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ONE

			Maeve closed her book and sighed.

			Resting her head back on the sofa, she squinted at the sunlight streaming in through a gap in the caravan curtains. She lifted her right hand to chew her thumbnail, while tapping impatiently on the book cover with her left.

			She’d read Jane Eyre a few times, but this bit still annoyed her. She hated Jane’s cousin John Reed, and every time she read it he seemed to get worse. Bullying Jane just because he had everything and she had nothing and no one.

			‘Arrogant dickhead,’ Maeve said out loud to the empty room.

			She stopped chewing her nail and let her hands rest on her stomach, staring up at the ceiling. She could hear faint music coming from a caravan down the way and people in the distance chatting and laughing. She felt a stab of loneliness.

			‘This is what you get for reading the Brontës,’ she reminded herself, running a hand through her hair and moving to sit upright.

			Putting the book aside, she spotted her pack of cigarettes poking out from under the bag next to her and reached for it, pulling one out and grabbing the lighter from the table. She pushed herself up off the sofa and headed towards the door, swinging it open and stepping out into the sunshine.

			‘Morning, love.’

			Maeve looked up from lighting her cigarette to see Cynthia, the caravan park owner, hanging some washing up on the line and smiling at her.

			‘Hi, Cynthia,’ Maeve replied, exhaling and folding her arms across her chest.

			‘Lovely day,’ Cynthia mused, pegging a denim skirt to the line that was exactly the same as the one she had on. ‘You all right? Up to anything nice?’

			‘Just some reading.’

			‘Ah, lovely. Anything good?’

			‘Jane Eyre.’

			‘I think I’ve read it.’ Cynthia looked pensive for a moment. ‘That the one with the badger?’

			Before Maeve could answer, Cynthia’s caravan door swung open and her husband, Jeffrey, appeared in the doorway wearing a faded white sleeveless vest, a neon-green headband and very tight, tiny gym shorts. He put his hands on his hips and inhaled deeply. Maeve tried and failed to hide a snigger.

			‘What are you doing, Jeffrey?’ Cynthia asked him, wrinkling her nose in disgust.

			‘Zumba,’ he sniffed, clicking his neck as he moved his head from side to side. ‘Thought I’d do it out here where there’s more space to move.’

			‘Since when do you do Zumba?’

			‘Since today. I’m going to get into it.’

			He reached to turn up the volume on the pop music the radio was playing inside the caravan. Under the scrutinising gaze of his wife, he stepped down on to the grass, checked his headband was in the right position and then launched into a lunge.

			‘Just warming up,’ he informed Maeve.

			‘Great,’ she said, trying not to look.

			Cynthia shook her head at him in disappointment. ‘You look like an idiot, Jeffrey.’

			‘I once came second in a Latin dancing competition,’ he declared, ignoring her. He tripped a bit coming out of the lunge, before enthusiastically rolling his hips in circles. ‘I was told I had a lot of potential.’

			‘Who told you that? Your grandmother?’ Cynthia muttered.

			Amused, Maeve took one last drag, while Jeffrey began side-stepping back and forth, completely out of time to the beat, clapping his hands as he went.

			‘See you later,’ she said, putting her cigarette out. ‘Have fun, Jeffrey. Try not to pull a muscle.’

			‘Thanks,’ he said, giving her a thumbs up while bopping his shoulders.

			‘Don’t forget the rent this week, love, will you,’ Cynthia said with a thin-lipped smile, tilting her head at Maeve. ‘Only last time, you were a day late and I wish I could make exceptions, but it wouldn’t be very fair on the others.’

			‘I’ll get it to you.’

			‘Thanks, love.’

			A couple of kids ran by, dodging past Jeffrey and almost getting hit in the face as he counted his star jumps. He lost his balance as they swerved round him and he stumbled, his headband slipping down over his eyes.

			‘Oi!’ he yelled out after them as they ran off laughing, and wrestled the headband back up to his forehead. ‘Watch it!’

			‘I remember you at that age,’ Cynthia said to Maeve with a drawn-out sigh. ‘You were always getting into trouble around here. And your brother. No one to keep an eye on you both back then, what with your mother and her troubles. How is your brother? He all right?’

			‘Great, thanks. Yeah, he’s really well actually.’

			‘Ah, that’s nice.’

