Tina, who glanced up at the girl standing a few feet away from everyone else: the long skirt, lace-up shoes, brown satchel—like a schoolgirl from the olden days—and a faraway look in her eyes that told Tina it was the truth. She had run away.

Along the corridor came the tip-tap of teacher feet.

“Sorry, everyone!” Miss Thompson walked at speed, tablet tucked under her arm, keys ready in her hand. She unlocked the door. “In you go.”

Phones away, shirts in, ties straightened, the pupils of 10D filed into their form room.

“You OK, Miss?” Tina asked.

“Yes, thanks, Tina. Did you have a good weekend?”

“Yeah, it was OK, Miss.”

“Good, good.”

“Miss,” the boy behind Tina acknowledged.

“Morning, Jonny. Where’s your tie?”

“At home, Miss.”

Miss Thompson nodded towards her desk. “Second drawer.”

“Thanks, Miss.”

“Miss. Did you get my homework?”

“No, Philip. When did you send it?”

“Err…”

“I’ll be checking at lunchtime, Phil. OK?”

“OK, Miss.” He grinned in thanks.

“Adam. Phone.”

“Sorry, Miss.” He shoved his phone in his blazer pocket, went to his desk, put his chair on the floor and sat. Out with the phone again.

“Use it and lose it, Adam.”

He huffed, but the phone was away for good this time.

“Can we get those chairs down, please?” Miss Thompson requested loudly and turned to the last pupil to enter the room, using the loud scuffing of chair legs against vinyl tiles as a sound screen. “Good morning, Libby.”

“Morning, Miss.”

“Are you better?”

“Yes, Miss.” Her response was sad, hollow.

“That’s good,” Miss Thompson offered a smile that said she’d heard and understood. Libby went and sat next to Tina. “OK, 10D.” Miss Thompson glanced around the room. “No Robert this morning?”

“Dentist, Miss,” Adam informed her.

“And Aisha?”

“Missed the bus, Miss,” one of Aisha’s friends said. She and the other girls at her table started laughing.

“Hmm.” Miss Thompson switched on her tablet and logged in to the school network. “How’s the revision going?” she asked generally. Lots of low-volume grumbling ensued. “That well?”

“I can’t revise, Miss.”

“Do you mean can’t or don’t, Alex?”

“Can’t. I tried last night, Miss, but I couldn’t concentrate. I’ve got the attention span of a tadpole.”

Aisha’s friends cackled.

“You mean a goldfish, you dope.”

“Whatever.”

Miss Thompson tapped at her tablet as she spoke. “Have you thought about maybe turning off the PlayStation for a while, Alex?”

“I haven’t got a PlayStation, Miss.”

“Xbox then.”

Alex blushed.

“You know what works for me, Alex?” Libby began.

“Having nutjobs for parents,” Adam remarked, and not quietly. Miss Thompson turned her glare on him.

“I’d like a word before you go, Adam.”

He put his head down.

Libby narrowed her eyes. “What I was going to suggest,” she said, “before I was rudely interrupted by Adam Jerkoff, oh, sorry. Did I say Jerkoff? I meant—”

“Libby!” Miss Thompson warned.

Libby fell silent.

“Are you gonna have a word with her too, Miss?”

“That’s nothing to do with you, Adam. Right, we’ve got about one minute before—”

“That’s not on, that, Miss. She called me a rude name. That’s verbal abuse.”

“I’ll talk to you at the end of form time,” Miss Thompson said, then raised her voice to address the class. “I’ll check your homework diaries tomorrow, but they should all be fine this week. Just revision, revision and yes, more revision. If any of you are struggling to organise yourselves, Mr. Skipton is running a workshop at lunchtime today, and I’ll be in here as usual.” The bell sounded. “OK. Chairs tidy, please.”

Miss Thompson watched her form pupils gather their belongings and leave, with the exception of Adam, who loitered at her desk, looking more like an anxious eight-year-old than a surly teenager now his friends weren’t there to be entertained.

“Right, Adam. What was that about?”

“Nothing, Miss. A bit of banter, that’s all.”

Miss Thompson shook her head. “You know your comment about verbal abuse? Do you think that might be true of what you said too?”

“Yeah, Miss. I know. Sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“Strike one, Adam.”

“And what about her.”

Miss Thompson took a deep breath. “Off you go.”

“She said she ran away. Is it true?”

“I’ve no idea, Adam.” She put out an arm to guide him towards the door.

“I mean, her parents are a bit mental, so I can sort of—”

“I don’t know, Adam. Now shoo!”

“But she’ll be on a strike one as well, won’t she? For calling me names?”

“Haven’t you got maths now?”

“Yes, Miss.”

“With Mr. Haigh?”

That prompted him into action. Mr. Haigh was an old-fashioned—and old—maths teacher who played everything by the book.

“Will you tell Sir why I was late, Miss?”

“Only if you want to double the detention you’re going to get!”

***

Mrs. Greene smiled. “Elish. Sit down, please.”

She did as she was told, glancing nervously at Liam, the learning mentor, sitting quietly in the corner. He smiled back at her but didn’t speak.

“How were your lessons this morning?” Mrs. Greene asked.

“Fine, Miss, thanks.”

“No problems?”

“Not really.”

“Not really?”

“I walked out of French.”

“Why?”

“Sir asked me to read out loud, and I didn’t want to.”

“Why not?”

“Because they all look at me.”

“It’s good practice for the oral examinations, Elish.”

“I know, Miss. That’s what Sir keeps saying, and I don’t mind doing it in front of him. I just don’t want to do it in front of the class.”

“I’m sure Sir wasn’t trying to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“But he used to let me do it on my own.”

“That isn’t an option anymore, I’m afraid.”

The girl nodded and got up. “Fine. I get it.”

“Hang on. Elish, wait!” Mrs. Greene found she was talking to a slowly closing door.

“That went well,” Liam said. He, too, got up and left.

***

Every day the same: arrive at school after everyone else; sit through the taunting, the constant staring; try to remain in the classroom; hide in the library at lunch; repeat for two hours; leave. Why? What’s the point? Because now it was Friday, and another dreaded weekend lurked directly ahead. Two days of voluntary solitary confinement or sit with them, the only respite: church.

“Just call us,” they’d said. “You’ve got the direct number.” Yeah, great. And I call you how, exactly?

To the last lesson of the week: English, sitting next to Adam Jerkoff. She walked behind him to reach her chair, moving it as far along the desk as possible.

“All right, Year Ten. Settle down, please. Much Ado…, Act Two, Scene One.” Mrs. Newfield looked up from her desk and waved a finger in remembrance.

“Ah!” she said. “In my chamber window lies…” She stooped down to her overstuffed, very battered teacher bag, fished around inside for a moment. “…a book!” She smiled and took it over, placing it on the desk. Adam read the cover.

“Fairy tales? What the—”

“Mr. Jenkins,” Mrs. Newfield said, now with her back to them as she swept the board clean, “am I to assume you’re volunteering for the role of Benedict this afternoon?”

“No, Miss!” Adam quickly opened his copy of the play and his exercise book. Mrs. Newfield peered back at him as she commenced her mission to refill the board with tiny blue writing. Adam turned to his desk mate and whispered, “Why did she give you that book?”

“None of your business,” Libby snapped in response.

“All right! I was only asking!”

Libby carefully opened the book’s cover, running her finger down the table of contents, smiling to herself when she found what she was looking for. Adam leaned across and looked too. She slammed the cover shut, puffing the smell of old book into his face. She glared at him, and he shrugged.

“What made you say it?” she asked.

“What?”

“That they were nutjobs.”

He shrugged again. “I dunno.”

“Yeah, you do.”

Adam tugged at the clip on the lid of his pen, pushing his thumb hard against it. “Are they?”

“Are yours?”

The clip snapped and took a chunk out of his thumb. “Fuck!”

“Adam Jenkins. Outside,” Mrs. Newfield ordered without looking their way.

Adam stuck his thumb in his mouth and banged his chair back into the desk behind. Libby watched him all the way to the door.

“He cut his thumb, Miss.”

“I’m not interested, Elish. It’s something every lesson.” Mrs. Newfield turned back to the class and looked them over, satisfied they were ready to begin.

“Philip, read Benedict for me, please. Don Pedro…let’s see…” This was the top set: twenty-two girls and only five boys; she scanned the row of the four that remained. “Alex, you’ll make a brilliant Don Pedro. Paul, you can read as the boy, and Stephen—”

“I d-don’t want to, M-Miss.”

“I’ll do it, Miss,” one of the girls offered.

“I’d rather hoped to get the boys working this lesson, but go on then, Cassidy.” Miss wasn’t as mean as some of the other teachers. “We just need a Claudio now.”

“Can I go to the toilet, please, Miss?” Libby asked.

Mrs. Newfield nodded. “Quick as you can, Elish.”

Libby scurried from the room, passing Adam without so much as a glance, down the corridor to the girls’ toilets, where she locked herself in a cubicle and extracted the book from inside her jumper: Hans Andersen’s Fairy Tales. She turned straight to ‘The Little Match Girl’ and read the first line.

“No! That’s wrong!” she muttered in confusion. “They’re not the right words. Why does it say that?” She tried again, wondering if her memory was playing tricks on her because still it wasn’t right, but she continued reading anyway, gradually realising that it was the same story, but the wording was different.

Not different enough.

She closed the book and hugged it tight to her chest. “You promised,” she said, the tears finally starting to fall. “You promised me a happy ending.”


1.3: Spellbound

“What about Sinéad?”

Shaunna didn’t respond, focusing all her attention on tapping the toaster and the resultant avalanche of crumbs tumbling into the sink.

“Or Sorcha?” Krissi pronounced it ‘Sorsha’.

Shaunna rolled her eyes and returned the toaster to its usual location. “That’s Surr-a-kha.”

“Oh! Well, whatever. I really like it.”

“Or we could go completely mad and name her after your grandmother?”

“Cool!”

“No, Krissi! Definitely not cool at all.”

“But it’s an amazing name!”

“And how are you spelling it?”

“Err…” Krissi returned to the search engine page and typed Irish girls’ names beginning with S. Shaunna flipped the laptop shut. “Mum!”

“Without cheating.”

Krissi frowned. “S, H—”

“Nope.”

“C, H—”

“Nope!”

“S, I, V—”

“Nice try.”

“How am I supposed to know? I don’t speak Irish, do I?”

“Neither does anyone else much these days, which is exactly my—” A knock at the front door interrupted their ‘discussion’. “Come in,” Shaunna called.

“Erm…” Krissi complained loudly.

“I still live here!”

“Only just! Come in!” Krissi shouted.

The door opened, and the two women listened for clues as to the identity of their visitor.

“Ah, hello, lovely fella,” the voice greeted Casper—a male voice, distinctly Northern Irish.

“I bet Sean does,” Krissi speculated as he appeared in the kitchen doorway, grinning and holding the tea towel the dog had gifted him.

“What do I?” he asked.

“Speak Gaelic.”

“Gaeilge?”

Shaunna tutted.

“Yeah, see, it’s like this,” Krissi began. “Mum says we can’t—”

“We?”

Krissi ignored her mother’s protest and continued with her explanation. “I was suggesting some traditional Irish names for the baby, and Mum went off on one about the spelling.” Krissi opened her laptop again and loaded the page. Sean read over her shoulder and nodded approvingly.

“Some beautiful names there. I always liked that for a girl.” He pointed at the screen.

“Nee-am?” Krissi asked.

Sean chuckled at Krissi’s pronunciation of ‘Niamh’.

Shaunna raised her hands. “What’s this insistence I’m having a girl? Anyway, you’ve proved my point. And your grandma’s.”

“How?”

“It’s pronounced ‘Neeve’, Krissi,” Sean explained.

“Right? Which brings me back to what I was saying when you got here—that you’d know how to spell Shevaun?”

“S-I-O-B-H-A-N,” Sean reeled off at speed. “Not so hard.”

Krissi folded her arms and nodded at her mother. “Not so hard, hey, Mum?”

“No way!” Shaunna said. “Why d’you think I’m called what I’m called?”

“Because Grandad didn’t know how to spell it when he went to register your birth. How’s it really spelled? S, I, O…”

Shaunna shook her head in despair but then gave a concessionary shrug. “Although he did accidentally put in the extra ‘n’.”

“Siobhan is a lovely name,” Sean said. Krissi nodded enthusiastically.

“Don’t you dare!” Shaunna warned.

“What?” Sean and Krissi asked in unison, both feigning innocence.

Shaunna glowered at them. She was feeling very ganged up on. “I’m going to get changed. No more scheming while I’m gone.”

Sean and Krissi grinned conspiratorially at each other.

Shaunna dismissed them with a wave. “You still OK to give me a hand with those, Sean?” She nodded at the two large boxes: one on the kitchen table, one on the floor next to it.

“That’s why I’m here.”

“OK. Won’t be a sec.” She headed up the stairs.

Sean tried lifting the box on the table. “Jeez. What the hell’s in this thing?”

“No idea,” Krissi replied absently. She was still searching through baby names. Her computer beeped. She frowned. “Who on earth’s Rachel Perry?”

“Never heard of her. Is she famous?”

“Not that I know of. She’s just followed me. Don’t think so, weirdo.” Krissi clicked the button firmly to close the window and went back to the baby names.

“Your mum has a point,” Sean said. “My mum gets called Sheila, as it’s the closest in English to how it’s pronounced.

“What’s her real name?”

Sean reached over the box and scrolled down the webpage, pointing to ‘Saorla’.

“Shay-or-la,” Krissi read aloud, mixing the phonetic pronunciation with what she thought she already knew.

“Almost,” Sean said.

“Really?”

He shook his head and laughed. “Nowhere near. It’s more along the lines of Seer-la.”

“Ah.” Krissi frowned. “So why has Siobhan got ‘Sh’ at the start?”

“Vowel placement would be my guess, but in truth I barely understand a word of Irish.” Sean was a little disappointed to be admitting it.

“Maybe they could go with something that’s written the way it’s said, like Mum’s name?” Krissi suggested. She shut down her laptop, getting ready to leave for work. “Isn’t ‘Shaunna’ based on the same spelling as yours?”

“Probably, but you know it doesn’t matter what we think, don’t you?”

“That’s what worries me. If Mum decides, it’ll be something really predictable, you know? Like she named me after Kris, not that I’m complaining. I really like my name, but it’d be so boring. And if he names it, the poor kid’s gonna end up being called Bondi or some other mad thing.”

Sean picked up on the use of anonymous pronoun but didn’t comment, stowing it away in his mental filing cabinet in case he needed it later.

Shaunna returned and saw Krissi was ready to leave. “We’ll come and pick up some more stuff this evening, hun.”

“OK, Mum. Love you.” Krissi gave her mother a hug and a kiss. “Text me later?”

