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About this Book

When greed, fear and obsession rule the senses, danger is never more than a heartbeat away.

A night of celebration affords the perfect opportunity for an unlikely band of criminals to make their move, but as details emerge, it soon becomes clear the crime is far more sophisticated than the police first thought.

And that’s only the beginning.

* * * * *

Reunions is Season Seven in the Hiding Behind The Couch series.

This instalment follows chronologically from Two By Two (Season Six) and Those Jeffries Boys. It continues in Reverberations.

* * * * *

WARNING: this story touches on themes of suicide ideation, sudden infant death, cancer, dementia, drug dependency and dissociative PTSD. These are not graphically or gratuitously depicted, but may, nonetheless, cause distress to some readers.


Dedication

For the lads from the estate:

Thank you for looking after my girls

and seeing them safely through to adulthood.

Behave yourselves.

(Yeah, right!) ;)


“Pain or love or danger makes you real again…”

Jack Kerouac


Prologue: Cascades 
Friday, 21st December


7:30 p.m.

Tonight was the night. It had to be, when all the people who could stop them were living it up at their high school reunion—limos, tuxes and posh frocks, sharing their successes, enjoying one another’s company. He envied them for that. Not in the vengeful way Dale did. More, he wished he felt part of something, if only for a short time. Was that why he’d agreed to do this? To be ‘a part of something’? No. It was about money, pure and simple.

With the headlights off, the van looked like it was parked, and he lay low across the front seats, out of sight, waiting for Dale to give the go-ahead. The evening was dark and chilly, and the roads were an endless night sky under stark white lights on tall black poles that shot from the concrete at regular intervals around the perimeter of the mall’s service entrance. In the daytime, it was a hive of activity, with deliveries and the coming and going of staff. With the day’s trade done, it was a lifeless space of angles, curves, slopes and road markings, zigzags and box junctions and gleaming-white stripes. Steam chuffed from a butt end of aluminium tubing high up in the dull brick expanse of the mall’s back wall. An insect fluttered around one of the lights, a shuttle returning to a squadron of tiny hovering spaceships in coordinated observation of Planet Earth.

He should have been at the reunion ball. Right now, he should have been standing at the bar with the other men, laughing at terrible jokes and complaining about not being ready for Christmas—anything other than lying low in a dark van, waiting for the text message that signified the betrayal of his promise to go straight—to say no next time Dale asked him.

The seat belt clip was digging sharply into his hip, and he shifted sideways, shoving his icy hands under his thighs. When that failed to warm them, he cupped them and blew into his palms. I wonder how long this is going to take. I could still make it. Even if they were done in time, he probably wouldn’t bother. His suit was ancient, and he only had enough money for a pint, but if nothing else, it would be an alibi.

A glow bloomed on the curved downward slope from the car park, and he raised his head to peer over the dashboard. The glow separated into two beams that became brighter as a big dark car rounded the last bend of the slow spiral, the reflections of the streetlamps flittering over the paintwork like the twinkling fairy lights on the tree in their living room.

It was only a small artificial tree, four feet in height, with ornaments the kids had made, and the tinsel and battery-operated lights came from the pound shop. The angel they had made together with tinfoil, glitter and sparkly pens. One of her arms was twice the length of the other, and her halo was more often than not on the carpet instead of her head, but her wings were magnificent. It was amazing what he could do with a length of coat-hanger wire and a square of old net curtain. His mum had shown him how to do that.

No presents under the tree yet, though. But there was still time. If all else failed, if this job didn’t pay off, if he got caught…

He rubbed hard at his face and whispered over and again, Why am I doing this? Why am I doing this? Because it was a job. That was the only reason. It was a job, and it meant he’d have some money for the kids’ presents. No way was Santa missing their house again this year.

The car cruised past, and he lifted on his elbow, watching in the rear-view mirror, the indicator flash and then the tail lights smearing red as the car turned out onto the road. His phone buzzed against his chest. Finally…

OK mate how are you? What you up to for xmas? Anything?

That was it: the go-ahead. He replied as they’d agreed.

Nothing mate. Fancy a pint sometime?

With a quick glance around to make sure the coast was still clear, he sat up, started the van and moved off slowly, staying in second gear as he passed the spiralling slope and then veered left and left again, to the service bay. Dale was standing at the doors, beckoning with a black-gloved hand. He took the van in and stopped. Dale climbed in beside him.

“We haven’t got long,” he said, banging the door shut. “Thirty minutes, tops. There’s a bloody backup generator.”

“Is there?”

“We should’ve thought of that.” Dale continued, as if he hadn’t heard, and smiled to himself, looking smug. “Lucky we’ve got a decoy.”

He drove diagonally across the open concrete space, to the access point for the car park. “Which floor again?” He knew, but his nerves were getting the better of him.

“Fourth,” Dale said and took another breath as if he was going to add to that, but didn’t.

Cutting through the deserted ground level of the car park, he tried to take the turns without the tyres squealing, remembering his dad’s stories about the joyrides he and Dale had taken in their younger days, when they were innocent and record-free. Back then, it was about having a laugh, the thrill of being chased and not getting caught. Then it became a fast way of making money—always the promise of lots of money, but where was it? They’d never seen any of it, and Dale wasn’t exactly living it up.

His dad hadn’t been the same since prison. He drank and smoked too much, ate junk, and he’d put on so much weight they wouldn’t do his back surgery. He was housebound, yet he didn’t seem to care. Just drank, smoked, watched sport on TV, ate, slept, every day the same as the one before.

“Reverse in next to that pillar.” Dale pointed at a dark space beneath an overhang.

It was a narrow space to reverse into, and the pillar was too close to his door. If he needed to escape in a hurry, he’d be screwed.

Dale stayed in the van for a few minutes, his gaze darting around the deserted fourth level. “Stay here, all right?” That was all he said before he climbed out, leaving the passenger door open, and silently strode across to the entrance to the esplanade, his tap-tap on the metal shutter echoing into the void. Dale was a big man—around six foot tall and hefty. He strutted with his chest puffed, acting like a tough muscle man, but most of it was blubber. Not that it made him any less scary, any less like a person who should be obeyed. The shutter lifted, and Dale crouched to pass under it. The shutter closed again.

Time passed. It felt like an hour, but the clock on his phone told him Dale’s text arrived only eleven minutes ago. He leaned back and thought about Christmas presents, what he was going to buy the kids when Dale gave him his share. So many of the things he wanted to get them—the stuff they’d seen on TV and asked if Santa was listening—were beyond what this job would pay. They weren’t greedy. They just didn’t understand the value of money yet.

He remembered being that way himself, telling his mum he wanted every single thing that came up in the adverts, and his mum repeatedly telling him, “Money doesn’t grow on trees, you know.” If she’d still been around, she’d have been laughing at him now, going through the same thing. What goes around comes around, she’d say, and one day, his kids would be sitting where he was. Not literally, he hoped. This was not the life he wanted for them. Cash-in-hand labouring jobs to top up crappy benefits that no-one could live off, driving for Dale Holborn and whoever he was working for, Christmas on credit or no Christmas at all.

His hands had gone numb; the van’s heater was on the blink, and he’d left his gloves in his overalls. Pulling his sleeves down over his fingers, he rubbed vigorously through the fabric, stopping only to blow hot breath down the cuffs. And he needed a piss. Not a lot he could do about that.

How much longer? He checked his phone again: Dale’s text was now twenty-one minutes old. He’d said they needed to be in and out in thirty, so another nine minutes, max. If they’d made it in at all. It was hit and miss with Dale, but this time, he was working with someone else. Dale always referred to him as ‘NX’, and he seemed to know what he was doing.

NX had got hold of the plans for the mall, which showed the locations of all the security cameras and the alarm circuitry. He knew when the security guards would be least likely to notice anything going on with the CCTV. He’d even staged ‘false’ alarms every night for the past week so they’d think there was a malfunction in the system, and it had worked because the company that fitted it had been out twice already.

As if he’d thought it into happening, the security alarm began to wail, piercing the cold, still air of the vast concrete box that was the fourth level of the car park, growing louder and more painful as it bounced off the man-made stone walls, until the entire space was filled with the noise. He shut the passenger door and stuck his fingers in his ears, staring hard at the corrugated steel shutter on the other side of the car park, urging it to rise. The shrill of the alarm was driving him out of his mind.

Keeping one ear blocked, he started the van and switched hands to put it in gear and drop the handbrake, slowly edging out of the space, his eyes trained on the shutter as he inched towards it.

Time must be up by now. He released the steering wheel for a few seconds to tug his phone from his pocket, glanced down at the screen—thirty minutes exactly—and then dropped his phone at the sudden jolt forward as his nearside wing clipped a pillar. The shutter started to rise, and a dark form squeezed under it: Dale. He rolled onto his front, squat-thrust to his feet, and ran to the van, throwing the door open.

“Go! Go!”

The door slammed as he took off, no longer worrying about the squeal of tyres as he swerved around corners way too fast in his desperation to escape from the car park that had never before seemed so enormous and impossible to navigate. From Dale’s frantic tone, it was clear they were being pursued, and worse still, Dale was empty-handed.

“Where’s the merch?” he asked.

“NX has got it. We had to split. He’s meeting us at the tower block.”

“The tower block isn’t there anymore.”

“Fuck’s sake. Where the tower block used to be, idiot.”

He stayed quiet after that, slowing only as much as was necessary to keep control of the old van on the corners. The bearings were knackered and he had no insurance—like it mattered with what they were doing—but Dale said the clutch had gone on his.

Relieved to see the spiral exit slope directly ahead, he sped up and emerged from the concrete labyrinth, locking hard right and swirling down, down, to the road below.

“Shit. Dale, look!”

Two security guards stepped out of a car parked across the van’s exit route.

“Ram it!” Dale ordered.

“I can’t!” The guards were standing between it and them.

“Just fucking ram it!”

He shook his head. No time to think about the consequences, he swerved left. The front offside wing of the van slammed into the car, shunting it through almost ninety degrees. Metal screeched along the ground in front of them.

“Don’t fucking stop!” Dale growled.

With a quick glimpse in the rear-view mirror at the guards, who were both standing and seemed OK, he put his foot down and got away from there as quickly as his loyal old van would let him.


Episode One: Ball


Clutch 
Friday, 21st December


2:30–6 p.m.

From his position beneath the bonnet of the Astra he was working on, Lee ‘Jono’ Johnson heard someone turn too fast into the forecourt and slam on the brakes. Above the whirr of the compressor, the clang of tools and the tinny singular speaker piping the local radio station into the workshop, resounded a loud crunch of gears.

“Ouch.” That was going to be a new clutch at the very least—and a new gearbox if they didn’t watch it. Lee turned his attention back to the fuel pump, awaiting the disruption. He’d recognised the van, the lurching walk, the red baseball cap.

“Alright, Jono?”

“Dale.” Without looking, Lee greeted the man standing a few yards behind him. “How’s it going?”

“Not bad. Listen…”

Lee glanced Dale’s way to indicate he was listening and tried to ignore the threatening grin and the key ring Dale was swirling on his finger like he was armed with nunchuks and waiting for an excuse to strike.

“I need the clutch sorting on the van. If I come back at five—”

“I doubt the part will get here before tomorrow morning.”

“I need it doing today, mate. I’m working tonight.”

Lee eased out from under the bonnet and turned, looking past Dale Holborn to the van outside. “OK. Leave it with me, and I’ll see what I can do. If it’s not done by five-thirty, I’ll loan you the courtesy car.”

“I need my van tonight, mate. You know what I mean?” He clapped Lee firmly on the shoulder and walked away, still swinging the key on his finger. Lee followed him to the door and watched him stride across the forecourt to the road. Dale reached the kerb and turned back. “Oh, yeah. You’ll need this.” He lobbed the key in Lee’s direction.

Lee snatched the key out of the air and swore under his breath. He hadn’t seen Dale Holborn in two years, and the last time hadn’t been on friendly terms. Dale used to brag that he was one of the men who had made their estate what it was, or what it had been—a crime hotspot where people were too afraid to leave their homes at night. Needless to say, he was unimpressed by the efforts of the residents’ association, which, with investment from Campion Community Trust, had turned the housing estate around.

It had taken almost ten years and a great deal of campaigning, but the improvements were there for all to see and enjoy: full street lighting, resurfacing, speed control measures on every road, kids’ play areas, and new apartments for the few who had stubbornly remained in the condemned tower block, which had finally been demolished. Lee, along with others who had grown up there and formed the residents’ association, watched the demolition from afar. It had been an emotional experience. Explosives were loaded on several different floors, concentrated at the base and the midpoint on the seventh floor—Lee’s home for the first twenty years of his life, where his mum had died.

At the moment of detonation, with the belt of dust and debris around the waist of the tower block, for Lee, time had frozen. Mum was a junkie—he’d been born one too and had to be weaned off the drug in his first few weeks of life. Although he was sure they weren’t his, he had very clear memories of the pain, the hunger, the brightness of the lights in his incubator. But in that moment, just before the fourteen-storey tower block was razed to the ground, Lee’s mind had filled with happy thoughts, times when his mum wasn’t so sick, and of the people who had cared for him, giving him the good start she could not, like Iris Morley. Indeed, five seconds later, when the tower block was no more and Lee realised he was sobbing, it was Iris who hauled him in and hugged him. She’d been sniffling a bit herself, which made him feel less of a wimp. If it was enough to make Iris Morley cry, then it was more than enough for everyone else. She was a tough old bird.

Lee’s thoughts returned to the present, and he went back inside to get on with his work. It was a pity Iris had never come into contact with Dale Holborn. She’d have had him on the straight and narrow years ago.

Gemma poked her head out of the office. “Who was that?”

“Dale.”

“Dale…Holborn?”

He nodded.

Gemma’s eyes widened in horror and then narrowed in suspicion. “What did he want?”

“The clutch doing on his van.”

“Lee…”

“Yeah, I know. But what am I supposed to do?”

Gemma sighed; it was a mix of exasperation and hopelessness. “You could have said no.” She knew he couldn’t. “You’ve got four MOTs booked in this afternoon.”

Lee laughed defeatedly. He’d been here before, many times, back in the days of handwritten MOTs. No more ‘Jono will sort it’ whenever the police were doling out producers. He was above board now, one hundred percent legit, and the only ones who still called him Jono were the lads who’d known him on the estate.

He walked over to Gemma and looped his arms around her shoulders, taking care to ensure his oily gloved hands stayed clear of her sweater. She peered up at him, and he kissed her forehead, keeping his lips pressed to his wife’s soft skin and taking comfort from the familiarity of her scent, the feel of her within his embrace, her mildly angry glare.

“Don’t let him drag you into anything,” she pleaded. “Not again.”

“I won’t,” he promised. Gemma closed her eyes and exhaled slowly through her nose. “OK?” he prompted. She nodded and he released her. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the hairdresser’s?”

“In half an hour. I’ll make you a cuppa before I go.”

“It’s all right. I’ll get one of the lads to do it.”

