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Summers Power

Danger City, Book One

BL Jones


To everyone who took a second chance at love with the last person they expected to find it with.


Chapter One

I NEVER ASKED for this life.

In all honesty, if someone had told me when I was a child that one day I would be working as a primary school teacher, then I would have been horrified. I would have said my father—my father—wouldn’t allow that to happen.

When I was a boy, I thought my father was the strongest, bravest, most important man in the world. I don’t think that’s particularly odd within itself; many sons look to their fathers.

It was just unfortunate for me that mine was a violent criminal. Worse, he was a violent criminal who failed to be the best violent criminal in Danger City. When he tried to take down the behemoth that is the Winters family, they ground out my father’s rebellion like King Arthur and his knights ferociously beat down the Saxons.

I often used to wonder what would have been different if I’d just tried harder to fight my fate. At the time it had seemed inescapable. But now I look back on my choices and realise all the times when I could have been stronger, taken more control of my own life. I have to tell myself over and over again that I was young and scared, and I just wanted to please my father. To please him and survive him, a task many before me had failed to accomplish.

I’ve learned the hard way that people can do strange and terrible things out of desperation. I don’t believe anyone who hasn’t grown up as I did could understand what it’s like to live a life surrounded by different doors, yet still know you’ll only ever have the key to one of them.

My father trapped me with his choices, his mistakes. I felt like I couldn’t be anyone other than who he wanted me to be. Of course, now I know that wasn’t true. But hindsight is, as ever, mostly useless.

I’ve tried very hard not to trap my children in the same way. I want them to have every choice. I want them to feel free to be themselves, even if the world disagrees. I want them to fight back when someone tries to force them into a corner.

My son, Rory, started secondary school this year, and he’s made some interesting new friends. A best friend in particular who has caused me a great deal of anxiety.

When Rory asked if he could go over to his new best friend’s house after school on the last day of term before the Christmas holidays, I couldn’t think of a reason to say no. Not that I would particularly want to. But the thought of facing the father of my son’s new best mate is somewhat daunting.

When Rory first told me he’d made a friend named Elijah Winters, I was only mildly alarmed. I told myself that Danger is a large city. There could be plenty of people running around with that surname. It didn’t mean anything. Elijah could very well not be his son.

But another part of me knew. As soon as Rory said that name. Part of me knew there was no chance he could be anyone else’s son. I’d already accepted the fact, had let the sense of inevitability take over and the resignation sink in.

It made sense to me in a strange way that another one of the changes in my life had been invaded or influenced by Sam Winters.

I saw Sam at the school when I dropped Rory off last week. It was the first time I’d clapped eyes on the bastard in years.

It seemed mad to me that so much time had passed, yet I still felt a rush of defensive anger hit me when I looked at him. Sam always pissed me off simply by existing. I don’t know how he does it, and I probably never will. Being angry at Sam felt easy, like slipping on an old, well-worn coat. I was genuinely tempted to start hating him all over again, on principle.

But then I remembered I’m supposed to be an adult, and adults aren’t supposed to hate their childhood rivals.

Intellectually, I know I shouldn’t still let him get to me. I should have moved beyond the point where he was capable of it. But it would be a lie to say I felt nothing at the sight of him. Something about him just sets me on edge, and always has. I can’t explain it rationally. He affects me like no one else I’ve met in my life.

Growing up, my father worked for the Winters. Our families had been tied together for generations.

Then my father tried to take over, dragging me and my mother along with him. He started a war he was ill-equipped to finish.

The Winters family are the largest and most influential crime syndicate in Danger City, one of the most powerful in the whole of Europe. It seemed inevitable to me that they would win the war. They were just too strong. Too clever. Too bloody vicious. They are wolves, unscrupulous killers.

The Winters family holds a brutal dominance over Danger. Unlike other criminal organisations, theirs isn’t just a well-maintained business. They don’t deal, they rule.

Even standing there outside his son’s school, doing nothing at all, Sam all but vibrated with a kind of undeniable power. It was practically elemental.

Why my father ever thought he could take them on, I will never understand.

I was so lost after everything went down. My mother was dead. My father was in prison and would likely stay there for the rest of his life. I had everything taken away from me. Not just my money and my home and my dignity; they took my future.

It was decided when I was a teen that my crimes against the family showed me underserving of being part of the Winters organisation. They did the equivalent of banishing me, making sure I would never be allowed to become what I had been raised and groomed to be all my life.

I didn’t feel shame over this. I know they wanted me to. They wanted me to feel sorry. And I was sorry. I was sorry I couldn’t protect anything I cared about. I was sorry I’d hurt people under my father’s instruction in a vain attempt to keep my family alive. I was sorry my mum died, in the process laying waste to all the sacrifices and moral concessions I made to save her.

But I would never be sorry for not turning my back on my family and joining the Winters’s side. As far as I was concerned, they could all go jump off a cliff. I didn’t give a shit about what was right or wrong. I don’t think I ever really did. I don’t think I even thought about it that much back then.

It wasn’t about being a good or bad person for me. I did what I had to do to survive.

Some things simply are what they are, choices that can never be unmade. I’ve known that since I was a child, and it’s one of the few absolutes I haven’t let go of.

I was free to go after they stripped everything away. They just…told me to leave. To leave and not come back. Well, why would I? What would be the point? I was nothing and no one. They ground out my existence in their world. Threw me out into another one I had no idea how to navigate.

I was alone. Alone and scared and so bloody tired. I thought about curling up in a corner somewhere and just waiting to die. But I’d survived the war and the police and the wrath of the Winters family.