“Will do. Love you too.”

Krissi left.

Sean stood, car key in hand, waiting while Shaunna fussed around, straightening the tea towels, tipping the drainer on its side and pushing the chairs neatly under the table. She glanced up at him, then closed her eyes, squeezing them tight to lock in the tears.

“I’m happy,” she said, “whatever it looks like.”

“I know, lovely.”

Shaunna opened her eyes again, and Sean held out his arms. She went into them, burying her face in his shoulder.

“It’s just…” She sniffed but couldn’t go any further.

“It’s your home,” Sean finished. Shaunna nodded. “It’s a part of who you are.”

“Yes,” she sobbed.

It took a few minutes, but eventually, she withdrew and laughed tearfully. Sean gave her a tissue. “Hormones,” she said and blew her nose.

“If you’d rather believe that—”

“Yes, Doctor Tierney, because that’s what it is. It’s only a house when all’s said and done.” As quickly as she had fallen apart, Shaunna pulled herself together again and picked up the box from the floor.

“Now, you shouldn’t be doing that,” Sean chastised.

“It weighs next to nothing!” He didn’t believe her. “Here!” She held out the hefty-looking box, and he took it from her. “Cuddly toys,” she explained in response to his surprise at how light it was.

“And this one?” He tapped the top of the other box.

“Wind chimes and garden ornaments.”

He nodded once and walked towards the kitchen door, leaving the box on the table.

“Oy!” she shouted after him.

“They can damn well stay here,” he said but returned and collected the box anyway, following Shaunna out of the house and setting it down so he could open the car. “You’ve no garden.”

“Adele said she’d look after them until we have.” Shaunna waited for him to put the two boxes in the boot.

“Right.” They climbed into the car and settled into their seats. Sean started the engine. “Does Andy know?”

“What? That Adele’s having my wind chimes?”

He gave her a doleful look.

“We still need to talk about it properly, but it’s fine. I can live without a garden.”

“D’you think?”

“The lease on the apartment is up in October.”

“Ah, so you’ll be looking for another house. Why not stay in the one you’ve got?”

“Because it’s…” Shaunna started to fidget.

“You can forget I asked if you like.”

“No, it’s OK. Kris bought the house for the three of us, and we talked about it, but it doesn’t feel right for either of us—starting over with somebody else. Not there.”

“Which is why Krissi and Wotto have taken it on.”

“Yeah. Jay’s staying on at the flat with Hadyn, which works out perfectly all round.” Shaunna studied her hands, running her finger around the absence of wedding band. She sighed. “We’re not ready to let it go. Is that wrong?”

“Not at all. You brought up your daughter in that house. Like I said before, it’s part of you, and it always will be.” They came to a stop at some red lights; Sean reached across and took her hand. “You’ll know when you’re ready.”

She met his gaze and nodded. “Thank you.”

“Always my pleasure. OK, so, we’ve an hour or more to fill. I propose we drop off these boxes, and then—”

“Milky’s?”

“You read my mind.”


1.4: Promise

Over my dead body…

She lay on the bed, legs spread wide, knees flexed, feet pressing down so hard that her toes were all but buried in the thin mattress, her right hand, shaking, hesitant, as her fingers trembled closer and closer to the pale-pink band of elastic, the frail, innocent, scalloped edge of her knickers. She paused, frozen, captured in a moment in time.

“Open your eyes.”

Her head shook from side to side almost imperceptibly. No. Yet still her eyes opened, revealing ice-blue glassy orbs and blackest of black pupils, fully dilated.

Fear response. Doesn’t understand.

“Use your fingers.”

Can’t watch.

“That’s it. Now move them down a bit more.”

Can’t do this. Can’t do this.

“No! Slowly!”

The girl obliged.

“Better.”

Look at something else. Her hair. Dark-brown hair. And blue eyes. Unusual combination. Ears unpierced. A bruise on the left cheek. Maybe self-inflicted. Is that better or worse?

“Take them off.”

“No! Leave them on.”

Over my dead body…

“Look at those little white panties. So pure. Leave them on for me, poppet.”

Over my dead body…

“Just move down a little. A bit more. Good girl.”

Click.

The image onscreen diminished to a central white dot, replaced by his reflection; stark, haunted, sickened. Josh shoved his chair back and paced the floor, his hands clasped to the back of his head, thoughts racing, slamming into one another, such fury; such powerlessness.

“I promised,” he muttered. “I promised. Over my dead body, that’s what I said. How could I do that? Now she’s…” He stopped pacing and flung the door open, marching straight for an identical door in the wall at the opposite end of the conference room. He banged on it once and rammed his palm against the handle, pushing his way into Farrar’s office without waiting for an invitation.

“I cannot do this. I cannot watch those filthy, inhuman…”

Detective Sergeant Graham Farrar looked up from his desk, studying the wretched man before him for more than a minute before he replied, calmly and quietly. “Fine. I’ll debrief you and we’ll forget about it.”

Josh resumed pacing; same action, different location. How could he possibly forget about it, knowing what he knew, seeing what he’d seen? Farrar had done it deliberately, that was wholly bloody apparent to him now. As soon as Josh had access to the case files, the video recordings—once he saw what was at stake—Farrar knew there would be no option but for him to see it through because if he didn’t, he’d never be free of it and the what-ifs would eat him alive.

“You’re a complete shit, Farrar. Why did you bring me in on this? Couldn’t you have warned me?”

“I’m sorry, Josh. I really am, but I told you. I need you, your expertise—”

“You can stop the flattery right there. I’m here already!” Josh flopped into the chair, his eyes closed, tugging his hair back with both hands. The image of the girl flooded his mind, filling his consciousness. He quickly opened his eyes again.

“I read the paper you wrote a couple of years back,” Farrar said.

Josh continued to stare straight ahead.

“The one about consent. It was provocative.”

“Which makes your behaviour even more appalling than I first thought.” Josh was trying not to shout, but he was angry with Farrar, the videos…himself. “I was under the impression I was coming here to discuss what was involved in the work, and instead you shove me in front of a video stream of a girl who, right now as we sit here, is being forced to touch herself in ways she’s too young to understand.”

“It’s a recording, and in any case she’s reached puberty.”

“She’s fourteen, for Christ’s sake!”

“You can still walk away from this.”

Josh glared at Farrar, but Farrar just shrugged.

“Rob was our second choice,” he said. Josh couldn’t see how that was relevant. “On the SAP case,” he explained, unnecessarily. Josh knew which case he meant, although he’d not heard it referred to by its acronym before.

“SAP?”

“Strang and Partners—not entirely accurate, in retrospect. We found out they were targeting Campion and tried to bring Aitch in. He walked away.”

“But Rob didn’t?”

“Like you, he said he couldn’t.”

Well, of course he couldn’t, Josh thought bitterly. He, Rob and Aitch went to school together, and although the other two men were both the sporty, athletic kind, Rob was also a thinker, less self-driven and more morally complex than Aitch. Rob would do what was necessary for the common good, regardless of the personal costs, and he had paid dearly.

“I’ll admit it,” Farrar continued. “I needed Rob, like I need you, and I’ve done what I had to, to secure your assistance.”

Josh put his hands together as if in prayer, pressing his index fingers to his lips. For some unfathomable reason, he wanted to laugh. The ‘SAP’ case would have been the ‘LAP’ case if Farrar had known then what he knew now, and that brought all kinds of inappropriate images to mind, of Jessica Lambert lap-dancing with dying clients, trying to entice them into signing over their inheritance.

Farrar’s voice broke through and shook Josh out of his borderline hysteria. “The full team briefing is scheduled for this afternoon.” His tone implied this news ought to bring comfort.

“Do I strike you as being a team player?” Josh snapped.

“Even the Lone Ranger had Tonto.”

“Silver.”

“That was the horse.”

“And they departed together, leaving Tonto to answer the question.”

“Who is that masked man?”

“Indeed.” Josh breathed out as loudly as he could without grunting. He didn’t want to be part of a team. He didn’t want to be here at all. “Have you ever worked a case like this before?” he asked, refusing to look at Farrar, his gaze fixed instead on a file spilling papers down the side of the filing cabinet behind the desk.

“Not on this scale.”

“How do you do it? How do you go home, forget about it until tomorrow and then do it again, and again. How?”

Farrar laughed quietly, regretfully. “I don’t.”

Josh could see that was true. His associate looked exhausted, not just from working too hard or going through a rough run; tired of living. “You know, if I were a violent man, I’d punch you so damned hard.”

Farrar nodded. “No doubt.”

“This is what I have to look forward to, is it? A head full of visions that haunt me night and day, flashbacks, cold sweats…”

“Oh, don’t over-dramatise. You get used to it.” Farrar’s real accent bled into the faked Geordie when he was being flippant. Josh took another deep breath and let it and his anger go.

“Tell me what you need.”

“Location.”

“Of?”

“The stream.”

“Why? You shut it down, they’ll find another way to get it live again.”

“We need information. That’s all.”

“So all of this suffering and it’s just a fact-finding mission?”

“No evidence, no prosecution.”

Josh rubbed his eyes—in tedium rather than tiredness. “South East, urban,” he stated.

“It’s obviously a town house, but why the South East?”

“It’s not a town house,” Josh said irritably. “It’s a flat above a shop on a main road.”

“And you know that how?”

“Size of the room, ceiling height, through traffic, buses—”

“Buses?”

“Red double-deckers every ten minutes. It’s on a bus route, and the windows of the upstairs deck reflect onto the wall.”

Farrar nodded, impressed.

“South London, at a guess.”

“If you’re right—”

“Of course I’m right!”

“Why are you always so bloody arrogant?”

“I’m not!” Josh almost managed a smile. “I’m self-assured.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“On this matter I’m confident.”

“There’s no sound,” Farrar pointed out smarmily.

Josh sighed and tried not to gloat. “She mouthed a few words and it gave her away, although I suppose she could come from anywhere. However, the patterns of daylight and external artificial illumination indicate it’s the South East.”

“The South East, yes—” Farrar began, but once again, Josh cut him off.

“Then there’s the scrap of newspaper they gave her to wipe herself, and before you say it, no, I couldn’t see what paper it was, but I looked up the story online, as, no doubt, did your officers. Therefore, my well-considered, researched guess is that the location is South London. But that’s not really what you want to know, is it?”

Farrar didn’t confirm or deny any of it. He’d been hoping he could conceal the true nature of Josh’s induction from him a little longer, and it disappointed and pleased him at the same time that Josh was starting to crack it so quickly.

“Again,” Josh said, “what information do you need?”

“You do your best work when you’re not trying.”

“Meaning?”

“Where am I really from?”

“Not Newcastle!”

Farrar was set to ask another question, but Josh continued.

“Your accent is very convincing, incidentally, and your knowledge of the dialect is excellent.” Josh paused to allow Farrar to absorb the compliment. “And you’re single.”

“Am I?”

“Reluctantly.”

Farrar sat back in his chair, effectively giving Josh consent to continue with his profile.

“He left you, or died. Probably the former with this job. You’re the eldest of two, a graduate—a two-one in something useless—English literature or drama—”

“Academic snobbery, Mr. Sandison-Morley.”

Josh conceded the point. “Perhaps not so useless, given your cover.”

Farrar got up and poured two cups of coffee from the filter. He put milk in one and passed it to Josh. “Accident,” he said.

Josh nodded. “Hence the limp in cold weather.”

Again Farrar’s eyebrows rose, but he gave no other confirmation.

“Steel-plated femur, so I’m guessing a head-on collision at speed.” Josh moved to get up, now understanding a little more about what motivated Graham Farrar. It also explained his tactless, heavy-handed approach. After all, pain was relative. “I’ll go and watch some more,” Josh said. “See what else I can glean.”

“Leave it for today.”

Josh delayed a moment, hovering over his seat, his guilt filling the space where the image of the girl had been. Such a destructive and useless emotion, guilt. It couldn’t be harnessed, deployed as fuel for a greater purpose. But guilt was all he felt—that he couldn’t do more, couldn’t make it right. Farrar was still watching him. Trust hung in the air, expanding around them. He hadn’t expected that. He sat down again. “We had a guest over Christmas,” he said.

“Yes, I’m aware of that.”

“Pardon?”

“Elisheba Williams. Date of birth: twenty-first of March—”

Josh held up his hand. “Please, please tell me that your knowing this has nothing to do with the case.”

Farrar’s expression softened. He reached over and laid a hand of reassurance on Josh’s. “I was running some final background checks and saw you’d been in touch with Children’s Services, so I had a look into why.”

Josh withdrew his hand and folded his arms, feeling the anger and hopelessness fill him again, but this time not in relation to the video. Better than guilt, he supposed. He could work with anger, maybe overcome hopelessness. Farrar’s face remained sympathetic.

“I wanted to…” Josh sighed and lowered his gaze. “We tried to help her.”

“She refused to make a statement. There’s nothing you could do.”

“Do you know any more than that?”

“I know where she lives, her parents’ names, what school she goes to, the church they’re members of.”

“Is she safe?”

“There’s a social worker in regular contact with the family.”

That wasn’t an answer, and Josh regretted asking the question. Maybe it was best not to know. Nick—the social worker who had headed up the initial investigation—had been completely honest with them. His hands were tied. As Farrar said, unless Libby was prepared to tell them the truth, there was not a thing they could do about it. And so she had gone back to her hometown and her parents, her case handed over to the local Children’s Services, leaving Josh and George with an empty house and horribly empty hearts.

Josh looked up again, meeting Farrar’s gaze and seeing understanding there. “It’s so hard, Graham. I promised—well, I didn’t promise her. I don’t do that unless I’m sure I can keep my word. But I made a promise to myself, that I wouldn’t let her go back to her parents.”

“Maybe you should treat yourself with the same care and respect you afford everyone else.”

“Maybe you should stick to what you’re good at and leave the psychoanalysis to me!” Josh managed to say it in a jocular fashion, but he didn’t like being analysed, especially not by people like Graham Farrar. Or, in fact, by Graham Farrar specifically.

Theirs was a somewhat antagonistic ‘partnership’, inasmuch as their first encounter consisted of Josh watching from a distance as Farrar debriefed George on ‘the incident in the park’, and whilst Farrar’s cover as a straight, married detective sergeant from Newcastle had most people fooled, Josh had seen through it from the start. Farrar’s attraction, regardless of his assurance that he would never act on his feelings, and Josh’s absolute trust in his husband’s fidelity, still evoked a powerful jealousy that was almost enough to turn him violent for real. However, an outward display of emotional weakness would relinquish the upper hand, and he wasn’t going to do that.

“Have you any more recordings of the video stream?” he asked.

Farrar got up and opened the top drawer of the filing cabinet. He extracted a plastic wallet and put it down on his desk. Josh took it and his coffee and headed for the door.