			Maeve pointed awkwardly at her door. ‘Better get back to reading.’

			‘Yes, nice story that one. Cheeky little badger.’

			Jeffrey suddenly stopped running on the spot. ‘What badger? It didn’t go in the caravan, did it?’

			‘There is no badger, Jeffrey,’ Cynthia replied, narrowing her eyes at him in disgust. ‘I said it was a cheeky little badger in the book Maeve’s reading.’

			‘See you,’ Maeve said, giving them a small wave.

			‘See you, love.’

			Stepping back up into her caravan, Maeve smiled to herself as she heard Cynthia hiss, ‘Twat’, at her husband, just before the door shut.

			Pulling her phone out of her pocket to check for messages, she felt a pang of disappointment that there were none. She’d lied to Cynthia about her brother, Sean. She hadn’t heard from him in a while, and every time she checked her phone she hoped by some miracle there might be a message from him, letting her know he was OK or revealing where he was. She supposed she should be used to it by now. Her idiot brother disappearing for months wasn’t exactly a new phenomenon. And it wasn’t like she couldn’t look after herself.

			But she missed him.

			Whatever. Shoving her phone back in her pocket, her eyes flickered to the table at the application form that she’d filled out last night. She stood there for a moment until a voice in her head went, just do it.

			She went into her bedroom determinedly, grabbing her make-up bag and checking her reflection in the mirror. Reapplying her black kohl eyeliner, she thought about the sign in that bookshop window: Part-time bookseller wanted, apply inside.

			Yesterday she was walking past the shop with her school friend, Otis, and as she spotted it, she’d done a double-take, stopping still on the pavement to read it properly. Her heart started racing. When she thought about getting a summer job, she assumed she’d end up working in the shopping centre at the milkshake place or the waffle stand. She hadn’t considered that she might get a job doing something she’d actually enjoy. Something she could be passionate about.

			‘Maeve, you can’t stop suddenly like that,’ Otis had said, scurrying back to her side as she stared at the sign, enraptured. ‘I just carried on walking and chatting, and almost walked into the lamp post when I looked round to see where you’d gone.’

			When she just started chewing her thumbnail without looking up at him in response, he took a moment to read the notice.

			‘Why don’t you apply? You’d be great!’ he said enthusiastically.

			‘Don’t be a dickhead.’

			‘Come on, let’s go in. You can fill out an application form.’

			‘I can’t.’

			Maeve’s eyes dropped to the ground, before she shook her head and marched away down the road. She had made it quite far before Otis caught up with her.

			‘Why not?’ Otis pestered. ‘Why can’t you apply for that job?’

			‘Because they wouldn’t want someone like me working in their bookshop.’

			‘You mean someone super smart and really good at books?’

			The corner of her lips twitched into a smile. ‘Good at books?’

			‘Yeah, OK,’ he said, rolling his eyes and shoving his hands in his pockets. ‘I realised as I said it that it sounded wrong. You know what I mean. Look, I really think you should apply. You could spend your days telling customers about brilliant feminist literature. It’s your dream job.’

			‘They won’t want me, Otis.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because –’ she threw her hands up in the air in exasperation – ‘look at me! I’m not the sort of person who lands a nice job at a bookshop. I’ve got a nose ring and dyed hair.’

			‘Oh right. Sorry. I didn’t realise you were applying for a job in the nineteen fifties.’

			She sighed, before stubbornly pursing her lips.

			‘You should at least think about it,’ Otis said, nudging her arm with his elbow. ‘Maybe apply tomorrow.’

			‘Fine.’

			‘Good.’ He passed her a folded piece of paper from his pocket. ‘Here’s the application form.’

			‘What the—’

			‘I went in and got one from the counter. It’s really nice in there. Smells like . . . books.’

			‘It’s a bookshop, Otis.’

			He continued to hold the form out to her, shaking it in front of her face until she eventually took it, frowning at his smug expression.

			‘You’re so annoying.’

			‘No, I’m encouraging. You know who is annoying though? My mum. She started her vagina workshop at eight this morning and made me get up to make tea for everyone.’

			As Otis launched into a rant about Jean, his sex-therapist mother, Maeve found herself reluctantly laughing, her mood instantly lifted. After saying goodbye to him yesterday afternoon she’d come home, sat down and filled out the form, weirdly full of hope.

