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Three brothers: doting dads, dealing with the
everyday challenges of fatherhood.

Following the imprisonment of his
ex-girlfriend, Mike Jeffries has one priority: his six-month-old
daughter, Bethan. Between caring for her and being a self-employed
painter and decorator, he’s already got enough on his plate,
without his sisters-in-law insisting he’s ready to date again. Now
Bethan’s grandmother intends to fight him for custody, and Mike’s
not sure he can rise to it.

Always up for an adventure, Andy Jeffries
has finally found the perfect challenge: keeping the woman he loves
satisfied and raising their twin daughters, Rosie and Sorsha. The
problem is everyone else thinks he needs more, and dealing with his
brothers’ trials and tribulations means he’s getting it, whether he
wants it or not.

Dan Jeffries is about to become a father for
the second time, and he’s terrified, not that he’s the kind of man
to admit it. But after the premature birth of his daughter, Shu,
he’s taking no chances until his son is safely delivered into this
world, which means putting a hold on his hunt for the perfect
family home. However, the house he wants comes with a very big
price tag, and not of the monetary kind.

***

Those Jeffries
Boys is a novel-length character special. Part of
Hiding Behind The Couch series. This story follows chronologically
from Two By Two (Season Six) and
continues in Reunions (Season
Seven).

***

WARNING: this story contains intimate
(moderately explicit) scenes between consenting opposite sex (F/M)
adults.
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For Andrea…

 


This is but a token of my
appreciation for all that you are,

and all that you do for me.

 


(A ludicrously) Belated Happy
Birthday, mate. Love ya.

(Think we can skip the hearts
and flowers, though.)

 


Deb x
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 1: Double
Hit

Tuesday, 25th September

“Night, night, baby girl.” Mike
Jeffries blew a kiss to his daughter, gave the dimmer a half turn,
and backed out of the tiny space that served as their bedroom.
Bethan had only recently started sleeping through the night, and
Mike was grateful for the brief few hours’ reprieve from six months
of sheer exhaustion, although with it came a new set of worries,
about whether she had rolled over and suffocated, or wriggled down
past the cot bumper and knocked herself unconscious on the hard
wooden bars of her cot, or…

He imagined too many awful
things, and his brothers, sisters-in-law, mum, dad—even his mum’s
husband—all said exactly the same. He was worrying over nothing,
but it was perfectly natural. These were the wonders of parenthood,
of which he was effectively taking a double hit. Being a single
parent was the toughest challenge he had ever faced, and it was
unending. Yet for the first time in his life, he knew he would
never stop trying to get it right; he would never give up.

Bethan was his reason for
getting out of bed every morning, his motivation for long hours of
hard slog. Just one glimpse of her smile could take away the aches
and pains of the day, and her giggles made his heart swell with
love. Through teething, terrible colds and poorly tummies, he had
matched her tear for tear, powerless to ease her suffering. And if
someone had made the offer—your life for her well-being—he would
have taken it without a second thought. She was his everything.

But for all of this, Mike
looked forward to the hour or so he got to himself after Bethan had
gone to sleep. As usual, he made a coffee and lay full stretch on
the sofa, listening with eyes closed to the TV’s murmur, the
heater’s hum. In a minute, he’d get his phone and see what was
happening online—it was still early evening, so there should be a
few people around. He’d never been the sociable type—thinking back,
there was no-one from his past he would even have called a friend.
Drinking buddies, teammates, people he worked with—he’d always had
plenty of company if he’d wanted it, and he had wanted
it.

Now, he didn’t know what he
wanted. As a painter and decorator, he spent most days working on
his own. Sometimes, on the bigger jobs, he’d be part of a crew, but
the mainstay of his work came from private houses, where the
occupants left him to get on with the job unhindered, give or take
a household pet or two. It was tough going—long hours and lots of
physical exertion—but he was good at it, and if nothing else, it
kept him fit, which was as well. He hardly got out for a run these
days, and his daily trips to the gym were a thing of the distant
past. His mum said he was welcome to use the gym in the house
anytime—she’d even come and sit with Bethan—but Mike had imposed
enough.

Bethan was three days old when
Rachel walked out on them, and Mike had panicked. He could barely
look after himself, never mind a newborn baby. He’d focused on what
he could do—get them both away from the flat, to somewhere safe—but
he’d caused so much trouble that Len—his mum’s fourth husband—had
threatened to do him over if he came anywhere near them again. In
desperation, he’d turned up on his brother’s doorstep—not Dan’s,
but Andy’s. He’d begged for asylum, and Andy had granted it without
question.

Even now, Mike was amazed—and
profoundly grateful—that Andy had taken them in. They’d never got
on. Back when they were kids, their mum used to say ‘two’s company,
three’s a crowd’ to explain why one of them was always left out,
and the one that was left out was usually Mike. But then, there was
only a year between Andy and Dan; they were more than brothers,
they were friends, whereas Mike was just the loser who couldn’t
keep a job or a relationship. He might’ve been the eldest, but it
didn’t guarantee their respect, because respect was earned. He knew
that now. And he’d done nothing to earn theirs.

When Mike had first met Rachel,
he was newly divorced, and he was man enough to hold his hands up
and admit it was his fault the marriage had failed. Anne had put up
with a lot of crap over the years, of him flitting from job to job,
the drinking, the mood swings—he’d done everything he could to
annihilate their marriage, although not intentionally. He’d been an
idiot, too caught up in feeling sorry for himself to care about the
damage he was doing to other people—his mum and brothers
included.

He was disgusted and
remorseful, and Anne was still too angry to accept his apologies.
He didn’t blame her. She’d wasted seventeen years of her life
trying to make their marriage work, and she was doing great without
him. After she’d kicked him out, she’d sold the house and moved
down south—new town, new job… Without him dragging her down, she
was happy and successful. She deserved it. She was getting a second
chance while she was still young enough to make the most of it.

Mike realised he had also been
given a second chance. If Bethan hadn’t come into his life, he’d
still have been making those same mistakes. He was a long way from
finding happiness, or success—forty-four, single and living in his
mum’s converted summerhouse—but he was finally on the right track,
and he was determined to give Bethan the best start he could. In
the new year, he was going to find them a house, where she would
have her own room with the most beautiful wallpaper he could find,
a soft, thick carpet, and more toys than she knew what to do
with.