“Hey,” Farrar said. Josh turned back. “If you need any help with Libby, say the word.”

Josh nodded again in thanks and returned to the office at the other end of the conference room, settling in front of the computer.

What was it the Lone Ranger used to say? ‘Be prepared physically, mentally, and morally to fight when necessary for what is right.’

With that thought in mind, he inserted the disc and mentally prepared for further torture, by consent. At least, he reminded himself, he had that much.


1.5: Ultra

“Right, bro, sling your hook.”

Andy stepped back from the scaffolding. “We’re not done,” he said.

“No, but I can finish up here, and you’re bloody useless today.” Dan adjusted his hard hat and continued along the line of vertical struts, Andy vacantly trailing along behind.

“Did you see the front page of the paper?” Andy asked.

“The Corvette?”

“Yeah.”

Dan shrugged. “Yeah, but we knew Len had been cleared already.”

“True.” Andy’s thoughts were still very much not on the job. “Did you know the van driver was…” He petered out before the end.

“Stephen Payne’s older brother?” Dan filled in the gap. “Is that what’s bothering you?”

Andy frowned. “What?”

“The accident? You weren’t mates with Stephen and Mark, were you?”

“Oh. No. No, it’s not…” Andy lifted his hard hat to scratch his head, getting lost in the process. Dan chuckled.

“Look, you’ve obviously got something else on your mind, so go sort it.”

“I will, after we’ve checked everything’s sorted here.”

“It’ll be safer if I do it myself.”

Andy was about to protest further but accepted his brother had a point. “Fair enough.” He started to walk away, calling back over his shoulder, “You around this evening?”

“Yeah.”

“OK. We’ll come down and see you. Need to have a chat.”

“All right, bro. See you later.”

Andy nodded a confirmation and stopped to take off his boots before traipsing through Josh and George’s house and out to the car to head back to the apartment for a shower, then straight on to meet Shaunna for their first antenatal appointment, buzzing but still unsure how he was going to break the news to everyone else; especially his brother.

***

The midwife washed and dried her hands and sat at the desk, shoving aside half a dozen unused sample pots and a full-colour, life-size, plastic model of a baby in a uterus.

“All right, Shaunna. So your last period was October the fourth?”

“I think so.”

“And you’ve had no bleeding since?”

“No.” Shaunna looked worried. The midwife smiled to reassure her.

“That’s fine. For all of those stories in the press about women giving birth and not even knowing they were pregnant, we don’t often see it in reality.”

The midwife picked up a gestation calendar from her desk and moved the dials. Andy watched, as enthralled by this as he had been by everything else so far, and they’d only taken Shaunna’s name and some blood.

“That would make your due date the eleventh of July.” The midwife got up and pulled on a pair of gloves. “OK, if you just pop up on the bed there for me, Shaunna, I’ll have a proper look at you.”

Shaunna did as requested, trying not to laugh at Andy, who was so entranced by what the midwife was doing that he wasn’t even aware he was being watched. The midwife met Shaunna’s gaze.

“Is it his first?”

“Kind of.”

“Good luck,” she said with a wink. She had a good feel of Shaunna’s tummy, frowning and humming every so often, although it was done with a well-honed curiosity rather than concern. She nodded and smiled. “All fine there. Sit yourself down again.” She waited for Shaunna to return to her chair and continued. “We’ll get a better idea from your ultrasound, but I think you might be a little further on than you think.” She turned to her computer screen and typed something.

Shaunna gave Andy’s hand a squeeze. She knew there was no way she’d conceived before October, but it wasn’t a conversation they could have here.

“OK,” the midwife said, smiling again and handing Shaunna a white card, “if you take this down to Radiology, they’ll get your scan done for you. Is there anything else you want to ask just now?”

Shaunna shook her head and looked at Andy. He shook his head too. “Not at the moment, thanks,” she confirmed. The midwife saw them out, directing them towards the radiology department. They wandered along the corridor, initially in thoughtful silence, mulling over the midwife’s comments. Andy took Shaunna’s hand.

“I can’t be any further along,” she said. “Kris always used a condom.”

“They can fail.”

“True, but we’d only done it twice, and the first time was ages ago. I’d be about sixteen months pregnant by now.”

“You remember how long it was since you last did it?”

“Yep. Don’t you?”

“Seven o’clock this morning.”

“You know what I mean. Anyway, I only remember because it was after the reunion and we were both a bit drunk. Well, a lot drunk.”

“You’d have been totally hot,” Andy thought aloud. Shaunna laughed.

“I was wearing a long, silky red dress.”

Andy grinned. “Still got it?”

“Yep.”

“Put it on for me later?”

“Maybe. Anyway, I’ll tell you now, so it’s out in the open, the second time was the day of Jess’s funeral.” For a moment, Shaunna’s thoughts regressed to the way she’d felt that morning, hit by the realisation that she was making love to the wrong person. How strange it was to look back at the crazy decisions they’d made, trying to muddle through the nightmare. As her mind returned to the present, she glanced across at Andy. He gave her a carefree smile.

“It was for comfort,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

She heard him take a breath in and let it go.

“What?” she asked.

“Did you see the paper this morning?”

“Yeah. Are Len and your mum coping?”

“They’re fine. Charlie suggested he might want to change the company name. Mud sticks, she says.”

Shaunna nodded in agreement, although she was trying not to think about the Corvette accident. On the night it happened, she had been waiting for Andy in the electronics superstore just down the road, preparing to tell him she was pregnant.

“Rachel,” Andy said, having spotted the wistful look on her face.

“Aha! So you do remember then!”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Bertie was after Rachel, though, wasn’t she?”

“We didn’t, err, get that far. It didn’t feel right.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. I think it was like you said. She was a substitute for Krissi. I did really like her, though.”

“And you did really wait for me.”

“I knew you didn’t believe me.”

“You know, for someone with an ego the size of a planet—”

“I have not!”

“Yeah, right! I just don’t get why you’re so insecure. You’ve got me now.”

“Before you say it—no,” Andy said.

“No what?”

“It’s not about Sean.”

“I wasn’t even going to mention Sean.”

“I bet you were.”

Shaunna squeezed Andy’s hand hard. He gritted his teeth.

“I bet you think about him all the time, that sexy Irish tongue of his, whispering dirty—”

She dug her nails into his palm.

“Ouch!”

She gave him a wicked smile. “So, have you heard from her since?”

“Rachel?”

“Bertie.”

“She’s sent me a few messages, but it depends on the internet access. It’s very hit and miss where she is.”

“She’s still in Africa?”

“As far as I know.”

They arrived at Radiology and Shaunna gave her details to the receptionist, then sat holding her knees together, desperate for the loo. She’d forgotten most of what it was like—waiting with a full bladder and being prodded and poked, the tests, the questions—but she remembered enough to know that this time felt completely different. This time, she wanted to be pregnant, and Andy was here at her side, which was still strangely exciting. She put her hand on his leg and tickled the inside of his thigh. He glanced down and sighed in exasperation. She kissed his cheek.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “The pressure from the inside is a bit…” She wriggled in her chair and blew air out of her mouth. He shook his head and laughed.

“Shaunna Hennessy?” a voice called.

They got up and followed the sonographer into a bright, airy room, where he settled Shaunna onto the bed and dimmed the lights.

“Is this Dad?” he asked, nodding in Andy’s direction but with his eyes focused on a screen that was currently turned away from them.

“Yes,” Shaunna confirmed.

“And you’ve had an ultrasound scan before?”

“I have. Nearly twenty-five years ago.”

“Ah. Well, the technique’s still the same, so I won’t explain it all to you again, although the imaging is much improved.”

He applied gel to Shaunna’s belly and ran the ultrasound wand across the skin, pressing firmly as it traced her bikini line, then slowly working his way up, moving from left to right to left, then up and down, pausing every so often and clicking a mouse with his other hand. She held her breath in the hope that it would help her bladder hold out too.

“All looks great,” he said. “You’re around fifteen weeks. Is that what you make it?”

“Yep,” Shaunna said, smiling at the sound of Andy’s sigh of relief.

“I’m guessing you already have children?”

“A grown-up daughter.”

“Just the one?”

“Yes.”

The sonographer nodded and slowly turned the screen towards them. “There isn’t an easy way to tell people, so I’ll just let you have a look and see what’s going on in there.”

Shaunna squinted at the screen, which was incredibly clear compared to when she’d been expecting Krissi, the white outlines bright against the black, making it easy to see hands and feet, tiny bent-up knees and not one, but two heads.

“Oh!” she said.

Andy stood up and leaned closer. “I’ve never seen an ultrasound before,” he said, “well, not this sort, but am I right in thinking—”

“You’re having twins,” the sonographer confirmed.

Andy flopped back into the chair, his mouth hanging wide open. “Twins,” he repeated, blinking at the screen.

Shaunna couldn’t believe it either and spent a moment trying to take it in. She turned in time to see Andy’s shocked expression disappear, to be replaced by an ear-to-ear grin. He took her hand and kissed it.

The sonographer moved the wand up again, giving them a more detailed view of each baby. “I can’t tell you for both of them, but if you want to know the sex…”

Shaunna shrugged and looked at Andy.

“I don’t mind either way.” He was still grinning.

“Go on then,” Shaunna said. “It might shut my daughter up for a while.”

“OK. This one?” The sonographer pointed the cursor arrow at the twin on the left. “Is almost certainly a girl.”

So much for shutting Krissi up.

“And this one—” He pointed at the other twin, on the right and with its back to them. “—is possibly a girl too, but we can have a good look again on your next scan.”

“Is that the 3D?” Andy asked.

“If you’re happy to pay for it. Otherwise it’ll be just the same as this.” The sonographer cleaned the gel from Shaunna’s belly. “Everything OK?” he asked.

“That’s great, thanks,” Shaunna confirmed, although she was still completely flabbergasted by the news.

“And you?” the sonographer asked Andy. He nodded and kept on smiling.

“Twin girls,” he said. “Awesome!”


1.6: Lonely Cowboy

“Fine! Run away!”

George slammed the gate of the goat pen and stormed across the yard, watching Little Bo, the most wayward of Farmer Jake’s pygmy goats, duck between the slats of the paddock fence and head straight for the ponies’ feeding trough, even though George had fed the goats not more than half an hour ago. He couldn’t be bothered with this today, or yesterday, or any other day since Libby went back to her parents. The annoying thing was he’d mastered the art of extracting himself from the enclosure with all of them, including Little Bo, on the inside, but a split-second lapse in concentration was all the little tyrant needed to put Operation Fleeing Pygmy Goat into action.

George leaned his arms on the paddock fence, resting a boot on the slat Bo had just cleared, and gazed through hazy eyes as she dodged around the ponies’ hooves, snatching mouthfuls of hay. She was waiting for him to give chase. He wasn’t in the mood to play.

“Is this a private mope, or can anyone join in?”

George startled. He hadn’t realised he had company. “Hey, Soph. What you doing here?”

“I was on my way to Sean’s and thought I’d drop in and see a good friend of mine.”

“OK?”

“Yeah. He’s about six foot tall, got a kind of sexy cowboy thang going on? Big happy grin, sparkling green eyes? Don’t suppose you’ve seen him around, have you?”

“Can’t say as I have,” George said, attempting a smile. He sighed. “Sorry, Soph. I’m being a miserable bastard.”

She nodded in agreement and leaned her head on his shoulder. “Yes, you are, but it’s to be expected in the circumstances. And I do understand why you keep it bottled up, but you don’t have to.”

“I don’t want to call you just to moan. It’s not fair.”

“Would I be here now if I thought it wasn’t fair?”

“No. I guess not. I still can’t believe she’s gone, Soph. I mean, why? She was safe. She was away from them. Why go back when all she had to do was tell someone?”

Sophie shrugged. “Who knows? Perhaps it wasn’t as bad as she made out. Just a bit of teenage rebellion.”

“Do you think so?”

“No,” Sophie confirmed regretfully. “I don’t.”

They both stayed where they were, watching the ponies have their fill and plod back up to the other end of the paddock. It was a chilly day, and they needed to go back to the stables soon—before it got dark—but George was putting it off for as long as he could, just to give him something to do to fill the void.

“I’ve got my wellies in the car,” Sophie said. “I’ll give you a hand.”

“You don’t need to.”

“But I want to.”

George looked at her doubtfully.

“At least I can catch Bo for you.”

“You’ll get filthy.”

“I’ll wash.”

“Soph—”

“George! Let me in!”

He stopped protesting, not that she was paying any attention to him, as she was already on her way back to her car for her wellies, and she was absolutely right. He had been avoiding her. It hurt to talk about it, to face how helpless and guilty he felt, not just about his powerlessness to help Libby but for how it was affecting Josh too. More than that, it made him angry, to the point of losing control. Libby’s parents had almost destroyed her, and it was wrong that they were getting a chance to finish the job. They needed punishing, and he could imagine too well how that might be accomplished.

Sophie arrived in the nick of time to stop the rage swelling, and she and George headed into the paddock, first to apprehend Little Bo, who came straight over; she always did like Sophie more than anyone else, and definitely remembered her.

“Come on, Bo,” Sophie said, walking back across the yard. The little goat trotted along obediently, right up until they reached the pen, at which point she decided she wasn’t done wandering yet and attempted to dodge away. Quick as a flash, Sophie grabbed her around the neck and held on tightly. Bo bleated pathetically at her imminent incarceration, but Sophie smuggled her through the gate and then hastily closed it.

“I’ll get them inside in a sec,” she said.

George nodded. “Thanks.”

“No problem. What time do you finish today?”

“Six.”

Sophie took out her phone and checked the time: it was just coming up to five. “I’ll stick around and give you a lift home.”

“It’s another hour yet, Soph.”

“It’s fine. Dylan’s with Sean, and neither of us have plans for this evening, beyond eating and watching a bit of TV. Unless you want me to go.”

George rolled his eyes. “What do you think?”

Sophie stretched on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. She knew him well enough to accept he didn’t want to talk about it, and she was happy to offer him a distraction whilst wishing she could do more.

“Let’s get these guys inside and I’ll tell you all about my boring research.”

“Great,” George said, sounding droll, not that Sophie’s research for her Master’s thesis was especially interesting, but it beat being stuck with his own misery, and it was always good to spend time with her. She was so upbeat, refusing to let anything drag her down. She’d been there, too, when Libby left with the social worker. She and Sean stayed late into the evening, keeping Josh and George company, intervening when their minds idled on their loss. And they had come back the next day to do it all over again, and the day after, and the day after that, until the sense of bereavement eased enough to try to re-establish some semblance of normality. That was three weeks ago. Libby had been with them for eight life-changing days, and the pain was less intense now, but it hadn’t gone away. It probably never would.

