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We had a story, short, but not a simple one. I wouldn’t be able to stay here and explain it all to you. If you really want to know, you’ll have to take time out of your day. You’ll have to read it.




Chapter 1

Tristan

I turn towards Lucy. I’m having to look down at her because she’s about five foot nothing. Lucy is pretty, so I can only imagine how pretty she looks when she’s out of the nurse’s uniform. She stops by the door, opens it and stares up at me. ‘You got everything?’ she says. ‘These past few weeks have gone so quickly. It feels like just yesterday we were celebrating your birthday.’

I feel my forehead crease. I wish she wouldn’t remind me of my age. It’s safe to say that turning twenty-two here was not a personal highlight. How many twenty-two-year-olds are in a situation like mine?

I was allowed out on my birthday. Luke and I went to Winter Wonderland. It’s something we used to do every year, with Dad – that’s what happens when you have a December birthday. It was okay, if a bit strange. I grew out of it, years ago.

But today, I don’t know how I feel about leaving. This time, I won’t be coming back. I’ve had my assessment – Luke and I had a meeting with Dr Lawn a couple of days ago – so it’s real, and has been for a couple of days; but somehow it’s only just hit me, and now I feel strange. I don’t like it.

‘We’re going to miss you,’ Lucy says with another soft smile.

I wonder how many times she has said that to the other mentally unstable dickheads like me. ‘Yeah,’ I reply. I’m not going to say, ‘I’ll miss you, too’ because, honestly, I won’t. She was a good nurse, but that was her job. And now she will be a good nurse to the next guy. She’s getting paid for this shit.

‘You’ve done so well, Tristan, we’re proud of you,’ she says, reaching up and placing a hand on my shoulder. I look at her hand as she holds it there. I’m not proud. I haven’t changed. The only way that I’m different now is that I’ve learned the way to do things, the right things to say, the right way to act. I’ve got the hang of the game. Yes, I am cheating, but if it means I win, it’s okay, isn’t it?

And it’s not that I’ve given up; leaving this place doesn’t mean I’m going to jump off a bridge. This place might not have fixed me, but I still want to try to change. In fact, I’m going to change. I’m going to change for Luke, for Dad, maybe even for the people here, like Lucy, too. But I don’t want to be in this place any more. I can’t be in this place any more.

Lucy’s attention is diverted at the sound of an alarm. It’s coming from her waistband, where a small plastic device is flashing. Her pager. ‘Shit,’ she mutters as she looks down at it to see which room is calling for her help. ‘Not again.’ She looks at the door in front of us that leads towards reception, which she’d just started to open, then back at me, then at her fob, and then at me again. ‘I bet that’s Russ. Okay, I’ve got to run, Tristan,’ she says, already heading back the way we came, down the corridor to the ward. ‘I will be back, I promise. Just stay here.’ She motions to the plastic seats lining the wall.

‘But I’ve got to—’

‘I’ll be right back to sign you out. I promise. I just really need to help with this,’ she says, as the door in front of me swings shut again. My freedom being slammed in my face.

There’s no point arguing. I nod my head.

So with one more smile, Lucy legs it down the corridor to help restrain whichever poor sod is losing it right now.

I turn back towards the door in front of me, and my stomach jolts as I notice a green light. The door didn’t lock this time. Lucy didn’t fully close it. And now that the option is there, it’s tempting. I can get to the reception by myself, can’t I? The decision to send me home has been made and it’s not like I need to be chaperoned. I don’t need to be looked after.

I look back to the green light again. What does green mean? Surely green means good, as in, Good idea, Tristan. No, wait – green means go.


Chapter 2

Zoe

Let’s play a game. How many differences can we find between a private hospital and an NHS hospital? According to Jerry, the reason he pays for private health care is because of the major differences. It’s all about the differences, Zoe, he says, they could be life-saving.

Personally, I didn’t notice the differences last time I was here. Or the time before that. Or the time before that. So concentrate this time, Zoe. Really concentrate!

I walk through the doors. (Revolving doors, might I add. Do they have revolving doors in NHS hospitals? Probably.) I stride through the usual bustle of people in the waiting room and inhale the same sterile smell that always burns my nose. My phone pings; I know without looking it’ll be Jerry – eyeroll time – checking I’m okay again. It was all I could do to stop him coming with me.

I glide up to the outpatient’s desk, leaning my arms on the table, before beaming a toothy smile at the receptionist. She doesn’t smile back. Reception desk, leaflets, moody lady – the NHS have these too, you know.