Whatever Bethan wanted—a bike,
her own playground in the garden, anything—he would provide. He had
to get it right, make sure she knew how much he loved her, how much
he’d wanted her, that she wasn’t a mistake. Because one day, she’d
want to know about her mum, and he was dreading telling her.

Some mummies find it very hard
to look after their babies…

Sometimes having a baby makes
the mummy sick…

Your mother is serving a life
sentence for murder.

He didn’t want to think
about it. He picked up his phone, unlocked it, wasted five minutes
waiting for his newsfeed to load, and decided he didn’t want to be
sociable, either. Instead, he drank his coffee and switched the TV
over to the football, although he saw five minutes of the game at
most before his thoughts drifted back to Rachel. He didn’t love
her. He’d never loved her. He’d tried to do the right thing, to
stand by her. Preventing Bethan’s conception had been his
responsibility as much as Rachel’s, and the truth was he couldn’t
remember if they’d used a condom. There was too much crap in the
way, and he couldn’t think clearly. It made him frustrated and
angry and reminded him of how utterly powerless he had been, how
powerless he was…

 


He awoke in the middle of the
night, got his duvet from his bed, and slept on the couch.

When his phone alarm sounded at
six-thirty, Bethan was already awake and chattering to herself.
Mike listened and smiled. She was such a happy baby, hardly any
bother, really, even if she didn’t sleep as much as he would have
liked. Wrapping the duvet around him, he went to the bedroom and
watched his daughter, sitting in the centre of her cot, the
telltale dark patches around her middle a good indication of
another nappy failure.

“Come on, monster. Let’s have a
shower.” He dumped the duvet and lifted Bethan out, dangling her at
arm’s length and breathing through his mouth as he set the shower
running and put her down on the bathmat.

“Ready?” he said. She giggled
as he grabbed the top of her Babygro and tugged. The press-studs
popped one after the other in rapid succession, like popcorn in a
pan. “Ew. Stinky.” With a wad of toilet paper at the ready, Mike
removed the full, wet nappy and as much of the poo from her skin as
he could. He quickly undressed, scooped up his daughter, and
stepped under the shower with her. There wasn’t time in the
mornings to wash and feed her and then wash and feed himself, and
she loved the shower. She tilted her little head back and
half-closed her eyes, shaky gasps of excitement escaping her as the
water sprayed over her face, making her skin sparkle under the
bathroom light.

One-handed, Mike squeezed
shower gel onto the sponge—he was used to smelling like InfaCare
these days—gave Bethan a good clean and then himself. He squirted a
tiny blob of shampoo onto his palm and another onto his head,
knowing she would copy his actions as he washed her hair. Rachel
was blonde and fair skinned, but Bethan’s complexion was dark, with
thick deep-brown wavy hair—‘the Jeffries genes’, as their family
called them, even though it came from their mum’s side, not their
dad’s.

Bethan cooed and giggled as
Mike screwed up his eyes against the sting-free shampoo. He had
suds dripping off his nose and into his mouth, and he stuck his
head right under the water to rinse off, shaking like a wet dog
before repeating the rinse-off process more gently with his
daughter.

Back to the bedroom to
dry off and dust with talc, a moment of panic flashed through
Mike’s mind, as it did every morning. I have no bloody idea what I’m doing!
Six months of muddling through, learning new
skills that were nothing like he’d ever done before—fastening
nappies, picking tiny pink outfits, getting little woolly tights
the right way around. What had his life become, that one of his
greatest delights was no longer having to sterilise bottles, teats,
bowls and spoons?

He set Bethan down in the
middle of the bed while he dressed, gave her hair a quick blow with
the hairdryer on a cool setting, and then it was onwards to the
kitchen.

“Meeeeaaaaaawwwww…” He zoomed
her, Supergirl style, across their small open-plan room to her high
chair. He settled her in it and got the kettle on.

“Weetabix?” he asked, even
though any suggestion would have resulted in the same response of
‘Esss!’ He put a jug of milk in the microwave to warm, two slices
of bread in the toaster, prepared a feeder cup of no-added-sugar
strawberry squash, stuck a teabag in a mug, added the milk to the
Weetabix in the sucker-bottomed bowl, found a spoon, filled his
cup…

The toast popped as he stuck
the bowl to the high-chair tray. He congratulated himself on his
expert multitasking, handed Bethan her spoon and set about
buttering his toast.

“Mmmm,” Bethan said.

“Is that yummy?” he asked,
glancing her way. “Ah, crap.” He started to laugh, because if he
didn’t…well, he tried only to laugh these days. It had taken less
than ten seconds and one spoonful of breakfast cereal—specifically,
the one cereal he could have used to affix dado rails and
cornices—to ruin a clean outfit in the absence of a bib. Still, if
he’d been rating his performance out of ten, it would have been
around an eight. The dress would wash, as would his daughter, who
by this point was almost entirely covered in Weetabix.

“I’ll help you,” he said,
taking a bite of toast and advancing on Bethan, who shook her head
rapidly. “Come on, sweetheart. Nana’s waiting.”

“Nnnn.”

“Yep. Daddy’s gotta go
work.”

“Mm…mm…mm…mah!”

A few seconds of trying to
wrestle the spoon from Bethan’s clutches and Mike gave up and got a
second spoon. Another bite of toast, another spoonful of Weetabix
down the hatch. If he hadn’t forgotten the bib, they’d have been
done in record time, but there was always something. When Bethan
was done eating, he gave her the cup of juice. She couldn’t make
any more mess, and it might loosen up some of the dried-on cereal.
He left her with her drink while he went to find her a clean dress
and returned with a little peach skirt and cream jumper—

He stopped in the middle
of the room, breathing out heavily through his nose.
Count to ten…one, two,
three…

“How, madam, did you get that
lid off?”

She gave him a grin, showing
off her two new front teeth through the dribbly waterfall of
strawberry squash dripping from her hair and running all down her
face. It would have to be a baby-wipe cleanup; time was running
out. He quickly whipped the dress off, using it to soak up as much
of the juice as possible, gave Bethan’s face a good polish with a
handful of baby wipes, put on her clean clothes, scooped her out of
the chair, downed as much of his tea as he could in one gulp,
grabbed the remaining piece of now cold toast and his keys, and set
off across the garden to the house.