Giving up after all that felt like a waste.

So, I kept moving. I lived on the streets of Danger for a few weeks, unable to quite bring myself to abandon the city that had always been my home. Living on the streets had been…sobering. More so than the war had been. You truly cannot know how cruel life can be until you have no family, no money, and no purpose.

I was saved when I got hit by a car, of all things. I know that doesn’t sound like it could save a person. But being hit by that car saved me. Or, more accurately, the two people inside that car saved me.

Penny and Natalie Starr, a mother and daughter, were on their way home when they collided with me.

It was nine o’clock at night during mid-winter and I was wearing all black. Do the maths on that one.

They only caught the edge of my hip with their bumper, so it wasn’t like I was going to die. I just flipped over and smacked my head on the pavement. No broken bones or internal bleeding. Just a potentially massive headache and possible concussion.

I remember the first time I saw her. Natalie, I mean. She was the daughter. Natalie Starr was twenty years old, short, with a mess of wild black hair, hazel eyes, a button nose, and lips that always seemed to be smiling even when she was unhappy. That hair of hers threw me off at first. It reminded me too much of someone else. I thought for a second I was having a nightmare. Only a handful of my nightmares ever included Sam Winters, but the few that did were always the most vivid. It was like even an imaginary version of Sam had to be something bloody special. I’m still a bit irrationally annoyed about that, to be honest.

Sometimes I imagine telling Sam about it. About how I would wake up from nightmares about him and be pissed off that he dared feel more real than anyone else in my subconscious. I wonder what Sam’s response would be. Probably nothing polite or dignified. I’m not sure Sam knows how to be either. I would tell him about my nightmares, and he would say something very tactless and Sam-ish. For some reason, it amuses me to think of that scenario.

After a bit of blinking like a twit, I realised quite suddenly that the girl was nothing like Sam. She didn’t look like a giant prat for a start. Natalie Starr didn’t look like a prat at all. She looked kind. I found out later on that she was kind. And so was her mother.

Penny and Natalie Starr took me home with them. They lived above a café. Their café. The Starr Café. It was a business Penny had built herself, with the help of her daughter.

I was the first man in their lives since Natalie’s father left.

Penny let me sleep in their spare room, and when I tried to leave in the morning, she forced me to sit at her table and eat breakfast. I was almost sick after a few bites of scrambled egg. It’d been a while since I’d eaten anything of real substance. Or eaten at all, in truth.

I didn’t talk that morning. I thought it better not to. I was bound to say something rude or insensitive eventually. But Penny and Natalie made it hard to stay quiet. They talked to each other like two halves of a whole. I’d never seen two people more in sync. I hadn’t even known it was possible to have such an open relationship with your parents.

I quickly learned, however, that Penny and Natalie were special. They treated me like a person. It had been a long time since anyone had done that. To them, I wasn’t a criminal, the son of a crime boss, or a traitor. To them, I was just a nineteen-year-old boy without a home.

Penny told me, over toast, that I could stay in their guest bedroom and earn my keep by working in the café. She gave me the chance to refuse, to walk out, or just say no. It was an offer, not a demand.

I didn’t leave. I slept in the guest room. I worked in the café, which was another learning curve all by itself. The barista part. Not the making tea part. I knew how to make tea. Penny may have disagreed, but that was neither here nor there.

Penny taught me how to work the till and bake cakes and use a dishwasher. She taught me how to do a lot of things.

Natalie taught me things too. Different kinds of things. Like how to talk to other humans without insulting them with every other word. She taught me when the right time was to be nice, to smile, to finally kiss someone for goodness’ sake. That last one was my favourite.

I remember our first kiss, our second kiss, then all the kisses that came after it. I remember all the times she laughed when I said something stupid, and all the times when she called me out on being a complete prick. I remember the day, four years after we met, when I asked her to marry me. I remember when she pretended to say no and gave me a heart attack, then said she was just joking and of course, she’d marry me. Because Natalie had a cruel streak in her right down to the core. I remember our wedding day when it rained and we got soaked during the vows because it was the middle of summer, for bloody hell’s sake, and we refused to leave the roofless gazebo we’d paid an arm and a leg for.

I remember going back to school when Penny told me I needed more in my life than the café. She said I needed something that was just mine, the same way Natalie had her other job as a singer at a very popular bar in town. So, I went back to school to figure out what I wanted. I got my teaching degree and eventually came to work at a primary school. For some reason, I have better social skills when dealing with children than I do with adults.

I remember the day my son was born. Penny cried. I cried. Rory cried. Natalie called us all wimps from her hospital bed. I remember my daughter being born. We named her Caitlyn, after my mother, but from day one she’s been “Cat” to us. I remember Rory and Cat’s first words, first steps, first days at primary school. I remember reading them bedtime stories, giving them timeouts, or at least trying to, baking them cakes on their birthday, and teaching them how to be people in the world.

I remember all the times Natalie and I fought and bickered and screamed at each other. I remember every time we made up and promised to love each other better. It wasn’t easy, it was fucking hard most days, but it was worth it. I never doubted that for a single second.

I remember all the Christmases and birthdays and lazy Sundays with my family. I had a family. A family I’d found and created for myself. A family I would get to keep for the rest of my life. Except that wasn’t true at all.

Because I also remember the day when the police knocked on my door and told me my wife had died in a car accident.

We’d come full circle.

One car accident to save my life, another one to destroy it.

But my life wasn’t destroyed entirely, because I had Rory and Cat and Penny and The Starr Café and my job at the school. I still had too much to lose. I had to put Rory and Cat first.

So, I did what I always did; whatever it takes to survive.