‘Yes?’ the receptionist says, her lips still pursed tight.

Okay. A smile doesn’t hurt anybody, lady.

‘I have a reason to be here,’ I say. I don’t say why, and I don’t say who I’m seeing, nor do I say what my name is. Let’s see if she can work it out from my very vague sentence. Because maybe the private factor is that the receptionists are mind readers. Now that would be worth paying extra for.

‘And that is?’ the lady replies with an exaggerated sigh.

Okay, she’s not a mind reader. Slightly disappointed, but good to get it clarified early.

I form another smile, sickly sweet this time. ‘My name is Zoe Miller, and I’m here to see my—’

‘Are you in the system?’ She cuts me off as her eyes move to her computer.

‘Erm … yeah, I guess so, but last time I just told them my name and—’

‘I need to check you’re on the system first.’

Jesus. She won’t let me get a word in edgeways. ‘Okay,’ I start, ‘but I’m pretty sure I go to floor three. I always do, and I’m here quite a lot—’

‘Madam, as I was saying, I need to check you’re on the system first.’ Did she just call me madam? She gives me a wad of paper and a pen. ‘In the meantime, fill this in,’ she says.

I look down at the paper, it’s some standard new patient form. ‘I don’t think I need to fill this in. I’m seeing—’

‘Madam,’ she says, cutting me off again. Since when have I been a madam? ‘Take a seat and I’ll call you.’

She turns away and I lower my eyebrows in defeat. I’m not one for conflict, so I sigh, turn around, walk towards the waiting area and sit down next to some twitchy bald guy.

I look at the form and start writing my name, but I know it’s pointless. So I drop the form on the floor, ungracefully flick off my flip-flops, cross my legs, and then throw a smile at the twitching guy. It’s safe to say he has other things on his mind. Bless him.

I glance around. So this is the waiting room of a private hospital, eh? I never pay much attention when I’m here, as I usually glide on upstairs, but I have to say it is a lot quieter, calmer and cleaner than other hospitals I’ve been to. I shuffle my bum in the seat. Hmmm. The seats are pretty comfortable, too. Okay, private hospital, I’ll give you that, you have comfy seats. But still, these aren’t life-changing differences, for sure. What is Jerry chatting about? Jerry is my dad, by the way. I call him Jerry because, well, it’s his name – and I like to keep things simple in life. I rarely call him ‘Dad’ because that would just confuse things. So, Jerry it is.

I’m still scanning the waiting room, trying to find the thing that makes it extra special, when, boom. Pow. Whack. I find it.

A coffee machine.

Yes, people, there’s a coffee machine in this waiting room – a fancy barista-style one, no less. Move over Starbucks, private health care has got our backs. I’m not entirely sure why I’m getting so excited about this when I don’t even drink coffee any more. But still, my past inner-coffee-addict is jumping up and down. Flat white, please. In fact, let’s add an extra shot to that.

Resisting that dark, velvety espresso-urge inside me, I turn my eyes back to the receptionist, wondering when she is going to call me. I know for a fact that I’m not supposed to be chilling here, and I’m so bored that I have now entered into a staring contest with her. She’s staring at her computer, I’m staring at her – which of us will blink first? Well, my friends, only time will tell. And I’ll let you in on a secret: I’m amazing at staring competitions. Call me cocky, but I always win. And you know what? It was going pretty well until some guy walked in front of the desk, blocking my line of sight. The unexpected movement distracts me, getting me all flustered, and I blink. Great. Thanks for ruining the game, man. I was only going to win. No big deal.

The guy turns, his eyes narrowed, towards the nurse who led him in, like he’s unsure of himself. Or maybe he needs glasses. ‘Thanks,’ he mumbles. ‘I’m sorry … I just … I got lost.’

‘No problem,’ the nurse says with a kind smile, before walking away.

I shuffle on to the seat next to me to get back my view of the receptionist. She is typing away on her computer but once she sees the guy standing in front of her she lifts her head up and smiles. Yes, I said that right, people, she smiles at this random boy. Well, I feel slightly offended now.

‘One minute, hon,’ she says.