It was a drizzly morning, still
a little dark, making the not-so-distant glow of the kitchen lights
warm and welcoming. His mum would have been up an hour already,
making breakfast for Len and taking a quick early morning swim
ahead of a day of minding whichever grandchildren came her way.
Mike entered through the conservatory doors, inhaling the familiar
chlorine-humid air as he walked along the edge of the pool.

“Morning,” he called, stepping
into the big airy kitchen, where his mum was sitting at the table,
reading a magazine and drinking coffee.

“Morning, love. Is it
raining?”

“A bit,” Mike confirmed and
pointed at Bethan. “This one’s wet because she just tipped her
juice over her head.”

“Ah.” His mum chuckled and
rolled her eyes. “I don’t know about you, missus.” She took her
granddaughter and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Mmm. You taste
lovely.” Bethan cooed in response. “Busy day?” she asked Mike.

“I’ve got to finish off one job
and price up another. Should be done mid-afternoon. Is that all
right?”

“I’m not going anywhere until
five.”

“I’ll definitely be back by
then. See you later.”

With a kiss for Bethan and
another for his mum, Mike went out to his van, checked everything
he needed was in the back, and set off down the long gravel
driveway. He stopped to open the gates; the postman arrived as he
drove through them.

“Morning,” Mike greeted as he
moved to get out of the van to shut the gates again. The postie was
in his usual attire of shorts and a short-sleeved shirt; he’d no
doubt still be dressed like that come January.

“Morning,” he said. “I’ll shut
them when I’m done.”

“Cheers, mate.” Mike closed his
van door and set off for the Hunters’ house. He’d been working on
it for the past fortnight and needed to put the finishing touches
to the hallway—a bit of architrave and a replacement skirting
board. It was a big house, not unlike his mum’s place, with high
ceilings and heavy old doors, which had been stripped back to good,
solid oak by the previous occupants, and the Hunters had asked him
to paint them in white gloss. The bare-wood trend had passed long
ago, which Mike thought was a shame, especially when the timber was
in good condition. Still, they paid him for his wallpaper-hanging
skills, not his opinion.

Pulling up outside the
Hunters’, he was surprised to see a car in the drive. Mrs. Hunter
had given Mike a key to the back door; she’d normally left before
he arrived and didn’t get back until around four o’clock with the
kids. Or not ‘kids’, really, seeing as the youngest was in sixth
form, and the eldest was at university, doing the modern equivalent
of Mike’s degree. Back when he was at uni, it was called
‘Computing, Information and Communication Technology’; now it was
‘Computer Systems Engineering’.

When Mike was in his twenties,
his knowledge of computers put him in hot demand. He’d entered the
work force at the beginning of the home computer boom, when the
first mass-produced PCs came onto the market. His first job had
been working for a company that installed computers in people’s
homes and offered on-the-spot training to its customers, which was
how he’d met Anne. Her dad had bought a top-of-the-range Apple
Macintosh—the sort that sold for more now than it had then, and it
had cost a pretty penny to start with. However, his
ex-father-in-law’s understanding of technology stopped at switching
the kettle on, and in all the years Mike had known Alan, he hadn’t
got much beyond that.

While the rest of Mike’s
colleagues had kept their skills up to date, he hadn’t. He had no
excuses. He was just a lazy git who worked as little as possible.
It wasn’t long after he and Anne married that she had set her first
ultimatum, and it was a fair one. They’d bought a house, and they
had bills to pay. All she’d asked was that he earned enough to pay
half, and it wasn’t that much. He could have earned the month’s
bills in a week if he’d put his mind to it.

‘Couldn’t be arsed’ was the
story of his life, and in the end, Mike’s IT skills had been about
as much use as his father-in-law’s, but he was working on it. He’d
been saving up to buy a computer and catch up on all those years
he’d wasted.

Mike didn’t feel comfortable
letting himself in the back door of the Hunters’ house when there
was obviously someone home, so he rang the doorbell and returned to
his van to unload.

The door opened, and Mrs.
Hunter peered out through the rain. “You’re early today.”

“Am I?” Mike knew different,
but it wasn’t in his interests to contradict the woman holding the
purse strings.

She checked her watch.
“Goodness. Is it that time already? Oh, well. They’ll manage
without me a little longer. I’ve got your money here. Coffee? It’s
fresh.”

“Great, thanks.” Mike
followed her in, set his ladder against the hallway wall and went
back to his van for the paint, brushes and adhesive. The aromas of
coffee and perfume greeted him on his return, prompting a flashback
to mornings with Anne. The
same perfume? Whatever, it wasn’t a bad
memory. Shutting the front door behind him, Mike stopped to admire
his work. He’d done a damned good job of it, even if he did say so
himself. The colour scheme Mrs. Hunter had gone with was bright and
neutral, and there were so many lights in the place that every seam
had to be spot on.

“Milk and sugar?” she called
from the kitchen.

“Please. One sugar.” Mike went
through to join her. The kitchen had the same neutral scheme as the
rest of the house, with white porcelain tiles, which were a bugger
to put up because they were heavy, and he couldn’t get a decent key
on the smooth plaster. In the end, he’d swallowed his pride and
asked Andy for tips, which resulted in his brother coming to give
him a hand in return for a pint. It was a deal that worked all in
Mike’s favour, and he felt both gratitude and guilt; he already
owed Andy big time.

“You’ve done a wonderful job,
Mike. I’ve been telling everyone.”

“Thanks. I’m glad you’re
pleased with it.”

“More than pleased. Delighted.”
She picked up an envelope from the counter and handed it over with
Mike’s coffee. “There’s a letter of recommendation in with the
payment,” she said.

“Thanks very much.” Mike was
astounded. “That means a lot.”

“Credit where it’s due. You’ve
no idea how many cowboys there are out there. Well, you probably
do. I don’t know if I told you, but when I asked you for an
estimate, I’d already had one from Heysham’s. They quoted five
hundred pounds more than you, and when I requested references, they
couldn’t provide any. Instead, they sent me a link to a photo album
of previous jobs. Well, anyone could put one of those together,
couldn’t they?”

