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The story of George and Josh—two little boys who became best friends…two adolescents who stayed best friends…two young adults with secrets that might change their friendship forever.


Josh and George have always shared the special bond of friendship. From days in primary school to holidays spent riding their bikes along the canal, theirs is a promise to remain best friends forever.


But can that promise withstand the trials of adolescence, and the changes in their feelings towards each other?


* * * * *


NOTE: this is a fully stand-alone story, but it contains significant spoilers for anyone reading the Hiding Behind The Couch series, and should be read after The Harder They Fall (Season Three).
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Pray for Love

Fast like short lasting flower petals

That in love will start to crumble and smash together

Thirsty for a forgotten dark whirlpool

Oh god others beg for happiness and peace

But me I will remember in my heart. And hold,

Yesterday like a tussock

I will close my sad soul like gold in a chest,

And make it a temple of love.

My soul does not pray for happiness, past joy, or

The belief she asked from me

Upon this terrible day, like a ship wreck,

It needs to be saved

Without help you’re withering fast

Like a poppy in ripe grain and flax

Oh god I’m not praying for happiness, joy, or relishment

I’m afraid this pain won’t die;

Like the holy ignited fire inside of me

But suddenly it dies and becomes ash

Although overnight I fear it will ignite again into passion

‘Pray For Love’, by Desanka Maksimović

English translation by Nebojsa

2ndcupoftea.com


Prologue: 

The Viaduct of Love

In the three-a.m. darkness of an insomniac night, the boats moored along the canal bank transformed into shapeless black monsters, slumbering so lightly that the slightest disturbance set their multiple eyes restlessly flickering. No noise with the still waters and the absent breeze; Josh took firm steps into the silence, punctuating it with the squelch of his soles upon the rain-wet towpath and the too-fast pounding of his heart. He reminded himself that only he could hear it and squeezed his fist tighter around the metal object in his pocket. It had absorbed his heat, and its presence, lost to the absence of sensation in his palms, was evident only in the recollection of how cold it had been when he had first taken it from his memory box.

Onwards he went, glancing up briefly to check his progress towards the viaduct before returning his gaze to the glistening ground beneath his feet. A light flutter of wings echoed through the early morning, a duck startled; Josh held his breath until the peace returned but kept moving. Twenty years had passed since he last traversed the towpath, yet it appeared largely unchanged. The mooring bollards sported a new coat of paint; the gravel was more evenly spread with no deep potholes, although he avoided the puddles in case they were deceiving him. A few more streetlights spilled their amber payloads over the viaduct, picking out the small ripples carried from the sluice gates a quarter of a mile beyond the bridge.

Some things were different, of course. He had only ever visited in daylight, except for that one time when, lost, they had cycled up and down country lanes for what seemed like hours, eventually coming across the canal some twelve miles east of their hometown. They had followed the towpath all the way back, passing under the viaduct as dusk fell; it was night by the time they were safely home. But even at dusk, it had been less formidable.

And this morning, as it had been for his visit twenty years ago, he was alone.

Reaching the viaduct, the loneliness multiplied, becoming as numerous and unquantifiable as the feeble surface ripples yet still singular in its ambition. Josh slowed to a halt and examined the concrete slope that ascended from the towpath at an incline—he had estimated often—of thirty degrees. As children, they had scrabbled with ease, on hands and knees, as close to the top as they could get and still lie with their backs pressed to the cool concrete, a shady haven on a hot summer’s day.

At seventeen, when Josh had first visited alone, the slope had proved no more difficult than on his previous encounters. Indeed, it had been far easier than those occasions when they had discovered winter was not the ideal time to climb the ice-slicked surface. In winter, their sanctuary became a bitter grey wasteland, rejecting rather than welcoming. Thus, their cycling routes developed a seasonal flavour, and they knew to avoid the canal if they ventured out at all during the colder months.

Spring was Josh’s favourite time of year and not just for cycling. He loved the long, bright days, the fresh air, fragrant with blossom, the sights, scents and sounds of newborn flora and fauna, although he was quite certain his adoration of the latter was not something he had naturally acquired. In childhood, he had not wished for a puppy or a kitten or any of the other pets his classmates pined for, not even after the death of Claude, his grandma’s ancient cat.