Hon? Seriously? I get madam, and he gets hon. Not fair. The guy looks nervously around the waiting room, his eyes scanning from face to face, door to door. I think he’s looking for someone, and the longer he searches, the more panicked he’s seeming to get. He quickly turns back to the lady at reception. She’s focused on her computer screen, and it looks like he wants to say something, but then he whips his head back to us coffee-lovers in the waiting room. I can practically see his chest pumping underneath his ragged, grey denim jacket. He glances back at the receptionist one last time before hesitantly shuffling away and slumping himself down in one of the chairs opposite me.

I watch him as he continues to survey the room. He’s definitely looking for someone, and getting impatient with it as well.

He’s an odd-looking one. I’m not saying he’s the worst-looking, but he’s not typically beautiful either. He has a very distinctive face. I’d say he’s probably about my age, maybe older, with dark hair and dark eyes to match his clothes. Hmm, nothing like a bit of colour, hey? He looks like the love child of Green Day and Nirvana. Stick some eyeliner on him and he’ll be an American Idiot. Wait. Is he wearing eyeliner? I squint at his face. No. I think he just has rather impressive eyelashes, and if that’s the case, I’m jealous. Though I’m definitely not jealous of this dude’s eye bags; he looks a whole other level of tired. Maybe he’s older than I thought, because how can a twenty-year-old have bags like that? He looks like he hasn’t been outside in a while either. All in all, he looks a little bit ill. Maybe he’s a vampire, because his sweaty white skin seems to be shivering under the white hospital lights.

As I cup my head in my hands and continue to watch him, I exhale a happy sigh. I love people-watching. I can’t work out what sort of guy he is. I wouldn’t say he’s purposely trying to be punk rock, more like his genes have just made him fall into that sort of category. His hair might be dark, but I highly doubt it’s dyed.

A plump woman, who reminds me of an overgrown peach, shuffles her way past me, reeking of smoke, and sits herself down to Mr Billie Joe Armstrong Jr. She smiles at him, he tries to smile back, but his mouth gets twisted on his face. It looks painful. He glances around at the spare seats, probably wondering why she chose to sit right next to him. Then the woman looks over at the desk and stands up, placing her handbag on the seat.

‘Will you watch my bag for me, dear?’ she says to him. He got a hon earlier and a dear now, lucky boy.

Mr Eyeliner forces a short uncomfortable nod, and his eyes stay glued to her as she shuffles her way up to the desk again. He’s gripping on to either side of his chair, and his foot is tapping on the floor. This guy needs to calm down, it’s only a handbag. Have some herbal tea or something, I’m sure it’s on offer here.

Mr Eyeliner slowly and carefully moves his eyes from the woman waiting at the desk towards her bag. Oh, now things are getting interesting. Get the popcorn out. As he glances back to the lady, he swiftly slips his hand in her bag. He rummages for a few seconds before taking out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. He looks down, analysing them, and must be content with his findings because he shoves them into his pocket. His eyes quickly dart around the room to check that no one saw him.

But, oh.

His eyes catch mine and his face falls.

Yes, dude. I saw what you did there. I caught you red-handed. As he stares at me, I can’t help but feel my mouth turn up at the corners. I start smiling. I’m evil, I know, but I continue to smile as the lady sits back down next to him. He doesn’t let his eyes leave me.

‘Thanks, love,’ the lady says, moving the bag back on to her lap. He shuffles in his chair in response, not letting his eyes stray from mine. I stick my tongue out at him. He registers it – his mouth tightens and his eyebrows lowers – but he doesn’t seem to know how to react. So I cross my eyes. But again he just exhales and sits up straighter in his chair.

Ooh. Wait till you see my monkey impression, friend. Things are going to get fun here.


Chapter 3

Tristan

I decided I could find my own way to the waiting room, but I ended up getting lost, stopped by a nurse and chaperoned here anyway. There’s no sign of Luke. And now there is this girl staring at me. Not just staring, but pulling faces. I don’t like it. She saw me steal a woman’s fags, and I thought she was going to call me out for it, but then she just started pulling faces. I have a feeling she knows she is making me uncomfortable, but she’s still not stopping. Right now, she is jutting her chin out, creating a bizarre shape with her mouth.

Even if it wasn’t for the stupid faces she’s pulling, I’d have noticed this girl anyway. For starters, she has purple hair. Her hair is actual bright purple. It looks like she’s been photoshopped. She has it tied up into a messy bun, and is wearing giant bright pink hoops in her ears. But that doesn’t even compare to the rest of her outfit. She’s got these blue high-waisted trousers on, pulled in with an overly tight belt around her waist, into which she’s tucked a giant multicoloured sweater. It’s like she’s from the eighties or something. She is sitting cross-legged on the chair with bare feet, her flip-flops discarded nearby on the floor. Do I need to remind you it’s February?