Mike nodded in agreement.
Heysham’s were his only real competition—a family business that
employed additional staff—but their reputation was appalling. Jobs
left unfinished, shoddy workmanship, overshooting their completion
dates. However, he wasn’t going to actively bad-mouth them. It
would only come back to get him later.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Mrs.
Hunter said. She picked up her coffee cup and drained it at the
same time as collecting her bag. She put the cup in the dishwasher
and was almost at the door when she turned back. “Oh, before I
forget, I’ve passed your number on to a friend of mine. She’s got
an apartment in Dovedale.”

“Yeah? My brother lives
there.”

“Right, so you’ve seen the
apartments. Not as big as this place, admittedly, but I think she
wants the full works, and sooner rather than later. Anyway, much as
I’d love to chat with you all day…”

“Have a good one,” Mike
said.

“I’ll do my best.” A few
seconds later, he heard the front door close, but before he had a
chance to relish the peace and solitude, his phone buzzed in his
pocket. He took it out, his heart skipping a beat when he saw his
mum’s number displayed. Oh
shit, oh shit…

“Hey, Mum.”

“Michael. Sorry to disturb you
when you’ve only just got to work. Before I go any further,
Bethan’s fine.”

That was a relief, although it
might be a while before he was steady enough to climb his ladder.
“What’s up?”

“A court letter has come for
you.”

“What for?”

“Do you want me to open
it?”

“Please.”

His mum put her phone on
speaker, and he listened to the envelope being slit open, the paper
being withdrawn. Then silence. “Mum?”

“Hold on, I’m reading.”

He tried to think of any
occasions in the past few months he’d parked where he shouldn’t, or
jumped a red light, or been flashed by a speed camera. His
insurance was current, and he’d been making the IVA payments—

“It says you’re required to
attend a meeting at the family court at the request of Jacqueline
Perry—is that Rachel’s mother?”

“Yeah,” Mike confirmed.
He leaned back on the cupboard behind him and knocked over a vase
but caught it before the flowers slid out. Family court? Rachel’s
mother had been there for the trial, but she’d made no attempts to
contact Mike or see Bethan since. In fact, the only member of
Rachel’s family he’d seen was her younger brother, Pez, and only
then because he worked for Len. “Does it say why?” he
asked.

“To discuss her intention to
seek a special guardianship order.”

“I don’t understand. What does
that mean?”

“She wants custody of
Bethan.”

Mike’s blood pressure spiked.
He felt like his head was going to burst. “Oh, no. No way.”

“She’s not going to get it,
love.”

He wanted to believe
that, but his mother’s certainty was overridden by the lies Rachel
claimed she’d told her family, about him raping her and keeping her
trapped in his flat. His mum was reassuring him based on what she
knew, and she knew nothing about any of that. The courts would
believe Rachel’s mother over him. She was a deputy headteacher who
had raised three children, and he was just a painter and decorator
living in a glorified shed where he had to share a room with his
daughter.

“Are you still there,
Mike?”

“Err, yeah. When is it?”

“Next Wednesday. Do you want me
to call the lawyer?”

“Better had.”

“All right, love. Try not to
worry. I’ll see you later.”

“Thanks, Mum. Bye.”
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 2: The
Whole of the Moon

Wednesday, 26th September

With Rosie on one hip and
Sorsha lying on the changing mat and kicking her legs in the air,
Andy attempted to keep his phone gripped between his chin and
shoulder. Nappyless Sorsha gurgled and started to pee. Andy grabbed
a wad of tissues to soak it up. His phone slipped and fell with a
thunk and a splash, right into the puddle.

“Crap,” he said, hoping his
cursing wasn’t a prediction of what was coming next. He retrieved
his phone and set it to one side. “Dropped my phone,” he said
loudly by way of explaining to Shaunna on the other end of the
line. “Give me a sec.”

Andy grabbed a cushion
off the couch, put it on the floor next to the changing mat and
laid Rosie on it. Both sisters turned to look at each other and
made cooing noises. Andy sighed contentedly—being a
real dad
had well and truly done for his pretentions of wanting to be free
and independent forever—and gave his phone a quick once-over with a
baby wipe. He put it to his ear again and felt a dribble run down
his cheek. Could be pee, could be baby-wipe juice, he didn’t care.
Gazing at his three-month-old twin daughters, he returned to his
conversation with their mummy.

“What were you saying
again?”

“Dinner at Dan and Adele’s on
Saturday.”

“Ah, yeah. I think she’s
bonkers.”

“She’s not sick, she’s
pregnant.”

Andy chuckled. “I knew that,
didn’t I?” He was asking his daughters. They didn’t offer an
opinion.

“Why’s she bonkers?” Shaunna
asked. “Adele wants to have one last dinner party before the
caesarean.”

“That’s what I mean.
Why before? I mean, I get she’s gonna be incapacitated for a couple
of weeks, but you can still have dinner parties when you’ve got a
baby.”

“Ha. Just because you’re Dad of
the Year…”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” Andy
grinned around his words. He was loving every minute of being a
dad. Shaunna had been back at work for a month already, and she was
more than happy for him to be the stay-at-home parent. Even so, her
praise was an aphrodisiac, not that they needed any help in that
department.

“So, I’ll give Mike a call,”
she said.

“He won’t come. I’ll tell you
that now.”

“Yeah, he will,” Shaunna
asserted confidently. She had a trick up her sleeve, of that Andy
was quite sure, especially when she added, “Just leave him to me
and Adele.” His poor brother stood no chance.

“OK, so if Mike comes, Mum’s
going to be looking after Bethan, yeah?”

“Yep. She’s having all four of
them.”

Andy made a quick grab for
Rosie as she rolled towards Sorsha and off the cushion. “Poor Len.
Gotta feel sorry for the bloke.”

“Poor Len nothing. He said he
can’t wait.”

That was probably true.
Andy’s stepdad didn’t look like the
doting grandad type—he was a tough nut, with his many-times-broken
nose and gruff voice that spoke of a history involving a bit more
than dodgy business deals—but he loved having the grandkids over,
including Krissi, although at almost twenty-five she didn’t exactly
need babysitting. No matter that they weren’t Len’s blood
relatives; he would lay down his life for any one of
them.