One of the biggest wonders of friendship for Josh had been realising that it took no effort to show interest in what was important to his friends, for those things likewise became important to him. Before he knew George, Josh’s understanding came from the death of his parents, and he had considered life and death as two distinct, sudden states: being and not being. George’s wisdom, coupled with Josh’s own observations, had helped him to understand the delicate balance, and nowhere was it more apparent than in the seasons of spring and autumn. Had he been an artist, the rich, varied colours of early autumn would have inspired him to pick up a brush, but he was not, and all too soon the trees were fully bare again.

The passing of the seasons. Thirty-seven he had now witnessed, through the windows of classrooms and lecture halls, his surgery and his office. The ten years in childhood and adolescence that they had been everywhere together were long, long gone. Now it was summer again, and while the humid heat was not the only reason sleep eluded him, he was grateful for the cover of night. Josh’s pale complexion did not do well in the sun, which also turned his hair from the colour of sand to that of lightly whipped cream.

The summer after his twenty-first birthday, he had faced a far greater obstacle than hot weather or ice or the ordinary darkness of night, and he had considered coming here one last time. Either way, it would have been to say goodbye, but he had made a promise, so he had stayed away until he was sure he could keep it.

Hidden from the world yet always visible to him, he wore the constant reminder of that promise twice over, and in time, he had adapted to the loss of feeling in his hands. He could use a can opener, a pencil sharpener—even scissors were not the adversaries they had once been. He was self-sufficient, which was good reason to be cheerful. He had achieved independence—financially, practically, emotionally—but for this one small indulgence and the hope that resided within.

Now tinged deepest pink from dawn edging into the day, the slope, Josh could see, was mostly dry, but his soles were not, and he half leaned, half sat with feet upturned, resting his heels on the ground. Glancing over his left shoulder, he saw the dark outline, not yet discernible from the shadow of the road above. A car passed overhead. Progress. He had returned expecting the worst, but not once since they had made it ‘their’ viaduct had it been fortified or repaired. Nor, it would seem, had any others laid claim to this place, and he was optimistic his secret had remained undiscovered.

Josh slid his heels a few inches upwards, taking care not to touch the wet ground as he turned to his side, rolling and slowly drawing his legs up until he was on his hands and knees, ready to begin his climb. The distance he needed to cover was no more than fifteen feet, yet the exertion of climbing such a steep incline stirred up the broth of emotions that was a permanent feature in his life. It required his constant attention to stop it from boiling over, and visiting the viaduct threatened to be the thing that blew the lid off the pot.

The light now was more than adequate for him to clearly see his target. Even to him it looked like nothing more than a rusted metal ring, but he knew it was there, obscured from view by the uneven settlement of the structure that had created a two-inch sill above the concrete wedge and below the road. As he neared it, he reached out and curled his fingers over the jagged lip, noting a little more settlement, though still not quite enough grip for leverage.

Ducking his head, Josh crawled up and along to the right, searching with his fingertips, listening for the tinkle of steel on steel that would confirm no-one had found it. The sound came, and he sighed in relief. He lifted the chain free and wiped the dust and cobwebs from the heavy brass padlock, his fingertips unable to discern the engraving, though the trace memory was intact.

Most Ljubavi: The Bridge of Love. Josh’s grandma had told him a story about the bridge over the Vrnjačka River in Serbia where young women wrote their names, along with the names of their belovèds, on padlocks that they then attached to the bridge. There was more to the story, he recalled, of a young woman whose fiancé had proposed to her on that very bridge and then left her, and the padlocks were the hopes of other women that their fate would not be as hers.

Hope. It was all he had. He slid the second padlock from his pocket and turned it, the face reflecting the pink-orange glow of the sky, casting their initials in shadowed relief.

JS – GM

With a short twist of the key, the lock sprang open; Josh looped it through the next free link in the chain, clicked the lock shut, tugged it to check it was secure, and returned the key to his pocket. With the chain still in his hand, he rolled onto his back and held it close to his chest, allowing his memories to coalesce, knowing that once he returned the locks to their hiding place, he would leave those memories with them.

