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  Flynn and I sat at the table by the window, waiting. We were still at Café Yazmina, though my daytime shift had finished over an hour ago.




  The window was open and a light breeze filtered in, cooling my face. The closer we got to Dad’s arrival, the more churned up I felt. Flynn reached across the table and squeezed my hand.

  ‘It’s going to be fine,’ he said.




  I nodded, not feeling convinced. I fingered the tiny silver heart on the chain bracelet he’d given me.




  ‘We’ll help,’ my friend Grace said from across the table.




  ‘That’s right.’ Her boyfriend, James, sat beside her, his arm draped loosely across her shoulders.




  I looked at them both, then at Flynn’s determined face. Around us the café was filling up for dinner, despite the early hour. A large party had just walked in and the waiting staff

  were busy putting tables together to seat them.




  ‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ Flynn said with a grin. ‘James is even prepared to say I’m his role model.’




  ‘Role model for being a git,’ James grunted.




  We all laughed. I felt the tension easing away from me. Maybe our plan would work. After all, Flynn had changed and Dad was reasonable – certainly a lot more reasonable than Mum.

  Plus, Flynn and I had been working up to this moment for weeks: what we were going to say and how we were going to say it.




  Once Dad knew how much effort Flynn had put into dealing with his anger problems, he’d surely be happy for me to go out with him again.




  ‘How long till your dad arrives?’ Grace asked, twirling a lock of her blonde hair around her finger.




  I checked the clock on the wall. It was almost 6.20 p.m. ‘Ten minutes or so.’ As I spoke, Yazmina – the owner of the café – bustled over, a huge presence in her

  flowing, glittery skirt and long, tasselled earrings. She smiled down at us then waved expansively at the room behind us. Her bangles jangled.




  ‘We are very busy,’ she drawled, flashing her white teeth in a big smile. ‘River, I know you have finished your shift, and you are changed now into your own clothes, but might

  you help for a few minutes?’




  I followed her gaze to the table across the room, where the people from the large party were sitting charting to each other.




  ‘Just to serve the meze . . . the starters,’ Yazmina went on. ‘Only for a few minutes. You will finish before your father arrives, yes?’




  I hesitated. I didn’t mind helping out at all, but I’d been so focused on what I was going to say to Dad that it was hard to adjust back into service mode.




  ‘I’ll do it.’ Flynn stood up. ‘If your dad arrives early, he’ll see me working. That’ll help make a good impression.’




  I smiled at him gratefully and sat back in my chair as Yazmina glided away with Flynn following.




  It was the end of June, a hot, close Friday evening. Flynn and I had been going out since last October. But back in January Flynn had hit his da and broken his nose. His da’s a drunk who

  used to beat Flynn’s mum and terrorise the rest of the family. After Flynn attacked his dad, his mum had gone back to her home in Ireland with Flynn and his sisters.




  It was terrible being apart from each other and, at the beginning of March, Flynn had come back to London on his own. Since then he’d been working hard, sleeping on friends’ sofas

  and studying in his spare time. He’d also been seeing a counsellor about his temper – that was my condition for going back out with him. Flynn hadn’t liked the idea at first but

  he’d found a free service through his old school, where one of the tutors had also helped him organise everything he needed to take his exams.




  And it had worked. I hadn’t seen Flynn fly off the handle for almost three months. Well, I didn’t see Flynn at all for the first few weeks – he insisted it was the only way to

  prove he had changed – though we’d sent each other texts most days. We started meeting up again at the very end of the Easter holidays and, once we’d seen each other, it was just

  too hard to keep apart. To be honest I think it helped me to know that Flynn was there, always ready to listen when I got bored of my revision or to give me a hug when I complained I was never

  going to pass Maths or Science.




  I’d only been back at school for a few weeks before study leave started, after which my GCSEs kind of took over everything for a while. Flynn was perfect through that whole time. He always

  insisted I should do my work before we met up, revising hard for his own AS levels too. He never once overreacted or got angry about anything. I was impressed – and surprised, though I

  shouldn’t have been. Flynn’s the most determined person I’ve ever met. Once he decides to do something, nothing will stop him.