Once the ponies were all safely in their stables, George checked the heaters were on while Sophie went and put the goats inside. All of the other animals were back in their various shelters for the night, so there was only a bit of swilling down left to do. George hosed and Sophie brushed, clearing the mud from the paths and yard, ready for tomorrow, with George sharing stories about the nightly rituals at the ranch, which involved a lot of manure shovelling and a tour of the paddocks to check all was secure—especially tough work at the end of a twelve-hour-long winter’s day, making what they did at Farmer Jake’s something of a vacation by comparison.

It was dark by the time they were done, the floodlights on the outside of the barns creating a hazy yellow glow, bright enough to blot out the blackness beyond. George locked up and headed across to the farmhouse to return the keys.

“All done, Jake,” he called through.

“Cheers, George,” came the response from inside, along with a waft of heat and the crackle of a real fire.

“See you tomorrow.”

“I thought you were off tomorrow.”

“Am I?”

“Well, it’s Saturday.”

“Oh, yeah.” George tutted at himself. He had no idea what day it was anymore. They’d all blurred into one.

Back across the yard and out to Sophie’s car, he stopped to padlock the main gate and glanced up at the sky, exhaling slowly, his breath forming a mist above him. It was the same sky, wherever Libby was now. The same moon; the same stars. Nick, the social worker who took her home, had assured them that Libby’s named social worker was going to be visiting regularly. If anything had happened to her, they’d know.

“What were you thinking about?” Sophie asked when he got in the car.

“Same as always.”

They drove home with only the sound of the blowers and the radio—Friday-night songs of clubland, not heart-rending ballads, so there was nothing new to add to George’s misery.

Sophie indicated and pulled up in front of Josh’s car.

George reached over and gave her a hug. “Thanks, Soph.”

She patted his back. “It’ll get better.”

“Yeah.”

They got out of the car and he hugged her again, watching until she was inside Sean’s house before he went inside himself.

“Mow.”

“Hey, Jinj.” George stepped around the cat and crouched down to give both Jinja and Blue some fuss. “How are you guys?”

“Mow,” Jinja replied.

“Oof,” Blue sounded—his gentlest woof, tail swinging low, happy to see his dad.

George peered up at Josh, leaning against the lounge doorjamb. “Hi.”

“Hi, yourself. A good day?”

“It was OK. Soph came by, kept me occupied for the last hour. That’s always the worst. How was your day?”

“Not great. I’ve accepted Farrar’s job offer.”

“Why?”

Josh shrugged. “I have to, and I can’t even explain why.”

They’d already discussed Farrar’s proposal and the potential breach of their ‘no secrets, no lies’ pact. Neither was happy about it, but it was a necessary evil in order to get the job done, and if it proved damaging, then Josh would leave Farrar’s team.

“How are you feeling?” Josh asked.

“Sad.”

“Me too.”

George stood up again. “We need to move on.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t mean forget about her.”

“I know.”

“We need to start living again.”

Josh nodded. “Farrar said he’d help if he can.”

“That’s something. I just wish we could have—” George closed his eyes. Wishing was all he’d done for weeks, and what was the point?

Josh pulled him close and stroked his head. “She knows we’re here for her, ma moitié.”

“I hope so. I really do.”


1.7: The Big Reveal

“Alright, bro?”

“Yep. You?”

“Not so bad.” Andy smiled at his brother and then glanced nervously at Shaunna as they followed Dan into the flat. He was up to something. Andy could tell.

“Adele’s just opened a bottle of wine,” Dan said, turning his full attention on Shaunna.

“Oh. Erm.” Her cheeks flared. “I think I’ll pass.”

“Tea?”

“Please.”

He left them loitering next to the sofa.

Andy tried to tune in to the hushed conversation now taking place in the kitchen.

“He’s acting a bit odd, isn’t he?” Shaunna whispered. Andy nodded.

Adele appeared, a large glass half filled with red wine in her hand. “Hiya,” she greeted them cheerily, then frowned. “Why are you still standing up?”

They both quickly sat. Adele hummed and picked up the remote control for the TV, turning it down until they could barely hear it.

Dan returned with two bottles of beer. He passed one to his brother. “Kettle’s on,” he said. Shaunna nodded in thanks.

Andy studied the bottle in his hand rather than make eye contact with Dan or Adele, both of whom were staring at them. And smiling. Andy laughed, the sound beginning as a quiet chuckle and gradually building.

“You bastard! You bloody know, don’t you?” He looked up, and Dan winked at him. “How?”

Dan tilted his head at Adele—her cue to explain.

“You’re showing,” she said to Shaunna.

Shaunna glanced down at her belly, well concealed—she’d thought—by a very baggy, chunky-knit sweater. “When?”

“A couple of weeks ago.”

Shaunna didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t even four months along yet—perhaps only enough for a best friend to notice? She hoped so. She shook her head in disbelief.

Adele laughed at her and put down her glass so she could hug her. “It’s OK, sweetie. It’s wonderful!”

“We weren’t sure how to tell you, with everything that happened last year.”

Andy was listening to the conversation between the two women but watching Dan, who had been grinning the whole time.

“Bro?” Andy queried.

“You not checked your messages today?”

Andy frowned and took out his phone. He shrugged. “No messages on here.”

“Nothing from Mike?”

“I blocked him.”

Shaunna looked at Andy incredulously. “You blocked your own brother?”

“Yeah. What’s he done now?”

“He’s having a baby. Well, not him…you know what I mean. With what’s-her-name. Dunno, actually.” He looked to Adele to help him out, but she didn’t know her name either, as they’d not seen Michael for almost a year, since he was kicked out by Len—their mum’s fourth husband.

“I thought Mum said she was only about twenty,” Andy remarked bitchily.

“Closer to thirty, apparently, and you’ve no room to talk. But yeah, she’s due sometime in April. Poor girl.” Dan swigged his beer. “Pity you didn’t beat him to it.”

“Yeah. Shame that,” Andy said with a grin. “Although I reckon we can still go one better.” He took Shaunna’s hand and smiled at her. She nodded to confirm he could tell them. “We’re having twins.”

Adele squealed and jumped up and down. It took Dan a moment longer to register what Andy had said, but when it sank in, he banged his bottle against his brother’s, sending beer fizzing all over the sofa.

“Nice one, bro,” he said. “That’s exactly one better.”


1.8: Touching Souls

“Miss?”

Lauren Thompson looked up from her marking, across the empty desks of her lunchtime classroom. She smiled, hoping in futility that the request would not come. “Hello, Libby.”

“Miss, am I allowed to stay here today, please?”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart, I can’t let you.”

“OK.” Libby lowered her head. “It’s all my fault, Miss.”

“Oh, no, Libby! It’s not!”

“It is. I didn’t mean to tell them, but they kept on at me.”

This conversation, even with the door open and the distance between them, shouldn’t be happening, and Lauren wasn’t sure what to do about it. If she did what she had been advised to do, she’d have to send her away, and the poor girl was alienated enough.

“It’s good to tell the truth, Libby. People are trying to look after you, which is why I’m not allowed to talk to you if we’re on our own, not until things are settled.”

“That’s what I mean, Miss.” Libby came further into the room but kept hold of the door. She wasn’t going to cause any more trouble for Miss Thompson. She was the only one who seemed to care; the only one who hadn’t broken any promises. “I needed my school stuff to revise, and I told them what you said, about trying to do a little bit every day, but they just screamed at me, said we should learn all we need to at school.”

“Mrs. Greene agreed you didn’t need to do homework, Libby, if it was going to cause a problem.”

“I know, Miss, but how am I supposed to revise when I’m not allowed to do work at home and I can’t come here at lunchtimes anymore? The library’s full of idiots playing games, and Liam said I can’t work with him either. I got so angry and they ordered me to go to my room, and I said no. They’re not allowed to do that, Nick said, and that other social worker said so too. And they started asking questions. They tried to make me tell them everything, but I refused and they just wouldn’t shut up, so I had to tell them something. I told them you said I had to revise. I’m sorry, Miss. I really am. It just came out.”

Lauren pressed her lips together hard, fighting to stop the words, the question. Was it true she had run away? And if so, why? Libby had never told her about what went on at home, and what the school knew came only from the occasional slip-up at parents’ evening consultations, trying to negotiate with Mr. and Mrs. Williams so that Libby could at least use the school computers. She was a hard-working student with so much potential and a natural aptitude for science, but she was being held back by her parents and their beliefs.

There were other children who attended the same church, and it was not the church’s doing; they could no more interfere in how Mr. and Mrs. Williams were bringing up their daughter than the school could. Worse still, Lauren could see that Libby’s parents, especially now they had what they saw as the backing of Children’s Services, were close to knocking all of the fight out of their daughter. She was ready to give up and do their bidding, simply to survive.

“Libby, I want to talk to Mrs. Greene about you.”

“No, Miss,” Libby begged. “Please don’t. She’ll tell the social worker.”

“I don’t mean…” Lauren began, but Libby was gone before she could explain she was going to suggest a workaround to the deputy head. They could use the learning mentor’s office; that way, she and Liam would both be there to cover themselves. She raced across to the door and glanced along the corridor, but it was too late. Libby was nowhere in sight.

***

All the gates were locked, but she’d seen them, the smokers, sneaking through a gap where one of the upright struts of the railings was missing. She wasn’t going to run away. Not again. It wasn’t worth it because now it was worse than ever. It didn’t matter what anyone said, they did things their way. God’s way. She just needed time on her own, far from teachers and social workers and church people and them. Just a few minutes in the fresh air, free. Alone.

She made sure she was walking with her head up, so that it looked like she was going home for lunch rather than bunking off, and set off for the park down the road. She’d never been there before, had only seen it on her journey to and from school, always rushing to get to where she was going in time, trying not to gaze with too much longing at the swings and the slide and the climbing frame. She’d always wanted to climb it—or climb a tree. When she’d told Tina that, Tina had laughed, didn’t believe her. Why on earth would she want to climb a tree? Because she’d never had the chance to, that was all, but it was raining today, and cold, and being cold and wet was awful, so no climbing or swinging for her.

She wandered past the play area, following the curved path around the edge of a bowling green and a fenced football pitch, all of these things she had yearned to do, but no more. It was easier to let it all go. This was her very last small, pointless rebellion: a trip to the park for a moment alone.

She stopped walking and observed the person sitting on the bench, his bag on his lap, the rain running down his face, turning pink as it picked up and diluted the blood congealed around the corner of his mouth. His eye was swollen shut. She took another couple of steps and sat beside him though kept her distance. Neither spoke. The words were not needed to confirm what they each sensed of the other.

Ten minutes: they remained as they were, sitting in silence but for the distant ringing of the school bell signifying the end of lunch.

“What’ve you got next?” he asked.

“Food tech. You?”

“ICT.”

Both rose to their feet at the same time and began the walk back to school, back to their only sanctuary, a place of endless taunting and teasing, yet it was nothing compared to the cruelty of home. He stepped aside to allow her to pass through the gap in the railings first; she held his bag whilst he squeezed through; eyes met and an understanding passed between them.

“See you later, Jerkoff.”

“In a bit, Freakish.”

They would save each other. They didn’t know how, but they would find a way.


1.9: Car…

So long, maroon saloon.

One of Len’s men expertly positioned it behind the car transporter, lining it up with the two ramps, slowly edging forward as the other man signalled to him to keep moving. Up it went, front wheels on, then the back wheels.

“Right!” the second man called. The ramps started to rise.

“Cheers, buds!” Dan saw them on their way and headed back through the gates for the walk up to his mum and Len’s house, slowing to revel in the sight of his new car, gleaming in a little spot of late-January sunshine. No boring maroon saloon this time: a brand-new, shiny, black convertible, same make and model as his last convertible but the four-seater edition.

Indoors, his mum had made a buffet lunch in the form of trays of sandwiches—cheese and tomato, tuna and mayo, egg and cress—crisps and other savoury snacks, spread along the centre of the restored Victorian oak kitchen table. Andy came in from the conservatory, where he’d been replacing a window he’d broken with a football, not that his mum knew that.

“Thanks, love,” she said with a grateful smile.

Andy nodded once and side-eyed his grinning brother, who knew how the window had been broken, seeing as they’d been playing football together. Beer plus football plus big glass building was not a good combination.

“Help yourselves,” their mum, Barbara, said, a general invitation to all present: Andy, Dan, Len and Shaunna. Adele was at work, and little Shaunna was at school—her first year, afternoons only—so it was a very civilised, quiet lunch because Andy and Shaunna were there to break the news about their relationship. Depending on how that went, they might also go on to mention the twins.

“You’re still a stylist, aren’t you, Shaunna?” Barbara asked.

“Yes, I am. Where do you have your hair done? It’s lovely.”

That was Shaunna’s very cunning attempt at trying to uncover whether Barbara was asking for herself whilst avoiding anything that could be construed as saying her hair was a mess, which it wasn’t. All three sons and both granddaughters had inherited their thick, dark hair from Barbara; Krissi’s was more curly, like Shaunna’s, but of the same brown-black as the rest of the Jeffries clan and a perfect complement to their olive skin tone. These days, Barbara’s hair was silver and black and very striking, cut into a layered, shaped style that just touched her shoulders.

“Thanks. I was thinking of doing something drastic and wanted your expert opinion.”

“Oh.” Shaunna blushed bashfully at the compliment.

“To be honest, I’m bored with it. I’ve had it in this style for ten years. I fancy something a bit shorter, but I’m worried it won’t suit me, and once it’s gone, there’s no going back.”

“Hmm.” Shaunna examined Barbara across the table. “What about if we have a look online at some styles after lunch? See if there’s any you particularly like. That’ll give me a better idea, but I think you’re one of those lucky people who suit all styles.”

Barbara smiled, and Shaunna relaxed. Things were going well. It was strange having a grown-up conversation with Andy and Dan’s mum, given the only real time they’d spent together was when Shaunna was about fourteen, dragged along so Adele could go and see Dan. Shaunna had found it unbelievably difficult to talk to Barbara back then, in part because being anywhere near Andy and Dan turned her into a giddy, giggly schoolgirl. Just the recollection made her squirm. She quickly selected another sandwich and focused all of her attention on it.

“How’s the car?” Len asked Andy.

“Yeah.” Andy nodded and swallowed half a sandwich in order to answer. “She’s beautiful.”

“She?” Barbara queried. “How d’you decide that whopping-great American car is a ‘she’?”

“She’s sexy, Mum. How could she not be a ‘she’?”

“It’s just a car, Andrew.”

“That’s a terrible thing to say. She’ll be hurt.”

Shaunna stuffed her sandwich in her mouth and chewed fast. Damn those giggles. She glanced up and caught Barbara’s eye. The older woman gave her the slightest of mischievous winks.

“And does she have a name?” Barbara asked.

“Err, not really,” Andy said.

Dan snorted. “Yeah, she does.”

“No.” Andy glared at his brother. “She doesn’t.”