That was five years ago now.

My wife died five years ago.

Penny worries I’m lonely. I tell her I’m not even though I think maybe I am, that I have no idea what I’m doing, or if I’ll ever be able to love someone who isn’t Natalie.


Chapter Two

When Sam drops Rory off home, Penny is upstairs getting Cat ready for bed and I’m closing up the café.

He knocks on the door and waits for me to go let him in. Our eyes catch through the glass and I’m almost surprised to feel very little animosity coming from him. I was worried having to properly interact with Sam would make it impossible for us to ignore the toxic and volatile nature of our past relationship, but it seems time has done its job in dulling the mutual hatred we once felt for each other.

His eyes aren’t any less intense than they were when he was a teenager. They’re a very pale grey, although sometimes I could swear Sam’s take on a metallic hue, closer to moonlight than the overcast sky colour shared by the rest of his family. He still looks like he’s ready to fight off any number of rival gang members trying to make a name for themselves by going after a Winters heir.

I can appreciate the feeling, as even now I’m plagued by my distorted memories of the war, which occasionally still lead to panic attacks and restless nights spent fending off nightmares. If I’m being honest, it’s gotten worse in the last five years since Natalie died. Grief compounding on top of grief, I suppose.

When I open the door, Rory runs in past Sam and almost barrels right into me. I catch hold of his arm and pull him into a sideways hug, which he readily accepts. Once we draw back Rory grins up at me and I’m struck for about the millionth time by just how much he looks like me. I know some children don’t resemble their biological parents, but mine do.

My son has the same sharp features and dark-red hair as me, his having grown long enough now to be tied back with what he refers to as his “lucky” purple scrunchie, and I think he’s going to smash past six feet at some point just like I did. He has his mother’s kind hazel eyes though. I find it hard to look at him sometimes, which makes me feel like a monster.

Really, it’s Cat who should remind me of Natalie. She’s small for her age with beautiful dark hair and bow-shaped lips set in a constant pout. Penny is always going on about how similar Natalie looked at her age. Except Cat inherited my rare, amber-coloured eyes, as if in contrast to her brother.

I’ve always thought my children were beautiful. They got the best traits of Natalie and me. But I suppose most parents must feel the same way. Penny tells me I spoil them too much, which worries me a bit. I was spoiled as a child, at least in terms of material things, and I don’t want to do the same with Rory and Cat. Although sometimes I feel like I’ve already failed them. Their mother is gone. I can’t fill the place she left behind no matter how hard I try.

Rory pulls his arm free of my hand and darts around me, already chattering away at a rate of knots.

“Dad, can I have a cake? A chocolate one? Have you baked any muffins? Can I have one if you did?”

I run a tired hand through my hair and sigh. It’s been a long day. But at least I’m off from work for the next few weeks for the Christmas holidays. That’s one more good thing about being a teacher.

My hair probably looks a right state by now. I’ve been running my hands through it all day, getting stressed out by all kinds of rubbish. Not that I care much if my hair looks crap. I haven’t cared about shit like that in years. Having children will do that to you.

“Go upstairs and get ready for bed without a fuss and maybe your grandma will let you have one of her muffins.” I give my son a stern look. “And hey, no teasing your sister for her new haircut, all right?”

Cat nicked Penny’s scissors from the kitchen and tried to give herself what she called “bangs”, to match a hairstyle she’d found on Pinterest. It turned out about as terrible as you can imagine. Penny attempted to tidy it up and it looks better than it did, but I know my son. Rory won’t hesitate to mock her. Little shit is merciless when he wants to be. Cat too, and in truth she’s worse.

Rory makes a face but nods in reluctant agreement. Cat and Rory can be so sweet with each other sometimes, then in other moments, they behave more like arch enemies.

Rory makes to run off, but I stop him by saying, “Oi, Road Runner, say thank you and goodbye to Mr Winters.” I stumble on the word “Mr” and I’m almost positive Sam catches it if the small smirk twisting his lips is anything to go by. “And take Balt upstairs with you.”

Sam has stepped inside at this point and closed the front door behind him. He’s dragged in Rory’s backpack and the cage containing Baltazar, our pet budgie, and carefully places both on the floor.

I expected Sam to have brought his son, Elijah, but Sam appears to have come alone. Through Rory’s non-stop chatter about his new best friend, I have been informed of Sam’s situation.

Sam has three children: Elijah, Aiden, and Isabella. Aiden is the same age as Cat. Isabella is the baby at only three years old. Rory also told me Elijah’s mother died shortly after giving birth to her daughter.

When I heard that I felt, for what must have been the first time, true sympathy for Sam. I never did when we were young. I always hated him too much to feel sorry for him. But I understand now, intimately, how it feels to lose your other half. I know how it feels to be left behind, stumbling around in the pitch black and not knowing what the hell to do with yourself.

I almost wanted to contact Sam, to give him my condolences. But that would have been strange. It’s not like Sam and I are old mates. Plus, when Natalie died condolences meant shit to me. I hated them. And I hated people who thought they had a right to talk about her death like it was some tragic thing that happened to me. As if the majority of the loss was mine rather than hers and our children’s.

Sam is watching me with those moonbeam eyes of his. He’s sizing me up, which is fair. I’m doing the same to him after all.

Rory sighs like the most put-upon child in the entirety of the universe and turns to offer Sam a polite smile. “Thank you for having me over, Mr Winters.”

“It was no trouble, Rory.” Sam appears to be aiming that at both me and my son. Reassurance maybe? “You can visit any time.”