			Perfecting her eyeliner now in the caravan, she realised she’d been absent-mindedly smiling while thinking about her day yesterday with Otis.

			There was a time when Maeve had thought Otis liked her. Like, really liked her. And, yes, there were times when she considered telling him how she felt. How he made her feel. But it was complicated; too risky. If anything went wrong, if she messed things up like she always did, and then she lost Otis . . .

			The point is, it wasn’t worth it. They were friends. Good friends. It worked that way. And who knew how he felt about her now? He’d moved on, she was certain of it.

			They both had. Hadn’t they?

			She quickly snapped out of it and put her eye pencil down, looking for her lipstick. She checked her outfit: a dark-red top and short black skirt with fishnet tights and black, heeled lace-up boots. It was a hot day, but she grabbed her leather jacket and put it on anyway.

			Checking her reflection one last time, she grabbed her phone and texted Otis.

			[image: Going to go apply for that job]

			It vibrated with a reply straight away.

			[image: Which job?]

			[image: The one in the bookshop Dickhead]

			[image: I was joking. That's brilliant. Want me to come with you?]

			[image: If you want]

			[image: Give me 20 mins. Meet you at yours. I'll leave my bike there and we can walk into town together]

			Maeve smiled, leaving her phone on the table as she went to put the kettle on while she waited for him. She fiddled with her necklace and imagined walking into the bookshop and handing in her application form. Her bag on the sofa caught her eye. She needed to check the contents of her purse. She grimaced and steeled herself as she picked it up, trying to remember how much was in there.

			Opening it, she sighed in relief. There was enough for rent. She needed a job if she was going to pay next month’s though. It’s not like she was making any extra cash now that school was out and the sex clinic was on pause.

			Running the secret clinic with Otis for fellow school students had been a brilliant idea, if she did say so herself. She handled the business side of things, bookings and payments, and he got to do what he was good at – offering sex and relationship advice. He had a gift, a natural talent for therapising. It was as though by living with his mother he’d soaked up her knowledge and therapy skills. And it turned out the people they went to school with REALLY needed help. The clinic was a huge success.

			But they weren’t doing that right now, so summer job it was.

			Maeve jumped as her phone started vibrating on the table, jolting her from her bookshop daydream. It was probably Otis calling to say he couldn’t make it. Trying not to be prematurely disappointed, she went to answer it but didn’t recognise the number. She frowned in confusion, deliberating over answering. She picked up just before it rang out.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Heeeey, Frog-face.’

			She inhaled sharply at the sound of her brother’s voice. Finally.

			‘Where the fuck have you been?’ she asked angrily.

			‘You missed me then?’

			‘You left without saying goodbye,’ she seethed. ‘Again.’

			‘Look, I know you’re angry, but I need your help.’

			She closed her eyes, her heart sinking. His voice was strained and tired. Something was wrong. He wouldn’t bother calling otherwise.

			‘Froggy?’ he prompted. ‘Come on. I’m in trouble. Speak to me.’

			She asked quietly, ‘What do you need?’

			‘I need you.’

			‘What do you mean, you need me?’

			‘I need you to come here and help me figure something out.’ He hesitated. ‘I was arrested.’

			‘You what?’

			‘I swear I didn’t do anything wrong. I swear, Maeve. They’ve got it all wrong. They think I’ve stolen a diamond necklace. I was seeing this girl and . . . Look, I didn’t do it, Maeve. I need your help to prove it.’

			‘Are you calling from prison?’

			‘No, I was held for twenty-four hours and I’ve been released on bail. I’m crashing at my friend’s house in the city. The police came by with a warrant to search his place while I was in custody, and they didn’t find anything – because I didn’t take it – but I know they’re looking to pin this on me. It’s only a matter of time before they come for me again.’

			‘A diamond necklace,’ Maeve repeated, pacing around the room and trying not to panic. ‘What do you mean, like actual diamonds?’

			‘Yeah. You should see it. Worth a shedload.’

			‘This sounds like a joke.’

			‘It’s not.’

			‘Why do they think you’ve taken it?’

			‘It’s complicated, but the most important thing for you to know is that I didn’t do it. I need you to come here and help me prove it.’

			‘What the hell can I do about it? Shit, Sean! This is really bad!’