Dan scratched his nose and tried not to laugh. He’d picked up on the ‘red-hot baby’ nickname when Andy called Shaunna ‘RHB’ in front of him and Adele one time, and they’d spent days trying to figure out what the letters meant. Eventually, Adele wrangled it from Shaunna, who also confided how it came about, from the first time Andy called her his red-hot baby rather than the Mustang, but it applied to both, and Dan was enjoying taunting his brother so much that he wasn’t ready to let it go.

“Yeah,” he continued, “she’s a hot motor, for sure.”

Andy growled.

“Red and hot.” Dan nodded and smirked.

Shaunna tipped her head so her hair blocked her view of everyone else.

Barbara looked around the table at all the different facial expressions—Andy’s embarrassment, Shaunna’s giggling, Dan’s delighted amusement.

Len carried on eating his sandwiches, oblivious to what he’d set in motion.

“Right. Back to it.” He got up and deposited his plate on the draining board, grinning at his wife by way of drawing attention to his excellent execution of her training regimen.

“Thank you, love,” she said as he pottered off along the corridor to the office, where Charlie was knee-deep in order chits and had been all morning. Dan and Andy turned and looked at each other and shook their heads in dismay, every motion in perfect synchronicity.

Barbara smiled at Shaunna. “A bit of praise goes a long way. Pity it took me three practice runs to get it right, hey?”

Shaunna chuckled, glad she’d got her giggles back within her control by focusing on the reason they’d come for lunch, helped along by Barbara, who was a very astute woman and trying her best to put Shaunna at ease.

“Right, bro,” Dan said, “d’you fancy coming and testing this new bab…convertible of mine while they talk hairdos?”

“Err…” Andy wasn’t sure how to answer.

“Good idea!” Shaunna said, thinking she could probably manage the situation better without him around, acting like an awkward teenager trying to hide a hickey from his mother.

“OK. See you in a bit.” He followed his brother out of the kitchen, their voices slowly fading away until there was nothing other than the sound of the dishwasher churning in the corner of the room.

Barbara let out a long sigh. “That’s better. Cup of tea?”

Shaunna nodded. “I’d love one, thanks.”

Barbara moved to put the kettle on. “My laptop’s out in the conservatory. I’ll pop and get it.”

“I’ll get it,” Shaunna offered and was on her feet before Barbara could protest. When she returned, Barbara was clearing the plates from the table, and Shaunna put down the laptop to help her. The kettle boiled; Shaunna was straight over. Barbara tutted.

“Sit down, Missus. Get those hairstyles up.”

“OK,” Shaunna accepted. She opened the laptop and the login screen lit up.

“Password’s mad4483,” Barbara provided.

Shaunna typed it into the box.

“Funny that,” Barbara mused. “It took me till I first set a password on a computer to realise the lads’ initials spelled ‘mad’.”

“Oh, yeah!” Shaunna laughed, although that created an additional factor in the baby-naming game, and they were having enough trouble as it was, with Krissi still harping on about Irish names, which Sean was encouraging by sending her text messages making more and more outrageous suggestions. All Andy had to say on the matter was “Let’s wait and see what they look like.” Shaunna was happy to go along with that, if only she could get her eldest daughter to leave her in peace.

She’d been sitting still, staring at the screen as this thought process played out, and Barbara had been watching her the whole time. Shaunna suddenly snapped back to reality and blushed.

“Sorry, I was miles away. Did you say something?”

“Sugar?”

“Oh. No, thanks.”

Barbara brought the two mugs over. Shaunna opened the web browser and typed in the name of a site she used with salon clients. It had a tool where the client’s face could be uploaded and different hairstyles superimposed onto it, to give them a sense of whether the style would suit them.

“Have you got a photo of you on here, Barbara?”

“No, but you can take one with the camera at the top of the screen.”

“OK.” Shaunna passed the laptop across, and Barbara opened the photo application.

“Do I have to smile?”

“Not necessarily.”

“Right. Here goes.” Barbara pressed the button to take the photo and stared at the screen. The computer beeped and clicked. She moved closer and grimaced. “Good God above!” She tried again. And again. Shaunna started laughing. “One more try,” Barbara said, although she was also laughing by this point, the resultant photo making her look like she had at least three chins. “Nobody else is going to see this, are they?” she asked.

“Nope,” Shaunna confirmed.

“That’ll have to do.” Barbara gave the laptop to Shaunna again and she uploaded the photo.

“I think it looks OK, actually,” Shaunna said, manipulating the image until it was centred, then clicking to highlight Barbara’s hair so it could be masked. “How drastic are we talking?”

“I don’t know. What do you think?”

“Let’s start with something close to what it is now and work our way up.”

***

Half an hour later, Dan and Andy arrived back to find the two women holding their sides and pointing at the screen as they laughed at themselves donning all sorts of ridiculous hairstyles, including green Mohawks and multicoloured dreadlocks.

“Gym?” Dan suggested.

“Gym,” Andy agreed.

They left again, although only down the corridor to their mum’s home-fitness suite, which was well-equipped and perfect for keeping out of the way of giggling women a little while longer.

“D’you reckon she’s told her yet?” Andy asked.

Dan shook his head. “She’d have collared you the minute you walked in if she had.”

“True. I know it’s a bit of a cop-out on my part, but I hope she does let it slip.” Andy settled back and commenced chest press reps, blowing his hair out of his face. “Might stick the air con on in a bit.”

“Yeah,” Dan agreed. “It’s a bit hot.” He heaved the dumbbells above his head with a grunt, held them for a count of five, and lowered them again. “Red hot, in fact.” He grinned. Andy turned away and pretended he hadn’t heard.


1.10: …Go

In the kitchen, things had moved on somewhat. Barbara had settled on a style she liked, and as Shaunna always kept her scissors in her bag, they bravely decided to forge ahead.

“Your hair’s always been stunning,” Barbara commented as Shaunna snipped away behind her.

“Thank you.”

“That’s still your natural colour?”

“It is. None of the red-haired people in my family go grey.”

“You’re very lucky. I started to go grey in my thirties, although it’s hardly surprising, with those three hooligans running me ragged.”

“Very true.”

“They’ve not turned out so bad, though.”

“No.”

“Michael’s still hard work, mind you. Did you hear he’s got his girlfriend pregnant?”

“Yeah. Dan mentioned it.”

“Hmm. They’ve not been together that long, and I’ve only met the girl once, but I get the feeling she’s playing him for a fool. I know I’m his mother and he’s no saint, but you have to wonder what a girl of her age is doing with a middle-aged man.”

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-six. And Michael’s nearly forty-four. That’s a big age difference, and it’ll matter more the older they get. Ha, listen to me, talking like I’m an expert on relationships!”

“You and Len are happy, though?”

“We are. I wish I’d had someone like Leonard around when the lads were little. It was rough at times, bringing them up on my own, and in all honesty, I can’t see this thing with Michael lasting. The thought of one of mine putting a girl through what…” Barbara stopped talking. Her mouth had run ahead of her thoughts, and she realised how critical she was being of both Andy and Shaunna. She changed direction slightly. “Dan was telling me you and Kris were together for a long while.”

“That’s right. We split up a couple of years ago. We tried to work things out last year, but it wasn’t meant to be.”

“I’m glad you had someone there to help you with Krissi. Forgive me if I’m prying, but isn’t Kris gay?”

“He’s bisexual, and he’s in a same-sex relationship now.”

“That must be strange.”

“Not really. He and Ade are very happy together. I might’ve felt differently about it if we’d split up when Krissi was still young, but she’s twenty-five this year.”

“What does she think of it all?”

“Oh, she and Ade adore each other.” Shaunna moved around to start on the left side of Barbara’s hair, clipping the top layers out of the way.

Barbara peered up at Shaunna as she worked, taking in the expression of intense concentration, and decided not to say anything else for now, although Shaunna had noticed her watching and gave her a smile.

“Your hair is in lovely condition. Hardly any split ends.”

“It’s tough as old boots, like the rest of me,” Barbara said. “And I neglect it terribly. It’s full of chlorine from the pool half the time.”

“Well, it doesn’t seem to have done it any harm.” Shaunna returned to concentrating as best she could on what she was doing, aware all the while of Barbara studying her profile. Adele said she was showing, but Adele knew her well. Barbara might—hopefully—think she was just carrying a bit of weight around her midriff, but from the way she was looking at her, Shaunna doubted it.

With the left side done, Shaunna went around Barbara’s back to escape her gaze for a few seconds, putting the window behind her. It made it more difficult for Barbara to look her way, for which she was grateful. On the plus side, the restyle was looking great. It really paid to try out online first, even though there was no sure way of predicting whether someone’s hair would do what you wanted it to.

“Nearly there now,” Shaunna said, moving in front to access the top.

“That’s a shame. I love having my hair played with.”

“Me too. It’s very relaxing.”

“Ian—the boys’ dad—would happily spend hours massaging my head. It’s about the only good quality he had.”

“Is he still alive?”

“Yes. He lives up in Edinburgh with his third wife.”

“Andy and Dan never mention him.”

“No, they wouldn’t. I don’t think either of them have heard from him for a good few years. Michael still sees him, but he’s the one who makes the effort, not his dad. Am I right in thinking you lost your mum a few years back?”

“Yeah. She had breast cancer.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, love, and then you lost lovely Jess last year too. That must’ve been hard on you.”

Shaunna nodded, not trusting herself to speak without bursting into tears. Having cared for her mum, she’d felt more able to cope with Jess’s illness, but that didn’t mean it had been easy, especially with everything going on with Kris at the same time. The one positive was that it had thrown her and Andy together, which was what they’d needed. They’d danced around each other for more than twenty years, regretting, wishing, wondering, but never having the courage to even dip a cautious toe in the water. Jess’s illness effectively dropped them in the middle of the ocean, and it was a case of swim for shore together or get eaten by sharks. They’d found the shore. Now all they had to do was announce their arrival, and Shaunna could feel the time coming upon her to do exactly that.

“I really appreciate the support you gave Andrew,” Barbara said. “All of you were wonderful, but I know how much he relied on you last year. I don’t think he’d have got through it without you.”

“Thank you for saying so, but I just do what I do.”

“Yes, and you do it wonderfully.”

Shaunna stopped cutting and gave Barbara’s hair a comb-through to check she hadn’t missed any. “Do you want me to give it a wash and blow-dry for you?”

“You’re all right, lovey.” Barbara waited for Shaunna to remove the towel and brush off the loose hair before she got up. “You get that kettle on. I’ll give it a wash and bring my hair dryer back with me.”

“If you’re sure?”

“Definitely. After all, we can’t have you bending over the bath in your condition, can we?” Barbara gave Shaunna a knowing smile as she left the kitchen. Shaunna dropped her scissors.

She was still standing there, contemplating picking them up, when Andy and Dan walked in, wiping the sweat from their necks with small, pink towels, and headed straight for the fridge, where Dan passed Andy a full litre carton of orange juice and grabbed another for himself. The pair of them glugged thirstily and continued with whatever they’d been discussing before they arrived, almost as if Shaunna wasn’t there at all, but then she felt only half there. Everything was fuzzy, a bit distant and out of focus.

Andy finished his litre of juice and turned to speak, her expression sending him into an instant panic. He and Dan had been discussing miscarriage, and his immediate thought was that something was wrong with the pregnancy.

“Shaunna?”

“Yeah?” she answered vaguely.

“Everything OK?”

“Yeah.”

Andy was far from convinced. “Do you need to sit down?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Gonna make a cup of tea.”

“I’ll do it. Sit. Please?”

She nodded and sat on the chair Barbara had vacated.

Andy went to fill the kettle, watching her as he did so and only noticing the overflowing water when it reached his hand.

“Ah, fuck.” He turned off the tap and shook the excess water from the bottom of the kettle, where the electrical bits were.

“Give me that,” Dan said. “I’ll do it. You go and err…” He tilted his head in Shaunna’s direction.

Andy did as advised and crouched in front of her. She blinked a couple of times and met his concerned gaze. He shrugged in question.

“You…you know, erm.” She frowned. “Well, you wanted to tell her about us first, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

She grimaced.

“Ah.”

“Sorry. She guessed?”

“OK. Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.” Andy ran his hand through his hair. “Actually, what are we gonna do?”

“You’re going to sit down and talk to me, Andrew,” Barbara said.

Andy gulped and peered up at his mother, her wet hair wrapped in a fluffy pink towel. “Since when did you have pink towels?”

“Since Len did the washing.”

Andy tried not to smile at that. He’d had his fair share of wash-day accidents where everything ended up pink. It was a common mishap for someone whose favourite colour was red but who also possessed white socks and white T-shirts, or who once possessed white socks and white T-shirts but wasn’t too fussed with separating the light and dark items and doing two loads. Why double the burden when it would all fit in at once? It saved water, and pink wasn’t so bad.

“Tea,” Dan said, delivering a mug each to Shaunna and his mum.

“Thanks, love,” Barbara said without taking her eyes off Andy. “You’ve still not sat.”

In fact, he was still crouched in front of Shaunna, until Dan gave him a shove and he toppled backwards. Dan thought it was hilarious. Andy didn’t. He snarled at his brother and got up, containing the urge to retaliate as his mother was giving him the evil eye. He parked himself on the chair next to Shaunna’s and waited for the storm to hit.

But it didn’t.

Instead, his mum picked up her tea, relaxed back in her seat and sipped, calmly, quietly.

“Talk to me,” she said.

“What would you like to know?” Andy asked.

“Tell me how it happened.”

“Err…”

His mum rolled her eyes. “Not that part, Andrew. I told you how that worked, years ago. How did you get together? When did you get together?”

They both answered at the same time.

“After Jess,” Andy said.

“Last August,” Shaunna said.

Barbara shifted her gaze from her son to Shaunna, her eyebrows raised in further query.

“We took Jess to the hospice,” Shaunna explained, “and we were waiting for her to get settled in, and I don’t know. It hit me what was going on, all of a sudden.”

“I was watching her,” Andy said, his eyes on Shaunna, reminiscing as he told his mother. “She’d been so strong, always there for Jess and for me, right from the start, and I wanted to stop her hurting.”

Shaunna turned to Andy and smiled. She took hold of his hand and picked up where he’d left off. “We went to a pub for a drink and to talk about what we were going to do, because Kris and I were still trying to figure things out, but I knew what I wanted.”

Andy laced their fingers together, just as he had done in the pub that afternoon in August, when they started to plan their affair.

“But Jess was getting more and more sick,” he said, “so we held off.” He met Shaunna’s gaze and smiled. “We did really well, actually.”

“Yeah,” she laughed. “We did.”

Dan watched from across the kitchen, smiling as he listened to their love story. It was a bit mushy, but after all those years of knowing how his brother felt, and Dan’s awful misjudgement that nearly destroyed any chance of this happening, it was a beautiful thing to behold.