The girl is still staring. What is she doing? Does she even have a reason to be here, or does she visit hospital waiting rooms to pull faces at people?

Talking about people, where is Luke? Please let today be one of the days that he behaves like an older brother. Please. I’m scared he won’t show up at all, and then Lucy will find me and ask why I took off. Then she’ll say she doesn’t think I’ve changed, and she’ll take me to Dr Lawn, and they will tell me I need to stay.

No. I don’t want that to happen. I can’t let that happen.

Breathe, Tristan.

I should ask the receptionist if Luke has shown up, but what if she calls Lucy, or Dr Lawn? What if I get in trouble for leaving? Lucy is probably looking for me already.

I stroke the cigarette packet in my pocket. They let me smoke here, though they weren’t keen on it. Only a few times a day in the designated area outside, and sometimes it wasn’t even that. Luke always used to get annoyed about me smoking when he visited. He complained about it to them, but he didn’t realise he had no control over it. Even if he did send me away, he needs to realise I’m an adult, not a teenager, not a kid.

I look down at my bag, which I thought would have been fuller. It has all my belongings in it, as well as my prescription, letters about the follow-up meetings and some leaflets. I say belongings, but it’s hardly even that. I wasn’t allowed anything of mine in the ward. The amount of times Luke used to bring me stuff from home and they’d say it broke the rules in some way. So eventually he stopped bringing my things, and brought Nando’s takeaways instead, which I didn’t complain about. So, basically, what I’m saying is that after a six-month stay my bag is pretty empty, considering. I have nothing to take away from these past six months, nothing to show for it.

It probably didn’t help the situation when I lashed out and smashed my room up. They had to restrain me, pinning me to the floor, even harder than they had any other time. Do you know what it feels like to have people pinning you to the ground in order to calm you down? Well, it doesn’t calm you down, I’ll tell you that.

After that ‘episode’ I wasn’t allowed anything. And it’s not like I brought a whole load with me initially. When I first came here, I wasn’t planning to stay long. In fact, I wasn’t planning to stay full stop.

I stroke the cigarette box in my pocket again. I wonder how many cigarettes you’d have to smoke in one sitting to die.

‘Zoe Miller,’ the receptionist calls. The girl with purple hair stands up, and I’m not sure what name I was expecting her to have, but something like ‘Rainbow’ would have made much more sense than Zoe. She nods her head, before dashing towards the lifts. I look back to her seat. Her multicoloured flip-flops are still on the floor.


Chapter 4

Zoe

I pick my flip-flops up on my way out, not without getting some stink eye from the receptionist. She definitely didn’t like me. Maybe she’s jealous of the hair. Did I tell you that I forgot my flip-flops? I noticed once I got upstairs but I wasn’t going to run downstairs and get them. Anyway, I quite like being bare-footed. It’s good for you. Not necessarily in a hospital, but outside it is so good. You connect more to the earth when you’re bare-footed, your skin making contact with the ground, you know? It’s the way it’s supposed to be. The best thing is walking through dirt, feeling it beneath your toes, smelling it in the air. Ah man, it’s just great.

Once I get outside I text Jerry to let him know I’m making my way home, ignoring his five messages from earlier. If you can’t tell … he worries. Whereas Paul, even if he didn’t hear from me again for two weeks, would be as chilled as cucumber. Well maybe not quite. Jerry and Paul are both my dads, but Jerry is definitely the mother-dad, while Paul is the father-dad. Ask my little sister Leia (Jerry was, and still is, a huge Star Wars fan) and she will totally agree.

Jerry has a motherly nature – he’s over-protective, nosy and highly controlling, but he’s also understanding. I think that’s a decent description of a mother, right? I don’t actually know because I’ve never had one, so I’m making my best guess here. Paul couldn’t be more different from Jerry – he’s much more relaxed, as well as quieter, but also very serious when he wants to be.