Oh fuck, imagine that. I try to picture myself picking Rory up at Sam’s house. Or even stranger, having one of Sam’s children in my home to stay the night. After all this time, the concept of Sam and me being just vaguely polite acquaintances whose children are friends is still baffling to me.

Rory grins that much wider at Sam. He opens Balt’s cage and the small blue-and-white budgie climbs slowly out to flap onto Rory’s shoulder. Without any further hesitation, Rory bolts upstairs with his avian sidekick, in search of muffins.

He took Balt to school for some kind of animal appreciation day project all the children in his class were asked to do. Rory spent ages working on his presentation, saying the best one would be chosen for an official assembly next month.

I roll my eyes and make a snorting sound, which causes Sam to look at me again. It feels odd to be the focus of Sam’s attention without the added anger and resentment that tainted our previous interactions. I realise suddenly that we haven’t said a word to each other yet. So really it could all still go downhill from here, especially without my son around as a buffer.

I move towards the counter and away from Sam, in the hopes putting some distance between us will make this easier. Or at least not as weird.

I can feel his eyes on me though. I’ve always been able to feel him like that. It used to drive me batshit when we were teenagers. This once, I want to tell him to just stop looking at me. But that would sound unnecessarily hostile, and I don’t want Sam to think I still hate him. Our sons are friends; I won’t risk that for the sake of my comfort or pride.

For Rory’s sake, instead of trying to get Sam to leave as soon as possible, I ask him, “Would you like some tea, Mr Winters?”

Sam makes a sound that is a cross between a snort and a laugh. “Come on, Max, you’re not really gonna keep calling me Mr Winters, are you? I think we’re a little past standing on ceremony with each other. You don’t have to be polite.”

He makes it sound mocking, like being dignified and civil is something embarrassing. Something meant for other types of people. Not our sort.

I turn on him then, drawing up my protective walls, just like I did back then. “Would you prefer if I was openly rude to you instead?” I snap, glaring at him. “Okay then, Sam. Would you like a bloody cup of tea, you massive prat?”

Sam surprises me by laughing. Not a short chuckle either, but a proper bout of laughter that lights up his whole face like a sparkler. Those stupid eyes of his almost glow with amusement. It makes me want to kick him in the face, the same way I did years ago.

I remember what it sounded like to crack his cheekbone with my boot, and how I felt zero regret in the action. There’s been so much violence tossed back and forth between us. A relationship built on cruel words, on split skin, and congealed blood and broken bones.

“That’s more like it,” Sam says approvingly. “And yeah, I’d like some tea, thanks.”

I already regret asking about the tea at all. But it’s too late now, so, heaving a great sigh, I go behind the counter to put the kettle on. I look up at a still-amused Sam. He’s walking around a bit, which makes me nervous.

I gesture for him to take a seat on a stool in front of the counter. “Sit down before you hurt yourself. I don’t want you tripping over your own feet and marking my nice clean floor.”

Sam does as he’s told without complaint, which is a bloody miracle within itself. As I go about making both of us a cup of tea, Sam gets himself comfortable on the stool. I watch him discreetly out of the corner of my eye.

He looks different. Older, yeah, but it’s more than that. He’s taller, for a start, and broader across the chest and shoulders. His face has changed too, like he’s fully grown into his features. He has the beginnings of dark stubble, and his jaw is more angular than it used to be, stronger, less easy to break, which I would know since I broke it once.

“You look different,” Sam comments when I bring over his cup of tea and place it in front of him. His thoughts mirror mine so accurately it makes me want to take a step away from him.

“I do?” I slip just the right amount of boredom into my tone. “Good to know you’ve been taking notes, Winters.”

Sam gives me a droll look in response to the sarcasm. “Yeah, yeah. I just meant you don’t look like the boy I knew.”

I eye him thoughtfully. “Yes, well, people tend to change a bit when they stop being children and become adults. I’ve heard it’s quite a regular occurrence among human beings. Your intelligence has clearly improved since our schooldays if you’ve noticed it as well.” I make a show out of seeming very impressed. “Has Effia finally convinced you to learn to read or something?”

Effia is another person I grew up with and hated due to her friendship with Sam. She was annoyingly clever, always managing to make me feel like an idiot whenever we crossed paths.

Sam doesn’t disappoint me with his reaction this time. “Oh, piss off!” he barks at me in obvious annoyance.

It feels good to still be able to get a rise out of Sam. Back in the day, nothing felt more important than ticking off Sam Winters as much as possible.

“So, how has life treated you since I left? Well, I’d imagine.” I think Sam knows I really mean since the war ended, because his outraged expression becomes much darker. Harder. Dangerous, even. It’s the expression of someone who actually fought in one of the bloodiest gang wars in this city’s history.

Sam looks a lot more like the man who murdered three of my father’s top lieutenants right now than the boy who I used to get into knuckle-splitting fights with behind the school bike sheds.

“My life is. Uh. Complicated,” he mutters after a long, tension-filled pause.

“Thank you for that in-depth evaluation,” I drawl with only half the spite I once might have injected into it.

Sam makes another irritated grunting noise, though he doesn’t seem angry any more. Resigned, maybe, but not angry. He picks up his drink and takes a sip.

“Good tea.” He gestures at me with the little white cup.

“I endeavour to please.”

Sam appears amused by this but doesn’t comment. He takes another few sips of tea, then asks in what sounds like genuine interest, “How about you? Rory’s a good kid. Smart. Funny. Very outgoing. Will just about fainted when he found out Eli’s new best friend was your son.”

I almost make a scathing remark about Will, yet another bane of my existence when we were growing up. He’s Sam’s other best friend and brother-in-law. But I refrain, not wanting to get into an actual fight with Sam so early on in our reacquaintance.