“I’ll do it. I need to finish transferring next week’s bookings onto the computer before I go, anyway.” She stepped back inside the office, and Lee’s heart sank. Gemma and the girls were his life, and he was potentially risking their safety as well as his own. She was right. He should have said no to Dale.

“Gem…”

“Yeah?” She turned towards him with a frown, which quickly became a smile of reassurance.

“Sorry,” he said. It wasn’t enough, but it was all he had.

She shrugged. “Like you said, what choice did you have? And it’s not like he asked you to drive this time, hey? Just a new clutch.”

Lee nodded. “Yeah. Just a new clutch.” He could only hope.

***

By quarter past five, Dale’s van was done, but there was no sign of its owner. Lee reversed it out of the workshop and parked it next to the recovery truck, chuckling at the mental image of chauffeuring Gem to her reunion in the truck. She wasn’t happy about him being on call tonight, but it meant he’d get Christmas off, which mattered more. Even though the girls were old enough to do their own thing, they still went through the preparations for Santa’s visit and got up early on Christmas morning to see what he’d left. Lee hoped they wouldn’t be disappointed with this year’s offerings.

Assuming the number was the right one—and only partly caring that it might not be—he sent Dale a text message to let him know his van was ready. Nor did he know if Dale had another key, so he took it with him, intending to drop it off later on his way to the reunion. But first: a shower and a shave. He locked up the garage, chucked Dale’s van key in the glove box and joined the commuters and Christmas shoppers for the stop-start journey home.


Take Three 
Friday, 21st December


6–6:45 p.m.

“I feel like a penguin.”

From their location on the sofa, Josh and Libby both slowly turned and stared at the sight that greeted them.

George shuffled uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Seriously. Do I have to wear this? I look stupid.”

Other than shifting their eyes sideways to each other, his husband and foster daughter remained solemn, motionless and silent. George tugged at the sleeves of his dinner jacket and mumbled unintelligibly into his shirt front. For someone who lived in jeans and T-shirts and only wore a shirt—of the woolly variety—when the weather turned colder, a shirt and tie would have been bad enough. But the whole tux, cummerbund and bow tie get-up really wasn’t George at all.

Libby set down her game controller and approached him, grinning, her gaze fixed on his neck, where the satin bow tie hung like a sedated bat. George took a breath in and held it, preparing to be accosted for tie-tying and shirt-tucking and demands that he go polish his shoes, but at the last second, Libby diverted and darted from the room. George frowned.

“What are you up to?” he called after her. She didn’t reply. When he turned back, Josh was standing in front of him. “What’s she up to?”

“No idea.” Josh picked up the two ends of dangling satin and began fashioning them into a bow. “You don’t look stupid,” he said.

“I just feel so…” George wriggled his shoulders and scowled.

“You don’t look so…”

George huffed and scowled some more.

Josh squinted in concentration, his cool fingers grazing George’s chin as he manipulated the fabric with surprising deftness, tweaked, twisted, tucked, and gave the bow tie a final tug.

“There you go. Very…dapper.” George’s scowl was unyielding, and it made Josh laugh. “That’s how you described me the last time we did this.”

“Yeah, I remember. Kind of.” The memory of the night of the fake reunion Rob Simpson-Stone had thrown was etched into George’s mind, some parts more deeply than others. Like, for instance, when all hell had broken loose in the limo, and George had foolishly tried to neutralise Jess and Adele’s argument. Josh had taken George’s hand and kept hold of it. Anything else that happened during that journey had been lost to the sensation.

George’s scowl broke.

“We’re together,” he whispered as the butterflies took off, like they did every time it consciously registered. It made him a little breathless.

“Yes, we are.” Josh pressed his palm to George’s chest, closing his eyes to focus on the steadily thudding heartbeat. Not racing this time, or it hadn’t been…

George put his arms around Josh, pulled him close and kissed him, all woes about his attire lost to the realisation that they would, at last, have the sixth-form ball they should’ve had twenty-two years ago. “It’s gonna be a good night,” he murmured against Josh’s lips, reluctant to break the contact and ruin the magic of the moment.

“You know, you’ve got a room upstairs for that,” Libby said, edging past them.

It made them both smile, and their teeth clashed together.

“Sleeping too, Joshua,” she added, casting him a very stern look.

Josh withdrew from George’s embrace. “You’re getting far too bossy, young—” He stopped talking and frowned in puzzlement. “What are you doing?”

“Buttonholes.”

“We’re not going to a wedding, Lib,” George said.

“I’m just following orders.”

“Hmm. That’s what Eichmann said,” Josh grumbled as Libby advanced on him.

“It’s only a silk flower,” she admonished. George chuckled. “You’re next.”

“Ah, man.”

Libby rolled her eyes. When she’d finished with Josh, she affixed George’s flower to his lapel and stood back to check them both over. She nodded in satisfaction. “Perfect.”

“Whose orders?” Josh asked.

“Shaunna’s.” She inflected the name as if it should not be news to him, but he had no idea what she was talking about. “In memory of Jess.”

“Erm, that’s…” Josh was lost for words. He glanced down at the silk daisy, with its delicate white petals fading to a pale-pink edge. It was beautiful and a lovely gesture, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to wear something that would serve as a constant reminder of Jess’s absence and what she had done. Until now, he’d been excited about the reunion; staying focused on helping Eleanor organise it had kept his spirits up when they were at their lowest, waiting for their application to adopt Libby to be processed. Jenny Mackenzie—Libby’s social worker—had assured them it would go through smoothly; her biological parents were dead, her brother was receiving long-term psychiatric treatment, and her grandmother—a retired senior social worker herself—fully approved of the adoption.

Nevertheless, it had been a profoundly stressful few months, and it would be a huge relief to finally receive the adoption certificate. The process was well underway, but as they’d known when it began, their mental health conditions were causing considerable delays, and the adoption agency’s medical advisor surpassed even Josh on the obstreperous scale. Jenny kept up her reassurance that it was ‘just a formality’, and Josh was clinging to that.

Other than George’s appointment with the consultant neurologist next week, nothing was going to happen this side of the New Year, and Jenny was right. It didn’t matter whether Libby was officially their foster daughter or adopted daughter. The three of them became a family the second she entered their lives. How strange it was to think that a year ago, they had not even known of her existence, yet they were about to celebrate their second Christmas together, and this time, Libby was here to stay.

Josh’s thoughts had taken over, and when he switched back to the present, Libby and George were watching him with matching expressions. Knowing expressions. He attempted a smile. “It’s nearly Christmas.”

“That’s what you were thinking about, is it?” George asked doubtfully.

“I was…partly.” Josh put his arms around Libby and dropped a kiss in her hair. “And you.”

She tilted her head back and studied him at close range. “You’re going to have a brilliant night,” she said. He nodded.

“Yes, we are. We’re also going to be late if we don’t get you to your gran’s.”

“It’s OK. I’ll get the bus.”

“Not a chance.” Josh walked away before she could protest further, collected his phone and his keys, and waited by the front door. “Come on, Sandison-Morleys.”

Libby and George looked at each other and then back at Josh.

“Seriously, people. Get moving.” Josh opened the door and ushered them through it.

“It’s only six o’clock,” George complained pointlessly. His husband and daughter were as bad as each other when it came to arriving ‘on time’ anywhere, which meant arriving at least fifteen minutes early, preferably even earlier than that.

From the village where they lived to Campion House, where George’s mum and her friend Pauline lived, was a fifteen-minute drive, and they arrived as the two women were sitting down to eat.

“I’m not stopping,” George said in response to his mother’s disgruntlement. Libby went over and kissed her on the cheek.

“Alright, love?”

“Yep. You?” Libby asked.

“Aye, not so bad.”

“See you all tomorrow,” George said. He shut the door behind him and took the stairs back down rather than call the lift from whichever floor it was on. It wasn’t the speediest of contraptions, and Josh would already be watching the dashboard clock like a taxi driver on a wait meter. George made it back to the car and immediately spotted Josh’s troubled frown. “You OK?”

Josh nodded. “Yes, I think so. I’m a bit…” He started the car and moved off, still unable to articulate what he was feeling.

“Are you upset?” George asked. He didn’t need to explain that he was asking about the daisy buttonholes.

“Not really. It’s more I don’t understand. Why didn’t Shaunna say anything? In fact, she can’t have mentioned it to anyone because if she’d told Adele, I’d have heard about it, and if she’d told Kris, you’d have heard about it. I wonder if Sean knows. I bet he does.”

“He isn’t gonna say anything, though, is he?”

“No. Is it petty that it annoys me?”

“Which? Sean knowing? Or potentially knowing. Because we don’t know that he knows, do we? We’re only—”

“Yes,” Josh interrupted before George got carried away.

“If you mean because he was your friend first…” George weighed up his response against their ‘no secrets, no lies’ pact and sighed. “Yeah, it’s petty.”

“I’m not jealous of his and Shaunna’s friendship.”

“No, I know.”

“But this…sharing thing they do.” Josh screwed up his nose and shook his head in moderate disgust. “I don’t like it.”

George laughed. “Because it means there’s something you don’t know.”

“Precisely. But then, maybe she hasn’t told anyone. She and Jess were very close at the end.”

“I guess she’s discussed it with Andy.”

“I suppose so. All I’m saying is a warning would’ve been nice. I don’t mind wearing a daisy for Jess. Actually, that’s a lie. I do mind. It’s going to nag at me all night. Poor dead Jess… Screw dead Jess. Not in a necrophiliac sense…” George cleared his throat, and Josh realised his words were in poor taste. “Sorry. I don’t want to think about her. It’s meant to be a celebration.” He leaned a little closer to George and said knowingly, “It’s the Catholic thing, you know.”

“Here we go…”

“They do like to milk the misery.”

“See, if it was Ellie, I’d probably agree with you. But Shaunna’s not like that.”

Josh was doubtful, but for the time being, he let it go. He was well versed in milking misery himself, although feeling put out was not a valid justification for his night being ruined by something that was no doubt well intended, even if it was a bit on the morbid side. At the next red light, he made a silent vow not to let Jess’s death get him down. He reached across and took hold of George’s hand. “I’m excited we’re doing the limousine again.”

George looked at their hands and smiled. “Me too.”

A horn tooted behind them, and Josh grunted. “All right, I’m moving. Honestly, some people have no patience.” He disengaged the handbrake and was all set to move off when he realised the traffic lights were still on red. He looked in his rear-view mirror, ready to give the horn-tooter his best evil glare. “Oh! It’s Lee.”


The Second Level 
Friday, 21st December


6–7:30 p.m.

The drive from his garage usually took ten minutes. Tonight, it was going on for forty minutes before Lee pulled up outside the house. Gemma was at the living room window, with her arms folded, and scowled at him all the way up the path.

“Sorry.” He said it quickly as he opened the front door. She was not so easily appeased. “Traffic’s bad, babe.” She huffed loudly. He smiled and shrugged. There was nothing he could have done to get home earlier, and she knew that. “Is the bathroom free?” he asked.

She nodded and rolled her eyes. “Coffee?”

“Please.” He set off up the stairs.

“Your shirt’s on the back of the door,” she called.

“Thanks.”

He went straight to the bathroom and set the shower running. He’d planned on doing an in-and-out job, but Dale’s clutch had been a bugger to fit, and the pounding water was the perfect antidote to all the aches and pains of the day. If he was honest, he’d rather have spent the evening sprawled on the couch watching whatever happened to be on the telly. He’d gone to a different high school to Gemma, although he did know a few of her classmates, either because they’d lived on the estate—Iris’s son, George, for instance—or through the garage—Iris’s son-in-law, Josh.

Lee had known George and Josh individually before they became a couple—not really surprising in a small town like theirs. Josh, he had known for only a few years, but Lee and George went a long way back. The year Lee turned sixteen, his mum overdosed herself to unconsciousness twice, instantly putting an end to his plans to get a job and move out. Everyone thought he was mad, deciding to stay at home, and they told him so. Everyone except Iris, who said, “The things we have to do, eh, love?”

From that point on, Lee had an open invitation to go up to Iris and George’s flat anytime. He found a mechanics apprenticeship, which involved working six days a week, including his day at college. On Sunday mornings, he cleaned the flat and made dinner for him and his mum. After dinner, he went up to Iris and George; it was usually bedtime before he returned home, and for those few hours, he forgot about everything, watched TV, drank copious cups of tea, and usually ended up nodding off on the sofa. If not that, then…

Even now, even on his own in the shower, thinking about it made Lee blush. The first time it happened, he and George had been having a heated discussion about football. George had left the room to make the tea, but their conversation continued with one in each room, until Iris had told Lee, “Either go with him or shut the fuck up.” So he’d followed George into the kitchen, and they’d continued their discussion, well, more an argument, over whether Graham Taylor would be a better England manager than Bobby Robson.

Lee couldn’t recall much else of what was said, because he’d kissed George. Why, he couldn’t say. But the kissing became touching, became rubbing against each other, and then it was over. It had been too awkward for words, and had it been a one-off, they likely would never have looked each other in the eye again. But it wasn’t, and when Iris caught on to it, Lee expected to lose his balls. She didn’t even pass comment.

After George left for university, Lee still went to sit with Iris. She was more a mum to him than his own had ever been. When he started seeing Gemma, he’d taken her to meet Iris, seeking her approval. And when his mum died, Iris had helped him with the funeral arrangements. Through all of that, not once did she mention what he and George had together, and he was grateful. He’d never told Gemma, and not because he wanted to keep it a secret. He loved Gem, worshipped her. There was nobody else for him but her, but she got jealous easily. She’d interrogated him about his ex-girlfriends, and if she thought he’d noticed a woman walk past, it was all-out war until he convinced her he wasn’t looking.

If she knew about him and George, she would see it as doubling the competition. After all, if he’d been with one bloke, he’d be interested in others. But what had happened with George had been a product of what was happening in their lives at that time. They’d needed company and to be close to another person. They’d found it with each other. It had opened Lee’s mind and changed his views on homosexuality, but it hadn’t shaken his conviction that he was heterosexual, although in the longer term, he had conceded that George was right. Robson was the better England manager, despite England getting knocked out in the semifinal. At least under Robson they’d qualified, but Lee and George lost touch long before Taylor’s shoddy performance.

When they finally made contact again, George promptly claimed bragging rights. It was a running joke, perfect for those moments when either of them felt the weight of their past pressing in on their thoughts. They were all grown-ups, and he and George had talked it through when Iris and the other tower block residents relocated to Campion House.

“Are you done in there yet?” Gemma called through the bathroom door, her tone overly carefree.

Lee quickly turned off the shower. “Just having a shave,” he said and opened the door, assuming she needed to use the loo. She glowered at him. “What?” he asked defensively.

“You’ve been in here nearly half an hour.”

“I have not!”

“You have.”

He was astounded by that, and he must have looked it, as her expression changed from angry scowl to concerned frown.

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah.” He nodded and smiled to confirm it.

“I know you’re worried about not knowing anyone tonight…”

“Really, I’m OK, Gem.”

“If you say so.”