I’m walking towards the bus stop right outside the hospital but I come to a sudden stop when I see a certain someone already standing there. Yes, it’s Mr Eyeliner, the Jesus of Suburbia himself. He’s leant up against the brick wall, smoking one of his stolen cigarettes. He’s in a world of his own, and hasn’t seen me. Unlucky for him. He puts the cigarette in his mouth again. He is sucking on that thing like it’s an inhaler, with his other hand tapping against the wooden side of the bus shelter, and he’s muttering quietly. It’s like he’s having a silent argument with himself. But hey, I’m not judging. After all, it’s not any of my business …

I’m about to keep walking when in one smooth movement he lifts one of his hands up, clenches it into a fist, and … smack.

Oh.

Okay.

He just smashed his hand into the wood of the bus shelter. This guy just punched the wall.

He turns around, and his eyes catch mine. Yet again, mystery man, I think, I’ve caught you in the act of something you probably shouldn’t be doing.

I can’t work out what he’s thinking, but I know he doesn’t waste any time in leaving. He frowns, drops his cigarette and walks away. As he quickly shuffles off, the cigarette box falls delicately out of his trouser pocket. Almost as if it’s calling out to me. He doesn’t notice, of course; he’s too worried about leaving.

Once he’s rounded the next corner, I glide towards the spot he was standing and peer at the wood. There is a faint smear of red – it’s blood. Why would he choose to do that to his own hand? I look down at the cigarette box on the floor and pick it up, feeling a small smile creep on to my face.

I have your cigarette box, mysterious dark-eyed dude, and what are you going to do about it?


Chapter 5

Tristan

I can’t believe Luke didn’t show up. I can’t believe he abandoned me. I can’t believe I hit that bus stop.

I will admit I have slight anger issues, but that wasn’t why I punched the bus shelter. No, I did it because I wanted it to hurt. Pain makes me feel, and feelings mean I can temporarily escape the numbing sadness that sinks over me. It’s a way of relieving the tension, I guess, and it just makes sense – until I actually do it. Then I’m overcome with the biggest feeling of regret that could ever sweep over me.

It’s a vicious circle.

The hospital is only a twenty-minute walk from where I live, which feels almost painfully ironic. I’ve been so near to the outside world yet locked up in my own bubble for the last six months. I take my time walking, going past the garden centre, over the railway bridge and along the row of old people’s homes where they sit watching behind their curtains. Seeing all the familiar sights makes me realise that I’m anything but happy to be back. But, then, I don’t want to go back to hospital, either. There isn’t really anywhere I want to go. I’m so lost.

When I finally get to our front door, I stop. It’s been so long, and I’m still the same messed-up person. Except now I’m in a worse position, because everyone will think I’ve changed. They will all think I’m better, when really I’m not.

So now I need to pretend I am what they think I am.

I knock on the door.

No answer. I knock again.

Still nothing.

I knock once more, aggressively this time, with both fists.

Is Luke not in there? I look around at the cars parked along the road, and realise his isn’t one of them. My stomach drops and my heart pounds as I feel my cheeks start to get warm. You’re jumping the gun, Tristan, I try to tell myself. You’re overthinking this.

I turn back to the house. The blinds are closed. Since when does Luke bother to close the blinds?

Oh my God. I’m not bloody jumping the gun. He’s not here, is he?

What if he was never planning to pick me up? What if he’s ditched me and moved away? What about Misha?

The counsellor suggested to Luke that he get me Misha when I moved back home from university last year. So he did what they said and bought a dog, my dog, a golden Labrador retriever who was the runt of the litter. And he’s perfect. Luke isn’t a dog person and has always found Misha annoying, but I loved him from the start. Unlike Luke, Misha has always been there for me. That’s the great thing about dogs – they’re there for you no matter what an arse you are in life. They don’t care. All dogs want in life is love. We humans should take after them, rather than overcomplicating everything.

When I saw Luke last week he said he was looking after Misha; that he was being a cheeky little bugger but everything was good. I should have known not to trust him.

I’m pacing up and down the pavement with thoughts racing through my head. I’m trying to remember what Dr Lawn told me to do when I felt like this. Breathing exercises, she used to say, practise breathing exercises for your anxiety. But I can’t waste my time on that. I just want to find my brother.

Maybe he’s at work. That would explain why his car is gone. But why would he be at work when he knew that I was leaving the hospital today? That he was picking me up at 2 p.m.?

I slump on to the pavement next to our garden wall, which really isn’t a wall at all. It seems Luke didn’t get it fixed while I’ve been away, but then again I guess it was my fault the wall was wrecked in the first place. When I said that I have slight anger issues, I might have understated it. I stare at the mounds of bricks resting on the ground as I try to contain my panting. And then something clicks in that weird head of mine.