“My life is also…well…you know. Complicated,” I reply neutrally.

Sam hums in apparent understanding.

Did Rory tell Elijah about his mother? Would Elijah have told his father? I don’t know the answer to either of those questions, but I imagine it would be yes and yes.

“I used to dream about you,” I admit, unable to stop myself once the words crawl up my throat.

Sam locks eyes with me but he doesn’t seem particularly surprised by the admission.

“I had dreams about you too, sometimes,” he offers like we’re exchanging truths.

I wonder what kind of dreams this man would have about me. Maybe his dreams are similar to mine. Twisted memories and shadowed nightmares, conjuring up the past and using it to unceasingly torment.

There’s one nightmare I keep having recently, where we’re back in that underground fighting pit one of Sam’s many cousins ran. He might still, I don’t know.

We were sixteen and flooded with pent-up animosity, knocking ten bells out of each other almost every week, not giving a single shit about the damage we might end up doing to each other in the long term.

Sam and I fought and fought, knuckles bared and bloody, exchanging blows we were too pissed off to block properly.

Then Sam almost killed me. I goaded him one time too many about his dead parents. He hit me in the wrong place and at the wrong time and way too hard. It caused a brain haemorrhage. I was in the hospital for ages. They told me I was lucky to be alive, which I found absurdly funny at the time. All I could think about was how when we had our next fight I was going to annihilate Sam, no more holding back.

But there wasn’t a next fight, because after that Sam and I were banned from getting in the ring together.

I’ve had countless nightmares about the fighting pit, the same incident playing over and over again. Each time Sam would hit me, and I’d go down like a plastic dummy, my head exploding with sensation as my body descended into a state of paralysis. I’ll never forget the pain of it or the sense of helplessness I’d felt while lying on the ground, choking on blood and spit and bile.

I wanted to kill him when I got out of the hospital. When they told me we weren’t allowed to fight again I wanted to kill him even more. It was galling, to allow Sam the win, not just that night, but forever, because there would be no rematch, no chance to prove I could beat him.

It was the only time I’d ever seriously supported my father’s plot to take over from the Winters family because it would mean I’d have full permission to go after Sam like I wanted to.

There’d been enough hate inside me for Sam to do it, to kill the bastard with my own hands, forget a gun or a knife. Neither would have been personal enough.

Eventually the feeling passed, which I’m grateful for.

Having killed since then, I’ve learned the hard truth. There are some things you just can’t take back.

“You made your choices,” I intone, not even entirely sure what I mean by it. Sam seems to, which is just typical of him, to understand my own words better than I do myself.

His mouth presses into a thin line, expression sombre.

“And you made yours,” he replies gravely.

Yes. We both had choices to make right from the start. But, after all the things we said and did, somehow the two of us ended up in a very similar situation. Life can be awful and funny like that, sometimes in equal measure.

“I hear you’re expanding.” I clear my throat pointedly. “Bought that waterfront property, yeah? Trying to move into more legit business?”

The majority of their criminally obtained revenue comes from the distribution of huge amounts of Class A and B drugs as well as the selling of black-market weapons by the ship load.

They own countless clubs, bars, and restaurants all over Danger City, most of which will be legitimate avenues for laundering illegal cash.

From Effia’s brief mentions of Sam, I know he’s heavily involved in the Winters’s property development business. They have quite a few contracts with the city, having built the new Danger City shopping centre quite recently. Considering how much of Danger has to be rebuilt every time a supervillain vs superhero fight destroys the city, I’m sure Sam’s pulling in some big-time money for the family.

Sam arches a dark eyebrow at me, maybe surprised I know anything about Winters family business. I like to keep my ear to the ground, for the sake of self-preservation. You never know when old scores will come back to haunt you. Some people went to prison because of me, and not all of them are out yet.

“Yeah. Something like that,” he replies noncommittally, revealing nothing. He takes a breath, preparing himself. “I’ve only recently started work again. I took a step back for a while after my youngest was born.” He doesn’t mention his wife dying, although it’s obvious that’s what he really means.

Sam looks at me, a knowing glint in his eyes. So, Rory must have told Elijah about Natalie. Or maybe Rory told Sam himself while he was over at his house. I suppose I can’t be annoyed about it. Not like my wife being dead is a secret or anything.

But even so, I tense up.

“You adjusting okay?” I ask Sam, not sure of how else to phrase the question.

Sam links his fingers together on the countertop and leans forward a bit. I force myself not to take a step away and keep my arms crossed on the counter.

“Which part? My job, raising three kids as a single father, or not being a husband any more?” Sam asks.

“Considering all three are linked, take your pick,” I say, nonplussed by his directness, willing to meet it with my own.

I don’t know why Sam and I are having this conversation. It’s not like we owe each other an explanation. But I won’t pretend I’m not curious.

Sam splays his hands out on the countertop as if surrendering to a private battle previously having been waged inside him. If that is actually the case, then I completely understand how it feels to lose an argument with yourself. You’d think that would be impossible, but no. Even when the only person you’re fighting with is you, somehow you can still lose. Don’t ask me how that works. There’s probably some kind of deep psychological term for it written down in a book somewhere.

Effia will know. Natalie definitely would have. Natalie knew all kinds of random facts about abstract things. Whenever we went on a long drive, she would spout odd information at me for no discernible reason. I miss that. I miss a million things I’ll never have again. I try to tell myself to be glad I had them at all.