She didn’t believe him. There again, she did have a knack for knowing something was bothering him before he knew it himself, so maybe she had a point.

“I’ll be ready in ten,” he said, already squirting shaving gel onto his palm.

“Your coffee’s in the bedroom. Probably cold by now.”

She left him to shave in peace, for which he was glad. The only shaving audience that didn’t have him shredding his face was Abi or Carly, and only because they’d spent so much time watching him do it when they were little…and asking him if they’d need to shave when they grew up. He smiled at the memory. They were good girls—he liked to remind himself of that from time to time now they were teenagers. Some days, it was tough being the adult, remembering they didn’t really hate him for not getting them the ludicrously expensive Christmas presents they’d asked for, and their lives weren’t actually over simply because they were on an earlier curfew.

He finished shaving without incident and went back to the bedroom, slurped at the cup of lukewarm coffee and grimaced. He was thirsty, though, so he guzzled down the rest and shook off the shudder. Next: underwear.

The thought barely formed—hope there are no calls tonight—before his work mobile started ringing. “Balls.” He answered it. “Johnson’s Rescue and Recovery.”

“Hi, this is Security at Cascades shopping centre. Someone’s stuck on the second level—can’t get their car started. It looks like they’ve filled up with diesel instead of petrol.”

“Ah, right.” Lee bit back any comment on the caller’s diagnostics. Last week, when he’d watched the mall’s security guards give chase to a shoplifter, it had occurred to him they could’ve locked the doors to stop the thief bolting. But he wouldn’t tell them, or anyone else, how to do their job, and he’d rather they didn’t tell him how to do his, especially as they were usually wrong. “I can be there in about…twenty minutes, traffic permitting.” Gem was going to kill him.

“You’ve been to us before, haven’t you?”

“Yep.”

“So you know to come through the service area?”

“I do.”

“Good stuff. See you in a bit.” The security guard ended the call, and Lee eyed his tux, hanging on the back of the door, along with his newly pressed shirt. If the breakdown was due to the wrong fuel, he’d be towing the car to the garage. No wheel changes or other messy jobs. Deciding he’d take the chance, he dressed for the reunion, found a clean pair of overalls and put them on over his tux. He picked up his shoes and phone and went downstairs to break the news.

Gemma took one look at him and turned her back.

“Sorry, babe. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

“Whatever,” she snapped and remained with her back turned. For half a second, Lee contemplated giving her a quick hug and a kiss, but it would probably be the wrong thing to do. Not doing it would probably be the wrong thing to do too. He was better just getting on with the job.

“Do you want me to book you a taxi?” he offered.

“I’ll do it myself.”

“OK. I’ll see you at the hotel,” he called on his way out of the door, delaying in case she responded, which she didn’t. He trudged to the recovery truck, checked he had the tow bar in the back, and set off for the shopping mall.

The roads were quieter than they’d been earlier, with most of the traffic heading away from the town centre, and he only got stuck at one set of red lights—funnily enough, behind George and Josh. He tooted the horn and gave them a wave. The lights changed, and off they went.

He easily made it to the mall within his estimated twenty minutes, although it was already coming up on seven o’clock. He drove around to the service entrance, where the security guard must have been keeping a lookout for his arrival because the doors opened as he approached. He took the truck in and slowly followed the maze around concrete pillars, looking for the ramp up to the next level. It wasn’t signposted, and he drove past it. He stopped, reversed and went up, then up again, to the second level, where there was just the one car—a ten-year-old Peugeot—parked at the far end.

“Bollocks.”

It was Dale’s car, he was sure of it, or at least, it had been Dale’s car at some point, but Lee thought he’d got rid of it. Maybe he had, and it was pure coincidence that after not seeing Dale Holborn for two years, he’d brought his van in on the same day as the car had broken down on its present owner. More likely, the car still belonged to Dale and he’d decided to use it for whatever job he’d been talking about earlier, in which case, he was ‘working’ at the mall. This was absolutely the last thing Lee needed tonight. Or ever.

He didn’t have to get much closer to see there was no-one in the car. He stopped side on and in front of it but remained in the truck. After a minute of looking around the car park for any signs of life, he switched off the engine and took out his clipboard, browsing the records of previous jobs for no reason other than it was something to do while he waited for the car’s owner—hopefully not Dale—to return. He scanned a few sheets, checked the time again—coming up on twenty-five past seven—and concluded he’d waited long enough. The car’s owner had obviously left it there for the night and not told security, or security hadn’t told him.

He started the engine again and was about to move off when a woman appeared, seemingly from nowhere, waving and smiling. Lee sighed and wound down the window. She’d dyed her hair red, but he recognised her as soon as she was close enough for him to see her face. Stacey Melling, Dale’s ex. That might explain why she was driving Dale’s old motor.

“I’m so glad you’re here at last,” she said. Lee raised an eyebrow. “I’ve got a boot full of shopping, and—” she flapped her hand in the direction of the car “—I’ve no idea what’s wrong with it.”

Lee switched off the engine again and got out, following Stacey to the driver’s side of the Peugeot. “Is it turning over at all?” he asked.

“It was, but I think I ran the battery down.” She smiled again, this time in apology, Lee thought, but he was still suspicious.

“All right, let’s have a look.” He climbed in behind the wheel, and Stacey passed her keys to him. Not even a click when he turned the ignition, he popped the bonnet and got out again. One look at the battery told him all he needed to know. “Has someone already had a look, love?”

“No. Why?”

“Your battery’s disconnected.”

“Oh! That’s…strange.”

The bonnet was blocking Lee’s view, so he couldn’t see her, but she didn’t sound in the least surprised. There was something fishy about this whole situation. Dale’s ex driving his car, the fact he’d said he had a job tonight…being called out for no reason. But Lee went along with it to expedite his departure. He reconnected the cables, grabbed a spanner from the truck, and tightened them. “Try it now,” he said.

She did, and the engine turned over right away, the sound instantly drowned out by other cars revving hard on their way up the ramp, tyres squealing as they circled the second level, closer, closer…

Lee dropped the bonnet as the two police cars pulled up in front of the recovery truck. So much for expediting his departure.


Take Two 
Friday, 21st December


6:45–7 p.m.

The traffic to Iris and Pauline’s place hadn’t been too bad, but in the time it had taken, highways maintenance had coned off one side of the main road between the town and village. Five minutes of sitting at a temporary traffic light that remained stubbornly red and Josh was contemplating sneaking through anyway.

More cars passed from the opposite direction.

“For crying out loud. This is beyond ridiculous.”

George peered over his shoulder at the queue of cars behind them. Josh wasn’t the only one getting impatient. “I thought Lee was coming to the reunion with Gemma.”

“So did I. Praise be!” The light finally turned green, and Josh put his foot down. “Maybe he’s on call,” he suggested.

“Yeah,” George agreed vaguely. Every time he saw Lee, both of them spontaneously blushed, even though it was long in the past. It was silly because Josh knew about it and wasn’t bothered. If anything, it amused him. Apart from George, Lee had only ever had girlfriends and was happily married to Gemma, whom they’d gone to school with but whose name had been a mystery to them until two years ago. She was a lovely woman, but in school—like Shaunna and Adele—she’d always hung around with the bitchy girls. Cherise Jones, Shelley Harrison, and… Without intending to, George groaned.

“I’ll bet you ten kisses I know what that groan was for,” Josh said.

“How’s that work? If I lose, I have to kiss you, and if you lose, you have to kiss me?”

Josh glanced George’s way and grinned.

“Go on then,” George challenged.

“Suzie Tyler.”

George didn’t bother asking how Josh knew. Their thoughts frequently followed the exact same route—on this occasion from Lee to Gemma, to the bitchy girls, to their ring leader Suzie Tyler, whom Josh had had the misfortune of sharing a desk with in high school. These days, Suzie ran a debt collection agency, which seemed to George like the perfect combination of her intellect and viciousness. It would have been nice if their paths never had to cross, but Suzie’s daughter, Poppy, was Libby’s best friend.

They arrived back at the house, and Josh went straight upstairs.

“I know what you’re doing,” George shouted after him.

Josh peered down the stairs and feigned an overly innocent expression. “It’s tradition by now.”

“You want a coffee while you faff?”

“I’m not faffing. And yes, please.”

Josh disappeared from view again. George went to make him a coffee. The limo wasn’t due until seven, which gave Josh enough time to restyle his hair at least twice before he gave up and left it as it was. George ran his hand over his own shaved head. His hair had started receding years ago, for which he was thankful. No hair was definitely preferable to blonde Afro, although it hadn’t been anywhere near Afro length since he was a kid.

The ‘ready’ light illuminated on the coffee machine. Above him came the sound of aerosol spray, followed by the first utterance of “Crap!”

George chuckled and took Josh’s coffee upstairs, leaving it on the dresser, next to Josh’s scarf. It was the same pink silk scarf he’d worn to both their sixth-form ball and the fake reunion party two years ago. Josh came back into the room, his wet hair sticking up from being dried with a towel.

“You could always skip Hair Disaster Two and go straight to blow-dry.”

Josh narrowed his eyes. “I’m never sure if I like your know-it-all streak.”

George just grinned and said breezily on his way out of the room, “Don’t forget your scarf.” He heard Josh mutter under his breath. “What was that?”

“Nothing.”

George returned downstairs and sat at the kitchen table—he’d have ended up covered in cat and dog hair if he’d sat on the sofa—to wait out the time. Lifting his lapel, he studied the silk flower. Josh was right to be surprised at Shaunna not mentioning it. They’d been friends a long time. The nine of them had become eight when Jess passed away but soon became nine again, when Josh and Sean reconciled their differences. They all saw a lot of each other—it was rare for a day to pass without meeting up with someone for a coffee or a pint. They went to quiz nights together, played football together…in other words, there had been plenty of opportunities for Shaunna to mention the buttonholes.

At the end of Jess’s life, she and Shaunna had been very close. They’d all taken turns to keep Jess company and, later, to keep her comfortable, but Shaunna had carried much of the burden of care. It was understandable that she would see it as her responsibility to honour Jess’s memory, and it was the first big get-together since Jess’s death. Even so, it wasn’t like Shaunna to keep things to herself. That would have been mystery enough, had it been a straightforward case of remembrance, but it wasn’t.

Finding out that Jess was a fraud hadn’t affected George to the same extent it had Josh, Eleanor and, indeed, Sean. She was always more their friend than his, although George had lots of great memories of their shopping sprees. Well, her shopping sprees. He’d never had the money to go wild at the shops, but he’d loved going along just for the fun of it and the giggling fits they used to have while Jess tried on the craziest outfits.

It was one of the many things he regretted about moving to Colorado, that it put an end to going shopping with Jess, although the last trip they took together was when everyone came to visit him on the ranch, which must have been twelve years ago. Andy drove them up to Boulder—a three-and-a-half-hour journey—and then went walking trails while they pillaged the mall for whatever Jess thought she’d be able to fit in her own suitcase or sneak into someone else’s. George did miss her—the flouncing at Josh, the snarky comments she’d make about Adele and Dan that neither of them quite understood, the hilarity of her flirting with George ‘because it was safe’—but the memories made him happy, not sad. Perhaps he’d been out of the country long enough for her absence to be less pronounced in his life than it was in everyone else’s.

Aside from Josh and Eleanor—and Shaunna at the end—Andy had been closest to Jess, but he wasn’t the kind of man to mope over the past. At times, his live-in-the-moment philosophy made him seem irresponsible, as if he wasn’t taking life seriously, but it was a bonus when it came to the big bad stuff, like illness and death.

“It’ll have to do.” Josh grunted, startling George from his thoughts. He hadn’t heard Josh come downstairs, and his hair… He shot George a warning glance. “Don’t even think it.”

George mimed an innocent ‘Who, me?’ and glanced at the clock on the wall. Where Josh liked to be everywhere early, the one person who could be relied on to arrive bang on time was Kris, which meant any second—

The front door opened and Kris peered around it. “You’re both ready?”

“Of course!” Josh said, ushering George until he got up and then more or less shoving him out of the door.

“Shaunna says they’re all at Barbara’s place,” Kris explained on the way down the path to the waiting limousine. “Ellie and James are making their own way there, did you say?”

“Yep,” George confirmed. He waved at Ade, who was sitting in the back of the limo and looking far from relaxed. “Is he OK?” he asked Kris.

“He’s a bit worried he’ll be the only person there who didn’t go to our school.”

“Well, Aitch is taking Natasha.”

“I told him that.”

“And Lee’s going with Gemma,” Josh added. “Or he said he was. We saw him earlier, and he was still working.”

Kris shrugged, trying to fake carefree even though he knew George and Josh would see right through it. “Oh, well, once Ade gets a few G and Ts inside him, I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

The three of them climbed into the limousine, and Ade donned his brightest smile. “Good evening.”

“Hey, Ade.” Josh sat opposite.

“I love the scarf.”

“Thanks. George doesn’t.”

George looked affronted. “I didn’t say that.”

Josh grinned and grabbed his hand. “I know, ma moitié, but every time we’ve done this, you’ve passed comment on it.”

“That’s because every time we’ve done this, we’ve been playing make-believe.”

“Oh, so you do like it?”

“It’s…a nice scarf.”

“Nice?” Josh lifted one end of it and flapped it in George’s face. George grabbed both ends of the scarf and gently scragged Josh with them.

“Hold that pose!” Ade said, and the back of the limo flashed with light. Josh and George blinked in astonishment.

“Are you our official photographer this evening?” George asked.

“That’s my plan, yes. That way, I won’t feel quite so on the outside.”

“Erm…” Josh leaned forward and looked Ade in the eye. “You’re one of us. You do know that, don’t you?”

Ade tilted his head from side to side. “I’m getting there, but thank you.” He reached over and patted Josh’s hand, which was on top of George’s. “What do you think of the buttonholes?”

“They’re lovely,” Josh said ambiguously.

“You don’t think so?”

“Why? Did you choose them?”

“No, although I was with Shaunna when she got the samples. She considered going with something else, but with the foundation being called what it is—”

“Hold on.” Josh raised his free hand to stop Ade. “The what?”

“The Daisy Foundation.”

“The Dais… Oh! Well, that makes perfect sense.”

“Does it?” George asked.

“Well, yes, because—”

“Yeah, I know Daisy died too, but we’re wearing these in memory of Jess, aren’t we?”

Kris shook his head and eyed George in dismay. “Must be something in the air in your house.”

“What do you mean?”

“Being pedantic? That, or Josh has been giving you lessons.”

“I’m not being pedantic, am I?” George directed the question at Ade; he was the closest to a neutral bystander.

Ade chose not to answer, and not because he’d been put on the spot. “Shaunna hasn’t told you anything about this, has she?”

Josh and George both shook their heads.

“O…K. I think maybe I’ll leave it to her to explain.”

“Why don’t you just tell us?” Josh suggested.

“Because she’ll kill me.”

Kris nodded in agreement. “Yep. She will. And anyway, we’re almost at Barbara’s now, so you can ask her yourself.”