			‘Yeah, that’s why I’m calling you. You know you’re the clever one. No one is on my side here. They’re not even trying to look for any other suspects, but if we could somehow work out who did take it, then I’d be completely off the hook. I don’t have anyone else to help me. Please. Will you come here and help me figure it out?’

			Maeve paused, her brain overloaded with all this information, busily trying to map out the best thing to do.

			‘Please, Frog-face,’ Sean pleaded, adding hopefully, ‘If you come, I’ll make you pancakes with smiley faces and whipped cream.’

			‘This isn’t really the time for pancakes, Sean.’

			‘Aw, it’s always the time for pancakes.’ He chuckled. After a moment he spoke again, but his tone was different this time. Serious and afraid. ‘Please, I need your help. These people, they’re powerful. I think I’m in a lot of trouble. And if I don’t get out now, I won’t ever get out. I don’t have anyone else.’

			Maeve bit her lip. ‘All right.’

			‘You’ll come?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Thank you,’ he breathed, sounding relieved. ‘You’ve given me hope, Frog-face. I know if anyone can work this mess out, it’s you.’

			‘Where will I find you?’

			‘I’ll text you the details. Maybe pack for a few days. It’s a bit of a journey. You know someone with a car you can borrow?’

			‘I’ll work it out.’

			He thanked her again, promising he’d make it up to her, and hung up. Not wasting any time, Maeve messaged Aimee, the only friend she could think of who had a car, asking her if it was all right to come over. Waiting for a reply, she saw the bookshop application lying on the table. She slid it towards her, glancing over what she’d written. Her phone vibrated with a message from Aimee.

			Maeve picked up the application form, screwed it up into a ball and dropped it on the table.

			She had to go and pack.

		

	
		
			
TWO

			‘Hey, where are you going?’

			Maeve turned the key in the lock of the caravan door before spinning round to see Otis leading his bike towards her with a confused expression. She was pleased that Jeffrey had clearly given up on his Zumba and that neither he nor Cynthia were lingering outside.

			‘I’m pretty sure you don’t need to sleep over at the bookshop to prove your dedication,’ Otis continued, suspiciously eyeing the overnight bag slung over her shoulder.

			‘Change of plan,’ she replied simply, coming down the steps. ‘Sorry, I should have messaged. I have to go.’

			‘OK. Go where?’ he asked, turning his bike round and following her as she walked off.

			‘Aimee’s.’

			‘Is she having a sleepover or something?’

			‘No, we’re not eight years old. I need to borrow her car.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Too many questions, Otis.’

			‘Not enough answers, Maeve.’

			She ignored him, marching on.

			‘Hey, come on,’ he said, his helmet wiggling about on his head as he hurried to keep up with her. ‘What’s going on?’

			He reached out for her arm and she turned to face him. He took the opportunity to undo his helmet and take it off. If Maeve wasn’t so annoyed and angry about everything right now, she’d take the piss out of his hair, which was sticking up in all directions.

			‘Talk to me,’ he said gently, as she brought her eyes up to meet his.

			This was the thing about Otis. He had this way of looking at you that made you want to tell him stuff, as though he would magically make it all OK. Yes, he wasn’t a qualified therapist, being a teenager and all that, but he really did have a gift. Maeve couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but you just . . . trusted him.

			Tall and waiflike, Otis Milburn was smart, kind and incredibly awkward, seemingly uncomfortable in his own skin. It was as though he was constantly apologising through his body language just for being there. He was an unlikely sex guru and an even unlikelier friend for Maeve Wiley. When they first started hanging out together, Maeve couldn’t quite work him out and he seemed to be terrified of her. But in the end, they clicked. There was no explaining it.

			‘All right,’ she said, kicking a clump of loose grass from under her foot. ‘I heard from Sean.’

			‘Your brother?’ Otis’s eyes lit up. ‘That’s great! I mean . . . is it?’

			Maeve’s jaw clenched. ‘He’s in trouble.’

			‘What kind of trouble?’ he asked, his eyebrows knitting together in concern.

			‘The police think he stole this really precious necklace,’ Maeve explained. ‘He doesn’t know what to do. He wants me to go and help him clear his name and argue he’s innocent or something.’

			‘Is he?’ Otis asked carefully.

			Maeve hesitated. ‘I don’t know.’