“So anyway,” Shaunna continued,
“I’m going to call Mike on my lunch break.”

“You know he’ll have a million
excuses.”

“And I’ve prepared a million
comebacks, so we’re all good.”

“OK. I’ll leave him in your
capable hands, then.”

“You’d better believe it. Love
you.”

“Love you, too. Bye.” Andy hung
up. “Right, girls. Let’s get those nappies on, and we can go
shopping for Mummy’s dinner.”

***

Had Shaunna known her
boss was planning on redecorating the
salon, she’d have suggested Mike for the job, but it was too late
now. The guy Hayley had booked was due any moment, and Shaunna was
trying to rationalise. Of course she wasn’t going to sabotage the
bloke’s visit, and she definitely wasn’t going to subtly suggest to
Mike that he pop into the salon, or hint to Hayley that her
brother-in-law was a painter and decorator. Joking aside, that
really wasn’t a good idea. It was bad enough that Hayley had ‘the
hods’ for two Jeffries brothers. A third would probably see the
place going up in flames.

Instead, Shaunna sent Mike a
text message, to ask if he was free to talk at lunchtime, and then
picked up the hairdryer, ready to dry her client’s hair.

“I’ll go and pud the keddle on,
sweedie,” Hayley announced and disappeared through the door to the
salon storeroom.

“OK,” Shaunna called, after the
event.

Leah—her client—met her gaze in
the mirror. “Are you all right?”

“Hm? Oh, yeah. I was just
thinking.” Shaunna smiled to cover her disgruntlement and quickly
checked her phone to see if Mike had responded, which he hadn’t.
She switched on the dryer and lifted a section of hair with the
brush. Her eyes lost focus, taking her thoughts with them.

She wasn’t especially surprised
Mike hadn’t replied. Since he’d moved into the summerhouse at his
mum and Len’s place, he’d been taking on as much work as he could,
trying to save up for a house for him and Bethan. Andy and Dan had
offered to help him out with a loan for the down payment, but Mike
refused, and not out of stubbornness. Out of pride.

Whilst the three brothers were
similar in many ways—beyond their dark good looks and strong,
muscular physiques—they were also starkly different in others. Mike
was the eldest and the least confident of the three; Dan, the
youngest, was more serious and intense than his older brothers.
Andy, the middle child, was the most gregarious and impulsive,
although they all shared the same competitive streak, and they were
risk-takers.

However, where Dan and Andy
made their own opportunities, Mike was reluctant to put himself out
there, in both his personal and professional life, and Shaunna
could understand why. He’d taken quite a few knocks in recent
years. After he’d lost yet another job, Anne had ended their
seventeen-year marriage, and Mike had gone to stay with his mum and
Len. A few weeks later, Andy and Jess had fallen out, and Andy had
also gone to stay at his mum’s place.

By his own admission, Mike had
intentionally stirred up trouble with Andy, and he’d since
apologised, but at the time, he’d felt under attack, like
everything was working against him. It was another of the Jeffries
traits, to lash out in self-defence, which Andy avoided by walking
away from the situation, although, since his yearlong stint in
Dubai, he stayed closer to home and was gone for hours rather than
months.

The last time he’d gone
walkabout was before the twins were born, when Rachel had claimed
Andy was Bethan’s father, and to Shaunna’s mind, Andy’s method of
dealing, or not dealing, had to be better than the way Dan went for
Adele—verbally, not physically. The Jeffries men worshipped women
and would never dream of laying a finger on them. Aside from which,
Adele gave as good as she got. Five foot two she might be, but only
a fool—or the man who was in love with her—would take her on, and
when it came to spitefulness, Dan and Adele were the world
champions.

Mike would have put Anne
through the wringer in much the same way, but Dan was successful
and earned big bucks, and it was enough to keep Adele’s affections
when all else was lost. Mike had acted like a failure and owed a
lot of money. There was nothing left to sustain his and Anne’s
marriage.

When the divorce had finalised,
he’d gone on holiday to Greece, no doubt courtesy of a pay-day
loan, and he’d met Rachel. As far as he was concerned, it was no
more than a casual holiday fling, but when she’d contacted him a
month later to say she was pregnant, he’d vowed to do the right
thing. He’d stood by her, invited her to move in with him, taken
whatever work he could find, taken the abuse—only verbal at first,
but it quickly became emotional and then physical. Three days after
she gave birth to Bethan, Rachel had walked out, leaving Mike with
the baby.

In Shaunna’s opinion—and
everyone else’s, for that matter—Bethan was the best thing that had
ever happened to Mike. She gave him purpose and kept him from going
under, because he was deeply hurt. But he was a Jeffries boy. They
didn’t talk about their feelings. They grunted and dealt with it in
their own way. Dan worked out until he passed out, Andy jumped from
planes, Mike shut down and withdrew into himself. Or that’s what
he’d done until Bethan came along. Now he had no choice but to keep
going. He was a single dad with a six-month-old daughter. Shutting
down was no longer an option.

So Mike didn’t talk much about
how he was feeling…to anyone other than Shaunna. He’d talk to her.
And talk, and talk—sometimes she had to bite her tongue and remind
herself of how lonely he was so she didn’t tell him to shut up. He
talked about Bethan, and football, and work, or more often the lack
of it. Dan and Andy pushed jobs his way whenever they could—Dan
even asked Mike if he would be his decorator on The Great Living
Room Makeover, should it ever happen. Right at that moment, it was
looking about as likely as Mike getting to be Dan’s best man. Even
so, it was a very thoughtful gesture, when Dan could just as easily
have done the work himself. That said, Adele was much nicer to Mike
than she was to Dan, so perhaps it was better all round—less chance
of it ending in tears or bloodshed.

Shaunna switched off the
hairdryer and put it back in the stand. “All done,” she said.

“Wow!” Leah smiled at her
reflection and shook her head. Her smooth, newly highlighted hair
tumbled like flowing water, down onto her shoulders. “Thank you.
It’s fab!”

“You’re very welcome.” Shaunna
removed the black cape from around Leah’s shoulders, took it to the
rail and exchanged it for her jacket. “This is lovely,” she said,
smoothing her palm over the soft purple felt.

“Thanks. I got it from a
designer who makes clothes to order.”