  Still, I hated our relationship being secret. Mum and Dad had forbidden us to contact each other back in January. As far as they were concerned, Flynn was still in Ireland. We’d kept his

  return ultra secret. Of our old friends, only James, Flynn’s best friend, and Grace knew he was here – and we’d only told them about a month ago. Our plan was to introduce Flynn

  to Dad properly – they’d only met very briefly until now – then explain about his counselling sessions, his various jobs and his efforts to keep up with his schoolwork in the

  evenings. James and Grace were going to add their own character references.




  Dad was such a forgiving old hippy, I couldn’t believe he wouldn’t accept Flynn back in my life. And once I had him on side, we’d go on and approach Mum.




  James got up to go to the toilet. As he passed Flynn, he said something quietly. Flynn turned, bending closer to catch the whisper. His fringe flopped over his eyes and he grinned at whatever

  James was saying.




  I stared, transfixed by his face. It was partly the way his nose sloped, the way his lips curved. But it was more than that too. Flynn’s face was so mobile, so expressive. I never got

  tired of looking at it.




  I watched Flynn stroll towards the kitchen. He moved with just a tiny hint of a swagger – all tall and lean and rangy and sure of himself.




  ‘You really love him, don’t you, River?’ Grace said timidly.




  I jumped. I’d forgotten she was still there. I’d forgotten, in fact, the whole café around us.




  I blushed. ‘He’s really different now, Grace.’ I turned to her. ‘You can see that, can’t you?’




  Grace gave me a quick, shy nod but she turned away as she nodded, her sleek blonde bob swaying across her cheeks, hiding her face. It wasn’t exactly a wholehearted endorsement but I

  didn’t expect her to understand. Grace is lovely but she’s never felt comfortable around Flynn. I think he’s too intense for her. Too edgy.




  I looked over again as Flynn re-emerged from the kitchen, a row of plates balanced along his arms. As he placed each one carefully on the table of eight, the rounded cut of the muscles on his

  upper arm showed for a second through his white shirt. It was crazy. I’d known him for nine months and my knees still buckled when I looked at him across a room. Flynn laid the last plate

  down and went back to the kitchen. Grace would never understand but it was precisely Flynn’s intensity that I loved. I mean, he came back to London to be with me. He said – says –

  that I’m all that matters to him.




  ‘Excuse me,’ said a male voice impatiently.




  I spun round. A middle-aged guy from one of the corner tables was standing in front of me, scowling.




  I stared at him blankly.




  ‘I heard the lady saying you worked here and I’d like some salt.’ He said it slowly, in the sort of voice you might use on a really stupid person. ‘There’s none on

  our table and the other staff seem to be busy.’




  ‘Sure,’ I said, rising to my feet, ignoring the irritation I felt at his rude tone. ‘I’ll fetch some.’




  I scuttled into the kitchen, almost colliding with Flynn on his way out. He was now carrying a basket of pitta bread in each hand.




  ‘Hey, Riv.’ He grinned at me. ‘Slow down.’




  The two male cooks were busy arguing on the far side of the kitchen. The scent of cardamom from the stew they were making wafted towards me.




  ‘Slow down yourself,’ I said, smiling back.




  Flynn moved closer. ‘Well, as you’re here . . .’ He drew even nearer, his eyes like gold discs in the bright, overhead kitchen light.




  Irresistible.




  I stood on tiptoe and kissed his mouth.




  I’d meant to just brush his lips, to make it a light kiss, but once I felt him kiss me back I didn’t want to stop. I put my arms round his neck and pulled him closer. He groaned. His

  hands were still full of the pitta baskets but I could hear the sound of bread dropping onto the floor. I smiled and kissed him harder, forgetting where we were. Forgetting the guys cooking in the

  corner of the kitchen. Forgetting all the people waiting outside in the café.