***

With all of her grandchildren settled in the TV room with their grandad, Barbara shut the door and spent a few minutes watching her two younger sons—aged forty and forty-one—not so secretly ogling their girlfriends. Boastful or not, she couldn’t deny Andy and Dan were good-looking men. Perhaps, as their mother, she was a little biased, but her boys had always been physically active—they’d almost driven her mad with it as youngsters—and it had kept them in good shape. Add to that the olive skin tones and thick, brown-black hair, at six foot two, they were—to her, and to the women they chose to spend their lives with—the living proof of tall, dark and handsome.

“What do you reckon, Mum? These or these?” Dan held up his arms so that his shirt cuffs and the mismatched cufflinks were visible, although Barbara was too far away to make out what they were. She walked over and squinted at the cufflinks in turn. One was a flat mother-of-pearl oval; the other was a diamond-shaped black onyx.

“The onyx, I’d say.”

Dan nodded his thanks and swapped out the mother-of-pearl, ignoring his brother’s contained laughter.

“What’s funny?” Barbara asked, looking from one son to the other.

Dan finished fastening the cufflink and held up his arms again. At the same time, Andy raised his, showing off his identical black onyx cufflinks.

“Not twins, my eye.” She nodded at Dan. “I think you were probably in there with him but decided to hang on a bit longer. You were a very lazy baby.”

Dan and Andy faked a snarl at each other.

“What time’s the limo getting here?” Adele asked. She was standing on tiptoes—no easy task in six-inch heels—and peering through the obscure glass panel to the side of the front door.

“You’re not gonna be able to see it,” Dan said.

“No, but I’ll see the headlights,” Adele replied smugly.

Throughout the conversation, Shaunna stood by, paying little attention, her stomach churning. She’d tried to pass off the feeling as nervousness. It would be the first time she was properly in the spotlight, so she was nervous, but that wasn’t the half of it.

Thus, she didn’t hear Adele announce the limousine’s arrival, nor the ring of the doorbell, and when the other three moved off, she stayed where she was. Realising they were leaving without her, she took only one step before Barbara intercepted.

“Are you OK, lovey?”

Shaunna shook her head.

“Oh, dear. What’s up?”

“I think I’ve made a huge misjudgement, making tonight about Jess and The Daisy Foundation.”

“She was one of your classmates. I don’t see why that’s a bad thing. What does Andrew think?”

“He doesn’t care one way or the other. He wants to hand over management of the trust fund to someone else, but he…” Shaunna laughed at the irony of what she was about to say. “He doesn’t trust lawyers.”

Barbara chuckled. “Yes, well, even the best of them are questionable.” She indicated the daisy pinned to Shaunna’s shoulder strap. “They’re a lovely gesture. People will look at them tomorrow and remember the foundation. But for tonight, concentrate on enjoying yourself. That’s what Jess would’ve wanted.”

“Yeah.” Shaunna smiled and nodded. “You’re right. Thanks, Barbara. For your wise words and for being a wonderful nana.”

The two women glanced at the closed door of the TV room, and Barbara raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure my services will be required much this evening. Now go on with you. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

Shaunna gave Barbara a hug and went out to the limo as fast as her shoes would let her, which wasn’t very fast at all. Were it not for the sharp gravel, she’d have taken them off, but those few words of wisdom had worked wonders, and while she was still nervous, she was also ready to party. She’d save her bare feet for the Walk of Shame later.


Daisy Chains 
Friday, 21st December


7:30 p.m.

“Good evening, everyone,” Shaunna greeted cheerily as she stepped up into the back of the limousine and took her seat next to Andy. “How good is this? All of us are couples!”

Dan and Adele mirrored each other with an unimpressed sideways glance. Kris tutted loudly.

“Surely you can play nicely for one night.”

Josh snorted in disbelief, in response to which Dan leaned back and put his arm around Adele, kissing the resulting scowl. A sudden flash of light soon put paid to that, and Adele stared at Ade, aghast.

“If it’s awful, I’ll delete it,” he offered quickly.

Adele was instantly all smiles. “Shaunna said you’re a really good photographer.”

“Did she?” Ade gave Shaunna a look that was both questioning and bashful.

“Yes, she did,” Shaunna confirmed.

“I only take snaps.”

“Maybe, but you’ve got an eye for a good photo.”

Ade’s smile didn’t do justice to the warm feeling that filled him at Shaunna’s words. In his previous relationship, he’d been told repeatedly he was unattractive, talentless and worth nothing without his ex, and it was hard to accept praise, not least because he wasn’t used to hearing it. But the people he was with—Kris’s friends—had welcomed and accepted him, history and all.

It was taking time for his self-belief to catch up with the reality of the very different life he had, now Fergus was no longer a part of it. Being able to engage in his old hobbies—going to the theatre, writing, photography—still felt like a luxury, and there were days when the sound of Kris’s key in the lock had him shoving away the evidence of what he’d been doing. But those days were happening less and less often. He was with someone who loved him, he had friends without the need for permission, and he was acting again. He passed his camera to George.

“Can you take one of Kris and me?” he asked.

“Sure.” George waited for Kris and Ade to get into position, with their arms around each other, leaning close, cheek to cheek. “Ready?”

Kris and Ade smiled, and George took the photo.

Josh leaned closer and studied the screen. “Very showbiz, those smiles, aren’t they?”

George nodded. “Hm. We need to make them laugh.” He cupped his hand around his mouth, turned to Josh, and said at normal volume, “Maybe if we tell them what we’ve got them for Christmas…”

“Silhouetto re-enacting the Kama Sutra in the living room, you mean? Or are you talking about the other—”

The camera flashed. George checked the screen again and nodded, satisfied. Kris and Ade were still laughing. “We could sell this to the nationals. You’d think by the age of forty-one he’d be able to fasten his pants…”

Kris immediately checked his fly—which was fastened—and narrowed his eyes in response to George’s mischievous grin.

Ade took his camera back and homed in on Shaunna and Andy. “Your turn.”

Shaunna groaned. “Do we have to?”

“You don’t have to, but, honey, don’t even think of claiming you’re camera shy.”

Camera shy she might not be, but Shaunna still blushed as red as her hair whenever any of her clients noticed that the life-size nude print on the salon wall was of their stylist and her partner. It was a beautiful photo, and she didn’t regret it, but being heavily pregnant with twins when the picture was taken had given her a shield to hide behind. With Rosie and Sorsha just turned six months old, Shaunna was still feeling post-childbirth frumpy, which was part of the reason she wasn’t happy about being in the limelight this evening, albeit for only a few minutes.

Andy nuzzled into her neck and whispered, “Naked or not, you’re my sexy…red…hot—” his hand slid down her back and came to a rest on her hip “—baby.” He trailed breathy kisses up her neck, across her cheek, to her lips. She turned to meet his kiss with her own. The camera flashed.

“Perfect!” Ade said.

His smile was almost as bright as the LED flash, and it made Kris a bit giddy. This man, whom he had fallen for the instant he set eyes on him, was now his lover, his partner. They owned a house, furniture they had chosen together, and they were both successful actors in their own right. Before Ade, every decision Kris made had filled him with doubt. More than twenty years, he and Shaunna were together; he loved her—was in love with her—yet he was forever second-guessing his actions, and it had destroyed their marriage.

He understood and accepted now that it was not all his fault. He had blamed himself, always, still wrapped up in the toxic cocoon of childhood sexual abuse. But he and Shaunna had both failed in communicating their needs honestly. The tragedy was that they now knew their needs had coincided more often than not.

A little therapy—and a lot of patience on Ade’s part—gave Kris the courage to face his insecurities head-on. With Ade in his life, every step was surer, and he was no longer afraid of faltering. Some days were bad, and that wasn’t a sign of weakness or failure, but most days were good. Better than good. Like today. He put his arms around Ade and squeezed.

“I’m so happy you agreed to come tonight.”

Ade’s copper eyebrows lifted in that cute quizzical way they always did, and Kris kissed him, on the nose, on the chin, on the lips.

“Did you ring Stas, bro?” Dan called along the length of the limo’s leather bench seat. All eyes turned his way and glared.

“You’d best not be talking shop, Jeffries,” Josh said.

“Business doesn’t stop just because we’re on a night out,” Dan justified.

“Why? It’s not like you’re running an emergency service, is it?”

“Fair point, but say…I dunno…Suzie Tyler wants to talk through her troubles with you tonight. Are you gonna turn the poor woman away?”

“Damn right, I am.” Josh laughed long and loud at that. The very idea of counselling Suzie Tyler. Good grief. It was only when he emerged from the sheer, infuriating hilarity of the idea that he realised Dan had been winding him up and in the process had safely shifted the conversation away from himself.

Adele patted Josh’s hand to get his attention. “I saw Suzie at the gym yesterday. She’s been in every day for the past two weeks.”

“Has she?”

“Yep. I think someone might not be coping too well with going up a dress size. Or three.” Adele gave Josh an overplayed innocent pout.

“Oh, Adele,” he gasped. “You are outrageous!”

“And she’s had her hair cut.” Adele’s perfect nose turned up, and she blinked her huge false eyelashes. “Doesn’t she know she’s far too old for a pixie cut?”

“Oh my god, she has not?” Josh asked, hamming up a campness he had never possessed. George leaned forward and studied him with a frown. Josh pushed his face away.

Adele nodded slowly and deliberately. “It must be so hard for her to see me every day, doing fabulous forty for real.” She gave Josh a wink to imply she was joking.

“You do do fabulous forty for real, Adele,” he said earnestly.

Her mouth became a tiny ‘o’, and her eyelids fluttered almost shut. She didn’t feel fabulous. Her implants were due to be replaced again—it would be the second time since she’d had the surgery at nineteen, but it was the first time she’d acknowledged that she didn’t need them anymore. She had two beautiful children and a handsome, successful, pain-in-the-ass fiancé. This weekend, they were moving into a new house, and she had so many ideas—for the house, and setting up her own business, and doing more college courses—she didn’t know where to start.

With all of that, silicone implants seemed so irrelevant and…unnecessary. But without them, she’d have two droopy pockets of skin, and Dan… Why would he stay with her if she was no longer attractive? She wasn’t very bright, and she earned very little money compared to him. Her beauty she kept in a box and painted it on every morning with meticulous precision. It worried her—it always had. But the difference now was she realised false boobs were not the solution.

“Josh,” she said quietly. He tilted his head subtly to listen. “I know we’re not supposed to be talking shop, but…can we do lunch sometime?”

He turned so he could see her and smiled. “Of course.”

Her hand was still on top of his, and she squeezed lightly and released. “Thanks,” she whispered.

“Did you invite the entire school?” Dan asked, peering through the narrow gap between Kris’s and Ade’s heads and out of the darkened window.

Josh turned to look where Dan was looking. “Wow!”

They were in the limousine equivalent of a stack, circling the flowerbed outside the hotel’s main entrance, waiting for one of the cars that had stopped to deposit its passengers and move off so the next could do the same. The flowerbed was occupied by a vast Christmas tree glistening with blue star lights. It gave them something to admire while they went around, and around, and around…

“I’m getting dizzy here,” Andy said.

“I was about to say the same, bro,” Dan remarked, which was true. Being the younger brother, he’d spent his life avoiding anything that might lead people to compare him to Andy. With Mike, it wasn’t so bad. The age difference was sufficient and their personalities distinct enough for their similarities to go unnoticed. But with only a year between them, Dan was aware that he and Andy weren’t just alike in looks and personalities. They shared many of the same interests in music, sport and their attitude towards life.

The anger Dan had built up over the years since their teens and ‘the party’—when he’d guessed correctly that Andy was the boy who’d had sex with Shaunna and got her pregnant—had all but obliterated the closeness and the love they’d had for each other as kids. A big part of it had come from resenting Andy, and not for any valid reason. Anders had abused both Dan and Kris, and Dan had never wanted Andy to go through something like that, yet the experience had caused a rift between them that meant every ounce of idolatry he’d had for Andy was redirected. Kris had taken on Andy’s responsibilities, loved Shaunna, brought up Krissi as if she were his own daughter. Kris had shared the self-loathing that came from their abuse. Kris, his best friend, his ally against his lazy, good-for-nothing older brother, the rapist.

But Dan had been wrong, so, so wrong, and he’d tried to hang Andy out to dry. When it was all over and the truth was out, Dan found again the older brother he had idolised, whose footsteps he had filled as he shadowed him through school. They were not-twins once more, and their business was booming. Jeffries and Associates. Andy, Dan, and the friends who had stood by them—or between them—time and again.

Their limousine slowed and stopped. After a ten-second pause, the door opened, letting in the warmth billowing from the hotel, carrying with it a Christmas symphony of carols, perfumes and a food aroma so rich one could almost take a bite of the air and feel fulfilled.

“Madams, Sirs,” the chauffeur prompted politely.

From somewhere behind him came the rather less polite and very impatient, “Agh! Come on, people! Chop-chop! There’s serious partying to be done! Now where’s my second-in-command?”

“Coming, Ellie,” Josh answered, making sure it was loud enough for her to hear, followed by a very quiet mumble of, “Bully,” soon drowned out by the laughter of his seven fellow passengers.


Take One 
Friday, 21st December


Evening

The ballroom—

Josh stopped, having barely made it through the doors, forcing everyone else to dodge around him. Burgundy, white, silver…his mind whipped him away, twenty-two years into the past, and deposited him in the exact same spot. He gazed at the tables until they went out of focus, doubled in number and coalesced once more, anchoring the balloons, high above and filled with glitter that would later sprinkle down on the revellers; enchanted snowflakes for a Christmas ball, their reunion. His gaze travelled onward, to the far wall, where those words, the end of an era…

“Gone,” he whispered. Words that had crushed him at their sixth-form ball, tattooed his brain, mocking—You liars! You won’t stay in touch, you only say you will because you can’t take goodbye. Liars, liars—had faded with history and the truth. They had stayed in touch, and they were here, twenty-two years on, still friends. The Circle.

Josh peered up into the white architrave of the ceiling, detail blurring, drifting away from him, warm fingers lacing with his, smiling into the kiss his husband delivered.

“Hi, you.” George’s eyes shimmered and sparkled, magnificent, most precious emeralds, guiding lights that saw him safely through the darkest of days and swiftest of nights.

“Hi, yourself,” Josh replied, mesmerised. He felt as if he were floating, up, up so high he could reach out and touch the balloons, touch the sky. He squeezed George’s hand. “I’m going hypo.”

“I know.”

“Don’t let go of me.”

“Never.”

George hardly dared blink in case he lost the connection. The insomnia, boredom, sudden loss of attention—he’d been through this with Josh often enough to know the signs, to know what to expect. This was only the second time since Libby had come into their lives that Josh’s moods had cycled, and the last time had been nowhere near as bad as before. When Josh was hypomanic, he remained self-aware. He recognised for himself the patterns of sleeplessness, flitting thoughts, the slightly crazy things he’d say or do and then question why. It was brought on by stress, or too much work, or too much to think about, as if his brain had amped up so much he couldn’t shut it down, and it would spin out of control, accelerating, becoming more erratic, and then, in a blink of an eye…the world would come crashing down.