“I bet it cost a fair bit.”

“Not really. It was a little
more than off-the-peg, but it’s worth it for the fit.” Leah ran her
fingers through her hair, admiring her reflection again. She turned
back to Shaunna and gave her arm an affectionate squeeze. “You’re a
miracle worker.”

Shaunna laughed bashfully. When
her clients were happy, she was, and Leah’s hair was quite a
challenge. It was thick and heavy at the back but thinner at her
temples, so it required cutting and tinting to draw attention away
from the partially receded hairline.

Leah confirmed her appointment
for the following week and left at the same time as Hayley came
through from the storeroom with two cups of tea. She stopped dead
and stared past Shaunna, out of the salon’s front window.

“What?” Shaunna asked, slowly
turning and wondering if Leah had taken a tumble.

“Eurgh mah
gad. Sweedie! There really are three of
them!”

Shaunna was too stunned by the
appearance of her brother-in-law to tell Hayley she already knew
there were three of them. She’d spent the better part of Leah’s
appointment thinking about them, none of which explained why Mike
was now walking into the salon. He closed the door behind him,
turned…and stayed right where he was. He looked as astonished as
Shaunna felt.

“Mike? What…are…” One sideways
glance at Hayley’s delighted expression gave Shaunna her
answer.

“Shaw?”

That was the other thing he
did, along with the talk-and-talk. Shorten her name. Not that it
was a bad thing, just that no-one had ever called her it before,
which, now she thought on it, was quite amazing in itself when
everyone else’s name got shortened. Even she called Hayley
‘Hayles’.

“I knew you were a hairdresser,
but…” Mike scratched his head. “How long have you worked here?”

“Four years.” Shaunna glanced
at her boss again; Hayley nodded vaguely to confirm it was
true.

Mike frowned, looking a little
guilty, like he felt he should have known that, but it had never
come up in conversation. Mike had no need for a stylist—or, at
least, Shaunna would have loved to give him a makeover, but she
doubted he’d go for it. So Mike was Hayley’s painter and decorator,
and with her soft spot for the Jeffries brothers, they could
probably skip the formalities. Whether he could do the job or not,
it was his already.

Hayley approached Mike and held
out her hand. Nervously, he shook it and said, “Hi. I’m Mike
Jeffries.”

“Yah, sweedie. Andy’s
brother?”

“That’s right.” Mike’s eyes
flitted from Hayley to Shaunna.

“You OK?” Shaunna asked.

He nodded unconvincingly. “Nice
place,” he said, glancing around the salon walls. His eyes widened
when they reached the full-size print of Shaunna and Andy. He
cleared his throat and turned his attention back to Hayley. “What
did you have in mind?”

“How about I make you a nice
cup of tea, sweedie, and I’ll tell you about whad I want.” Hayley
fluttered her eyelashes at him. “How d’you take it?”

“White, one sugar, cheers.”

“OK, then. Be right back.”
Hayley tottered off to make another cup of tea. When she was out of
sight, Mike looked to Shaunna in bewilderment.

“She’s harmless,” Shaunna
whispered. “Just a flirt.”

Mike nodded, a sigh of relief
escaping. He looked around him again, properly this time, rather
than merely to avoid Hayley’s gaze. “That photo of you and our Andy
is spectacular.” He walked over to get a closer look.

“Aw, thanks, Mike. Haven’t you
seen it before?”

“Well, yeah, but it was Andy
who showed me, and I felt a bit weird looking at the pair of you
with no kit on while he was standing there.”

Shaunna laughed. “I see your
point.”

Mike kept his back to her,
continuing to stare at the photo as he spoke. “I enjoyed staying at
your place. It was nice, you know? Seeing you together, happy, no
arguments or fights. Not that I’m saying Mum and Len fight. They
might—I’m too far away to hear them if they do.” He turned to face
her. “I miss the company.”

Shaunna went over to join him
and brushed her hand down his arm. “I know. Speaking of company, I
need to sort out arrangements with you for Saturday.”

“What’s Saturday?”

“Did you get my text?”

Mike shook his head.

“Ah. Well, we’re all invited
to—” The salon door opened, and Shaunna’s twelve-thirty client
entered. A second later, Hayley returned from the storeroom.
Shaunna noticed Mike immediately becoming agitated. “I’ll talk to
you after you’re finished with Hayley,” she suggested.

“There you go, sweedie.” Hayley
set the cup down on the counter. Mike nodded in thanks. “I was
thinking…” She beckoned him over to the other side of the salon,
away from Shaunna and her customer, and started to explain what she
had in mind, which sounded straightforward enough to Shaunna, but
she could see Mike was barely paying attention. It was astounding
how much damage Rachel Perry had done, and in a relatively short
space of time. For all of Mike’s size and the way he came off as
being quite aggressive, Rachel had made him afraid, of women. He
glanced back fearfully at Shaunna. She smiled her reassurance and
made mental notes of Hayley’s requirements on Mike’s behalf.

“Whaddaya say, sweedie?” Hayley
asked.

Mike frowned thoughtfully and
gave her his best tradesman’s nod.

“About how much?” she
prompted.

“Ah, oh, hm.” Mike rubbed his
chin. “I need to price up the tiles and get back to you,” he
said.

“OK. Yah, sure,” Hayley agreed.
“When will that be, d’you think. This week?”

“Yep. By Friday?”

“Perfect.”

***

“Mmm, something smells
good.”

Andy leaned back so he
could see Shaunna whilst continuing to stir the wok: red Thai
chicken curry with a crazy amount of coconut, because she loved
sweet stuff. Not too many chillies, though. Shaunna hung her coat
and kicked off her shoes, exchanging them for flip-floppy fuzzy
bunny slippers, and still she looked hot as all
get-out.

“Any joy with Mike?” he
asked.

“Sort of. He says he’ll think
about it.” She put her arms around Andy’s waist and leaned up for a
kiss. “How’s your day been, sexy?”

“Awesome. We went to the
shops, then we watched The
Clangers and the Foo Fighters, and then…”
Shaunna was laughing and shaking her head. “What?”

“I love how you list the Foo
Fighters like they’re a kids’ TV programme.”

“The girls love a bit of
Dave Grohl. I stuck on In
Your Honor, and they were both out like a
light.”