  It was weird him not holding me while we kissed. Kind of sexy, actually. It made me feel more in control. I brought my hands down his back then let go. He pulled away, his forehead beaded with

  sweat.




  Well, it was hot in the kitchen.




  ‘River.’ Yazmina’s heavily accented voice pierced through me.




  I jumped back guiltily and turned round. Yazmina was standing in the doorway, a half smile on her lips.




  Behind her, his eyes wide with shock, stood Dad.
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  I froze.




  A few long seconds passed. Then Yazmina gave a low chuckle. She stood back, holding the door through to the café open.




  ‘Take the food out, Flynn,’ she said.




  Flynn didn’t move. The cooks across the kitchen had stopped arguing and were watching us with interest.




  I stared at Dad. His mouth had fallen open. ‘River?’ he said.




  ‘Hello, Dad.’




  ‘Hello, Mr Armstrong,’ Flynn said. He sounded a little sullen but I knew he was just embarrassed. This was so not what we’d planned.




  My heart raced. Nobody spoke, then Dad said, ‘Hello again, Flynn.’ His voice sounded tight and he wasn’t smiling.




  No, this was awful.




  Yazmina sighed. ‘Flynn,’ she said firmly, looking down at the half-empty baskets of pitta bread in his hands. ‘Please take the food outside.’




  Flynn nodded. He glanced at me for a quick, desperate second, then strode away through the swing doors.




  Yazmina raised her eyes at me. ‘Perhaps you would pick up the bread on the floor, River,’ she said, her eyes twinkling. She turned to Dad. ‘If you’re going to shout,

  River can show you up to my rooms.’ Then she followed Flynn out into the café.




  My face burning, I bent down and started picking up slices of pitta bread from the floor.




  ‘River?’ Dad sounded hoarse. ‘I can’t believe it, that . . . that was Flynn.’




  I bit my lip, my chest tightening. ‘Yes, Dad,’ I said. I swallowed. ‘I . . . we . . .’




  My heart sank. All our careful planning had been completely pointless. I’d intended to soften Dad up before Flynn came to join us. But now . . . No way was Dad going to believe Flynn and I

  were taking it easy . . . that we hadn’t even seen each other while he got started with his anger management counselling. Dad had just seen us kissing.




  How embarrassing was that?




  I stood up, pieces of bread in my hands.




  Dad grabbed my arm. ‘I thought he was in Ireland,’ he said slowly. ‘I thought . . .’




  ‘I’m sorry.’ I couldn’t look him in the eye. I turned and walked over to the food waste bin in the corner. As I shoved the bits of bread inside it, I took a deep breath.

  What did I do now? It occurred to me that all I could do was ignore that kiss . . . carry on as originally planned. I turned back, taking in Dad’s worried expression, the creases

  around his bright blue eyes, his tanned, worn face. I walked over and hugged him, breathing in the familiar smell of earth and incense from his shirt.




  ‘Oh, Dad.’ I looked up at him. ‘I’m sorry . . . this wasn’t how we planned . . . but Flynn’s been back for a bit and—’




  ‘How long?’ Dad asked.




  ‘Er, about three months, but—’




  ‘What?’ Dad said, horrified.




  ‘He’s changed, Dad,’ I persisted. ‘He’s been seeing a counsellor. He’s totally getting on top of all the anger stuff and—’




  ‘Wait, River.’ Dad frowned. ‘Stop.’




  ‘I know it’s a shock but—’




  ‘Slow down.’ Dad shook his head. ‘This is serious, River. You promised your mum and me that you weren’t going to see Flynn again. Does she know he’s back

  from Ireland?’




  I wrinkled up my nose. ‘No. I wanted to tell you first, Dad. She and Flynn don’t get on. But you’re . . . you . . .’




  ‘So when did he get in touch?’




  I felt my shoulders sag. Why was Dad insisting on dragging the conversation down to all these details?