[image: image]

Smash.

The brick goes through the living room window easily and the glass collapses around it. I don’t feel any guilt about it, in fact I feel a little bit proud. I move closer and use my elbow to shove the remaining shards away. Once I’m satisfied with the size of the hole, I step back and admire my work. I can understand why there are so many burglaries if breaking into a house is this easy. And therapeutic. I feel a lot calmer now. I look at the gaping hole one last time, before putting my hoodie over my head and heaving myself up and through. Small shards of glass wrestle with the fabric of my denim jacket and I can feel myself getting tangled in the blinds, but I eventually land inside.

I stand up and quickly survey the living room. I can’t help but chuckle. I just broke into my own house. And it is my house. I have no idea why Luke isn’t around, but he clearly still lives here. I know that because his treadmill is in the corner of the room, a half empty bottle of Jack Daniels is resting on the coffee table, the pull-up bar is mounted in the doorway, and even Misha’s bed is still resting in the corner. But where the hell is Misha?

One thing I know about Misha is that he has super powers. His hearing is better than any dog I’ve ever known. If a single noise is made in the house, he comes running to it straight away. He never barks though – I don’t think he’s physically capable. Maybe it’s that his hearing overbears his ability to bark. Anyway what I’m trying to say is, I just broke in through the window. So why hasn’t Misha trotted along to investigate the noise?

His bed is here. If Luke got rid of him, he would have got rid of the bed as well. He always said it made the place smell of piss. So Misha has to be here somewhere. I make my way into the hallway, heading towards the kitchen.

‘Misha?’

No answer.

I look around the kitchen, but there’s no sign of him. I run towards the back door where his dog tin is. Everything is in there – his food, his poop bags, his treats, his toys. Even his lead is here, so Luke isn’t taking him for a walk. But let’s be real, when does he ever take him for a walk?

‘Where are you? Where the hell are you?’

Silence.

Luke got rid of him. Luke got rid of my dog. He promised me.

I lift up the tin and throw it across the room. It crashes on to the floor and slides, taking the coat rack tumbling down with it. I stare at it, as my chest starts thumping. How could he do this to me? How could he do this to Misha?

I can’t be in this house any longer. I move swiftly through the kitchen, into the living room – and now I’m heading towards the door, and that’s when I feel a force pulling roughly against me.

In one heavy motion I’m thrown on to the floor, collapsing on to my hands and knees. I suck in a breath of air as fire surges through my right hand. My palm has slid into a shard of broken glass. I’m just about to yell in pain when my knees buckle beneath me, and I’m pinned to the ground. Jesus Christ.

‘What the hell are you doing breaking into my house?’ a gruff voice says. ‘Tell me what you’re doing here!’ The voice belongs to Luke.

‘Luke, wait,’ I try to shout. But when I say he’s pinning me to the ground, I mean it. He’s right on top of me, and he’s not a skinny guy. I’m struggling to breathe, let alone speak. I try again. ‘Luke, it’s me.’

After a pause, I feel the weight of his body lift off me. I manage to turn around to look up at Luke, standing over me in his boxers. It’s not a pretty sight. His eyes look bloodshot and tired, and are accompanied by deep bags, which darken as he stares at me.

‘Tristan?’ he says, rubbing a hand through his hair.

I watch him, my lip twitching nervously.

‘Tristan,’ Luke says again. His voice has dropped, it’s gone soft and pathetic. ‘Are … are you okay?’ He offers a hand to help me up. I ignore his offer and clamber up on my own to stand opposite him, staying silent. Luke starts shaking his head. ‘I don’t understand. What are you—’

He pauses. His eyes widen. He brings his hand to his mouth.

‘It’s Saturday?’ he says, like I’m going to answer. ‘Shit,’ he groans, dragging his hand down his face. ‘Shit. Shit. Shit.’ Luke kicks the floor before moving his eyes back up to mine. ‘I’m sorry, Tristan. I don’t know how I forgot, I …’ He sighs before finally rubbing his eyes and taking a step closer to me. ‘Are you okay?’ he says.

I can smell alcohol on him. I turn my head away. ‘I’m fine.’

‘You sure? I’m sorry that I—’

‘I’m fine,’ I say again, firmly. I don’t want to be having this conversation.