Then came the dangerous part—the acute depression, dark thoughts about how useless he was, the burden of loving him, the pleas to go to hospital before he did something. For those two or three days, Josh needed twenty-four-hour care. Or, rather, George couldn’t cope with Josh being on his own. For as much as Josh had kept his promise to Sean that he would never again attempt to end his own life, there were times when George could see the battle of non-logic going on behind the haze of indifference.

Organising this reunion with Eleanor had played its part in triggering the hypomania, which was a positive stress, and if that was all they had going on, Josh would likely have remained balanced and in control. But running alongside the reunion preparations were the relationship troubles Sean and Sophie were trying to conceal, and the process of adopting Libby. George’s imminent appointment with the neurologist had clinched the deal.

They’d get through it, maybe even before Christmas—the worst of it only lasted a few days—and with any luck, this would be one of the times Josh levelled out before the depression hit. Regardless, George wasn’t going to wait and see; tomorrow, he’d rally the troops, and they would get through it together.

As for tonight: they didn’t go out often, and it was easier to contain at home. Hypomanic Josh was a torment and a flirt, and anyone could come into his line of sight, but some were more likely than others to get hit. He rarely held grudges—most people didn’t register as important enough to hold a grudge against—and was quick to forgive. But he never forgot.

“I guess Suzie Tyler is in for a fun night,” George said.

Josh’s delicate smile became a grin of pure mischief. “I wonder if she’s here yet. I’d look, but…your eyes. They’re so green this evening. Evergreen. Rather fitting for a festively timed reunion. Will you dance with me, ma moitié?”

George still hadn’t blinked, and it was hard to fight the frown that would cause the blink to happen. Instead, his eyes widened as he fought both impulses.

“Just blink, George. I’m not going to disappear.”

“Nope.”

“You know you want to. Blink.” Josh puffed breath into George’s eyes.

“Did you mean now?”

“Which now? This now?”

“No.” George tutted. Josh knew exactly what he was asking. “You want to dance now, or did you mean later?”

“Oh. Later. I’m not that nuts.” Josh blew in George’s face again and giggled. He hadn’t blinked yet either.

“I’ll get you for this, Joshua.”

“Do it.”

“You go first,” George said. He thought he sounded impressively nonchalant for someone whose eyes felt like they were on fire.

Very slowly, Josh’s eyes started to close. George held out, watching, waiting—quite desperately—for the top lids to meet the bottom ones. Of course, he knew they weren’t going to. Josh would taunt him right to the last second, but rather than wait for him to fling them open again, George put his free hand over Josh’s eyes, enjoyed a good few blinks while Josh couldn’t see, and then moved his hand away.

“Cheat.”

George grinned and kissed him again. “Come on. Let’s go find the table we won’t be sitting at much this evening.” He led Josh by the hand, keeping a very firm grip, across the ballroom.

While they’d been talking, many more people had arrived, and at the bar, there was a four-deep crowd waiting to be served. Those who had been fortunate enough to already have bought drinks were congregated in small groups around the dance floor and in between the tables. People hugged and laughed and smiled in nervous excitement.

“We’re here,” Eleanor called and waved from a table close to the bar, but not so close they would have people queuing next to them.

Josh circled clockwise around the table, checking the place markers—Andrew Jeffries, Shaunna Hennessy, Adele Reeves, Daniel Jeffries, Kristian Johansson, Adrian Simmons, George Sandison-Morley, Joshua Sandison-Morley, Eleanor Brown, James Brown— “Where is James?” he asked, turning to survey the room.

“Not here yet.”

Josh turned back to Eleanor, who quickly picked up a napkin and refolded it. “Ellie?”

She shook her head and appealed to him with a weak smile. “Let’s not talk about it tonight, OK?”

“Fine,” Josh agreed. “But can you tell me this? Is it you and him, or him and work?”

“The second one.”

“OK.” Josh hugged her, one-armed; George still had hold of his other hand. His shoulder muscles stretched under the strain, and he sighed. It was wonderful knowing George would be stuck to him for the duration, but he could see it becoming something of a problem later, especially if he needed to visit the Gents’, which he inevitably would if he drank lager, and he planned on consuming a goodly amount this evening.

He returned to surveying the room. Not surprisingly, it had been decorated since their sixth-form ball, probably more than once. The walls were white with gold edging along picture rails, framing panels and the balcony ironwork. Highly polished parquet covered much of the floor, with the tables on the burgundy carpet around the perimeter. Josh recalled at their sixth-form ball there had been fifteen tables, each with ten chairs, representing around one hundred sixth-formers, their out-of-school plus-ones, and the teachers and tutors of sixth-form classes.

This evening, even though only seventy-eight of their year group were coming, there were just as many tables because of the plus-ones. Aitch’s fiancée, Natasha Granger, for instance, had moved to the town when she joined the police; and Lee Johnson, whilst having grown up in the same tower block as George, had not been a pupil at Moorcroft High School. Nor, of course, had Ade, who, in spite of his nervousness in the limousine, seemed to be quickly settling in.

Josh found Ade fascinating. He was such a contradiction. Even before he and Kris got together, Ade was in the entertainments business. Josh imagined prior to his previous relationship, Ade was confident and outrageous, and likely unperturbed by his speech peculiarity that meant his ‘R’s sounded as ‘W’s. As he was emerging from the shell that had protected him from ten years of domestic violence, Ade was showing his fun side. Indeed, he shared many of Shaunna’s traits—gregarious, fun-loving, witty, flirtatious—right down to the red hair; they were extraordinarily alike.

But as Josh had come to know Ade better, he’d discovered he also had an intellectual side. He was an avid reader as well as a talented playwright, and his textual-analytical skills were exceptional. Knowing this about him made watching his performance as a secondary school English teacher in Special Measures—co-starring with Kris—an authentic experience, and as Josh tuned in to the conversation Ade was currently having with some of the ‘girls from school’, it was apparent he wasn’t the only one who held that view.

With the briefest thought that he’d catch up with Ade later, Josh’s attention flitted elsewhere, although it was understandable that the newest arrival would catch his eye. He looked over her attire and shook his head. “She really is a dreadful creature,” he muttered.

“Huh?” George hadn’t heard what Josh said, but he worked it out when he saw Suzie Tyler in her floor-length red dress. On the one hand, it was almost Christmas, so the fact she was wearing a red dress wasn’t particularly surprising. Quite a few people were wearing red. On the other hand, the dress she was wearing was almost an exact replica of the dress Shaunna had worn to the fake reunion two years previously.

“It backfired, though,” George said.

“Which is as well. Why would she do that? To what ends? She’s not got Shaunna’s figure, for starters. How ludicrous!” Josh stepped off, tugging on George’s hand.

George pulled him back. “Where d’you think you’re going?”

“Where do you think?”

“You’re not.”

“I was only going to—”

“No, Joshua. Let the woman be.”

“George!”

“Nope.”

“But—” Josh stamped his foot, and George laughed. Regardless of how much he hated the hypomania at times, Josh’s uncharacteristic outbursts amused him.

“Stay here, please,” George said as if he were admonishing an indignant child.

Josh huffed and puffed, but he stopped trying to escape. “Fine. I’ll get her later.”

“I’m sure you will. Do you want a drink?” George was already moving towards the bar, with Josh in tow.

“I’ll have a pint of lager.”

They queued behind Gemma Johnson, who glanced over her shoulder to see who was there. “Oh, hi!” she greeted them brightly.

“Hey, Gem. You OK?” George asked.

“Yeah. Lee was called out as we were about to leave.”

“Ah. We saw him heading into town.”

“Well, he’d better get here soon. I wouldn’t mind, but he’s only working tonight so the lads can go out and so he’s got Christmas off. I told him. I need him tonight, but…” Gemma rolled her eyes. “I’m being selfish. Ignore me.”

George smiled in sympathy. He didn’t think she was being selfish at all. He’d attended plenty of social events on his own over the years, and it wasn’t much fun.

“The thing is,” she said, “he didn’t want to come in the first place, and he got called out over an hour ago. He should be here by now. I bet he’s at home, watching telly, while I’m stuck trying to avoid that lot.” Gemma tilted her head to her left, where the women she had been ‘friends’ with at school huddled in a cackling coven.

“You can always sit with us,” Josh suggested.

George didn’t think that was such a good idea. He wasn’t even thinking about his and Lee’s customary embarrassment, assuming Lee did arrive at some point. There were eight other people at their table, and non-hypo Josh would have asked if they minded before inviting someone else to join them.

“Are you sure?” Gemma looked from Josh to George. He wouldn’t go against Josh, and if he was honest, he’d have probably made the offer if Josh hadn’t.

He nodded. “Absolutely.” He contemplated the safety of leaving Josh at the bar unaccompanied while he went to warn Eleanor, saw Suzie Tyler heading their way and decided not to chance it. Josh had also seen her and slowly turned to George with a wicked grin. George shot back a warning glare.

Gemma moved forward and caught the attention of one of the bartenders. “Shall I get your drinks while I’m at it?” she offered.

“Great,” George said. “Two pints of lager, please.”

“OK. I’ll bring them over.”

“Thanks.” Normally, he’d have been more chivalrous, but Gemma’s offer had solved both of his problems. Now to drag Josh back to the table because Suzie was standing mere feet away from them. Thankfully, she hadn’t seen them yet. “Come on, Joshua,” George whispered close to his ear.

“Where are we going now?”

“Table.” George moved off, and for once, Josh compliantly followed. “We need to forewarn Ellie.”

“About?”

“Gemma and Lee sitting with us. You know what she’s like.”

“Good idea.” Josh drifted along next to George, his eyes focused on their hands. “I quite like this. I may have to fake hypo more often.”

George narrowed his eyes. “You’re not faking it.”

Josh laughed regretfully. “Unfortunately not. I’m not being too awful, am I?”

George smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “No. You’re doing just fine.”


Overspill 
Friday, 21st December


Evening

Every time Shaunna looked up, there seemed to be double the number of people there were the last time she looked up. Surely, this must be everyone by now? But she’d thought that four times already, and still they kept on pouring in, and with every additional body in the bustling ballroom, her nervousness increased seemingly exponentially. Her hands were shaking. She was sweating like she’d never sweated before and could only thank the Lord for Andy’s sports antiperspirant because her own deodorant wouldn’t have stood a chance. She wiped her slick palms on her knees, tried not to notice the damp-darkened patches they left on her dress, and started over.

Andy leaned in and looked down at her lap. “What are you doing under there?”

“Sp—” she cleared her croaky throat “—speech. Reading it through.”

“Again?”

“Oh God.” She looked up at him, helpless, terrified. “How am I gonna get through this?”

“More wine?” he suggested.

She nodded. He brushed his comfortingly, annoyingly dry palm down her arm and set off for the bar. His touch made her shiver—always—and cooled her down in an instant.

This was insane. She’d never talked publicly before, but she wasn’t exactly the retiring-wallflower type. When they went out as a group, she was the loudest, the most confident, the one who was prepared to go out on a limb for the fun of it—the craic, as her Irish ancestors called it. But she needed a supporting character, someone who would go along with her madcap ideas to get up and dance to every song, drink too much, chat up the old blokes at the bar, do terrible karaoke—whatever and wherever there were laughs to be had.

The trouble was, so far tonight, everyone was out of sorts. Andy was on his best behaviour, trying to prove he was no longer the jackass he’d been in high school. Ade was still trying to work out how to behave, although his fears about feeling left out had amounted to nothing. He and Kris had fans gathered around them, and Ade was clearly loving every minute. As for Adele…best friend or not, she’d always been reluctant to get up to mischief, unless it was aimed at Dan, and Dan was…Dan. He’d stopped being fun years ago, when he’d turned from rebellious teenager to middle-aged dad overnight. Eleanor was also too sensible, as was normally true of Josh, although tonight he was floating three feet above the table, so it probably wouldn’t be wise to entice him into a bit of party fun, and George was notably preoccupied with keeping his husband tethered to Earth. Which left…no-one. Shaunna laughed sadly to herself.

Ah, Jessica. If only you were here now. Mind you, if you were, I wouldn’t be in this sticky mint, would I, you old cow.

Tears welled, but Shaunna’s mascara-preservation streak kicked in. She was not going to cry tonight. Absolutely not. After all, what was worse than publicly speaking for the first time in front of her judgemental classmates? Looking like Alice Cooper while she did it, that’s what.

Andy returned with an entire bottle of red wine, lifted the shift of fabric from Shaunna’s shoulder and draped it over his forearm while he poured a small amount of wine into her glass. “Would Madam care to taste it first?”

Shaunna peered up at his crooked grin and couldn’t help herself. She reclaimed her shift and tugged on his shirt to bring him closer. He bent down so he could put his arms around her, nuzzling her neck. “You’ll be awesome,” he murmured.

She appreciated his confidence in her. OK. Breathe. You can do— Someone tapped her right arm, and she turned as Josh leaned in.

“Ouch! Sorry.” He blinked, startled, and rubbed his forehead even though it hadn’t been that hard a bang.

“Are you OK?” she asked.

“So long as there’s plenty of ballast, I’m fine.” He smiled swiftly.

“Gotcha.”

Josh thumbed to his left and muttered, “Look what Ms. Tyler is wearing.”

Shaunna picked up her wine first, sipping as she took a subtle glance in the direction he’d indicated, and nearly spat the wine back out again. “Oh my god. That is… Andy, look.” She tilted her head to indicate where.

Andy squinted. “What am I looking at?”

“Suzie’s dress.”

“Yeah? It’s…red.” He shrugged. “Only works if you wear it, RHB.”

“That’s not what I—oh, never mind.” Shaunna laughed and turned back to Josh. “She’s done that deliberately, hasn’t she?”

“I’d say so, but Andy’s right. It does only work if you wear it. She’s got no curves at all. Have you noticed that?”

“Hmm. Isn’t it interesting how the tables have turned? Stick insects might’ve been the way to go when we were young, but now?” Shaunna smoothed over her ample curves and winked at Josh. He rolled his eyes and laughed.

“Are you flirting with another man?” Andy asked.

“Yep. Whatcha gonna do?” She tipped her head right back so she was looking up into Andy’s face.

He smirked at her and nodded at Josh. “Right, you. Let’s take this outside.”

“He’s not going anywhere,” George interjected, having missed the prior conversation, and Shaunna and Josh were in fits of giggles.

“It’s all right, mate,” Andy said. “We were having a laugh.” He motioned with his eyes, first in Josh’s direction, and then rolled them clockwise a couple of times.

George nodded. “Thanks.” Slowly, and with much relief, he uncurled his stiff fingers from Josh’s hand, flinching as he stretched. The blood flowed back into them, carrying with it a pod of pins and needles that made him groan. Josh rubbed his fingers for him, and the pain quickly faded.

“Best behaviour,” George warned.