			She felt guilty saying it out loud. She wanted to believe her brother, but she’d been down this road before. He was very good at making promises and not so good at keeping them. He also had a habit of covering his tracks with his easy-going charm and convincing lies. To be honest, Maeve wasn’t sure how far he’d go to make money if he was desperate.

			And a diamond necklace would make someone a lot of money.

			‘I don’t know,’ Maeve repeated, annoyed at herself for being unsure. ‘But I have to do something. I can’t leave him in this on his own.’

			‘OK.’ Otis nodded slowly. ‘I’ll come with you.’

			‘What?’

			‘I’ll come with you,’ he repeated.

			‘No. No way.’

			‘I’m not letting you go on your own,’ he said firmly. ‘This sounds like a big deal. You might need a friend.’

			Maeve faltered. ‘I can’t ask you to do that.’

			‘You’re not.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m insisting. It sounds like a scenario that could be stressful and personal for you, and you might need someone to help keep things in perspective. Let me be there for you.’

			Maeve raised her eyebrows at him. ‘Fine. But this is serious, Otis. We’re talking my brother potentially going to prison.’

			‘I know.’

			‘It’s not a holiday.’

			‘I didn’t think it was. I’ll go home and pack a bag and then meet you at Aimee’s.’

			She nodded and he veered off in another direction, getting on his bike and cycling back home. Maeve watched him go, pleased that she wouldn’t be doing this alone.

			Things always seemed that bit better when he was there.

			*

			‘Oh my God,’ Aimee gasped, her eyes widening. ‘It’s FATE!’

			Maeve was taken aback by her friend’s reaction. ‘What?’

			‘Not the bit about your brother, obviously. That’s bad,’ Aimee said hurriedly, sitting cross-legged in the middle of her bed as Maeve perched on the end. ‘But I was just about to ask you if you wanted to head that way with me! There’s a baking convention there, in an arena, and I thought we could go together. You know, it’s a big city, not much fun on my own. But now, you need to go there anyway, we can travel together! It’s fate.’

			Maeve blinked at her. ‘A baking convention?’

			‘I know, cool, right? Perfect for a future professional baker like myself. And apparently there’s, like, loads of free scones and stuff.’

			‘That is cool,’ Maeve replied, deciding not to dwell on the fact that Aimee’s last attempt at baking a cake resulted in the kitchen almost going up in flames, and her sponge was so rock-hard, Maeve almost broke her tooth on it. ‘So we can take your car?’

			‘No problem!’ Aimee beamed, flicking her thick, curly blonde hair back behind her shoulder. ‘I’ll get some things together now and we can set off. How long do you think we’ll go for?’

			‘Not sure. Depends, I guess.’

			‘I’ll pack for a few nights then, just in case,’ Aimee declared, scrambling off the bed and skipping over to her wardrobe. ‘What do you wear to a baking convention, do you think?’

			Maeve smiled and shrugged in reply. Aimee’s sunny mood was infectious and Maeve found it oddly comforting compared to her deep-seated worry over Sean. She was relieved that Aimee could drive them, and not all that surprised. It was entirely like Aimee to decide on the spur of the moment to head off on a trip, and her less-than-interested mum was unlikely to stop her.

			Sweet and naive, Aimee was one of Maeve’s favourite people. She had this way of finding the good in everybody and everything, a ray of sparkling hope in an often gloomy world. She was also thoughtful and understanding, and frequently hilarious without always meaning to be. She had recently made the decision to become a baker, even though she’d never baked anything before. It was obvious to everyone that Aimee wasn’t exactly a natural, but Maeve had to admire her commitment.

			‘Do you think I need to bring my own apron?’ Aimee asked, pulling some bright, colourful tops off their hangers and putting them on the bed. ‘Oooh, I can’t forget knickers. Definitely will be needing some of those.’

			‘Definitely.’

			‘Don’t worry, I’ll pack fast. You must be really worried about Sean.’

			Maeve glanced down at the floor. ‘A bit.’

			‘We’ll get it sorted,’ Aimee said firmly. ‘Promise.’

			‘Thanks, Aimee.’

			‘One of my cousins once escaped from prison by bribing the guards with some pot and a bag of Werther’s Originals. So, if it comes to it, we have a back-up plan.’

			Maeve looked at her to check if she was joking. She wasn’t.

			‘Great,’ Maeve said. ‘Comforting.’