Many times on the walk home he fished out the key again—not easy when it was so small and flat that his numb fingers could not feel it. Each time, he panicked that he had dropped it, and he checked again and again. To distract from obsessive thoughts, he forced his mind back to the Bridge of Love. It was truly romantic, and he had once found a photograph in a library book, discovering that it was more a walkway over a stream than a bridge over a river. Nonetheless, it was a beautiful story, and he couldn’t help but think his solo re-enactment fell far short. A modern concrete viaduct over a canal was neither beautiful nor romantic; indeed, there were many more delightful bridges—with stunning arches and rich, ancient brickwork—not much further away. But not one of those bridges was theirs.

Back at home, Josh went straight upstairs and propped the ladder against the wall, clinging as he climbed, cursing his fear of heights and that he must face it alone. With one hand firmly gripping the top rung, he stretched to unlock the loft hatch and reached a few inches inside, locating and lifting down the small case in which he kept the objects most precious to him: meaningful trinkets, his childhood diaries…the key.

At Vrnjačka, he recalled, the keys had been thrown into the river so that no other could breach the bonds between the lovers. He marvelled at the notion that love could be so simple, or perhaps those women were fortunate; if not fortunate, then naïve. For even after all these years of unconditional friendship, he could not make sense of nor understand what he was supposed to do with George’s admission. A further twelve years had passed since he had made it, but the truth of it had not dwindled.

I think I love you.

Josh opened the case and looked down at the photo of the two of them, taken when he’d received his Master’s degree. He touched a fingertip to George’s smile.

“I think I love you too,” he whispered. He dropped the key into the case, closed the lid, and shut it away.


Josh 

(aged 10)

Dear Diary,

It’s the last day of junior school, and I’m trying not to be sad. Everybody else is happy about it, but that’s only because it means the summer holidays start tomorrow.

The other fourth years don’t seem to understand. In six weeks, we’ll all be the smallest children in a big new school, which will be hard. When our new headmaster came in to talk to us, he said that even the big children would get lost because it’s a new school for everyone.

I’m not scared. I’ve been the youngest person in my class since infants, and sometimes it was annoying when the new children started in September and they kept asking, “Why are you small?” Now I’m taller than some of the girls, the others don’t notice me like they used to, and my class have forgotten about my mum and dad.

Well, mostly they forgot by themselves, except for some of the boys, and George ‘helped them to forget’.

“What you doing?”

Josh quickly shut his diary, blushed brightest pink and kept his head down. If he didn’t make eye contact, the other children usually left him alone. But not this time.

Shaunna, who was in his class and the only pupil he’d ever talked to besides George, turned her head to the side and squinted. “Is that your autograph book?”

“Y-yes,” Josh lied.

Shaunna reached into her cardigan pocket and, with a bit of an effort, tugged a small lilac notebook free. She held it out to Josh. “You sign mine, and I’ll sign yours.”

Josh flicked his eyes up to her face. She was smiling, not teasing. “I…erm…” He frowned and tried to think quickly.

“It’s OK if you don’t want to.”

“No. It’s…” He sighed and rubbed his head, playing for time. He could tell she wasn’t going to take no for an answer unless he told her the truth, and he didn’t want to do that. His classmates already thought he was strange, and in a way, he supposed they were right. They played football in the park, went to Cubs or Brownies and got grounded for being late home. He read books, wrote stories and only left the house to come to school or to play out with George.

He didn’t want Shaunna to think he was strange. She was one of the few he liked because she was kind and clever, and her long, red hair fascinated him. He wanted to plait it and unplait it and watch it swish over her shoulders like a rippling stream of flames. Best not to tell her that.

He had an idea. Turning his diary upside down, Josh rose to his feet and held the cover open so that Shaunna could only see the blank back page.

“I get to be first!” she said excitedly and scrawled in rainbow pencil:

To Josh,

You are the cleverest boy I have ever met. Don’t forget about me when you sell your first invention and make a million pounds.

Love Shaunna H xxx

“I like your pencil,” Josh said, holding the page close to his face so he could study the way the colours intertwined through each letter.

“Thanks!” Shaunna said. “Your turn.”

Securing his diary between his thighs, he took Shaunna’s autograph book and flicked through to the first blank page. It was almost at the end of the book.