“Only your daughters. So what’s
this delicious concoction?” She stood on tiptoes and peered into
the pan.

Andy took a teaspoon from the
drawer and dipped it in the sauce for her to try. “I even made the
paste myself.” He blew on the spoon and held it steady while she
closed her mouth around it and slid her lips back, sucking the
spoon clean.

“Oh, that is gorgeous.”

“A woman in Prachuap showed me
how to do gai prik gaeng ped.”

Shaunna raised an eyebrow.
“Sounds like some kind of three-in-a-bed sesh.”

Andy laughed. “Not quite. It’s
chicken cooked in red curry paste.”

“Shame.” Shaunna kissed his
cheek. “Have I got time for a bath?”

“Yep.”

“OK. See you in a bit.” She
kissed him again and trailed her fingernails across his lower back
as she left. It had the desired effect, and he wiggled his hips to
make the necessary adjustments, in more than half a mind to abandon
his curry and follow her. Another few minutes and it would be in a
state where he could leave it without it spoiling. Above him, he
heard the bathroom door open. He switched off the heat under the
rice, stirred the sauce and sniffed at the sweetly aromatic steam.
He’d got it exactly right, as the memories now flooding his mind
testified.

He’d gone to Thailand the year
after he’d graduated. It had been a hell of a trip in more ways
than one, for it was in Thailand he’d learned to dive, through
volunteering on a marine conservation project. It had meant paying
for the diving certification and equipment, or, rather, his mum
paid for it on the proviso he paid her back as soon as he came
home, but that didn’t happen, for various reasons, including
illness and the fact that he’d packed up and buggered off again as
soon as he was fit.

Eventually, Dan had given their
mum the money, even though Andy had told him not to, but that’s how
it had been back then. Andy had never asked Dan to bail him out; he
didn’t want him to, which was precisely why Dan had done it, and
not just the once. If it had been a simple case of one-upmanship,
Andy would have let it ride, but he’d always known there was more
to it. He’d paid Dan back since, as far as he could tell. Dan said
Andy owed him nothing, but he wasn’t convinced. Still, it was all
water under the bridge. They were best buds again, back to how they
had been as kids, and Andy regretted nothing, even if that trip to
Thailand—and many of those that followed it—had more downs than
ups. It kept things interesting if nothing else.

He’d stayed in Thailand for
around two months—a week of diving lessons, followed by four weeks
fixing and maintaining coral nurseries, after which he’d set off on
the next leg of his journey. He’d ended up on Koh Phangan—one of
the islands famed for its full moon parties—where he’d remained
until the next full moon and then fled as soon as he could arrange
transport, because the island was too touristy, and…there was a
girl.

He was ashamed to say, in
spite of spending almost his entire time on KPG with her, he
couldn’t recall her name. They were all perpetually exhausted,
drunk, stoned, or any combination thereof, although Andy only did
the first two. He had something of an aversion to drugs, since many
of his old school ‘friends’ had been heavily into acid and ecstasy,
and he preferred real trips. They were safer. Arguably. OK, not
that much safer, but it wasn’t his daring sense of adventure that
had kept the girl of his dreams from him for all those years. It
was his idiot mates.

He remembered that night,
sitting on the beach on KPG, with the full moon somewhere behind
the heavy clouds above him, the gentle tickle against his skin as a
girl dotted luminous body paint over his shoulder and down his arm.
He had been too drunk to know if it was the alcohol making the
music distort and phase, and making him melancholy. He’d wished it
wasn’t a random girl at his side. He’d wished and he’d wondered
what she would be up to. Two a.m. local time, eight p.m. back in
England. Maybe she was reading her daughter a bedtime story. Or
maybe she and he were cuddled up on the sofa, watching TV
together.

Still, no regrets. At
twenty-three, Andy had not been the man Shaunna needed.

After KPG, he’d gone trekking
until he ran out of money and made it to Bangkok airport with the
equivalent of about £1.50 in his pocket and a banging headache. It
was his own stupid fault. He’d forgotten to take the antimalarial
tablets, not just once or twice, but systematically. The risk was
negligible, and they’d given him nightmares, so he’d essentially
put them out of his mind.

The symptoms started in
earnest when they stopped to refuel, and at first, he’d put it down
to jet lag. Even now, eighteen years later, he could recall little
more than getting back on the plane at Abu Dhabi. He certainly
didn’t remember landing in Heathrow, although apparently, he’d
called Dan from the airport and said he thought he was dying. By
all accounts, Dan had picked him up and tried to take him to
hospital, but Andy had refused to go, so Dan had made the four-hour
drive to deliver him to their mum’s house, she’d called the
emergency GP, and then she’d nursed him through the
ordeal.

It was a few days before he’d
been with it enough to realise where he was, and when he was
finally well enough to go home, his mum had sent him away with a
food package and a warning that next time the mosquitoes would be
the least of his worries. She was right about that. Hypothermia,
altitude sickness, a broken arm, almost a broken neck, a brush with
a Portuguese man-of-war, a near-fatal car crash…

But it was all behind him. His
daughters and their mother were all the adventure he needed, and
right now, there was a sexy redhead waiting for him to pack in with
the nostalgia and get his ass in that bathroom.

Andy gave his curry one last
stir, switched off the flame and covered the wok. Hoping not to
wake the babies—and also hoping to sneak up on Shaunna—he took off
his shoes at the bottom of the stairs and crept upwards, slowly,
stealthily, stepping over the creaking floorboard, which he kept
meaning to fix, and along the landing.

The bathroom door was
ajar; the pale-golden flicker of multiple candle flames reflected
off the white tiles. Otherwise, the room was in darkness, opening
his senses to the flowery aroma, the steady swish-splash, swish-splash, and the moist air condensing on his face and arms.
Pushing the door open a little further, he peeked around it, at the
deep, claw-footed bathtub that was easily big enough for two, and
almost choked on the breath that caught in his throat. Not just a
twitch in his boxer shorts; he was already fully good to
go.

With her head resting on the
end of the bath closest to the door, Shaunna lay with her knees
raised out of the water, snow-capped peaks in a foaming ocean. Her
hair, partly secured in a clip, cascaded over the lip of the bath,
undulating like the tide as she arched her back and ran her palms
up and down her sides, cupping the outer curves of her breasts,
smoothing the dip of her waist, sliding inwards at her hips… Andy
sucked the escaped saliva back into his mouth and swallowed. She
leaned back and peered over her shoulder at him.