  I looked up at him. His eyes were tender but wary. And there was something else in his expression too. Something closer to anger. That wasn’t like Dad, he’s the most laid-back man on

  the planet.




  At that moment the swing doors burst open and Flynn strode back in. ‘Hi,’ he said awkwardly.




  He stood for a second, gazing at me, then he turned to Dad, a determined look on his face.




  ‘There’s a corner table out there if you want it, Mr Armstrong,’ he said. He brushed back his hair selfconsciously. ‘For two, I mean,’ he added.




  I blinked. I’d never heard Flynn speak so . . . so deferentially. His whole face was tense, but he lowered his eyes as Dad stared at him. My heart went out to him. He was trying so hard to

  get my dad to like him. And all for me. Without thinking, I reached out my hand and took his.




  Flynn shot me a swift grin.




  ‘I think we’ll go somewhere else, actually,’ Dad said in the stoniest voice I’d ever heard him use.




  I could feel Flynn’s hand tensing in mine. I gave it a warning squeeze, then let go.




  ‘That’s fine, Dad,’ I said. I glanced at Flynn. His eyes were dark gold. I caught a flash of his old temper and shivered. ‘It’s okay,’ I said. I don’t

  know if I was talking to Flynn or to Dad or to myself. ‘It’s going to be okay.’




  ‘Come on, River.’ Dad held open the door out to the café.




  I tore my eyes away from Flynn and walked through. As I headed for the door that led outside I could hear the man who’d spoken to me earlier complaining he still had no salt. Beyond him, I

  caught a glimpse of James and Grace, their mouths gaping with shock. So much for our plan to big-up Flynn. Bitter tears welled in my eyes.




  Dad was lost in thought as we walked along Holloway Road to where his beaten-up old car was parked. My pulse raced as I tried to work out what to say next. All I’d wanted tonight was for

  Dad to realise Flynn had changed, so that he wouldn’t mind us going back out together.




  But now, no way was Dad going to get his head around the idea of us dating again. He couldn’t even seem to get his head around unlocking his car. We stood on the pavement beside it while

  he fumbled in his pockets for the key, clearly not concentrating on what he was doing.




  ‘Dad?’ I said. ‘What . . . where are we going?’




  Dad stared round at me as if he’d forgotten I was there. ‘I want you to come up to the commune with me,’ he said. ‘For the weekend, so we can talk properly.’




  I frowned. This wasn’t one of my scheduled days to visit Dad. He was just popping over to see me after a meeting with one of the commune’s organic vegetable clients. I hadn’t

  actually been to the commune for several weeks now, not since before my GCSE exams, though I’d agreed with Mum and Dad ages ago that I’d spend my school holidays there.




  I didn’t want to go. I’d planned to see Flynn this weekend – we were going to go to the park with Grace and James tomorrow afternoon, then to see a movie in the evening.




  ‘But I don’t have any stuff with me,’ I said.




  Dad shook his head. ‘We can stop off at your mum’s. Pick up what you need.’ He paused. ‘I want to talk to her anyway.’




  My heart thudded. ‘Dad, please don’t tell her about Flynn.’ I gripped his arm. ‘Please. She’ll be so mad.’




  ‘River.’ Dad rolled his eyes. ‘I don’t think you appreciate how . . . how let down I feel. You promised us you wouldn’t have anything to do with that boy. That was

  the condition of letting you stay with your mother during term time, remember?’




  I nodded.




  ‘And now, to find out you’re still involved with him all these months later. It’s . . . I don’t know what to say, what to think.’




  ‘We did break up,’ I said, anxiety clutching at my throat. ‘And I told Flynn I wouldn’t go back out with him unless he did something about his temper and he has.

  Like I told you, he’s been seeing a counsellor. And he’s got a job – three jobs, actually. And he worked really hard for his exams.’




  Dad stared at me. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. I wanted to tell him how much I loved Flynn, how being apart from him before had nearly killed me. But I couldn’t say it. I

  looked away, my face burning.