But that feels like a lie. I’m still too angry to be grateful yet. And maybe five years is too long to hold on to resentment over my wife’s death, but it doesn’t feel too long. It doesn’t feel like nearly long enough.

Sam puffs out a breath and looks me in the eye again. I don’t know what his new thing with eye contact is about, but it’s getting to be a bit unnerving. The last person I ever want to be seen by is Sam. He knows too much about my life without actually knowing me at all.

Truth is, I don’t know Sam either. He’s just the boy I once hated. Sam could be an entirely new man these days, and honestly, I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference due to how little I knew him when we were young.

“Work is hard. Busy. Painful, sometimes. It’s like I never left,” Sam says, without inflection. His eyes seem to become brighter when he continues, “I love my children. They’re more important to me than anything else. But trying to be everything they need sometimes feels impossible.”

“It is impossible,” I tell him because it’s the one thing I can offer to this conversation that I know for a fact is true. I can’t tell him it will get better with time, because grief doesn’t give a shit about time. “But you can try. You can try and try and keep on trying until the day you die, and then maybe your children will never know all of the things that were taken from them. You’ll know. You’ll always know. But our job is to make sure our children don’t suffer for it.”

I’ve got Sam’s attention again, and he’s watching me like he thinks I might know what I’m talking about.

I can’t not laugh.

Now Sam’s looking at me like I’ve lost it.

“Why are you laughing?” he asks, clearly bewildered.

Through my laughter, I manage to get out, “Your face! God, I never thought there would come a day when we’d agree on anything.”

Even if the thing we’re agreeing on is the state of our grief, it’s still a bit ridiculous.

Sam snorts, half in amusement, half something else. Something more angry and bitter than is probably warranted. “It’s not like we ever used to sit around debating things.”

True. Sam would have been hard-pressed to agree with me while I was punching him in the mouth or wielding my tongue like a particularly sharp blade.

“I don’t suppose we can call what we used to do ‘debating’,” I muse.

“More like throwing insults and knocking seven bells out of each other every chance we got,” Sam says.

I tap two fingers on the countertop. “Ah, yes, well, one does not debate with those of lesser intelligence, lest they degrade themselves by allowing their opinion the pretence of equal value.”

For once in all the time we’ve known each other, Sam manages to pick up on the sarcastic edge to my tone. It’s another one of those Christmas miracles. Either that or he really has gained some new brain cells in the last decade.

Sam cracks another smile, his voice holding an air of teasing when he says, “Oh, is that another one of your fake rules for gits and ponces? No debating with the rabble?”

“Sam, are you taking the piss out of the Snobs’ code of honour?” I say as pompously as I can while turning my nose up at him in mock derision.

Sam makes one of those half-choked sounds of suppressed laughter. “Max, come on, would I ever do that? You know I have nothing but respect for the Elitist Snob Society.”

I let a slow smirk spread across my lips. “I think you’ll find it’s the Elitist Snobby-Git Society of Pretention and Classism, Winters. And you would know that if you were raised properly.”

Something dark passes over Sam’s face then, like I’ve accidentally struck a nerve. It feels a bit strange to have not done it intentionally. Even stranger to feel like I should apologise for it.

“Look, Sam—” I let out a deep sigh, all traces of humour disappearing as if they’d never been there. “I didn’t mean… I wasn’t trying to insult you or the way you were raised.”

Sam studies me with an almost invasive intensity. His stare is piercing. I want to recoil from the look on his face. With a steady, powerful gaze like that he probably inspires the right amount of fear in his people, as well as his enemies.

I try to imagine it. Being on the opposing side to Sam, now, the man who defeated my father and took Danger City back with frightening ease and ferocity. It’s bizarre enough to be comical. Or terrifyingly idiotic. How arrogant would anyone need to be to think they could win out against the man who was born to be the gangland king?

“Did you just sort of pre-emptively apologise to me?” Sam asks.

I can’t get a read on his tone. He sounds…I don’t know. Curious?

“No.” I snort as if the idea is absurd. “Of course not. I just wanted to make sure you wouldn’t get the wrong idea and have one of your fury fits.”

Sam cocks a dark eyebrow at me. “Fury fits?”

I wave a hand in his direction and explain impatiently, “You know. That thing you do when you get really angry and blow up like the end of an ignited fuse.”

“I do not have fury fits,” Sam objects with a feckless amount of indignation.

“Yes, you ruddy well do. I was on the receiving end of quite a few of them. You have anger problems, Sam. Or at least, you did.”

I think he probably still has anger issues. People don’t change that much. Even if Sam is calmer now, I bet he still flies off the handle spectacularly if you push him past a certain point. Funnily enough, Sam’s temper was the one thing I always liked about him. After all, it’s no fun messing with someone who doesn’t react in a satisfactory manner.

“Are you trying to start a fight with me?” he growls, already getting that ready-to-rumble look in his eyes. His hand even twitches like he wants to hit me and make things interesting.

A large part of me wants to rise to the bait. Sharing digs with Sam is and has always been somewhat exhilarating. Mostly because no matter what, Sam never backs down. He’s like a stubborn bull who will not be moved by man nor beast nor common sense.

It must be exhausting to be him. I know it’s exhausting to be me. My stubbornness is just as much a problem, if slightly less reckless.

“Good job proving me wrong,” I say dryly. “It is clear to me now you have your anger completely under control.”

“Do you always have to be such a prick?” Sam grits out with barely concealed hostility.

“Do you always have to make out like I’m the one with the problem?” I fire right back.

“You are the one with the problem. You’re the one who started this,” Sam practically snarls, mood already descending into chaos, his hand curling into a fist on the countertop. I don’t think he’d hit me, not these days, but the threat is still there, so I react to it.