“You have a lot of friends.”

“I have a lot of autographs, but I only have two real friends.”

Josh wrote:

To Shaunna—

“Do you want to know who they are?”

“Hold on a minute. I’m thinking what to write.”

“OK.” Shaunna stood quietly and watched.

To Shaunna,

Thank you for being kind to me after my dad died. You—

“Can I tell you yet?” She bounced up and down on the spot.

“Do you need the toilet?”

“No. I want to tell you who my two friends are. It’s good.” She nodded to emphasise how good it was.

Josh narrowed his eyes and made a prediction in his head before he asked the question. “Who are your two friends?”

“Adele, which you know, because we always sit together and stuff. And the other one is you.”

“Me?” He blinked in surprise. He’d thought she was going to say Adele and one of the other girls in their class.

“Yes, you,” she confirmed.

“But…” He frowned. “Why?”

“Because you were kind to me when my grandma died, and you read stories to me, even though I got fed up and kept asking you questions. I know George is your best friend, and I’m not jealous. It’s good he’s your best friend, like Adele is my best friend. Sometimes she can be really annoying, though. You’re not annoying. When the others say you’re a snob, I say, ‘No he’s not. He’s shy.’ Because you are shy, aren’t you?”

“Erm, yes, but—”

“I knew it. You should try football, you know. It’s fun. And George plays it.” She pointed across the playground, to where George and the rest of the fourth-year boys were enjoying their last game of football in primary school. She turned back to Josh. “Have you finished yet?”

He shook his head and returned to his writing.

To Shaunna,

Thank you for being kind to me after my dad died. You have the most beautiful hair in the world. It is like liquid fire, and you shouldn’t tie it up. Thank you for being my friend. Now I have two friends too.

Love from Josh x

He handed the book back to Shaunna, and she read what he had written. Her forehead creased, and she smiled the tiniest smile. “I forgot your dad died. I mean, I didn’t because you don’t forget things like that, but it isn’t always in my head.”

“I understand,” Josh said. He stayed quiet and waited for Shaunna to read the rest. She turned pink, and then giggled, and then gave Josh a huge, beaming smile.

“Don’t you want people to sign your book?” she asked.

Josh shook his head.

“Why not?”

“Erm, well…”

What he was about to do was a tremendous step for him, but he wasn’t sure what else he had to offer. Because that was what friends did: they played together, and they were kind to each other, and they trusted one another. “Can I tell you a secret?” he asked.

“Only if you want to.”

“I do.”

“OK then.” She took his hand and tugged, until they were both sitting, cross-legged, on the hard stone playground.

“This isn’t my autograph book,” Josh admitted.

“What is it?”

“It’s my diary.”

“Oh.” Shaunna picked up a white stone and doodled on the ground: solitaire noughts and crosses. “Sorry.”

“It’s OK. I’m glad you wrote in it. I’m going to keep it forever. Do you have a diary?”

“Yeah, but sometimes I can’t be bothered to fill it in.”

“I write in mine every day.”

Shaunna looked at Josh in awe. He shrugged. “That’s hard work!” she said.

“Not really. I like doing it. I’ve got four diaries now.”

“Four? You’ve been keeping a diary since you were—” she counted back on her fingers “—six?”

Josh nodded. “After my dad died, Mr. O’Malley told me to. Every time I went to see him, he asked me how I was feeling, if I’d been thinking about my mum and dad, and I said I couldn’t remember, which was true. So he said whenever I thought about them, I should write it down, and then we could talk about it. It was silly.”

“I don’t like Mr. O’Malley,” Shaunna said. “Adele does reading and writing with him, and he gives her lots of homework. Did he give you homework?”

“I suppose keeping a diary was my homework.”

“Except now you do it because you want to?”

“Yes. But I don’t write about my mum and dad anymore. I write about the things that happen during the day. Like before, I was writing about it being our last day.” Josh studied the diary’s cover, smoothing his hand over the black fabric. It wasn’t a ‘real’ diary; it was a notebook with lined pages, and he had to write the date at the top of the page, which was good. Some days, he didn’t have much to write; on other days, he filled several pages.
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