			The buzzer went for the driveway gate and Maeve offered to run downstairs and get it while Aimee finished packing. As she let Otis in and watched him make his way up the gravel towards the house, Maeve took a moment to appreciate how incredible Aimee’s house was.

			It was a countryside mansion with manicured lawns and black iron gates at the top of its sweeping driveway. Inside was a maze of spacious, tastefully decorated rooms with grand fireplaces, expensive Persian rugs, and old paintings of country scenes dotted about the walls. Every side table and mantelpiece seemed to have a priceless china vase sitting atop it, and the windows were framed by heavy, patterned curtains that looked like they belonged in a palace. Down the hallway from the front door, there was a beautiful dining room with a long table in the middle, with carved legs and about twelve chairs round it.

			Maeve thought about the tiny table in the caravan in comparison and snorted.

			‘Hey,’ she said, opening the front door for Otis. ‘Why are you so sweaty?’

			‘Um, I walked here and it’s a hot day?’ he replied, dropping his backpack on the floor of the hallway. ‘I’m going to get some water.’

			‘Your mum OK with you coming?’ Maeve asked, following him into the kitchen.

			They’d both been to Aimee’s house a few times now and knew their way around. They also always assumed her parents weren’t in and, so far, they hadn’t been wrong.

			‘Define “OK”.’ Otis turned on the cold tap and filled a glass. ‘She’ll be fine. I told her it was important.’

			Otis and Jean had been at odds lately – she felt that he was shutting her out; he felt that she was smothering him. And try as they might, neither of them could avoid analysing the other.

			Otis knew he was keeping his mum at a distance, but that’s because he was growing up. He couldn’t tell her absolutely everything about his life. He knew that he was all she had, and that maybe she had a fear of abandonment after his dad left, and was struggling to come to terms with Otis having his own life away from her. But she had to find a way to deal with it.

			Jean worried that Otis was struggling with aspects of growing up and developing healthy relationships with his peers, and desperately wanted to let him know that their home was a safe space to divulge and discuss any issues, whether they be friend- or sex-related. She could help him navigate these tumultuous teenage years. Why wouldn’t he let her in?

			The start of the summer holidays had been a disaster in the Milburn household. Otis tried to be out as much as possible and when he was in, he shut himself away in his room, put a record on and pointedly turned the volume up, trying to block out Jean’s polite but incessant knocks on the door, inviting him to come down for ‘a chat’.

			Otis was sorry that Sean was in trouble, but thankful for the opportunity to get away.

			‘It’s good for her to get some space from me,’ Otis continued. ‘She can’t know what I’m doing all the time. As much as she likes to try. I imagine she’s going through my room as we speak, trying to find clues as to why I’ve left.’

			‘She goes through your stuff?’ Maeve asked, noticing a strange toad statue on the side of the kitchen counter and wondering what it must be like to have the money to buy random ugly shit like that.

			‘Yep.’ He sighed. ‘She thinks I don’t know, but I do.’

			‘Wow.’

			Maeve didn’t say anything more about it. She leaned against the kitchen counter and chewed her nails, while Otis drank his water. She wanted to tell him that he was lucky to have someone who was so protective and cared so much about him that they wanted to know every little detail of every aspect of his life. But it was none of her business.

			It was hard not to think about her own mum when others complained about theirs. She wished she had the chance to be annoyed about stuff like her mum being worried about her. She had no idea where her mum was right now. But that was OK. Maeve could take care of herself.

			And she didn’t have time to wallow. What she had to do was find out the truth about Sean and this necklace. She didn’t want him wrecking his life like their mum had, or even landing himself in prison. And she wouldn’t desert him like their dad did either. Sean was convinced that they were on their own – but Maeve didn’t want him to feel like that. They had each other at least, didn’t they?

			Maeve realised the skin around her nail was bleeding. She quickly pulled her hand away from her mouth. Draining the last of his water, Otis slammed the glass on the side and then screwed up his face in pain.

			‘You all right?’ she frowned as he scrunched his eyes tight shut and pinched his nose.

			‘Brain freeze,’ he squeaked. ‘Shouldn’t have downed a glass of ice-cold water.’

			‘You really do live on the edge, Otis,’ Maeve teased, amused at his range of anguished expressions.

			‘Can Aimee lend us the car?’ he asked once he felt better.