“Oh, wow, you started it? Fucking bullet-proof argument as always, Winters. Please, have mercy, my feeble mind cannot take the mastery of your sound logic and reasoning skills. Are you going to kick me in the shins, next?”

I’m reminded vividly of students who come running in during breaktime to cry about someone being mean to them. Then I have to go and have a talk with a six-year-old about how it’s wrong to hurt or bully a person just because you don’t like them. I still haven’t quite let go of the irony of it being part of my job to explain things like that.

“If I thought it would get you to shut up for once, I might.” Sam barks, which is so ridiculously stupid it surprises a laugh out of me.

Sam seems to realise how ridiculous it is a second after I do, then we’re both laughing. It’s not even funny. Except it is. It’s painful too. It’s funny and painful, in a way I don’t think anyone apart from me and Sam could understand.

When we’ve finally calmed down enough to speak, Sam breaks the tension. “Effia mentioned you the other day.”

The world slows down around me.

“She did?” I ask tightly, unable to hide the irritation in my voice.

“Don’t start.” Sam raises a placating hand. “She didn’t tell me anything about, well, anything. She just said that she’d been speaking to you. That’s all.”

Effia became a teacher, and by whatever chance, she ended up with a job at the same primary school as me.

We were awkwardly introduced by the headmaster and pretended we’d never met before, which in some ways is true. Effia and I didn’t know each other, not really. We certainly didn’t know the adults we’d become.

At the time I thought if Effia was determined to be civil and formal about it all, then I could accommodate her.

I’d convinced myself during the school day that we would be able to be politely distant at work and otherwise never interact. Effia had other ideas, never one to be easily cowed. That very same day she came knocking on my classroom door after school had let out. She looked only slightly less uncomfortable than I felt. I invited her in, reluctantly.

It was very awkward at first, but over time we built what could pass for a work friendship. Still somewhat formal, but no longer unbearably strained.

That changed again when Effia and I stayed late at school for a key stage one teacher meeting. I asked her to come over for dinner afterwards and she agreed with surprising ease.

She met my family and watched in what could only be described as rapt fascination as we interacted with one another. I imagine it must have been quite a shock to see me in such a domestic setting. She didn’t comment on it, although I could tell she was dying to ask questions.

No, the real inquisition didn’t come about until the second time she visited me. Although to be fair, that second time was more casually social, so I suppose that made the difference.

Sometimes I can’t believe I’ve befriended Effia. Mostly, I can’t believe she wants to be mates with me, after everything.

She gets along very well with Cat, the two of them sharing similar dispositions, and it’s nice for my daughter to have another adult woman in her life other than Penny who she can turn to. I’m extremely grateful for it. For Effia’s friendship in general, really.

As sad as it probably sounds, Effia is the first real friend I’ve made since my wife died. After Natalie’s death, I couldn’t find it in myself to want to be social with anyone.

Not that I was much of a social butterfly before, but still. There’s introverted and then there’s isolated. It’s not the same.

Effia and I don’t talk about Sam. We very purposefully skirt the topic whenever possible. She would tell me things about her life, and of course, she would mention Sam because he’s still her very close friend, but we never openly discuss him.

I imagine Effia affords me the same respect the other way around. Even though I believe that, it still feels a bit odd to think of Effia mentioning me to him at all.

“All right,” I concede, letting it go for now. “How is she?”

“I think you’d know better than me to be honest.” Sam sighs. “She’s been spending more time with you than me lately. Since I started back at work. We’ve both been busy.”

“Isn’t Will staying with you?” I ask, remembering a conversation Effia and I had only last week.

Sam grimaces a bit, then flashes me a wan smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “And there’s also that.”

I only know what Effia has told me, so it’s not like I have the full picture. But from Effia’s perspective, she and Will got married in their early twenties and everything was going well between them until they started trying to have children. After a few years of no success, they realised there might be a medical problem.

Effia and Will went to get themselves checked out. The doctors informed Effia there was a very low chance she would ever be able to conceive. Effia told me how devastated she was. But not, apparently, as devastated as Will. They looked into adoption and other such methods, but she said her marriage slowly fell apart and unravelled anyway.

Sometimes that happens. Marriage isn’t the be-all and end-all of a relationship. There were plenty of times when I worried that Natalie and I would one day decide we had more problems than happiness in our marriage. I had hope though, and I’d been willing to fight for what we had, no matter what else happened. If she’d lived, I would have kept on fighting for Natalie until the day I died.

Effia and Will divorced three years ago. About a year after their divorce Will got his girlfriend—another woman I knew growing up called Charlotte—pregnant. They have twins.

Will and Charlotte are getting married on Christmas Eve and Will is staying with Sam in the week before the wedding.

I now know far more about Will’s life than I ever wanted to. But Effia is my friend, and she’s listened to me moan on and on about plenty of my own crap, so fair’s fair.

“Do you support one above the other?” I ask Sam, finding myself genuinely interested.

Sam frowns in contemplation for a handful of seconds. “I never took sides, if that’s what you mean,” he replies steadily. “They’re my oldest friends, but what happened between them was—is—their business.”

True enough.

“Well, I’m biased—” I start, but Sam interrupts with a wry scoff.

“What? You? Max Summers. Biased? I don’t believe it.” Sarcasm practically drips from his mouth.

“Don’t try and be clever,” I admonish him scornfully. “It doesn’t suit you. Stick with what you know.”

Sam gives me an arch look. “And what do I know?”

“Blundering in headfirst without any sense of self-preservation at all,” I reply without pause.