“We kind of avoided each other,” Shaunna continued, “took turns to be with Jess, until the day before she…” She stopped there, for it was a story that was relived in the retelling, and it was too painful. “I dropped the washing.”

“And I went to help,” Andy confessed. Their mutual blushing gave them away.

“I bet that was some interesting folding,” Barbara remarked.

Shaunna laughed. “Yeah, it was. It took us ages.”

“After Jess was gone, we were both a bit lost, I think,” Andy said.

Shaunna nodded solemnly. “Yeah, and then Andy invited me over here while he was house-sitting. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. I told him to make the most of the place.”

“They did that, all right,” Dan muttered.

His mother’s hearing was luckily not quite what it once was, as in she could only hear a pin drop at fifty feet these days, not that she needed to be told what two people so obviously in love got up to when they finally found themselves alone after months, or even years, of waiting. She’d brought up three boys; she knew what boys thought about. She thought about it herself often enough—and now she was blushing.

“So what about this baby, then?” she asked.

Andy grinned. “We’re having twins, Mum.”

She processed that with a knowing nod. “I was wondering why you were so big, considering you couldn’t be more than—”

“Sixteen weeks,” Shaunna finished.

Barbara laughed. “Goodness me! That was quick work!”

“Yes, well we were on the same wavelength about wanting it to happen, not that we talked about it.”

“And are you planning on getting married, or is it too soon to ask?”

“Kris and I are going to sort out our divorce at some point,” Shaunna answered evasively.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot. It’s just with some people…” She glanced over at Dan, who raised his hands.

“Not my doing, Mum.”

“I know, love, and I’m not one of those old fuddy-duddy mums. It’s your choice at the end of the day.” She smiled and turned back to Andy and Shaunna. “I’m happy for you. Really happy.”

“Thanks, Mum,” Andy said. They stood and hugged.

“I knew you’d grow up eventually,” she said.

“Who said anything about growing up?” He gave her a wink, and she cuffed him lightly around the ear.

“Shall we get my hair dried, Shaunna?”

“Good idea.” Shaunna finished her tea. “Right, you two,” she addressed Dan and Andy, “shoo, or you’ll spoil the surprise.”

Both men rolled their eyes at the same time. Shaunna giggled, and Andy grabbed her, pulling her close and kissing her, in front of his mother. He released her and followed his brother from the room. Shaunna shook herself out of the dreamy daze he’d left her in.

“You’re good together,” Barbara said.

“D’you think so?”

“Definitely. I always thought you would be, and Krissi is an absolute credit to you and Kris.”

“Thank you. I think Andy will be a wonderful dad too.”

“Now he’s with the woman he loves, yes, he will.” Barbara pulled the towel from her head and shook her all-new, short hair loose.

“Looking good,” Shaunna said.

Barbara gave her a hug. “It most certainly is.”


1.11: Time Out

Mr. Haigh sat at his desk, his gaze settling on each member of his Year Ten top set class in turn. The room was silent but for the ticking of the clock—a clock that signified only ninety seconds had passed since the bell had sounded. His surveying reached Adam Jenkins, on whom he lingered a little longer, irritated the boy had the audacity to stare back: that loathsome indignation, always getting away with it. No power these days, headteachers. No power and a total lack of authority. In years gone by, Jenkins would have been suspended or expelled months ago. Instead, there he was, bold as brass.

Someone on the row behind yawned; Mr. Haigh’s eyes flicked and refocused.

“Are we keeping you up, Jonesy?”

“No, Sir. Just that…”

Mr. Haigh’s eyes widened to almost the same size as his little round glasses. Donny Jones stopped talking, keeping his hand on the table until Sir looked away. He quickly fished the unwrapped Chewit from his pocket, covering with a cough as he put it in his mouth. His blood sugar was low, but Sir wasn’t the sort of teacher to know or care.

It was almost five minutes after end of school by the time Mr. Haigh let them leave, and with only a ten-minute walk from school to home, it was impossible. Libby was going to be late, but she still shot off like an Olympic sprinter, cutting diagonally across the yard and darting through the open school gates.

“See you tomorrow, Jerkoff,” she panted breathlessly as she parted company with Adam, leaving him to loiter at the portal.

He nodded once in response and watched her tear along the road and turn left. He, by contrast, was in no rush to get home. His mum was working tonight, so just his stepdad—and a kicking for not meeting his little brother from school. The next bus wasn’t due for twenty minutes, which was how long it would take him to walk it, so he might as well wait and delay the inevitable as long as he could.

Libby ran up the path and drew to a halt outside the front door, patting her chest to check she’d already tucked away everything she’d need for the night: pencil and paper, plus a pencil sharpener stashed in her knickers. It was digging into her hip, but better that than be thwarted by a broken pencil again. She took a couple of deep breaths and quietly opened the front door, hoping that she would be in the back room. But she wasn’t.

“Upstairs,” she said, standing there with arms folded and that hateful face like cold steel. Libby wanted to argue back. No! Nick said you can’t do this. But what was the alternative? In her room, she was safe from their constant observation. In her room, she didn’t have to help make quilts or read stupid books about Heavenly Father. In her room, she could draw, write stories with happy endings, imagine Jinja was there with her, snuggled up cosy in her lap. In her room, she could just die and be done with it. The steel-faced bitch remained resolute. Libby went straight up and closed the door.

At seven o’clock, when he arrived home, the clanging of pans and the smell of food reminded her and made her ache, with hunger, with longing, without care. She pulled her legs up tight and rested her head on her knees, pressing her eyes with balled fists. This was it, that place they called Hell, where evil children were locked up for eternity. This grey room with a bed and four walls and a hole that let in cold but seemed to keep out light. She toppled sideways and remained curled up, foetal, staring into the dark until her eyelids refused to allow it to stay.

“Get up.”

Libby scrambled to her feet and sleep-staggered to the bathroom. Six a.m. Cold wash, return to room. She took off yesterday’s underwear and dropped it into the bucket held at arm’s length, preparing to put on the clean replacements that should have been on her bed, but there was nothing there. The first time they did it, she’d been foolish enough to ask why. Now she said nothing. She fixed her tie, combed her hair and went downstairs. Breakfast: a single piece of toast, also cold, scraped with a creamy, slimy substance. It was all she was getting, and she wolfed it down, starved from not eating since the same time yesterday. Prayers, hair scraped back, checked for nits—none, which was a shame. At least she wouldn’t have been totally alone. More prayers, satchel and coat, deliverance to the door. Another day.

At the corner of the road, he waited, his back to her as she approached, but he heard her even so. He glanced over his shoulder, his face in shadow because the morning was still dark enough for the streetlamps to remain lit.

He grunted; no utterance of ‘Freakish’. She stopped alongside and peered over the drawn-up collar. He looked away. She stepped around him, a curious dance. She saw.

“What did he do to you?” she asked, her voice a rasp of shock.

He swallowed and winced at the pain of doing so.

“You have to tell someone.”

He grunted again, in the negative, his clearly broken jaw making it impossible to speak, impossible to tell someone.

“Adam!” she implored.

He walked off.

She trotted after him. “Adam!”

Nothing.

“Jerkoff! Please. Don’t let him—” She stopped and watched as he ran and ran.

***

“What do you think of homosexuals?” she asked. It was lunchtime in the park, and a mum with a toddler girl were playing on the swing.

Adam put his hand to the side of his chin in order to reply. “Why the fuck you asking me that?” he slurred, looking and sounding like an amateur ventriloquist.

“Do you think they’re evil?”

“No.” He reached into his pocket and fished out a plastic bag of squashed sandwiches. He passed it to her.

“Thanks.” She ripped open the cellophane and gnawed hungrily at the spongy bread.

He shrugged. “Can’t eat, can I?”

“Sorry,” she said.

He shrugged again.

“Did you do anything wrong?” she asked.

“Late home.”

“Same here.”

“What did they do?”

“Room. No dinner.” She left out the rest. “Tell Mrs. Greene.”

“No!” He got up and walked off.

***

“Miss, please can I talk to you?”

“Of course, Elish. One moment.”

Mrs. Greene closed her office door with Libby on the outside, from where she could hear a muted, one-way conversation. A secretary arrived a moment later and stepped wide around her, knocking on the door.

“Come in,” Mrs. Greene called. The secretary opened the door and beckoned to Libby to follow her in. She did so. Mrs. Greene was sitting calmly behind her desk. She had quite a nice smile, really. Kind. Understanding.

“Miss?”

“Yes, Elish. What did you want to talk about?”

“Adam Jenkins, Miss.”

“Oh?” Mrs. Greene seemed surprised to hear that.

“He’s got a fractured jaw.”

“Oh dear.” Mrs. Greene frowned in concern. “How did that happen?”

“His…I don’t know, Miss. I think it was playing football at lunchtime. He needs to go to hospital, Miss, but he says he can’t, because he’s got to look after his brother.”

“Hmm.” Mrs. Greene pondered. “Thank you, Elish. I’ll take it from here.”

“Will you help him, Miss?” The question was about so much more than the broken jaw.

Mrs. Greene smiled. “I’ll try my very best.”

***

Parents’ evening: Mr. and Mrs. Williams watched from outside Miss Thompson’s classroom, waiting for their allotted time. Miss Thompson, in turn, was waiting for Mrs. Greene so she could give them their allotted time. Libby was shaking, her hands sweating. Mrs. Greene arrived and smiled her kind, understanding, nice smile. She walked past them into the room and spoke quietly to Miss Thompson before taking one of the chairs from the stack shifted out of the way of traipsing parents and their woe-betided offspring. She placed it at the end of Miss Thompson’s desk.

The Williams family entered and took their allotted seats for their allotted ten minutes. Adam Jenkins and his mother arrived at the classroom door. Libby glanced back at him. He stared at her through eyes full of hate. He hadn’t been in school since last week, when she’d told Mrs. Greene about his jaw. And he’d given her his sandwiches.

“Thanks for coming in,” Miss Thompson nervously greeted Mr. and Mrs. Williams. “Have you seen the other teachers?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Williams confirmed. “All is as expected.” She was most sinister.

“Elish is working really well this year, as always, and is up to date with her PHSE work—”

“What is being done about the tardiness?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t—”

“Elish is frequently late arriving at lessons, Miss Thompson. As her form tutor, you must surely be aware of this?”

Miss Thompson frowned and scanned the register printout. Two lates, both with explanatory notes recording their legitimacy. “All is in order, Mrs. Williams,” Miss Thompson said.

“It is unacceptable. We expect such behaviour to be dealt with properly, with a suitable punishment.”

“Mrs. Williams,” Mrs. Greene interrupted, “Elish was with me on both of those occasions.”

“For what reason?”

“To support her return to school. In all other respects, her reports are excellent. She is achieving her expected grades in all subjects and is exceeding them in both English and science.”

“And yet you insist that she brings work home with her,” Mr. Williams accused.

Miss Thompson and Mrs. Greene gave each other a meaningful look. Not since Year Eight had anyone set Libby homework, for precisely this reason. Libby kept her face turned to the floor, her eyes closed tight. She was praying. Praying, and she wasn’t even so sure there was a god.

“As I was saying,” Miss Thompson continued nervously, “your daughter is up to date with all of the work we complete in form time. In fact, she has taken a particular interest in—”

“That is by the by, Miss Thompson,” Mrs. Williams snapped. “Elish persistently arrives late to lessons. She has been late home twice in the past week. We expressly requested that she be monitored to ensure she did not play truant again.”

“I’m sorry,” Miss Thompson said, “but I thought Elish had been off with flu.”

“That is so,” Mr. Williams confirmed coldly.

Miss Thompson was getting flustered, and Mrs. Greene was trying not to interfere in the consultation. She was there to support her colleague.

“Is there anything you would like to ask?” Miss Thompson said.

“No. Thank you,” Mrs. Williams replied and rose to her feet. Her husband did the same.

“What about you, Libby?”

By the time Miss Thompson registered what she had done, it was too late. Mr. and Mrs. Williams were halfway across the room and froze mid-stride at the sound of that name. Then, without a backwards glance, they continued on their way.

Miss Thompson buried her face in her hands. Mrs. Greene gave her arm a quick squeeze. Adam Jenkins and his mother stepped into the room.

“Can you give Miss Thompson a moment to get your records up, please, Adam?”

“OK, Miss,” Adam agreed. He led his mum back out onto the corridor, where Libby’s parents were fastening their coats.

Libby remained with her eyes down, occasionally chancing a glance at Adam. She felt so guilty about telling Mrs. Greene, but he looked better. His jaw was healing, and the bruising was turning yellow. She lifted her head a little more and noticed his mum had bruises too.

***

The day after parents’ evening, Libby was relieved to find Adam standing outside the gates, waiting for her.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“It’s OK.”

“I didn’t know about your mum.”

“He’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Well. He’s going. We’re in the refuge, me and my mum. My brother’s still with him.”

“Will you be able to go home again?”

Adam shrugged. “Don’t give a shit, Lib.”

They walked into school together, in silence, queued outside their form room like strangers, waiting.

“Good morning, 10D,” the supply teacher said with a smile.

The pupils of 10D eyed him suspiciously as he opened their form room. Adam and Libby glanced at each other and filed in with everyone else.

“Miss Thompson is off sick,” was all the explanation the teacher had to offer.

Libby’s stomach felt like it was full of stones. This was her fault, for running away and causing so much trouble, for telling Miss Thompson that she hated being called Elish, for being pleased when Miss Thompson called her Libby. This was all her fault. She was going to vomit. She got up and ran from the classroom.

“Young lady!” the supply teacher shouted after her, but she was gone, down the corridor to the toilets, where she heaved and retched but nothing came up, because there was nothing in her stomach but the imaginary stones, heavy, razor-sharp rocks weighing her down and slicing at her insides.

First lesson: maths with Mr. Haigh, and she was late. He had his back to the class when she entered the room, quietly creeping to her seat, lifting the chair from the floor and soundlessly seating herself. It made no difference.

“Elish Williams,” Mr. Haigh announced, about-turning like a soldier on parade. “How nice of you to join us.” He tossed his board pen onto his desk and leaned down on his fists, staring at her over his glasses. “And where have you been?”

“Sorry, Sir. I felt sick.”

“Your parents still sent you to school?”

“Yes, Sir. I was fine at home. I feel OK now.”

“Perhaps you should see the nurse about going home.”

“No, Sir.” Libby took out her maths book and opened it, trying to ignore him. He was still staring at her.

“I am telling you to go to the school nurse, Elish.”

“I don’t need to, Sir,” she said, her voice begging and desperate. The school had a policy that vomiting was an instant sending home, due to the potential spread of germs. It was ridiculous, she’d long ago decided, because dissecting hearts in science made half the class throw up and that was nothing to do with germs.