“Yes, sir,” Josh replied, keeping a solemn face, but even in his present state of mind, he’d noticed Shaunna was on edge, and it gave him something to focus on, or obsess over, depending on who was making the judgement. He turned back to her. “Tell me about the buttonholes.”

“Pardon?”

“I don’t understand why we’re all wearing them.”

“Well, they’re daisies, and it’s The Daisy Foundation.”

“That was your only rationale? The name.”

“Not at all. Daisies remind me of childhood, you know, when you don’t see the difference between weeds and flowers, and you pick bunches of daisies, dandelions and buttercups to make a bouquet for your mum…or grandma in your case.” Shaunna’s face radiated with a sudden, nostalgic joy. “They’re so beautiful and copious, it feels like summer goes on forever.”

Her smile remained for a moment longer as her gaze became distant and wistful, but then the smile faded. “I remember Daisy dying. It was the summer holidays, and the headteacher at Parkside phoned because Jess was going to be in Mum’s class in the September. Mum went to the funeral. She sobbed her heart out for days.

“The rest of the summer was dark and stormy—or it seemed so—and the daisies stayed closed, with only their pink underbellies on display and their petals curled like little folded parasols. And I kept thinking…if we can just have one more sunny day, the daisies will open again, and it’ll be all right.”

Shaunna’s smile returned, less bright and happy, more assured. “Life’s so simple when you’re a kid, or it should be. I know it isn’t always. But to me, a daisy is a symbol of hope. It closes to protect itself, but when it’s ready, it opens again. Being Daisy’s name too…it’s so perfect. When I was little, a daisy could turn my sadness to happiness, just by lifting its face to the sun. That’s what The Daisy Foundation is about, isn’t it? Helping families find their way back to happiness.”

Josh looked down at the daisy pinned to his lapel. He’d been intentionally abrupt with Shaunna, and not just because he didn’t understand her choice, beyond the name. He looked up again and held her gaze. “If you dry up and need someone to intervene or take over, give me a nod.”

She hugged him. “Thank you.”

“You’re going to be brilliant, Shaunna. I know it.”

She squeezed him tightly and then released him. “So what can I do for you this evening? Aside from being ballast.” She looked pointedly at her sizeable breasts. “Not that you’re going to need anyone else in that regard.”

He laughed. “Just get up there and do Jess proud.” Josh’s voice broke on the words. He missed Jess. He still hated her for what she’d done, but he missed her more. He’d kept in touch with her parents—he’d known them for twenty-five years, and they’d been like parents to him too. They were doing OK, all things considered, but every time he saw them, he felt the persistence of their loss. It would have been easier to cut contact, certainly for him. For them? He didn’t know, and it wasn’t a conversation anyone should ever have. So he kept going, putting on a smile.

Steph and Dave knew about The Daisy Foundation, or they knew Andy was donating the money to Campion Trust to set up a cot death support charity. Precisely how much information had been given to them, Josh wasn’t sure, but they had made it clear they had no wish to be involved. Jess’s lead role in the fraud scam had gained considerable media interest, unsurprisingly, and it had been exacerbated by Kris’s fame. George had only to bend to tie his bootlaces while he and Kris were out dog-walking and the press were on him. Johansson’s old flame. Actually, that had only happened the once, and George had dealt with it how George dealt with everything—not at all.

At least tonight, there was, hopefully, no press in attendance; Josh had explained the situation to the hotel, and they’d put additional security in place, although he supposed any one of their ex-classmates’ guests could be a journalist in disguise. The thought fired his imagination, and he began observing the room with renewed interest, his gaze settling on each group for as long as it took to identify the strangers and interpret their body language.

As they had at the fake reunion, people congealed into their old friendship groups from school, often abandoning spouses in favour of flirting with high school sweethearts. And again, as it had been both at Rob’s fake reunion and school, no-one paid any attention to Josh. Back in school, if they ever did notice him, it had only been to bully and make fun. Invisible was preferable, and safer, and it meant he could essentially watch unseen.

Ever the social butterfly, Adele flitted between groups, laughing outrageously with Cherise et al., playing the part of genteel and wholesome working mum with the middle-class women, fluttering eyelashes and pouting at the sporty men, and blatantly ignoring the geeks. It made Josh snort with laughter. George glanced his way.

“Adele’s just rebuffed Jonathan Shipley again,” Josh explained.

“Poor Jonathan.”

“Poor nothing. He only ever had eyes for Jess, and you know it. Speaking of which…”

George raised an eyebrow. “You don’t believe in ghosts.”

Josh tutted. “Please can I leave the table, Dad?”

“Don’t call me Dad! Why?”

Josh pointed. “Rob’s just arrived.”

George frowned. “Go on. But don’t talk to anyone else!”

“I won’t.” Josh gave George a kiss and set off on a course to intercept Rob Simpson-Stone, crossing paths with Adele, who was on her way back to their table.

She arrived and smiled at George. “Everyone OK?” she asked.

George was watching Josh’s progress to check he safely reached Rob, Shaunna was reading over her speech again, Andy had joined Dan, Aitch and the rest of the men, and Eleanor was talking on her phone.

Adele’s smile faded. “Does anyone need a drink?”

“Wow, he actually did it,” George said to himself and then noticed Adele. “Sorry. What did you say?”

Adele sighed. “Would you like a drink, George?”

“I haven’t drunk the one I’ve got yet. But I’m more than happy to keep you company while you get yours.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem.” Still keeping a surreptitious eye on Josh, he accompanied Adele to the bar, where she ordered a drink for herself only and then turned to see what George was looking at.

“Oh. It’s him.”

George frowned. “Rob, you mean?”

“Hm. And yes, I know he was working undercover, but…Andy was really hurt by what he did.”

“Yeah, I can imagine.” George didn’t let on that he knew exactly what had been going on, and while it was true Andy had been murderously angry about Rob making a move on Jess, it was the combination of that anger and his feelings for Shaunna that had tipped Andy over the edge. But those were Josh and Sean’s confidences; even if it had been someone who was better able to keep their mouth shut than Adele—the chances were Shaunna had told her everything anyway—George wouldn’t have shared what he knew.

“Is he still a policeman?” Adele asked, thumbing dismissively in Rob’s direction.

“Yep.”

“Right.” Adele nodded. “Josh and him are still friends?”

“They are.”

“They talk to each other often?”

“They talk online, I think, yeah. And they’ve been to the crem together a few times. Why?”

“No reason. I…just wondered how you knew he was still in the police.”

“Ah. Well, he’s friends with Gray as well, so…”

“Oh, yes, of course.” Adele tutted at her oversight. “And how is your half-brother doing?”

“Very well.” As was always the case with Adele, it was impossible to discern whether she was asking because she was interested, or maybe even concerned, or simply fishing for gossip. And that wasn’t to judge her negatively. George loved her for her gossip. She knew so much about what was going on, and it was never done maliciously.

“Send him my love next time you speak to him,” Adele said. George nodded once to confirm he would. The bartender handed her drink over, she paid and then sucked on the straw, leaving a bright-pink lipstick ring around it. “Mm. That’s delish.” She stirred the glass, setting the ice cubes spinning. “Can I ask you about something else? It’s a bit personal.”

“Personal to…?”

“It’s about me.”

“Oh, OK. Sure.”

“I know you’re not exactly a boob man, but have you ever noticed mine?”

“Err…” George wasn’t sure he should answer that. He’d never been comfortable talking about body parts, but he’d be lying if he claimed not to have noticed Adele’s. She’d been flat-chested at school, and then all of a sudden, she wasn’t. Not that her boob job was a secret, but it was a topic of discussion he’d successfully dodged for the past twenty years. “Yes,” he said.

“What is it that makes them stand out?” Adele blushed and giggled. George joined in. “That’s not what I meant!”

George was still laughing. “They don’t particularly stand out,” he said. “Obviously, I know you’ve got implants, but they’re not unnaturally large.”

“Do you think you’d notice if they were gone?”

“I’ve no idea. Are you thinking of having the implants removed?”

Adele gave a pained frown. “Yes, and no. I’ve got to get them changed, but…I don’t know if I want to have more put in.”

“Oh, dear. Have they ruptured?”

Adele looked startled by the question. “No. But the clinic recommends replacing them every ten years.”

“Really? That’s…” George contemplated the wisdom of what he was about to say. He was in no way qualified to give an opinion, but he had a feeling Adele was being ripped off. “OK, take this with a pinch of salt because I’m just going on experience here. Not that I’ve got implants or anything, but…” George grimaced and closed one eye. Adele covered her mouth to stifle her laughter. In spite of his face burning with embarrassment, George pressed on. “I don’t know if there are different kinds of implants, or if it’s different when they’re for medical rather than cosmetic purposes, but my mum’s friend Pauline had a mastectomy when she was in her forties, and she’s still got her real boob on one side and an implant on the other. She’s never needed hers replacing.”

“How long’s she had it?”

“It was when we were in high school, so twenty-five years?”

“Through the NHS?”

“Yeah, it will have been.”

Adele was serious again now, and she chewed on her straw, deep in thought, her gaze focused somewhere in the mid-distance. She swallowed and studied George for a moment. “I think I might talk to my doctor.”

“Good idea.”

She smiled and gave George a little hug and a kiss that he was certain meant he now had a pink kiss mark on his cheek.

“You’ve no idea how much better you’ve made me feel, George.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Oh, you did. I’ve been stressing so much about this decision, but maybe I won’t even have to make it, which would be brilliant because I’ve got so many things I want to do next year.”

“Really?”

“Yep.” Adele bounced up onto her toes to reach his ear. “I want to start my own business, doing this.” She swept her arm to indicate the room. George shook his head, not sure what ‘this’ was. “Organising social events—college balls, weddings, clairvoyant nights—I love doing it, and I think I’m OK at it too.”

George smiled. “You’re more than OK, Adele. Our wedding was out of this world.”

“Awww. Thanks, George.” She hugged him again. “Where’s your husband gone, by the way?”

“He’s…” George scanned the room. Josh had moved on from Rob, and for a brief moment, George couldn’t see him anywhere. He started to panic.

“Oh—” Adele pointed to the far end of the ballroom “—he’s with mine. Well, not my husband. As good as.”

“You still not up for making an honest man of him?” George joked.

“Ha! I could marry him, but he’d still be a rogue.” Adele grinned and gave George a wink. “I kind of like him that way.” She stepped off, heading back to their table.

George glanced over to where Dan and his mates were gathered, laughing and talking loudly, and then to Josh, standing next to Dan but looking George’s way. Josh rolled his eyes. George beckoned to him and mouthed, Come here.

Josh flapped his arms indignantly but made his way over.

“Are you behaving yourself?” George asked.

“Impeccably.”


All Go 
Friday, 21st December


Evening

Dan kept track of Josh’s progress in his peripheral vision. So this was what the manic bit looked like. He’d caught glimpses of it before, of course, but either Josh usually did a better job of hiding it, or he stayed out of the way until the worst was over. Regardless, Dan hadn’t forgotten that he and Andy had given their word and was pleased to see his brother already coming good on it as he shadowed Josh back to the table. He certainly wouldn’t be short of guardians this evening.

Thinking back to when they were kids, it was hard to believe they were best friends and equals now. Dan wasn’t even sure he’d known Josh existed and probably wouldn’t have noticed him at all, were it not for George. Josh was the quiet kid who never talked to anyone; even the teachers didn’t seem to know what to do with him. Then George arrived, the new kid, a gifted striker, and popular. He had no shortage of mates, yet he’d gravitated towards Josh.

It was at George’s suggestion that Dan once invited Josh to play footy with them, quite possibly the first and only time they’d spoken in primary school. Josh’s response was far from friendly, and Dan concluded he was an arrogant little shit with ideas above his station. After that, he paid him little heed, until Shaunna got pregnant in fourth year of high school.

The girls had made Shaunna’s life hell—from the looks of them this evening, they hadn’t changed much—but it wasn’t just the girls who had gossiped. For weeks after the news leaked, Dan was fielding questions from his teammates—It happened at your party, didn’t it? Who d’you reckon the dad is? She’s a looker, Shaunna, but who’d go with her? She’s probably got all sorts. No matter that most of them had been with Shaunna at some point or another. In fact, the only lad Dan was sure hadn’t been with Shaunna—aside from himself—was George. But he’d already had a good idea who the father was, and he’d kept it secret for years, until it became so big he couldn’t deal with it and had to tell someone.

That someone was Josh, and whilst it was true that back then, Josh’s status as a newly qualified psychotherapist was why Dan finally put his life in his hands, the seeds of trust had been planted in high school, when Josh had stood up to the gossips and bullies on behalf of first George and Kris, and then Shaunna. Those brave and selfless acts of kindness cemented the bonds of their newly forming friendship group.

Josh led by example, and for that and many other reasons, Dan respected him tremendously. More so than any of the men he was standing with right now, and some of them were very good friends. The fact they were still friends twenty-odd years after leaving school said something, he supposed, although they hadn’t always kept in touch. Aitch went off to join the police, Rob to the army and soon after the police. Both had cut the ties with their old mates, and there was no doubt in Dan’s mind that being police officers had fundamentally changed them. The rest had lost contact once they went to uni, only meeting up at weddings, christenings, funerals, reunions and so on. And while it was good to see everyone tonight, it was a one-off. They’d all go home at the end of the party and forget about each other until the next social event. Except for…The Circle.

Dan glanced to their table again, where Adele and Shaunna were giggling at Andy, Eleanor and Josh were arguing, and George and Kris were being entertained by whatever animated tale Ade was telling. It was good to see Ade finally acting like he was one of theirs. Dan had been tempted more than once to knock some sense into Kris, back when he and Ade first got together, but he could appreciate why Kris felt the need to keep their relationship separate.

With the exception of Eleanor and James, their group’s track record of relationship success with outsiders was abysmal. Indeed, there was no sign of James so far this evening, but it was safe to assume his absence was work related. The man never stopped, as was true of Sean, and likely both men were running late, which meant there was only one missing: Jess, who was here in their memories and in the daisies they all wore. Dan had never been a buttonhole man—he’d hoped the next one he pinned on would be at his own wedding—and much as he agreed that the reunion was a great launch platform for the foundation, it was supposed to be a fun night out. Still, with any luck, the preachy bit would be over quickly…just as soon as Sean decided to put in an appearance.

***

Ade rose from his chair, kissing Kris on the way up and then patting at his pockets.

“Where are you going?” Josh asked—a question derived from the unmediated curiosity of his current state of mind.

A flicker of surprise crossed Ade’s features. “For a social smoke. Or not social these days, but still. I do enjoy a nicotine buzz on a night out.”

“Mind if I join you?”

“Be my guest.”

Josh moved to stand and felt a vice-like grip tighten around his arm. He frowned.

“No smoking,” George warned.

“As if I would!”

George’s nostrils flared. He turned to Ade. “Don’t let him smoke.”

Ade shrugged. “You’re the boss.”

“He’s not,” Josh argued. “He only thinks he is.”

“You know what? I’ll come too,” George said and started to get up.

Laughing, Josh pushed him back into his seat. “I promise I won’t smoke. How’s that?”