I expect Sam to get on his pissy bus again, but it seems he really has calmed down some. Either that or he’s finally lost it. His laugh is self-deprecating. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

I huff out a breath. “Stop agreeing with me. It’s creepy and wrong.”

“Your face is creepy and wrong,” Sam quips, still appearing far too amused for his own good.

“Oh, and here he is, Sam Winters”—I gesture at him with both hands—“master of insults. I bow down in the face of your rapier wit.”

Sam, the prat, just smirks at me, pleased with himself. He opens his mouth to speak, probably to say something that will make me want to poke him in the eye, but just then Penny comes crashing through the back door which leads to our flat. She’s already shouting at me before she even clocks Sam.

“Rory, I swear, if that bloody budgie poos on another one of my cushions, I will strip him of his feathers and use them for stuffing a new one!”

Penny comes striding over to me, dish towel in hand, and whacks me over the head with her weapon of choice. She turns her attention to Sam then and narrows her eyes suspiciously at him.

“Oo-er, who’s this then? He’s not another one of your old friends, is he?”

I feel a pin drop of satisfaction when Sam’s eyes widen comically in reaction to Penny. She is quite a force of nature, very fierce. I was afraid of her a bit when I first moved in here. Well, to be honest, I’m still a bit afraid of her now. It’s just common sense. Not that Sam would know anything about that.

Sam holds out his hand, presumably to shake Penny’s. “I’m Sam, Elijah’s dad. I was just dropping off Rory.”

Penny eyes Sam like he’s a potential miscreant, which is fun for me. She looks pointedly at the half-drunk cups of tea in front of us then up at me. I see a question on her face that I’m not sure how to answer.

“Yeah, I knew him when we were kids. We grew up together.”

That’s true, but to call us “old friends” would be entirely inaccurate. Fucking laughable.

Penny waves a hand in a broad, dismissive gesture and returns her gaze to Sam. She regards him with mild interest. I’m immediately concerned. I do not want Penny to take any kind of interest in Sam. He’s already invaded enough of my life as it is. It’s bad enough that one of his best mates declared herself my new BFF. For reasons.

Although I suppose it’s not fair to tar Effia with the same brush as I do Sam. She’s not his sidekick anymore. If anything, by all rights, Sam should have been Effia’s sidekick for all those years. God knows he wouldn’t have survived to adulthood without her.

“Isn’t this the one who said he’d never be friends with a posh ginger twat when you first met?” Penny asks me without looking away from Sam.

Sam darts an incredulous scowl at me. “Bloody hell, Max, are you seriously still telling people about that?”

I sniff at him and cross my arms over my chest defensively, unable to help myself from snapping back, “Yes. I use it as an example to my children and my students about blatant and uncalled-for rudeness.”

“All those years of experience and that’s the example of rudeness you go for?” Sam asks sardonically.

“No. Not always. Sometimes I tell them about the time when you tried to kill me.” This is a lie, but that’s not the point.

Sam becomes immediately irate, much to my secret delight. “That wasn’t me being rude, you tosser, that was me defending myself.”

“It was you being a giant prat, as per usual.”

“Only because you were being weird.”

“You were the one stalking me!”

“Yeah.” Sam is not apologetic in the slightest. “To find out what you were up to.”

“Your detective skills were clearly top-notch. Only took you a whole bloody year to figure out that I was up to something and that you should just off me for the sake of it.” I also know this is complete bollocks. Whatever else I might think about him, I don’t believe Sam would kill someone just because he felt like it.

Sam gives me one of his ten intimidating glares. I’d be afraid of that look on his face if I wasn’t so used to seeing it directed at me from our teenage years. I glare back at him with equal vehemence. I also add a bit of disdain to my expression. For old times’ sake.

Mostly.

Penny clears her throat at a comical volume.

I force myself to look away from Sam. He shows no such restraint. I can still feel those twin pits of molten silver boring into me.

“Speaking of rudeness,” Penny says, directing a stern glower at me, “are you planning on introducing me properly any time soon?”

“Sam,” I say, gesturing between them, “this is Penny, my mother-in-law and current light of my life.”

Penny whacks me again with her dishtowel of doom. I don’t bother flinching away from her. A dishtowel blow to the head isn’t so bad, all things considered.

Sam looks both surprised and pleased at the sight of me getting hit with a dishtowel. Penny, of course, notices this and reaches over the counter to whack him over the head. Sam sucks in a sharp breath and ducks.

Penny pokes me on the arm. Viciously. “Right, you, stop pouting.” Then she whips around and points at Sam. “And you, stop antagonising him.” She huffs at both of us, “You’re thirty-five years old, the pair of you. Act like it.”

“Sorry,” Sam mumbles like he really is a naughty schoolboy. He looks abashed and his cheeks are pink with embarrassment. Good.

I pretend to nod apologetically, but as soon as Penny looks the other way, I shoot a triumphant look at Sam. In return, Sam discreetly flips me off. Bloody tosser. So fucking immature.

I flip him off with both hands.

“I saw that, boys,” Penny admonishes us as she takes our now cold cups of tea away from us. She ambles over to the sink to wash them up.

“Sorry, Penny,” Sam and I say in unison.

Sam’s eyes lock on to mine again, and we engage in yet another bizarre staring contest. It’s those eyes of his. So intense and alive, speaking to the wildness that lies behind the refined veneer he presents to the wider world. Sam has always been so alive. Impossibly so, given all the things he’s been through. No one should have the right to be as naturally magnetic as Sam is. He draws people simultaneously like a light in the dark and a siren song calling out across the waves. A promise of both hope and danger.
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