“Hi.” She smiled, open-lipped,
and then laughed at his expression.

“Hi,” he replied, beyond that
lost for words.

“I was wondering where you’d
got to.”

“Thailand.”

Shaunna rolled onto her front.
“Flying visit?”

Andy grinned. “Trip down Memory
Lane. How’s the water?”

Shaunna lifted on her arms,
exposing her cleavage, her breasts hidden from view by the bath.
She blinked up at him. “Why don’t you come and find out?”

Andy looked away only for as
long as it took to tug his t-shirt over his head. He unfastened his
jeans and pushed them down, along with his boxers, and trampled out
of them. He pulled his socks off on his way across the room and
waited for Shaunna to move so there was space for him, but she was
in no hurry to do so. She leaned on one arm, her other hand resting
on her hip, her fingers just visible under the water, where they
moved with a slow, deliberate rhythm. He watched her, watching him,
and tensed his pelvic muscles. His erection bobbed up and down.

Shaunna smiled and licked her
lips. “Let me help you with that.”

He got one foot in the water,
the other still on the bathmat, before she sat up and homed in on
him, taking him into her mouth. Unable and unwilling to move, he
tightened his glutes and hamstrings, glad he’d kept up his
training, even on those days when the call for sleep proved almost
irresistible. He held his position and followed with his eyes the
smooth, firm motion of her lips over his skin, like being wrapped
in hot silk. Her red ringlets tickled his thigh, and he reached
down, combing his fingers through them, sandwiching the soft curls
and slowly going out of his mind.

She eased back and
released him with a gentle pop, smiling up at him. “You
getting in?”

He lifted his other foot over
the edge of the bath. She reclined, legs parted, so that he came
down on top of her, although the bath wasn’t long enough for him to
straighten out. Instead, he knelt between her legs, his head bent
to kiss a nipple, his fingers working their way along her inner
thigh, exploring and delighting in the slipperiness her arousal
created. The heat of her body, her scent, her breathy moans and the
slap of the water against his skin as she writhed beneath him, had
him taking matters into his own hand.

“Oh, no.” She grabbed his arm,
stilling it.

He nuzzled between her breasts
and murmured, “You’re driving me crazy, RHB.”

“I can see that.” Cupping his
face, she pulled him closer and kissed him deeply, but their bodies
were no longer in contact, and both of them were getting desperate
for release. Shaunna broke the kiss. “Get up,” she instructed.

Andy moved back and waited to
see where she wanted him, although anywhere would have done. She
clambered to her knees and turned away from him, leaning on the end
of the bath.

He considered the logistics for
a moment. “This isn’t gonna work.”

She wiggled her glorious round
hips and stayed where she was. He was too far gone to protest. He
shuffled through the water, getting as close up behind her as he
could, unable to resist running his hands over her buttocks on the
way to gripping her hips. It really wasn’t going to work.

“Come on, big boy,” she
taunted, pushing back onto him. “You can do better than that.”

He laughed, but the bath was
too narrow. With all the will in the world—and a not-diminutive
manhood at his disposal—there was no way he could get close enough.
He shuffled back again and got out of the bath. She turned and
scowled, still incredibly sexy, but he was starting to get cold,
and his desire was at the point of do or die.

“When you’re done in there—” he
modestly cupped his unwaning erection “—I’ll be in the bedroom.”
Still holding himself, he strolled towards the bathroom door, heard
the plug being pulled, and pretended to make a dash for it. Shaunna
rushed to catch up with him, slipped on the wet tiles and tumbled,
right into Andy’s arms.

“Lucky you were here,” she
panted. Her lips were pink, full and luscious. He leaned down to
kiss them. Then, like a chivalrous knight, he scooped her up in
both arms and carried her to their bedroom, or halfway to their
bedroom, by which point their slippery wet skin had conspired
against them. He kept hold of her whilst she hopped and giggled her
way to the bed. Andy released her, and as she fell back onto the
plush cotton duvet, he kissed his way up from her feet, caressing
her sensitive spots with light-touch tongue and lips—her insteps,
the insides of her ankles, the backs of her knees, her inner
thighs, her outer labia, her clitoris… He stayed there for a while,
relishing her taste, her scent, her writhing and groaning at his
touch, before continuing his upward journey and sliding deep inside
her.

No pretence of tenderness
now, he thrust, piston-like, kissing her hard on the lips and
swallowing her cries for more, harder, faster, until
finally she was, she
was… Her orgasm lifted him clear off the
bed, and with one last thrust he joined her while she rutted
against his pelvic bone, riding out the sensation to the last, her
words echoing indecipherably in the din of throbbing in his head.
He knew nothing beyond the wonder that never ceased.

“Is that curry ready?” she
asked breathlessly.

Andy rolled onto the bed beside
her. “Give me a minute.”

“OK.” She leaned over and
kissed him, and then traced his lips with her finger. “Red hot
curry…” she mused.

He grinned and lightly bit her
fingertip. “Yep. Not as hot as you.”

“Ready for another round?”

“I’ll go check on that curry.”
With an effort, he hauled himself up off the bed. Behind him, she
laughed.

“I was kidding,” she said,
already reaching for the breast pump to alleviate the inevitable
post-orgasmic let-down reflex.

He pulled on a pair of
sweatpants and turned back, leaning down to kiss her, his fingers
trailing over her enlarged, moist nipple. “After dinner?” On cue
came a tiny cry through the baby monitor. Shaunna sighed. Andy
laughed and kissed her again. “You do that, and I’ll deal with the
girls. Who d’you want first?”

 


* * * * *

 




 3: One for
the Team

Thursday, 27th September

“All right, Mike? Didn’t expect
to see you today.” Dan moved aside and waited for his eldest
brother to wipe his feet and come in. The weather was appalling,
although Mike was somewhat overplaying the whole dirty-boots
routine. “Don’t worry about a bit of mud.”

“Mud’s not so bad.” Mike
finally stepped inside and inspected the floor behind him. “Paint’s
a bugger to get out of an oak floor.”
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