  Behind me, I could hear Dad unlocking the car door. I scurried round to the other side and slid into the passenger seat.




  We drove off in silence.
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  A few hours later I was sitting alone, on the bed in the little storeroom off Dad’s living room in his and Gemma’s commune apartment. It was where I usually slept

  when I stayed with them – unless my brother, Stone, came too. Then one of us had to sleep on the couch in the living room. I checked my phone again. The signal was always weak here but at

  least there was a signal. After we’d left Mum’s and begun the long drive up to the commune, I’d texted Flynn and told him what had happened and he’d messaged back

  to say he’d call me at ten thirty.




  I felt so lonely, so miserable without him.




  I sighed and lay back on the bed. Dad had, of course, told Mum about Flynn. And Mum had, predictably, gone ballistic.




  Ten more minutes passed. Flynn would be calling soon. I decided to go down to the kitchen, maybe get a drink. I had shut myself away as soon as we arrived, so I hadn’t seen anyone who

  lived here yet. I was hoping to avoid the other residents. I took off my shoes and trotted down the stone steps, my socks silent but slippery against their smoothness. As I padded along the

  corridor to the kitchen, I heard Dad’s voice.




  ‘I couldn’t believe the way she was . . . the way she . . . God, she was really kissing him.’ He let out a big sigh.




  ‘She’s sixteen, love.’ That was Gemma. ‘Seventeen in a few months. She’s not a baby.’




  ‘I know,’ Dad groaned. ‘It’s just it’s hard, thinking about . . . you know . . .’




  I shrank back against the stone wall of the corridor, my heart racing.




  ‘Isn’t the important thing how River feels? And also how it happens?’ Gemma said gently. ‘From what you said it sounds as if he was very respectful to

  you.’




  Dad said something in a low voice that I couldn’t catch.




  ‘Okay,’ Gemma said, ‘but there were reasons why he attacked his dad. And lots of teenage boys get a bit out of control. He’s never hurt River. And everyone

  deserves a second chance, don’t they?’




  Yes. I nodded, out in the corridor. My heart surged with affection for Gemma.




  And then my phone rang. The sound filled the corridor. Chairs scraped back across the stone floor in the kitchen as I fled back towards the stairs. I answered the call as I panted up them, two

  at a time.




  ‘River?’ Flynn sounded concerned. ‘You okay?’




  ‘Yeah.’ I tore into the little bedroom and collapsed onto the bed.




  We talked for a few minutes. I kept my eyes on the door, but Dad and Gemma hadn’t followed me. I could tell Flynn was upset that Dad was being so heavy about us seeing each other. He was

  trying hard to keep things light, to reassure me, but the tightness in his voice was unmistakeable. And I felt the same way.




  We said we loved each other and rang off. I still felt troubled. I put my head in my hands. A rap on the door. Then Gemma poked her head round. ‘River?’ she said.




  I looked up at her, my lips trembling. She smiled and walked over to me, scooping me into a hug. Tears welled up as she held me. She smelled like my dad – her clothes slightly musty with a

  whiff of incense, but on her the smell was lighter, more flowery somehow.




  Gemma’s not much bigger than me, really Completely different from Mum. She’s got long black hair and, when you don’t know her, she comes across as very gentle and shy. But

  she’s a strong person. She and Dad lost their baby earlier in the year. I know it really upset them, especially Gemma, but she hasn’t let it make her all bitter or mean. Dad adores her.

  It suddenly struck me that if anyone could persuade him to accept me and Flynn being together it was her.




  ‘He’s a good person,’ I wept. ‘He’s really changed. He just needs people to believe in him.’




  Gemma stroked my hair. ‘I know, sweetheart,’ she said.




  ‘And I’m prepared to give him a chance.’ I looked up. Dad was standing in the doorway, gazing at me. ‘But there’s one condition.’