‘Okay, good.’ Luke sounds as if he’s trying to work out a maths problem. ‘Good.’ A forced smile forms on his face. ‘Well, you’re home now. This is good. Come here.’ He walks forward, wrapping his arms around me. I don’t hug him back, I don’t do anything. I just stay there in uncomfortable silence. ‘I’m proud of you, you know,’ he says.

Just like Lucy the nurse, he’s proud of me too. Surely he can tell I’m not okay. Surely out of everyone, Luke knows the truth? But maybe he’s pretending, like I am. Pretending is much easier.

‘Is everything okay, babe?’

Luke swiftly lets me go, as we both turn around in the direction of the voice. Standing by the stairs there is a brown-haired girl with smudged make-up, still buttoning up her shirt and wearing baggy shorts. Though on a second look, I realise that they’re not shorts, but Luke’s boxers. Luke moves towards her, putting his hand around her waist, and brushing her scruffy hair away from her face. ‘Yeah, it’s all cool. It’s totally fine. This is my brother.’

The girl squints at me, maybe her smudged make-up is obstructing her vision. ‘So … it wasn’t a burglar?’ she asks, looking up at Luke.

‘No, it was just my brother … I’ve told you about him, remember?’

‘Oh, yeah,’ she says. ‘It’s Tyson, right?’

Luke frowns. ‘No … His name’s Tristan.’ He tries to throw a smile at me. ‘Tristan, this is, erm …’ He turns towards the girl, scratching his head. ‘This is … Jen … Jenna.’

‘Gemma,’ she says.

‘Gemma, right, yeah. This is Gemma.’

Gemma moves towards me and holds out her hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Tristan, I’ve heard a lot about you.’ I look down at her hand, but don’t take it. I’m not shaking that. I don’t know where it’s been.

‘Er, babe,’ Luke says pulling her hand away and weaving his fingers through hers. He moves himself close and starts muttering words in her ear. I sigh, and move off, slumping myself on the sofa. I can hear the odd phrase if I bother to listen in.

‘Yeah, babe, I’ll call you later,’ Luke says. He follows this with, ‘It’s more complicated than that.’ And then comes the grand finale of, ‘I just need some time with him.’

That’s the last thing I want from him right now. The panic I felt earlier has now settled into anger. My brother forgot to pick me up from the hospital because he was with some girl whose name he couldn’t even remember.

But this shouldn’t surprise me. It is Luke we’re talking about.


Chapter 6

Zoe

‘There’s an envelope on your bed,’ Jerry calls as soon as I get in the house.

He’s stood at the end of the hallway. I beam my excited eyes at him. ‘Is it what I think it is?’

Jerry shrugs his shoulders, a slight smile twisted on his lips. I know he knows what it is, which means he must have looked through my post, but I’m not even mad about it. Well, maybe a little, but I’ve had to come to terms with the fact I can’t change Jerry.

Abandoning my bag and coat, I run upstairs into my room and squeal with delight at the brown envelope on my bed. Sure enough, it’s already been opened by Jerry – I can tell from his poor attempt to stick it back together. I carefully reopen the seal and take out the contents. I’m holding sixty developed photos in my hand, and each one feels like another piece added to me. They feel so precious in my fingertips; so clean, fresh and new. I’m so proud of them. Is this the way mothers feel when they hold their new babies?

I take so many photos on disposable cameras that I get a new package of pictures about once a month, but it brings me this much joy every time. Maybe I’m going overboard, but hey, it’s nice to find happiness in the simpler things in life. That way you can find a lot more to be happy about.

After looking through each one, I head back downstairs in perfect time to see Leia coming in after her day at college. She’s in her final year, studying Biology and Chemistry. So yes, basically, she is a lot smarter than me. She closes the door and stares at me, tilting her head appraisingly as she takes in my new hair colour. I smile back, posing for a photo she isn’t even taking. ‘You like?’

‘Yeah,’ she replies, dropping her bag on the floor and walking past me into the kitchen. ‘When did you do it?’

‘This morning, before I went to the hospital,’ I say, following her in.

‘And how was that?’ she asks, head in the fridge.

‘It was a hospital, what more can I say?’ I hoist myself up on to the counter. ‘Want to do yoga with me?’

‘Yeah, after I’ve done some coursework.’

I jut my lip out, pouting. ‘I can’t later, I took overtime at work tonight.’

‘You’re working tonight?’ Jerry says, peeping in through the doorway, half in the kitchen, half out.

‘Yes, my lovely father, I do believe I told you.’