“You mean it?”

“Cross my heart.” Josh drew a cross on his chest. “Take a break, ma moitié. I won’t do anything silly.”

George studied Josh intently, at the same time replaying all he had said, checking for any loopholes, because that was how the hypomania worked. Even in his non-hypo state, Josh could think rings around everyone else. When his brain was super-charged, his ability to stay one step ahead, to find ways of doing what he wanted without breaking their pact, was dangerous, especially as he’d use it to show off his intellect.

With one final nod of assurance from Ade, George released Josh, anxiously watching him follow Ade across the room and disappear from view.

Kris squeezed George’s arm. “Ade won’t let anything happen to him.”

“Does he know?”

“Know what?”

“About Josh’s condition.”

“Oh, that…” Kris said vaguely.

George turned to find Kris frowning. “His bipolar disorder.”

“Josh is bipolar?”

“Um…” Now it was George’s turn to be baffled. “I thought you knew.”

“First I’ve heard.”

“Shaunna’s not told you?”

Kris shook his head.

“Dan?”

Kris shook his head again. “It sounds like everyone except Ade and me are in on it.” He didn’t do well at hiding his hurt.

“I thought…” George sighed, exasperated and starting to get flustered. He pulled on his bow tie, with the intention of unfastening it, but the bow tightened. He tugged, trying to loosen it, but the fabric refused to give.

“Let me help.” Kris shuffled his chair closer and took over, picking at the tight knot.

“Sorry for not telling you,” George said.

Kris shrugged. “You had your reasons.”

“Yeah, but not what you’re thinking. The thing is, we talked it through on our honeymoon, and Josh said he wanted people to know so I’ve got support when he’s bad. He told Dan and Andy while we were still in Cornwall. I’m not sure when he told Shaunna. I think he assumed the news would filter to everyone else, you know how it does usually?”

“Yeah, it’s a bit too heavy for gossip,” Kris said. He’d successfully undone George’s tie and sat back. “There you go.”

“Thanks.” George opened the top button of his shirt and exhaled in relief. “What do you mean—about it being too heavy? Only everyone knew about—” He lowered his voice because she was sitting just across the table, seemingly with her attention on the people all around them, but she’d have been able to hear their conversation. “—Ellie’s bulimia.”

“Eventually.”

George raised an eyebrow. Kris was being evasive. “So Adele doesn’t know either?” George asked.

“About the bipolar?”

“What else?”

“Well…” Kris picked up his drink and took a mouthful, delaying as long as he could. It was one of those moments they all dreaded, when another secret came out into the open for the first time.

“Kris, come on.”

He put his drink down and looked George in the eye. “What I mean is…I don’t want to freak you out or anything, but when Josh came back from uni, he was a changed man.”

“Yeah, we’ve talked about that plenty of times before.”

“I know, but…” Without breaking eye contact, Kris reached across and put his hand on George’s. “The year he didn’t come home for the summer break, we knew something was going on.”

Prickles of fear raced up George’s face and over his scalp, and his chest tightened. He felt sick. That summer break would have been the year Sean found Josh in the bath, the year he wrote the letters to all his friends, to say goodbye. What it sounded like Kris was saying was they all knew what Josh had done. George wanted to tell him to stop, to not say anything else, but his thoughts were scrambling, his vision was tunnelling—

“Keep looking at me, George,” Kris urged. George nodded to confirm he was still connected. “I’ll say it quickly, OK? We understand now, why Sean’s so important to him, and it must’ve been tough, breaking up with Sean, and then you going to Colorado. I mean, we didn’t know who back then, we only knew what, so we kept watch over him, even though he’s been an utter bastard at times—or he was before you and he got together. Now he’s like the old Josh again.” Kris frowned. “Not that he’s changed that much. He can still be blatantly obnoxious at times. Anyway, none of us think worse of either of them for denying it. I mean, I know I can be outrageously outspoken about these things, but I haven’t gone there, for your sake.”

George shook his head and blinked, relieved to discover his brain was still under his control—more or less. “What?”

“Look, forget I said anything, OK?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Josh and Sean?”

George nodded slowly. “Were housemates at uni.”

“And…” Kris circled his hand in the air, indicating there was more to it, which there was, but George had finally worked out what Kris had been rambling about, and he was a very long way off track.

“Who else knows?” George asked, suddenly struck by the urge to laugh out loud but trying his hardest to keep a straight face.

“Only me…Shaunna…Adele…”

“I see.”

Kris raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t even start with the ‘you sound just like Josh’ routine.”

“I wasn’t going to! But that’s what I meant about it being too heavy. With you and Josh, and not telling each other how you felt, we don’t gossip about either of you. I swear, it’s only the three of us who know. Oh, and Ade knows too.” Kris grimaced guiltily. “I had to tell him.”

“I understand,” George said. It wasn’t a placation; he was aware of how much Kris struggled to trust Ade—or anyone new, for that matter—but he was going to have to tell Kris the truth and give him permission to filter it to the others. “OK, so… The thing is…” George bit his lip. He shouldn’t laugh, but…it was funny. “Josh and Sean really were just housemates.”

Kris’s eyes narrowed, and he picked up his drink, taking a few sips before he put the glass down again. “Really?” He sounded disappointed.

George smiled and patted Kris’s shoulder. “Really. But if you’re looking for fellow bisexuals, try Mrs. Tierney.”

“Sophie?”

George shook his head. “Even if Soph and Sean were married, I can’t ever imagine her changing her name. I meant Sean’s mum.”

“Sean’s… Oh! Interesting!”

“You can let the others know about Josh and Sean, OK?” George got up from his chair. “I’m gonna go circulate while my other half is being looked after.”

“OK.” Kris smiled at him. “I’m so sorry. We got totally the wrong end of the stick.”

George nodded. “Yeah, you did.” And thank goodness they had because the other end was buried deep in the pits of bloody hell. It was still kind of funny, though, that they’d thought Josh and Sean had a hidden romantic past, and no doubt Sean would be game for taking the wind-up a bit further. Josh, on the other hand…

***

Josh inhaled deeply through his nose, a sigh escaping as he exhaled. “They never lose their allure.”

Ade chuckled. “No, they don’t.”

“How do you do it?”

“Social smoking? I’m not sure. Most of the time, I don’t even think about it—not since the ex. Although I was never a heavy smoker. Were you?”

“Yes, unfortunately. And the smoking ban wouldn’t have made any difference because only Jess and I used to smoke. Then she gave up, and it was only me, but it didn’t stop me.”

“Addictive personality?” Ade suggested.

“Poppycock.”

Ade burst out laughing.

Josh grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. That was rude.”

“Not at all. That’s the Josh I’ve come to know and love. You don’t agree with that theory?”

“Absolutely not, although Sean does.”

“Yes, he told me that.”

“It’s all anecdotal.”

“What’s that, then?” The question came from behind Josh.

Astonished, and quite frankly unimpressed, Josh spun to face Sean. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Nice to see you too, Joshy.”

“This is a Moorcroft High School reunion ball. You are neither a former pupil nor a plus… Ah.”

Josh shook his head—in dismay at himself—as he connected the dots. Ade was making a big deal of extinguishing his cigarette, which confirmed for Josh that firstly, he’d known Sean was coming, secondly, he knew why, which meant, thirdly, Sean was here because of The Daisy Foundation.

“Can you do something for me?” Josh asked—Sean, not Ade, though both were listening. “Keep me apprised of what’s happening. And before you say it, I don’t mean break confidences. Just whenever there’s anything going on, like Shaunna’s arrangements for tonight—”

“Which would have broken a confidence,” Sean argued.

Josh raised his hand to stop Sean justifying his actions further. “Ellie and I worked really hard to organise this reunion. We needed to know what you were planning.”

Sean bowed his head in acceptance. “You’re right. My apologies.”

“Thank you. Although I have to say, your apology makes me immediately susp—well, look who it is!”

Sean and Ade both turned to see who had snatched away Josh’s attention.

“An old school…acquaintance,” he half explained, leaving out the ‘enemies rather than friends’ part. “Poppy’s mum.”

“Poppy?” Sean tried to place the name. She was one of Libby’s friends, he thought, and her mum was… “I’m sure you said she hated your guts.”

“She does.”

“Yet she seems surprisingly eager to catch your attention.”

“I was thinking the same.”

Suzie Tyler had lit a cigarette and was subtly edging closer. She drew sharply on the filter tip and released a thin stream of blue smoke, popping smoke rings, one, two, three— “Hi, Josh. How are you?”

“Hello, Suzie. I’m well, thank you. You?”

“I’m great, thanks for asking.”

“You look lovely this evening.”

Josh sounded so sincere that Ade had to turn away so she didn’t see him crack up with silent laughter. “Think I’m going to…go back inside.” He looked meaningfully at Sean.

“No problem, Ade. See you in a little while. Can you let Shaunna know I’m here?”

“Will do.” Ade returned to the ballroom, leaving Josh in Sean’s capable hands.

“I’ve been hoping to catch you on your own,” Suzie said, glancing past Josh to glare at Sean.

Sean raised a hand disarmingly and strolled to the other side of the small courtyard—the hotel’s designated, out-of-sight smoking area—and leaned against the wall. Taking his phone out, he affected a stance of not paying attention, though he was listening to every word.

“For Poppy’s and Libby’s sakes, we need to address our differences,” Suzie asserted.

“Agreed,” Josh said.

“I don’t like Poppy being at your house.”

“Now why’s that, I wonder?”

“Why do you think?”

“Hm. Let’s see… Stab in the dark? Because we’re gay?”

Suzie laughed. “That would be so easy, wouldn’t it?”

“You’re telling me that’s not the reason?”

Suzie dragged on her cigarette and blew the smoke up into the cool, clear night air. “Contributing factor.”

Josh’s curiosity was piqued, but no way was he going to let Suzie see that. Instead—and it took fighting every impulse—he remained quiet and waited for her to elaborate, trying to convince himself he didn’t care if she did or she didn’t. It turned out that even accounting for the hypomania, Josh was far more patient than Suzie.

“I liked you, Josh. When we at school.”

“You…what?”

“That’s right. Go ahead and mock. I was attracted to you.” From beneath half-closed eyelids, she met his gaze and shrugged. “I have no idea why.”

Double-edged compliment. He expected nothing more.

She continued, “You were a hideous boy. Rude, pass-remarkable, judgemental, supercilious…”

“Ah, you looked up ‘Joshua Sandison’ in a thesaurus,” Josh quipped, unable to stop himself.

Suzie’s laughter was loaded with sarcasm, but it did little to hide her bitterness. “You being queer was the final insult.”

Josh nodded, not trusting himself to speak. For two whole years of high school, he’d sat in silence while she spewed her vicious poison, and then one day, he couldn’t take it anymore. He’d bitten back, told her exactly what he thought of her small-minded, uninformed bigotry. They were evenly matched in their determination to get the last word, and her views were outrageous, but what she’d just told him—he empathised strongly. One up for the hypomania there. He wouldn’t have given a damn otherwise.

She’d arrived this evening with an agenda. Assuming she’d told the truth about what that agenda was, he asked, “Do you have any thoughts on a suitable compromise?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact. Firstly, I don’t want you to drive Poppy back after she’s been at your place.”

“OK.” Josh had expected an outright veto on Poppy coming to the house. “You’ll pick her up, will you?”

“No. Terry will, or George can bring her home.”

Josh nodded thoughtfully. George would hate the arrangement, but he’d do it for Libby. “I’ll have to talk to George before I agree to that.”

“Why? You’re both Libby’s ‘parents’.” Her air quotes could have sliced ice. “Surely you can trust one another to make the right decisions for her?”

Josh drew breath, ready to counter-attack with something about Terry divorcing Suzie because she’d repeatedly accused him of being a bad parent, but he wasn’t supposed to know why they’d divorced, so he quickly changed direction. “You and Terry will have to make alternative arrangements for when George is working a late shift.”

“Then I’ll need his work schedule.”

It was the weight that tipped the scales of Josh’s patience. “No, Suzie, you won’t.”

“Well, in that case, Poppy won’t—”

“We’re parenting teenagers.”

“And what? That means we can be slapdash in our efforts to keep them safe? If Libby’s social worker could hear you now…” Suzie stamped on her cigarette and immediately pulled out another.

“What are you implying?”

“I’m stating a fact. You and George are incapable of bringing up a child.”

“Says the chain-smoking ingrate bitch who bleeds the poor to make her living. Poppy’s bloody lucky she’s got two parents, seeing as one of them is a worthless piece of—”

“Josh, a word, please!” Sean tapped him on the shoulder and was ready to catch Josh’s raised hand when he spun around, eyes blazing. “Come on. Let’s leave Suzie to have her smoke in peace.” Sean put his arm around Josh and firmly steered him away, giving Suzie a cursory nod and making his disdain clear.

“She’s got a bloody nerve,” Josh muttered murderously.

“Aye, she has too, but this is neither the time nor place for you to be getting on it.”

“Did you hear her demands?”

“I did.”

“Right, well…” Josh had nothing more to add.

“Let it go, Joshy. We’re here to celebrate.”

“We are. You aren’t.”

“Thanks very much. I’ll leave then, shall I?” Sean released his grip on Josh and stopped walking.

Josh took a few more steps, circled back and grabbed Sean by the arm. He pulled. Sean resisted.

“It’s fine,” Sean said. “I’ll let Shaunna know I can’t stay, and you can pretend I was never here.”

“Don’t be absurd, Tierney.”

“If you don’t want me here…”

Josh sighed. “I hate it when you do this.”

“Do what?” Sean asked, but he knew perfectly well what Josh meant.

“Force me to admit that I’m pleased you’re here.” Josh added another heavy sigh for effect, and then sighed for real, in defeat. “I’m…hypomanic.”

“Really?” Sean suppressed a smirk, or attempted to. “I couldn’t tell.”

“What I said to Suzie wasn’t irrational.”

“No, it wasn’t. What was irrational was engaging her at all.”

“You could’ve stopped me.”

“I did.”

Josh tried to stare Sean down, at the same time accepting that Sean hadn’t intentionally left him to deal with Suzie for his own entertainment. “I’m pleased you’re here,” he said.

“Good. Now let’s get in there, or Shaunna will have our guts for garters.”


Breaking up the Party 
Friday, 21st December


Evening

The death-ray glare Shaunna beamed Sean’s way when he and Josh stepped through the ornate double doors into the ballroom made him hesitate.

“She’s nervous,” Josh said.

Sean nodded. “Homicidally so.”

“Putty in your hands.”

Sean didn’t believe that for one second. More like the other way around. Since their first chance meeting almost two years ago, his and Shaunna’s trips to Milky’s milk bar had become a weekly date. How many times had she given him an arse-kicking for being late? And how many times had he claimed he was never late when it mattered? Enough that tonight he had proved himself a liar. But there was little point in delaying further. The time was fast approaching nine o’clock, and it would be wise to recap rather than be fools rushing in.