  I nodded eagerly, disentangling myself from Gemma’s arms. ‘What?’




  Dad pursed his lips. ‘I want to get to know him first. I want Flynn to come and spend the rest of the weekend here on the commune with you, me and Gemma.’




  ‘Okay.’ I frowned. ‘But it’s Friday night already . . . how is Flynn going to get here?’




  ‘We’ll pick him up from the station tomorrow. Tell him to get on a train to arrive by midday. I’ll cover his fare.’




  My heart was in my mouth as we waited at the station the next morning. Dad looked pretty tense too. As the train pulled in, I fingered the phone in my pocket. I was half

  expecting Flynn to call and tell me he couldn’t face the interrogation he was bound to be given. Our last kiss flashed into my head. We’d have to be so careful about what we did in

  front of my dad. It was obvious that for all his liberal talk about human beings needing to love each other more, he was totally freaked out by the idea of me really loving someone myself.




  The train stopped. I held my breath, waiting for Flynn to appear. He’d seemed so much calmer since he’d been seeing his counsellor, but he would be under enormous pressure coming

  face to face with Dad and having to spend time at the commune – a place he usually referred to disparagingly as the drop-out centre. Suppose he lost his temper with someone? Some of the

  people here were fairly odd and, if not drop-outs, certainly alternative in their approach to life.




  Suppose he lost his temper with Dad?




  The doors opened and Flynn stepped out onto the sunny platform. He loped along, looking around for us. I could tell he was uncertain of himself . . . there was something awkward in the hunch of

  his shoulders and the way his hands were stuffed into his pockets.




  ‘There he is.’ I hurried over, Dad at my side.




  Flynn turned and saw us. His eyes – bright green in the sunlight – lit up as he looked at me. I had always adored how expressive his face was but now, for the first time, I was

  grateful that he was making his feelings so obvious. The love that shone from his eyes was exactly what I wanted Dad to see.




  But how would he act with Dad himself?




  We reached each other. Flynn leaned over and gave me a sedate kiss on the cheek. Then he turned to Dad and held out his hand.




  ‘Hello, Mr Armstrong,’ he said smoothly, all traces of his earlier awkwardness completely evaporating as he spoke. ‘I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance to talk

  properly the other day. It’s a pleasure to finally spend some time with you. I know River loves you very much and, as I love her more than anything in the world, it’s important to me

  that you know my intentions to her are entirely honourable.’




  Entirely honourable?




  I realised my mouth had fallen open and closed it. Flynn sounded like something out of a different century – and way older than his years. I was guessing that he had rehearsed that speech

  to Dad before arriving. He would certainly never talk in such a formal way normally. Still, he had made everything he’d said sound effortlessly natural and, more important, completely

  sincere.




  Dad looked even more shocked than me as he shook Flynn’s hand. Not surprising, really. All he’d heard about Flynn for the past five months was that he was hot-tempered to the point

  of violence. He couldn’t possibly have expected this level of charm, maturity and manners.




  ‘Good to see you too, Flynn,’ Dad said. ‘The car’s this way.’




  As we followed him out to the car, Flynn slipped his arm around my shoulders. I leaned into him and he lowered his face to whisper in my ear.




  ‘How am I doing?’ he said softly.




  I looked up, into his eyes. Didn’t he know how well he was coming across? He was trying so hard – and all so we could be together. I’d never loved him more. I smiled, reaching

  up to whisper back.




  Ace, I think Dad likes you already.’




  After the fifteen-minute drive to the commune, I was sure Dad liked him. Flynn had continued with his charm offensive. He answered all Dad’s questions about his jobs and his A

  levels politely and with a meek respectfulness I’d only ever seen him display at the gym where he worked, Goldbar’s.




  As soon as Dad sat back, clearly relaxing in the face of Flynn’s good manners, Flynn asked a few questions of his own. Simple, interested questions about the commune – how it worked

  and how many people lived there.