Jerry frowns deeply, creating even more lines and dents in his wrinkled forehead. ‘So you’re not eating dinner then?’

I shake my head, grabbing an apple from the fruit bowl and slowly biting into it. There is a satisfying crunch.

‘You seem to be taking a lot shifts lately. Any reason why?’ Jerry asks, seemingly casually.

I take another bite of my apple, smiling at him. ‘I’m just not as busy as I was last year, and you know I like to keep myself distracted.’

Jerry runs his hand through his white hair. He can’t work out if that was a dig, or if it was totally innocent. I’m not sure either. ‘Well, maybe you can keep yourself distracted with your degree? Maybe start planning your dissertation … Weren’t you supposed to have worked out what you were writing it on by now? May will be here before you know it.’

I watch Jerry carefully. ‘Just because I’m back at home, doesn’t mean you can start telling me to do my uni work. I’ve had two years of living on my own, remember. And I did that pretty well.’

‘Yeah, I know, honey but—’

‘Anyway,’ I say, jumping off the kitchen counter, ‘I’m going to go do some yoga.’

‘Do you have time?’ Jerry calls, as I run up the stairs.

‘Of course I have time,’ I shout back over my shoulder.

[image: image]

I didn’t have time for yoga.

Usually I would walk to work, but in the end Jerry had to give me a lift so that I wouldn’t be late. As usual, he gave me an earful about how ‘I can’t always rely on him blah blah blah’ and that ‘I should give myself more time to get to work blah blah blah’. I followed this by politely letting him know that it would make his life a lot easier if I had a car. It would turn a thirty-minute walk into a five-minute drive for me. All that extra time I’d have to give him more daughterly love. He quickly changed the subject after that, because neither of us wanted to get into the same old argument about why he didn’t want me driving.

Anyway, I’m at work now, and I ended up being a whole twelve minutes and thirty seconds early. I’ll only need to wait a couple of minutes before Ree comes in, quickly followed by Anna, who probably shared a lift in together. This is why I took this shift – I knew we were all working today, the three amigos back together.

Ree and Anna both chatted to me on my first day in the summer, and they’ve taken me under their wings ever since. I had just moved back home for my last year of university, and was feeling a bit lost. I needed friends around me. And I’m grateful to them for recognising that.

Anna is from Leeds and is at Surrey Uni, same as me. She studies English, though, so I had never even seen her before I worked here. Ree works here full time, and they are talking about putting her up for a supervisor position soon. I know she’s going to ace it; she’ll be the manager here before long. Retail work runs in the family, her sister Alice is working her way up in Pandora just down the high street, and her mum works in the head office of M&S.

Anna and Ree have worked here a while longer than me, so their friendship was good mature cheddar age before I popped into their lives. I totally understand three can be a crowd, but for some reason it seems to work with us. Maybe it’s because I don’t care that they see each other more, because Ree’s house is near Anna’s student house, or that they have their inside jokes, or that I end up so busy with work, uni and badminton coaching that I rarely have time to hang out with them. All I care about is that they are friends to me, and I love them both for that.

‘Ooh, purple!’ Anna says, taking in my hair as I put my apron on, tying it loosely at the back. My apron is a mess compared to theirs. I don’t even know how I get it so messy when I’m always on the tills. Anna forms a confident smile as she holds her hand out to Ree, who grudgingly hands her a tenner. They placed bets on my next hair colour again, and Anna guessed correctly for the second time in a row. I tell you, going from green to purple isn’t easy.

‘You like?’ I ask with a proud smile.

Ree nods her head. ‘What time you doing today? Until nine?’

‘You know it.’

‘Sweet, I won’t be left on my own for once.’

‘Hey, what about me?’ Anna chimes in with her highly entertaining northern accent.

‘It doesn’t count, you work on shelves,’ Ree replies, fiddling with her fob.

‘Not all the time.’

‘But today you are, right?’

‘Yeah,’ Anna replies, sulking down on the bench, before she quickly straightens and dramatically grabs Ree’s arm. ‘Did you hear?’ she says.

Ree turns to her, eyes widening. ‘Oh my God, yeah I did.’

‘Apparently he’s coming back here. I heard Juliette talking about it this morning.’ Anna’s eyes are equally wide.

‘Have you seen him yet?’

Anna shakes her head.

I pop my head into this rather confusing conversation. ‘Saw who?’

‘Is he definitely coming back? I didn’t even know he was out yet.’ Ree carries on without answering my question.
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