“Put your books away,” Mr. Haigh insisted.

“No!” Libby shouted.

“Do I need to call the headteacher down here?”

“Do what you like, Sir. I’m not going home.”

Mr. Haigh looked around the class for a likely ally. “Donny. Go and get Mr. Taylor for me.”

“No, Donny. Please!”

Donny looked from his frantic classmate to their terrifyingly strict teacher. He had no choice.

Libby closed her eyes so she didn’t have to watch him leave. This was the beginning of the end. She couldn’t stay here. She picked up her books, shoved them into her bag and left, heading straight for the gap in the railings, but the caretaker was on patrol and she had to turn back. She went to Mrs. Greene’s office.

“Sorry, Elish,” the secretary said. “Mrs. Greene is out of school this morning.”

Libby trudged her way through the school, her feet echoing along the deserted corridors, to the learning mentor’s room. She knocked. No answer. She knocked again.

“Liam is with the Year Elevens at the careers convention,” a voice explained.

Libby turned to find one of the teaching assistants standing behind her. “When will he be back, Miss?”

“Not till after lunch. Back to lesson now.”

Libby returned to the maths block, pausing at the corner, from where she could hear Sir explaining to Mr. Taylor, the headteacher, what the problem was. Mr. Taylor hummed a lot but didn’t speak. Libby stayed where she was, holding her breath, listening carefully.

“I’ll take it from here,” Mr. Taylor said finally.

Footsteps, heading her way. She moved off, bumping straight into him at the corner.

“Ah. There you are.” Mr. Taylor took a step away from her. “Come with me, please, Elish.” He moved past her and continued along the corridor but soon realised she wasn’t following. He turned back. “It’s OK,” he said gently. “We’ll find you somewhere quiet to work. How about that?”

She nodded, so very grateful. “Thank you, Sir.” She walked by his side, towards his office, unsure where he would find for her to work, but as long as she could stay in school she didn’t care.

“I wish I could do more,” Mr. Taylor said, “but it’s down to you, I’m afraid, Libby.” He turned his head and smiled at her. “You understand that, don’t you?”


1.12: Moving On

“So this is it, then.” Standing on the threshold, Shaunna dangled the key from her forefinger and thumb, waiting for Krissi to hold out her hand. Instead, her daughter rolled her eyes and folded her arms.

“Mum, what are you doing?”

“Giving you the key to your house.”

“Err, do you think it might be a good idea for you to keep it? You know? In case we accidentally lock ourselves out, or…” She didn’t complete the rest of that and did her best to smother the thought that went with it.

“Or?” Shaunna prompted.

“Nothing.” Krissi shrugged.

“OK,” Shaunna conceded, still with key suspended. “At least let me do it symbolically.”

“Huh?”

Shaunna positioned Krissi’s hand, palm up, dropped the key onto it and curled her fingers around it. Before Krissi could give it back, a loud bang sounded from within the house. Both women turned in time to see a suitcase, minus its handle, tumble clumsily down the last few stairs, somersault and come to a rest, half in and half out of the doorway. A second later, Kris appeared, the handle in his hand.

“Oops!” he said. “Think I might have slightly over-filled that.”

“Do you think?” Ade asked sarcastically, following him down empty-handed. Between the two of them, they hoisted the barely portable suitcase, shuffled it past Shaunna and Krissi, down the path and into the back of the white van parked outside. That was the very last of Kris’s belongings gone from the house. He brushed his hands together and waited for Ade to lock the van, both of them returning inside to join Krissi and Shaunna in the kitchen, where Kris ran a repeat of what Shaunna had done with her key.

“Oh, bugger off, the pair of you!” Krissi admonished in jest, shoving his hand and his key away. “This is still your house.”

“It’s yours now, Missy,” Kris argued.

“Still got your name on the deeds.”

“And your name on my will.”

“Cheery.”

He tried one more time to give her the key. She turned her back on him and filled the kettle. Shaunna sat at the table and picked up the notepad, crossing off the last two items, mostly for something to do. She was feeling somewhat redundant, what with not having to make the tea and not living there anymore. Kris looked equally out of sorts, loitering next to the fridge. Krissi moved to get the milk and stopped in front of him.

“Sit,” she said.

“What do you need?”

“Milk.”

He retrieved it for her. She took it from him and pointed at a chair. “Sit,” she repeated.

“I’ll finish the—”

“Dad!” she shouted. “Sit!”

Shaunna started laughing. Ade looked bemused. He’d never heard Krissi call Kris ‘Dad’ before, but it had the desired effect. Kris sat opposite Shaunna and shrugged in defeat.

“Are you staying for dinner?” Krissi asked generally.

Shaunna checked her phone before she answered. “Thanks, but no, hun. Sean’s picking me up in twenty minutes.”

“Oh, OK.”

“But I can tell him to leave it?” Shaunna offered, noticing her daughter’s disappointment, at the same time hoping she’d let it go, which she did. Kris still didn’t know about the pregnancy, and not because she was worried how he’d react. Or at least, she was worried how he’d react, but in the past, he’d have noticed the changes in her, physical and emotional. After all, he’d spotted them when she was pregnant with Krissi, and they’d barely known each other all those years ago. Since then, they’d shared a lifetime of intimacy, where each could sense how the other was feeling without recourse to words. These days, he only had eyes for Ade, which was how it should be, of course, even if it did make breaking the news more difficult.

“What about you two?” Krissi addressed Kris and Ade.

Ade nodded. “I’d love to, but it depends on…” He glanced at Kris, who was frowning hard at his phone until he realised all eyes were on him and put it away.

“Sorry. That was a message from my agent. The school tour’s still going ahead.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?” Krissi asked.

“Yeah, but I…” Kris shrugged. After walking out on his starring role in Shadows, he’d anticipated that most avenues of opportunity would dry up. Certainly, his fame was the reason why he’d been asked if he would take part in the schools tour being run by the major teaching unions. His agent has advised him against it because they weren’t paying a fee, so neither she nor Kris would make anything out of his involvement, and whilst she accepted his point about it being positive PR, she didn’t share his passion for the cause. Kris was a living witness to the effects of ‘phobia’ of those with diverse gender and sexual identities. He’d felt them for himself, not just in the hate from others, but in the way he had allowed those prejudices to determine the path his life had taken—until now. So, he’d told her, whether she approved or not, he was doing the schools tour if they still wanted him. Apparently, they did.

“You know what’s really weird?” he said but became lost in thought.

When he didn’t follow it up, Shaunna leaned forward and peered into his face. “Apart from you, you mean?”

He laughed. “I was going to say Casper not being here.” He and Ade had already dropped the dog off at their new place.

“Yep, definitely you,” Shaunna confirmed.

“Why? What have I done now?”

“One minute you’re talking about work, the next it’s the dog. Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”

“No.” Kris shook his head. “Definitely not.” He gave Shaunna a watery smile, and she nodded in understanding. They both felt completely displaced, sitting in the kitchen that was no longer theirs, in a house now devoid of their possessions, their memories all that remained of their life together. At the point at which their mutual moroseness was about to take over, there was a knock at the front door, followed by its opening and closing.

“Hello?” Sean’s voice called through. He came into the room, took one look at them all and raised an eyebrow.

“Hi, Sean,” Krissi greeted with an overplayed sigh of relief. “You arrived in the nick of time.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Shaunna said, shooting a warning glance at Krissi. There were no secrets here, but knowing Sean the way she did, he’d have them all in a group therapy session before you could say ‘decree absolute’. She quickly scooped up her notepad and bag, shoved the former in the latter and pulled on her cardigan.

“Let me know what day you’re off work, hun, and I’ll call in for the post.” She gave her daughter a hug and a kiss.

“OK, Mum. Love you.”

Shaunna hugged Kris and Ade and was halfway to the door before Krissi noticed.

“Err, Mum?”

“Yeah?”

“Forget something?” Krissi grabbed Shaunna’s hand and placed the key on her palm, closing her fingers around it. “No arguing, Mother! Do you hear?”

“Loud and clear,” Shaunna said, laughing. “See you soon.”

A round of goodbyes followed.

Out in the car, Sean waited for Shaunna to settle into her seat and gave her a sideways glance—permission to talk, cry or whatever it was she needed. She sighed heavily and offered a helpless smile.

“You didn’t tell him?” Sean asked.

Shaunna shook her head. “Do you think he knows?”

“I’d say so, but you know him better than I do.”

***

Inside the house, the atmosphere remained uneasy, Krissi’s penchant for saying whatever came into her head suspended by Kris and Ade’s whispered conversation. Inevitably, curiosity got the better of her.

“I’ll go upstairs for a while, leave you to it,” she said, knowing Kris wouldn’t let her do that.

“Sorry, Missy,” he said guiltily.

“It’s OK.” She opened the cutlery drawer and took out a potato peeler. “Here.” She put it in Kris’s hand and followed up with a vegetable knife, which she handed to Ade. “You can both make yourselves useful.”

“Are you cooking?” Ade asked, sounding a little disappointed. Krissi laughed, and he blushed. “Sorry. I was kind of hoping—”

“For a Wotto special?” Krissi guessed. “Don’t worry, Ade. We’ve got a freezer full of his pre-made desserts.”

That perked things up considerably, and all three set about their designated tasks of preparing a fairly simple meal—by Wotto’s standards—of pulled pork, caramelised vegetables and garlic mash. Once everything was cooking, Krissi opened a bottle of wine for herself and Kris, and made Ade a coffee.

“See?” Kris joked. “I knew there was a reason for having children.”

“Ha!” Krissi shoved him in the ribs. He grinned and put his arms around her. She reciprocated. “Are you OK?” she asked.

“Yeah. Mostly.”

“Cool.” She made eye contact with Ade by way of asking the same question. He shrugged.

“You know me. I’m always OK.” He gave her a cheery wink. It was true enough; Ade was generally one of those bright, breezy kinds of people, acting as if he didn’t have a single care in the world even when things were falling to pieces around him. As Andy had pointed out at Christmas, Ade and Shaunna were very similar in that regard, and Krissi was cut from the same cloth, which meant Ade was able to pre-empt her question and answer it.

“We were talking about having kids.”

She shrugged, still with her arms around Kris and his around her.

“Before,” he clarified, playing along.

“Oh, OK.” The potatoes were about to boil over, and she extracted herself from the embrace to deal with them. “Are you planning to?” she asked.

“We’re thinking about it,” Kris answered hesitantly. “How would you feel about that?”

Krissi kept her focus on the pan of potatoes, aware that her mum hadn’t told Kris about the twins yet. She hadn’t been sworn to secrecy, and it would probably be OK if she let it slip, but something stopped her. Maybe, she thought, at the grand old age of twenty-four, she was finally starting to grow up because she implicitly understood why Kris needed her approval. She turned on the spot and smiled. “I think it would be awesome.”

Kris visibly relaxed.

“So are you looking into adoption?” She knew that wouldn’t be their first choice.

“Maybe. Or have one of our own?”

“How would that work? You go to some Third-World country and find a surrogate or something?”

“No. There’s a surrogacy agency in the UK,” Ade explained cagily. He’d looked into the process once before, with his late ex-boyfriend, long before their relationship became intolerable, to find that as the only viable sperm donor, Ade’s sperm wasn’t actually viable at all. And whilst he and Kris had talked about their pasts in a protracted form, it hadn’t been something Ade felt comfortable telling anyone else. However, if they were going to do this relationship thing for real, then perhaps Ade needed to follow in Kris’s footsteps and start opening up too.

“You know when you go collecting tadpoles?” he said.

Krissi frowned. “Yeah?”

“And you get the ones with two tails, or the ones that just kind of wiggle and get nowhere?”

“Hmm?”

Ade nodded. “That’s what my sperm are like.”

Krissi giggled. A lot. Then blushed. “I’m sorry,” she spluttered. “That’s so not funny, but the way you said it…”

Ade was laughing too. “It’s OK. I’m so over it.”

“Which means you’d be doing the whole…” Krissi nodded at Kris and blushed an even brighter red. No way could she say it the way she’d been about to, which would have involved mention of private cubicles and plastic pots. The thought gave rise to another, even more embarrassing realisation, but the glass of wine had emboldened her.

“I wonder if they give you a choice of…stimulus material at the clinic?”

Ade burst out laughing. Kris looked affronted momentarily, that expression morphing into a smile, and then he was laughing too.

“That’s a very good point,” he said. “But anyway, it’s a long way down the line. Are those potatoes soft yet?”

The shift of subject was deliberate, but talking about it had broken the tension, and they chatted easily as the ate. While the conversation didn’t venture in that direction again, Krissi sensed it was still very much on Kris and Ade’s mental agenda. Now it was on hers too.


1.13: Because We Are

“Hey, Kris!” Charlie shouted to him on her way back onto the pitch. “You come to watch us secure a Red Lion victory?”

Kris pressed his hands into his sides to stop his belly rumbling. “Something like that.”

Charlie gave him a thumbs-up and joined the rest of the team in the centre circle, getting ready to kick off for the second half of the match. However, there seemed to be something of a disagreement going on, and the ref raised his hand, mouthing something at speed at Dan.

Andy put an arm around his brother’s chest and pulled him back. “Five minutes, yeah?” he said to the ref, who nodded, and the players dispersed. Charlie jogged back in Kris’s direction.

“What was that about?” he asked.

“Nothing much. Usual Jeffries feistiness. After the match, I want to have a chat with you about what you’re doing.”

Kris shrugged, seeking clarification.

“The school stuff?” Charlie said.

“Oh! Sure!” He was fine with that, mostly. After last year’s major falling-out between Eleanor and Josh over gay marriage, he suspected Charlie’s older sister would not approve and was a little reluctant to put himself in her sights. Still, he thought, start as you mean to go on, and if Eleanor gave him or Charlie a hard time, they could always get Josh to fight it out on their behalf or, failing that, bring in the formidable rearguard: George’s mum.

Charlie returned to the pitch, leaving Kris standing on his own, already bored, and they hadn’t kicked off the second half yet. He checked his phone again; Ade had sent a text twenty minutes ago to say he’d left, and it was only a five-minute drive from their new place to the village. Another text message:

Not coming. Sorry. Got a call from Julia. Mum’s in hospital again. Nothing to worry about. See you later. x

Kris gave him a quick call to make sure all was OK. Ade was on the motorway and stayed on the phone just long enough to offer reassurance that it was the usual once-a-quarter angina attack and overnight observation. The ref blew the whistle, and Kris put his phone away, turning his attention to the players now getting into formation—the Red Lions in their new red-and-yellow kit, sponsored by Jeffries and Associates, the Blue Anchors currently sponsorless and…not wearing blue.

“Doesn’t make sense, does it?” Josh asked from behind him.

“The green kit?”

“Yes. It’s historical, according to Bob the landlord. There used to be another Blue Anchor pub, and it had a bad reputation. Lots of fouling and dirty play.”