  A few minutes later we arrived. I took Flynn’s hand as we went into the kitchen via the back door. Flynn looked around, taking in the big stone floor and huge Aga stove. I wondered what he

  was thinking. The kitchen looked good – clean and warm and inviting in the morning sunshine that flooded in through the long window near the table. Still, compared to Mum’s house with

  its fitted cupboards and stainless steel appliances, it was all quite basic.




  ‘Hi, River!’ It was Ros, one of my favourite residents, coming in from the garden. I liked Ros a lot. She was outgoing and funny and always treated me like a grown-up. And this must

  be Flynn?’ Ros said, striding over with her arm outstretched.




  Flynn shook her hand.




  ‘Very attractive, River.’ Ros winked in my direction.




  I blushed. Flynn rolled his eyes but he was smiling.




  Dad cleared his throat. ‘Why don’t you show Flynn round for a bit, River?’ he said. ‘Meet back here for lunch in half an hour?’




  I nodded and tugged Flynn through the kitchen door. We wandered along the corridor. Flynn was moving slowly, gazing at the bare plaster on the walls. I showed him the two communal rooms –

  one with three large sofas and a huge fireplace in the centre. The other was smaller, full of books and magazines and two long desks.




  ‘That’s where Stone and I do our homework when we stay here,’ I said nervously.




  Flynn’s eyes were sharp, soaking it all up. I swallowed. Looking at it fresh like this I was horribly aware of how tatty the whole place was. It really could do with a lick of paint

  – and some of the upholstery on the sofas was fraying badly. I knew Flynn would never look down on people for not having much money, but I was worried he might see the shabbiness of the

  commune as proof that the residents lacked drive and ambition, just like he’d always suspected.




  I pointed along the corridor to the doors that led to two of the private apartments. ‘John and Julia live on the left,’ I explained. ‘And Ros is opposite.’ I glanced at

  him, feeling nervous. ‘What did you make of her?’




  Flynn shrugged. ‘Seemed okay,’ he said.




  I nodded. ‘Ros is cool, actually. She used to be an actor.’




  ‘Yeah?’ Flynn turned his attention to the abstract paintings that hung along the wall. I watched him taking them in. He was a brilliant actor himself, of course. That was how

  we’d met, last autumn, acting in Romeo and Juliet at his school.




  I led him up the big stone stairs. At least upstairs was carpeted, even if the carpets were threadbare.




  ‘There are two flats at this end.’ I indicated them in turn: the small studio that belonged to the nerdy IT guy who kept himself to himself and the largest apartment in the commune

  which, as far as I knew, was still empty.




  Flynn nodded absently. ‘So where are we staying?’ he said.




  I led him along the building to Dad and Gemma’s apartment. The door opened into a fair-sized living area – cosy and messy with throws over the couches, and shelves heaving with books

  and rows of plants around the huge window. I pointed to the two doors on the left. ‘That’s their bedroom and the bathroom,’ I said.




  ‘What’s in there?’ Flynn indicated the door on the opposite wall.




  ‘That’s the “storeroom-cum-spare room”,’ I said.




  Flynn grinned at me and pushed open the door. It was its usual mess. The camp bed was made up with a white duvet and someone, Gemma presumably, had placed a vase of sweet pea flowers on the

  window ledge. Planks of wood, piles of boxes containing old magazines, papers of all kinds and scraps of fabric littered the floor at the base of the opposite wall.




  ‘Dad’s always saying he means to clear this room out,’ I said. ‘But he’s busy outside most of the time.’




  Flynn strode over to the little window above the bed. He’d sneered so often at the idea of the commune, where people came together to share their resources and work at being as

  self-sufficient as possible. What would he make of the reality?




  I followed him over to the window. He was looking out over the vegetable garden, which lay to the right of the kitchen and the two fields beyond. The yard with the hens and the goat was out of

  sight from here, as was the barn which was hidden from view by the big oak tree at the bottom of the east field. The sun shone brightly in a clear blue sky.
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