“Good evening, lovely,” he greeted her with a smile, extending his arms. She slow-blinked, the effect tenfold with those lush, long lashes. Nonetheless, she rose and reciprocated the greeting.

“Good evening, Sean.” She accepted his kiss on the cheek.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“Have you only just arrived?” She released him quickly as if he might be contagious.

“No. I was outside with Josh.” He turned from Shaunna to shake hands with Andy. “Alright, mate?”

“Not bad. You?”

“I’m grand, thanks. Are you enjoying your evening?”

“Yeah, it’s been pretty good so far. I’m ready to boogie now.” Andy shimmied his hips, and Sean laughed. “The disco’s straight after you and Shaunna have done your bit.”

“Right, well, we’d best get this show on the road…”

While Sean and Andy chatted, Shaunna watched Josh talking at George at speed. She couldn’t hear much over the music, but she did catch the name ‘Suzie-fucking-Tyler’ and realised Sean’s tardiness was, on this occasion only, Josh’s fault. She turned back to Sean.

“Can we go through who’s saying what?”

“I thought the same myself. Here, or somewhere quieter?”

Shaunna nodded towards the doors. “Out there.”

Sean held out his arm to her, and she took it, glad for the support, both physical and moral, as they walked back across the ballroom together, aware of the rising murmur around them.

“God, they’re shocking gossips, aren’t they?” Sean muttered out of the side of his mouth.

“The worst.” Shaunna gave him a mischievous wink, and he laughed and shook his head. He was more than happy to play along with whatever she had in mind if it would keep his thoughts off everything else.

As they stepped into the corridor and the doors closed behind them, the almost instant muting of music and chatter was disconcerting. Sean rubbed his ear as he spoke. “OK, so, what’ve you got?”

“A really awful speech.” Shaunna reached into the bodice of her dress and tugged free a folded sheet of paper. Her hands shook as she tried to straighten it out. “Oh God, Sean. How am I gonna do this?” She looked up at him, her eyes shining with tears.

Sean clasped his hands around hers and held them, firm and steady. “You know, lovely, I’ll do all the talking if you want.”

Shaunna closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. It was so tempting. Sean was used to talking in public. She’d never done it in her life, but she owed it to Jess to try. That she should be remembered for her sole misdemeanour for all eternity, it wasn’t right. “No. I’ll be OK.”

“Did you not tank up on the old Dutch courage?”

“Ha. Nope! I’d be even worse if I was drunk. They didn’t call me Shaunna Whorenessy for nothing.”

Sean bristled. “They called you what?”

Shaunna shrugged, dismissing the insult. “It was a long time ago.”

“Makes no odds. Kids can be unbelievably cruel. All right, so, let’s get ourselves organised, show ’em what you’re made of.”

Shaunna smiled. “OK.”

***

After what must have been his hundredth circuit of the small, square custody cell, Lee returned to the hard bench running the length of one wall. His backside barely touched down before the door opened and a young police officer came into view.

“Mr. Johnson, sorry for the delay. We’ve not been able to get hold of Mrs. Johnson, I’m afraid.”

Lee was kind of glad about that. “OK. Thanks.”

The door closed again, and he sank down onto the bench but quickly got up again.

“Excuse me, Officer?”

This time only the door flap opened. The police officer peered through.

“Is DI Hartley on duty tonight?”

“I don’t think so. Why?”

“If he is, please could you ask him to come and see me? I know it’s taking the mick, but…” Lee couldn’t say anything more without jeopardising his long-standing arrangement with the detective inspector.

“I’ll see what I can do,” the young officer said and closed the flap.

***

Sean gave Shaunna a moment to adjust her clothing—he thought she looked utterly stunning, flustered and rosy-cheeked as she was. She blew a red ringlet out of her face and gave him a barely discernible nod; he signalled to the DJ. The music quickly faded, followed by all of the conversations around the ballroom.

In the booming seconds of silence, a lump of anxiety rose in Shaunna’s throat. All those eyes on her, waiting for her to speak. It was too much pressure. I can’t do it, I can’t. I’m such an idiot. She drew breath and turned to Sean, all set to hand over to him, but something happened. Deep inside, a spark ignited and flickered to life, the glowing embers of adolescent brashness building and growing into a ball of fire that whooshed through her like…well, an orgasm. She gasped and blushed and pulled her thighs tightly together. Sean’s eyebrows rose as one in query. She gave him a sultry smile and squeezed his hand.

OK? he mouthed.

“Yep!” She turned once more to the crowd, friends, enemies, people she hardly knew, every single one of them wearing the daisy buttonhole she had sent with her request: please wear this to our sixth-form reunion ball in memory of Jess Lambert, our dear friend and classmate. She glanced down at the daisy pinned to her dress strap and ran her fingers over the silk petals, her memory flitting back to the first time she saw Jess at high school, knowing her only as ‘that girl whose baby sister died’. It had been another three years before they became friends, but that knowledge had underscored their friendship.

At times, Jess had been self-absorbed, vain, a spoilt brat who didn’t realise she was acting unreasonably, and at the peak of Shaunna’s teenage years, she had no qualms about telling it like it was. They’d fought, for real—pulled hair, slapped faces and scratched like cats. They’d talked behind each other’s backs, fallen out, made up, as teenagers more brutal, less caring—more alike than different. Both were popular with the boys; both were ruined only daughters of middle-class parents. Both had mums who doted on them, dads who worshipped them, friends who saw past the boobs, excessive make-up and surface sniping.

Both had followed their vocation: Jess into law, Shaunna into motherhood. They had grown up to be successful, independent women who had taken love and loss in their stride, done their best with the assets at their disposal and, ultimately, had been the closest and best of friends.

Shaunna was grateful enough to thank God for the three healthy daughters she had brought into the world. She had not lost a child, but she had lost her mother and her friend. She had experienced profound grief—the living grief of watching loved ones slowly fade—but, more importantly, she had experienced love, so much love. She was blessed, and she was strong.

“Thank you.” She cast her eyes on the faces before her, smiling as her tears escaped. “Thanks so much for wearing your daisies tonight.” Her gaze settled on Rob Simpson-Stone, though he had his head down, his attention on the full pint glass in his hand. Shaunna remained with him a moment, willing him some of her newfound strength. “Jess Lambert was a close friend to quite a few of us here this evening. When she passed away last year, it was…hard. My mum died of cancer, so I knew what to expect, and Jess didn’t suffer. She had a brilliant doctor—” Shaunna shifted her gaze to Eleanor, who dabbed away a tear “—and so many amazing friends who kept her company and looked after her and each other.” She glanced sideways at Sean. He winked a twinkly eye, and she frowned. If she’d made Sean tearful, there was no hope for anyone else.

“OK, I’ll get the miserable bit over quickly so we can get on with our night. What I said before, about knowing what to expect—it was much harder than I’d thought it would be. See, we’re kind of prepared for losing a parent. We expect them to pass away in our lifetime. And at our age—yeah, I know, life begins at forty, which means most of us should be in nappies tonight—but we’re at the age where we lose good people. It’s tough to come to terms with, but we’re none of us young now.

“Some of you might not need to imagine what it’s like to lose a child. I can’t imagine it. I’ve been so lucky in my life. I have three beautiful daughters, one all grown up, as you know. Krissi turned twenty-five this October past, and Rosie and Sorsha are six months old. Krissi loves her baby sisters, not enough to babysit, mind you. Like Jess, she’s a career girl.

“Jess had a baby sister too. Her name was Daisy, and she passed away when she was only seven weeks old. She’s the reason for your buttonholes tonight.

“You all read the papers, so you know the rest of it. Where Jess’s money came from doesn’t matter anymore. Her lawyers have made sure as much of it as possible was returned to the people it rightfully belonged to, and the remainder…”

Doubt seeped into Shaunna’s thoughts, and she tried to batten it down. It wasn’t a hasty decision she’d made on her own. She, Andy and Eleanor had talked about it even before Jess’s funeral. Discovering Jess’s involvement in the fraud ring had made it even more important that the money be put to good use. What better use than this? But Josh’s question had thrown her. If he didn’t appreciate her reasoning, how could she expect anyone else to?

“You all right?” Sean asked quietly.

“I think so.” She needed to be. “This isn’t a mistake, is it?”

Sean shook his head. Murmured conversations began all around them, low-volume respectful filling of the silence. “Can I tell you a secret?” Sean asked.

Shaunna wasn’t looking his way, a slight crease between her perfectly tweezed and pencilled brows the only indication of curiosity.

“I was probably in love with Jess.”

Shaunna’s eyes widened.

“I say probably—I know I was in love with her for a wee time, but we both chose career over love, and I don’t regret my decision. Not at all.”

“Why are you telling me now?”

“Because The Daisy Foundation is our gift to Jessie. Sure, it’s her legacy, but it matters to you and me for other reasons. I think we need to be honest, tell these people why we care.”

Shaunna wasn’t convinced she’d make it through that kind of speech, but Sean was right—about the honesty part. As for not regretting his decision… She turned and leaned in to whisper, so close her lips brushed his cheek. “You look hot in a tux, do you know that?”

The touch and her words sent Sean’s libido into a gallop. It’s the wine talking, he told himself and concentrated on everything else going on rather than the sensational woman at his side whose boyfriend would surely rip him apart with his bare hands.

Shaunna turned once more to face the rest of the room, and the conversations obediently petered out. She waited a few seconds longer before she glanced upwards, into her memory bank. “Did you ever make daisy chains? Maybe the lads didn’t, but I can remember some days, I spent hours in the garden, threading daisies together and then getting really annoyed when my dad mowed the lawn. But they’re resilient, daisies, and a couple of days later, they’d be back.

“Daisies, to me, are a sign of hope and strength. When I think back to being a little girl, I think of those little white flowers with their faces turned to the sun, and the way they snuggle their petals in at nighttime. And I think of Daisy, Jess’s little sister who I never got to meet.

“The Daisy Foundation is being set up in memory of both Jess and Daisy, to offer support to those who have been through the loss of a baby—siblings, parents, grandparents, family friends. A loss like that is far-reaching, and devastating. The Daisy Foundation will offer support to anyone who asks for it. We’re still trying to figure out what that support looks like, but it will involve counsellors and other healthcare professionals with the right qualifications and experience to help people through the most difficult times.

“I don’t have the qualifications, but I made a promise to Jess to look after the people she loved after she was gone. This is me fulfilling that promise.

“When you look at me tonight, you still see the girl from high school who put out and eventually got caught. It’s true. I didn’t choose to be a teenage mum. But I didn’t moan about how hard it was either—most of you have had kids since then, so you know what I’m talking about.”

There was a communal muttering of agreement. Shaunna laughed.

“Yep, we’ve all been there, haven’t we? Exhausted, worried, dragging ourselves through day after day, holding our breath for the next milestone. And I bet I’m not alone in this—the first night Krissi slept through, I ran to her room in a panic, terrified what I’d find. She was wide awake and sucking her thumb, enjoying a bit of a lie-in. Thank God. Thank God.

“I’ll leave the rest to your imagination because it’s too hard to think about, and we don’t need to be sad tonight. It’s a party, a celebration. I know if Jess were here, she’d be the first on the dance floor and the last woman standing at the end of the night.”

Shaunna stopped to catch her breath, exhilarated by her achievement. Sean squeezed her hand. “Ah! We haven’t got drinks,” she whispered. Sean glanced to the closest table and spotted a couple of unused wine glasses. He quickly filled them from the water jug and returned to Shaunna’s side.

“Damn, we’re good,” she said, taking a glass from him and tapping it against his. She turned back to her classmates and their significant others and held her glass aloft. “I’d like to ask you to all raise your glasses in a toast, to Jess Lambert, and to the success of The Daisy Foundation.”

Murmurs of ‘to Jess…to The Daisy Foundation’ resounded around the room.

Shaunna waited for glasses to be sipped and for the noise to die down before she announced, “Now, let’s party!”

The music started up and people clapped and cheered. Shaunna couldn’t stop smiling. She’d done it, for Jess, for Daisy, for Jess’s mum and dad and for her friends, but she’d also done it for herself. No matter how many times she had faced down journalists, or braved the big interview earlier in the year when she’d been upfront and vocal about girls’ and women’s rights, it was facing these people, her high school classmates, that she had feared the most.

“Thank you so much.” She hugged Sean hard.

“I didn’t do a thing!”

“Oh, you did.” She’d have gushed more, but she’d spotted someone coming her way, his approach hesitant, far more nervous than she had been about speaking to a room full of people.

“Zak,” she greeted, lightly embracing him. He followed her lead, and they kissed cheeks. Shaunna leaned away from him again, taking the opportunity to look him over in close proximity. No longer the acne-plagued teenager, Zak Benson was a good-looking guy, a year older than Shaunna, yet he looked about thirty. “Life’s obviously treating you well,” she observed with a smile.

Zak attempted a carefree shrug but didn’t quite pull it off. “Thanks. You look beautiful, Shaunna.”

“Aw, thank you. Are you on your own?”

“Tonight and every night.” He glanced over to their table, where Andy was gathering drinks orders. Zak turned back to Shaunna. “I don’t have time for a relationship. The hours we work…”

“Krissi says the same. You’re still regional manager?”

“For now. Has Krissi told you what’s happening?”

Shaunna frowned. “To The Pizza Place?”

“Yeah. The parent company is being bought out, and they’re shedding some of their assets.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means unless The Pizza Place can find a UK buyer…” Zak shrugged again and shook his head.

“Ah. That doesn’t sound good.”

“Nope.” His gaze fell to her cleavage, and she cleared her throat to draw his attention back to her face. He smiled coyly.

“Great speech,” he said. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

“Yep.” As Shaunna watched him saunter away, her mind rewound twenty-five years, back to a conversation with Kris not long after she’d found out she was pregnant with Krissi.

At least I’ll get rid of my freaky stalker.

Except she hadn’t. Zak Benson had continued to follow her, being everywhere she was, at school and away from it, and in spite of her pregnancy. Aside from their friendship group, he had been the only one who came near, but he hadn’t spoken to her. He’d loitered, stared, looked shady. Once or twice, she’d wondered if he was the one from the party—Krissi’s dad—but Krissi didn’t look like him, beyond having dark hair and brown eyes. Then he’d left for university, and Shaunna had forgotten all about him.

Only when she was pregnant with the twins did Andy come clean and tell her he’d ‘paid’ Zak to keep stalking her, to make sure she wasn’t seeing anyone, he claimed. Andy had also admitted he found her irresistible when she was pregnant—he didn’t put up much of a fight when she wasn’t either. One too many jokey jabs about it making him even more of a perv than Zak, and he’d told her everything. He’d wanted to ask her out, and he’d wanted to hunt down the boy who’d got her pregnant and punish him. It still bothered him, even now they were together. They had Rosie and Sorsha, and they were happy, but Andy’s guilt reared its head from time to time. Like tonight, he was having a few drinks, but he was the one person guaranteed to be relatively sober at the end of the party because the two occasions in the past twenty-five years he’d been drunk in her company, they’d had sex and neither of them remembered it.
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