“Right,” Kris said, not really that interested, and nor was Josh. “How are you doing, anyway?”

“OK, thanks,” Josh answered hazily, keeping his eyes on the game. Kris received loud and clear and turned his attention back to the football.

They spent a few minutes watching the game, which was very sedentary—not surprising for midday on a chilly Sunday in February. Dan lazily kicked the ball on to Aitch, who sent it forward to Charlie, who passed to George, both playing up front and showing off rather than making any real attempts at scoring. The Lions were already 5-1 up.

“Did you know Shaunna’s in the pub?” Josh asked.

Kris shook his head. “I only got here a few minutes ago. I was waiting for Ade, but his mum’s been taken into hospital. It’s not serious, he says.”

Josh watched George take a shot and plant the ball in the top-right corner of the net. The Red Lion supporters clapped and cheered. George accepted his teammates’ congratulations and smiled over at Josh and Kris. Josh smiled back and blushed. Kris laughed.

“It’s so funny watching you.”

Josh went even redder. “It’s embarrassing, is what it is. I feel like one of those giddy girls who used to hang around the field after school.”

“Maybe it’s worth trying to rekindle your friendship with Suzie, now you have something in common.”

“Ha! I don’t think so!”

“That’s a shame. She looks keen to talk to you.” Kris tilted his head towards the ‘crowd’ of away supporters on the other side of the pitch. Josh blanched. “I’m kidding!” Kris grinned.

“You…that’s not funny!” Josh shoved Kris so that he staggered, although in the process of trying to spot Suzie Tyler—his least-favourite desk mate back at high school—Josh zoned in on a couple of women standing together, one of whom he didn’t recognise. The other was one of Andy’s ex-girlfriends. In her bright-pink flared coat, pink leggings and black boots, she looked like an umbrella and was far more interested in chatting with her friend than in watching the Sunday game plodding along in front of them. To be fair, for anyone other than the husband of the man who’d scored four of the six Red Lion goals, there wasn’t much to get excited about.

At the next lull in play, Kris made his excuses and headed across the road to the pub, where Shaunna was sitting on a bar stool and playing on her phone.

“Hey,” he said quietly by way of warning her of his approach. He gave her a brief hug and kissed her cheek. “Are you OK?”

“Yeah. It’s too cold to stand around out there.”

Kris nodded, though he knew that wasn’t the real reason she was sitting inside. She put her phone away and started fiddling with her glass. “What’s up?” he asked.

“I want to play,” she said sulkily.

“Why aren’t you?” He knew that too, not that he’d been officially informed, but after almost twenty-five years at her side, he’d picked up on it weeks ago, which had given him time to get used to the idea before she found the courage to tell him.

She swivelled to face him and took hold of his hands but was struggling to look at him, let alone say the words. He helped her out.

“You and Andy are having a baby.” She screwed her eyes tight shut. Kris nudged her. “It’s OK,” he said. She opened her eyes again. He smiled. “It really is.”

“Did Dan tell you?”

“Nope. You did.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You didn’t need to.”

“How could you tell?”

“The way you act, the things you don’t say…”

“Such as?”

Kris tried to think back to what had secured it in his mind. “Up until just before Christmas, whenever we talked about the future and me and Ade wanting to have children, you’d try to reassure me, you know? Suggesting things like adoption or finding a surrogate. Then you stopped doing it.”

“Did I?”

“Yep, plus there was the backlog of wine in the kitchen.”

“And that’s how you worked it out?”

“That, and your boobs are massive!”

Shaunna laughed self-consciously, keeping hold of them so they didn’t jiggle. “They’re really sore.”

“I bet. Anyway, it’s fine. Better than fine. It’s fabulous.” He leaned over and gave her a hug.

She let out a huge sigh of relief. “Sorry.”

“You don’t need to be. I was being a complete arse.”

“True.”

“Thanks!”

“I suppose I should’ve told you before Adele and Dan.”

“Why? Adele’s your best friend and Dan’s Andy’s brother.”

“But you’re…you!”

“Your ex-husband.”

“To be,” Shaunna corrected. “You matter more than that, and I wish I’d done it in a different order, but…”

“It’s done now. Forget it,” Kris said. “Does Missy know?”

“Yeah. I told her first. Well…” She ummed and ahhed. “Third, actually. I told Sean first, then Andy, then Krissi.”

“You told Sean first? What does Andy think about that?”

“I haven’t mentioned it?” Shaunna grimaced guiltily.

Kris nodded in understanding and tapped the side of his nose. “Your secret’s safe.” His belly rumbled to remind him he was still hungry. “I’m gonna get something to eat.”

“I think everyone’s planning on staying for lunch after the match.”

“I’ll just get a packet of crisps then.” Kris took out his money and kept his eye on the landlord until he was heading their way. “Do you want anything?”

Shaunna shook her head.

“What can I get you?” the landlord asked.

“What flavour crisps do you have, please?”

“We’re out of crisps till tomorrow, I’m afraid. Just the dry-roasted peanuts or Scampi Fries.”

“Scampi Fries, I guess.”

Bob the landlord pulled a packet from the card and placed it on the bar.

Shaunna’s phone vibrated in her pocket, and she took it out, frowning in puzzlement at the screen. She answered it, receiving nothing but background hiss in response. She hung up.

“Who was that?” Kris asked.

“George. Pocket dial.”

“Anything else, sir?” Bob prompted.

“And a Coke, please,” Kris said.

Bob nodded again and went to prepare the drink.

Shaunna spotted the Scampi Fries. “Kris!” she admonished.

Kris tutted and picked up the packet. “Look.” He poked at the writing on the back. “Suitable for vegetarians. There can’t possibly be any shellfish in them.” Shaunna glared, and he sighed in exasperation. “Fine.” Bob put the glass down in front of him. “Sorry to be a pain, but can I change these for peanuts?”

“Of course.”

Shaunna gave Kris a brief smile of gratitude.

“I could probably eat scampi anyway,” he muttered.

“Yeah, well, better to be safe.”

Kris paid for his peanuts and drink, and he and Shaunna went to sit at a table and chat whilst they waited for the others to come in.

“How’s Casper settling in?” Shaunna asked.

“OK. Ade tried to hide the tea towels in a cupboard. Guess who worked out how to open the door!”

“Ha-ha! Go, Casper! He’s way cleverer than we’ve ever given him credit for.”

“I don’t know about that. He’s locked himself in the bathroom twice this week. The first time, I got home to find he’d chewed up a whole packet of loo rolls, so I stuck them in the airing cupboard. The next time, he destroyed Ade’s sponge.”

“Aw, bless him. He must’ve been in there a while.”

“Yeah.”

Shaunna sighed. “I know he was always your dog more than mine, but I really miss him.”

“Shall we have a rethink?” Kris suggested.

“On?”

“Joint custody.”

Shaunna shook her head sadly. “A first-floor flat’s not the best place for a big dog.”

“I suppose. Still, you’ve got the spare key to our place and you’re welcome to pop in anytime. It’s only two minutes’ walk from the salon.”

Shaunna thought on it briefly and nodded. “That’s a good idea, actually. I could have my lunch there.”

“That’s sorted then,” Kris said.

“Yeah.” Shaunna smiled, feeling much better. Things were how they had always been between them, minus the intimacy, and they were both happier for it. She’d worked herself into quite a state, worrying about how Kris would take the news of her pregnancy, and as the conversation continued, she slowly built up to telling him the rest of it, but once again, he pre-empted and helped her along.

“When’s the baby due?” he asked.

“Erm, well,” Shaunna began, “first off, it’s not baby, singular.” Her phone vibrated its way across the table.

“Twins?”

“Yeah,” she confirmed vaguely. George again. “He must have his phone in his shorts.” She hung up.

Kris sat back and blinked a few times. “Wow!”

“Was that at the phone in the shorts or the twins?”

“The twins.”

“Is that a good or a bad wow?”

“I’m just taking it in.” He didn’t say anything else, so Shaunna continued with answering his question.

“The original due date was July the eleventh, but twins are usually born before forty weeks, so late June. Thirty-seven weeks would be—”

“You were together when I was in Brighton?”

Shaunna chewed her lip.

“I knew it!” Kris said, not in the least bit angry. “I told Ade in September there was something going on, but he said I was being paranoid.”

“September?”

“When we were at Jess’s, the night she…” He trailed off; it was still too raw. “You and Andy were downstairs.”

Shaunna instinctively covered her belly with her hands. She and Andy had done no more than kiss that night, admittedly lots of times and very passionately. In truth, the only thing that had stopped them from consummating their sexual relationship right there and then was the fact Kris was upstairs with Jess.

“And once again, it was what you didn’t say that gave you away,” Kris said with a cheeky grin. “Those were some intense silences!”

Shaunna blushed, extremely uncomfortable at discovering he’d known all along.

Kris reached over, laying his hand on top of hers. “Hey, it’s not like you lied to me, is it?” She shook her head. “So can we please just get on with moving on?”

As he spoke, a first movement from within gently lifted Shaunna’s hands and his with it.

“That secret’s safe too,” he said. He studied her belly and smiled. “Twins. Doubly fabulous.”

The moment was lost to the arrival of the victorious home team. Sean and Andy stopped in the pub doorway, banging their boots on the edge of the brickwork to clear turf from their studs.

“You only let in two,” Andy placated.

“Two more than anyone else would’ve done,” Sean said. “It’s my left side. I haven’t the reach.”

“We won, mate. Let it go!”

Sean nodded. “OK. Fair enough, and well played yourself.”

“Cheers. What you drinking?”

“Orange and soda will go down nicely, thanks.”

“Pint?”

“Sure.”

Andy headed for the bar, stopping along the way to kiss Shaunna and check she and Kris were OK for a drink.

“Everything all right?” Sean asked. They both nodded. He narrowed his eyes and examined them, then he nodded too. “Yes,” he said. “Good.” He wandered off towards the Gents’, exchanging a brief and gloating condolence with the Blue Anchor goalkeeper en route.

Aitch and Dan arrived next, repeating the same boot-tapping procedure before going to join Andy at the bar. The rest of the Red Lion team arrived in dribs and drabs soon after: a couple of regulars who loitered midfield, one of the bar staff, the landlord’s son, a teacher from the tiny village primary school followed by Charlie and, lastly, George with Josh tagging along, all starry-eyed, just like a real ‘HAB’. Kris and Shaunna took one look at him and both burst out laughing.

Josh sat next to Shaunna and hid behind her hair. “Tell me if I’m making an idiot of myself.”

“You’re making an idiot of yourself,” she joked.

He giggled and moved away. He didn’t really care and was having a lot of fun. He and George missed Libby terribly, and there were dark moments every day, but they were slowly getting back to normal, living their lives again.

Sean returned from the toilets, and Josh eyed him up and down. “Yer look loik a per-tay-ter, Tierney.”

Sean glanced down at his muddy kit and nodded in agreement. “It’s good for the skin, so they say.”

“There you go, mate,” Andy said, passing Sean his drink. Kris had moved onto a stool, freeing up the space next to Shaunna. Andy took it, giving her a lingering, closed-lipped kiss. “You OK?”

“I’m fine. You?”

“Yep. We won.”

“I heard.”

They were gazing at each other adoringly; Josh and Sean shared a knowing look.

“You teaching tomorrow?” Josh asked.

“Counselling and first-year nurses. You?”

Josh shook his head ruefully. It was all well and good Farrar saying he wasn’t allowed to talk about the undercover work, but he and Sean could hold entire conversations without a word passing between them.

Thus, whilst Sean was hazy on the exact details, he was aware it was a sensitive and emotionally traumatic case, made all the more so by Josh and George’s Christmas house guests, one of whom was going to be staying for the foreseeable future. Small, young cat that Jinja was, he had absolutely no problem holding his own against Sphinxy and had won control of the territory adjoining the Tierney and Sandison-Morley properties soon after his arrival. For a few days, the nocturnal clanging of their mutual next-door neighbour’s multiple wind chimes had been the least of their worries, for the battle was neither short nor quiet.


1.14: Because We Were

George returned from the Gents’, still in his kit but carrying his boots and a handful of menus he’d picked up, which he duly distributed.

Also bootless, Charlie pulled on some jogging pants and brought her drink over, listening to the various conversations for a while before she turned her attention to Kris.

“Can we go somewhere and chat?”

“Sure.”

He followed her to a table in an alcove at the back of the pub, out of the line of sight of the others. She was surprisingly on edge, considering she was usually bolshy, extrovert and could be very bossy—not quite so bad on the latter as her older sister, although the family trait certainly hadn’t bypassed Eleanor’s younger siblings.

Charlie kept her gaze focused on her glass as she started to speak. “I saw the media stuff over Christmas, about Shadows and everything.”

“You and the rest of the country.”

Charlie glanced up. “Why didn’t you give a statement to counter it?”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I signed a suppression order.”

“They ripped you to pieces.”

“They always do.”

“They can’t stop you speaking out against all that four-way relationship nonsense, though, can they?”

“No, but you know the saying about no smoke?”

Charlie’s eyebrows rose.

“Andy wasn’t a part of it,” Kris added quickly.

“But he was with Shaunna?”

Kris nodded in confirmation, although Charlie and Andy were good friends, so he figured she’d known about it from the start.

“And is the schools tour still going ahead?” she asked.

“Looks like it.”

She frowned briefly, as if weighing up a decision. “I’d really like to get involved.”

“I’d love for you to get involved!” Kris said. “I could do with someone sensible at my side.”

“Yeah.” Charlie swirled her drink distractedly and sat back, staring up at a smoke detector. “You know, my mum is actually nowhere near as bad as Ellie. After Josh and George’s wedding, Pete came out to her and she was fine—mostly. He tried to break it to her gently, by telling her David—the ‘roommate’ he brought back with him from uni—wasn’t his roommate at all, and once she’d worked out what he was saying, she went off on one about how, if she’d known, she’d have made them sleep in separate rooms because they weren’t married or even thinking about getting married.”

Kris laughed. “That’s brilliant.”

“Hmm. It wasn’t quite what he was expecting, that’s for sure. So they both know now, and Dad’s a bit funny about it, but he’s funny about anything that’s not straight, white and Catholic.”

“With a Muslim Asian daughter-in-law, a Buddhist black son-in-law, a gay son—”

“And me.”

“Do they know?”

Charlie shook her head. “I don’t make a secret of it, but people assume, and unless they get shitty, I leave them to it.”

“Aren’t you going to have to at least tell your mum and dad if you come on the schools tour?”

“I suppose. How old were you when you told your mum and dad?”

“About being bi, sixteen. They’d always known I wasn’t straight, and I didn’t have to come out to them. I just told my dad one day that I was falling for Shaunna. He didn’t even question it.”

“Why can’t it always be that easy?”
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