			‘She’s coming with us. She was heading that way anyway, for a baking convention.’

			‘Oh right. Good.’

			Starting to fidget, Otis cleared his throat and looked as though he was about to say something else, but then seemed to think better of it. Maeve watched him curiously.

			‘What is it, Otis?’

			‘Mm?’

			‘You seem . . . agitated.’

			‘I’m not agitated,’ he said innocently. He went to nonchalantly lean on the kitchen counter, but his elbow slipped and he jolted forward before steadying himself again.

			‘Come on,’ Maeve prompted impatiently. ‘Spit it out.’

			‘Well, Eric called when I was getting my stuff,’ he began.

			Maeve stared him down. ‘And?’

			‘And I mentioned to him where we were going.’

			‘Did you say why?’

			‘No!’ Otis looked insulted she’d have to ask. ‘But I said we were going there for a few nights and it turns out that on one of those nights there’s this famous drag show at somewhere called The Courtyard that he’s always wanted to go to . . .’

			Otis trailed off, looking at Maeve expectantly, as though he hoped she would guess where he was going with this and jump in to say it was all fine, no problem. Her scowl didn’t budge.

			‘And so,’ he continued reluctantly in a quiet voice, ‘I said maybe he could join us.’

			Maeve folded her arms.

			‘It might be good to have more people to help,’ Otis justified anxiously. ‘He won’t get in the way and . . . I couldn’t say no.’

			‘This isn’t a group of pals going on a bloody road trip, Otis.’

			‘I know!’

			‘My brother is in deep shit. Like, real life trouble.’

			‘I know. I know that,’ he said, taking a step towards her. ‘I promise I’m taking it seriously. But we’re heading there anyway, and now that Aimee’s coming . . . we might as well let Eric come too. But only if you’re OK with it,’ he added, quickly trying to read her expression.

			She sighed. ‘Fine.’

			Otis smiled gratefully at her, and Maeve turned to head back to the hall, hearing Aimee coming down the stairs. Maeve liked Eric, but she’d meant what she said. They were making this journey for a serious reason and they had to stay focused.

			‘There you are,’ Aimee said, dragging a suitcase across the hall to the door. ‘I need your help.’

			‘With what?’

			‘Do you think I need to bring my own cooking things? Like a whisk? I only have an electric one and it seems a bit bulky. I don’t want it bouncing about in my bag, getting all caught up in my bra straps.’ Aimee’s face brightened, looking over Maeve’s shoulder. ‘Hi, Otis!’

			‘Hello, Aimee,’ Otis said, giving her an awkward wave.

			‘You don’t need to bring your own cooking utensils,’ Maeve informed her. ‘You’re not doing any of the baking demonstrations. Professional bakers will be doing that bit. And why have you packed a whole suitcase?’

			‘You said you didn’t know how long we were going for! Who knows what we’ll need? This way, I’m prepared for anything. Are you both ready? I’ll grab the car keys. Not sure where I left them, but I think they’re in the downstairs loo.’

			Maeve and Otis shared a confused look as Aimee brushed past them to go and find the keys, before picking up their bags and heading out on to the drive to wait by the car. They soon noticed Eric approaching the gate. They couldn’t miss him – he was dressed in a bright-green and orange geometric-patterned matching shirt and shorts combination. He gave them an enthusiastic wave.

			‘Hey, I’m here!’ he called out, grinning at them. ‘Can you let me in, please?’

			‘I’ll go,’ Otis offered, scurrying back to the house.

			As the gates opened, Eric strode through, giving Maeve another smaller, but just as excited wave. Clutching the straps of his backpack with one hand, he used the other to lead a large wheelie case.

			‘Hey, Maeve,’ he said, reaching her. ‘How’s your summer going?’

			‘Disappointing. Yours?’

			‘Yeah, good, thanks.’

			Eric was both intimidated by and in awe of Maeve. She was so cool. Naturally chatty, Eric often found himself nervously yabbering away to her before realising she hadn’t said a word the entire conversation.

			Once at school he overheard her mention humpback whales and he rambled on about how he’d seen this amazing documentary on them. He talked about whales for a full four minutes while she just fixed him with a hard stare. When he came to the end of his passionate speech, she went, ‘I said hardbacks. As in hardback books?’

			He styled it out by insisting he knew that, but she hadn’t looked convinced.

			Eric glanced up at Aimee’s house. ‘Where’s Otis gone?’

			‘He went to open the gates to let you in and now he’s probably helping Aimee find the car keys,’ she explained. ‘Apparently, they’re somewhere in the loo.’

			While they waited, she got a cigarette out and lit it. Eric stood tensely next to her, attempting to look at ease in her company.

			‘I am so excited to be doing this,’ he informed her. ‘Otis and I have talked about going to this show forever. It’s on once a month at The Courtyard. I’ve never seen a drag show live before, so when Otis mentioned you were heading that way, I thought it would be the perfect chance to see it. Are you going to come too?’

			She exhaled. ‘Not sure I’ll have time.’

			‘Hopefully you can. It’s meant to be spectacular. Apparently, someone in the audience was so amazed he had a heart attack and had to be rushed to hospital. I think I read that he died. That’s how good this show is. People die.’

			Maeve raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything, watching Eric in amusement as he shifted his weight from one leg to the other, before kicking some gravel out of one of his espadrilles. She took another drag of her cigarette, pleased to see Aimee and Otis emerge from the house at last. She wanted to get on the road as soon as possible.

			Otis smiled to himself as he approached his two closest friends standing at odds next to each other: Eric a burst of eye-catching colours; Maeve in her signature black.

			Otis had never dared tell either of them, but he often considered Eric and Maeve quite similar, in a strange way. Yeah, they were complete opposites in that Eric was ebullient, animated and full of positivity, always dressed in bold, bright colours and with the most infectious roaring laugh anyone on the planet had ever heard, while Maeve was sarcastic, cynical, brilliantly pessimistic with a bone-dry sense of humour and a wardrobe that consisted of dark colours matched with other dark colours.

			But they were both more courageous than anyone Otis had ever met. Maeve had been abandoned by her whole family – her mum, her dad, her brother – but she relied on herself, and, even though she had been let down by those closest to her, she was so instinctively caring that she put everyone else first.

			And then there was Eric, his brilliant, brave best friend. Eric was confident, proud and hilarious. Otis knew that Eric’s religious Nigerian-Ghanaian father was worried for, and protective of, his gay teenage son, concerned that it might be easier for Eric if he blended in a bit more. But blending in just wasn’t Eric, and, without realising it, he inspired his parents and his friend by embracing exactly who he was, no matter the pain and ignorance his father was so terrified he’d face.

			Otis wondered if he should tell the two of them how much he admired their strength and courage, but he just never quite knew how to say it.

			Aimee held up the car keys and jangled them triumphantly, calling out as she dragged her suitcase across the gravel. ‘Guess where I found them?’

			‘The toilet?’

			‘Nope! In the dog bowl! Don’t know how they got in there.’

			‘I didn’t know you had a dog, Aimee,’ Eric said.

			‘We don’t,’ she told him cheerily. ‘Shall we get everything in the car?’

			She opened the boot and heaved her suitcase into it, the others piling their stuff on top. Aimee nabbed Maeve’s cigarette from her and had the last couple of drags, while Eric and Otis moved the bags around to fit in Eric’s case.

			‘Thanks for driving us, Aimee,’ Eric beamed, as they managed to get the boot shut.

			‘Sure! You know, my grandfather drove backwards into a lake once,’ Aimee said, putting out the cigarette and holding the stub to put in the car, rather than risk leaving it on the drive for her parents to find. ‘Apparently, he drove out of the water and there was an eel in the back seat! So funny, isn’t it? Anyway –’ she turned to Maeve – ‘shall we go now?’

			‘Let’s,’ Maeve said, suppressing a smile.

			‘An eel?’ Eric whispered to Otis in horror.

			Maeve noticed Aimee prodding at her stomach with a confused expression before getting in the driver’s seat.

			‘What are you doing, Aimes? Are you OK?’

			‘I’m just checking if I need a wee,’ she replied, pressing again on her bladder. ‘I think I’m all right for a bit though. Let’s get going.’

			‘Yeah!’ Eric cried excitedly, sliding into the back seat. ‘ROAD TRIP!’

			Otis winced and Maeve shot him a dirty look before getting into the front and slamming the door shut. Aimee turned the key in the ignition and they set off, Maeve staring out of the window, her stomach fluttering with nerves.

			This was going to be a long drive.
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