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  Emmi banged on the door of my changing cubicle.




  ‘River,’ she yelled. ‘Come on.’




  I gritted my teeth and opened the door. Emmi stood in front of me, her hands on her hips. Tall, dark and impatient, the strings of her dark blue designer bikini were looped in artfully casual

  bows over her slim hips and tanned shoulders. Grace hovered beside her – all fragile and blonde – in a pretty, pink one-piece.




  ‘About time.’ Emmi rolled her eyes. ‘Everyone else is outside already.’




  ‘Are you okay, Riv?’ Grace asked anxiously.




  ‘I can’t go,’ I stammered, looking down at my plain black swimsuit. ‘I look awful.’




  ‘No. You look nice.’ Grace smiled at me.




  ‘Forget nice,’ Emmi snorted. ‘You look hot.’




  I stared at her, unconvinced.




  ‘Oh for goodness sake.’ Emmi practically stamped her foot, then dragged me across the damp tiles of the changing room to the low counter with the hairdryers chained to the walls. She

  spun me round so I was facing the nearest mirror.




  ‘Look,’ she snapped. ‘Look at the way you curve: Boobs. Waist. Bum. You’re all curves, Riv. It’s sexy.’




  I stared at my reflection. At my straggly hair and ditchwater-grey eyes. Then down to my knees. I hated my knees. ‘I look short,’ I wailed. ‘And dumpy.’




  ‘I give up.’ Emmi grabbed my arm. ‘Fine. You look short and dumpy. You’re coming outside anyway.’




  And she dragged me through the chlorinated foot bath and through the swing door into the main pool area.




  It was a pool party. Alex, Emmi’s boyfriend, was seventeen today and Emmi had persuaded him he should celebrate by getting his parents to hire the swimming baths for a couple of hours.

  That kind of expense is nothing to Emmi. She’s loaded. So’s Alex – at least he’s always flashing his money around. His parents bought him and all his brothers an iPad

  each for Christmas.




  Anyway, it was the end of January and had been snowing since yesterday. Kind of an odd time for a party at the swimming baths, but it was typical of Emmi to suggest something that nobody was

  expecting – and that captured everybody’s imagination. Her plan was that we should splash about for a bit, then go for a pizza.




  The main pool area was loud with excited chatter. Alex and his friends were gathered on one side with a big posse of girls opposite. Emmi dropped my arm and sashayed towards the boys. I scuttled

  self-consciously behind her, Grace at my side. Emmi went straight up to Alex and slid a sinuous arm around his middle.




  ‘Happy birthday, babe,’ she breathed.




  You could practically see Alex’s chest puffing up with pride as all his friends stared enviously at Emmi. I backed away and slid into the pool as quickly as I could, relieved to be able to

  hide my body under the water.




  Soon Grace’s boyfriend – James Malloy – turned up along with more of Alex and Emmi’s friends. Most of the boys were now in the water, mucking about or chatting to the

  girls. Everyone was shouting or laughing. Having a great time.




  I swam a couple of lengths, careful to avoid the noisy male wrestling matches that were going on down one side of the pool. Honestly, they were taking up half the water. And why did they have to

  be so loud? A large group of girls was watching them – throwing out the occasional comment. My irritation increased. How idiotic did they look? All big-eyed and giggling over the

  stupid wrestling boys. I guess it was really only a typical party. I just wasn’t in the mood for all these people. There was only one person I wanted to see. And he wasn’t here.




  Flynn.




  Flynn’s my boyfriend. We’ve been going out for four months, since we met acting in Romeo and Juliet at Flynn’s school. Emmi says he’s trouble. So does my mum. But

  he’s really just kind of intense.




  ‘Oy, River.’




  I looked up. I’d been swimming so intently towards the deep end that I hadn’t noticed Emmi walking along the edge of the pool beside me.




  ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Emmi waved her arms in exasperation. ‘This is a party and you look like you’re in training for a race.’




  I trod water for a moment, gazing up at her. ‘I’m fine,’ I said.




  Emmi grinned and shook her head at me. Alex appeared at her side, tugging at her arm. Emmi winked as she let Alex drag her away.




  ‘He’ll be here soon, River. Don’t worry.’




  I glanced up at the big clock that hung on the wall above the spectator seats. It was almost six. Flynn was still working – he does loads of jobs outside school, trying to help his mum by

  earning money. Today he’d agreed to finish early so we could enjoy the party together.




  I reached the deep end and turned round to swim another length. There were so many people in the pool now that I had to keep stopping and swimming around them. I nodded every time I passed

  someone I knew, but I didn’t stay and talk. There was only one person I wanted to speak to.




  I lay in the shallow end for a while, watching my legs drifting about under the water. Then I slid lower in the water and leaned my head back until I was floating. I closed my eyes and reached

  my arms behind me to the shallow groove in the pool wall. My ears were underwater. I could feel the vibrations of people shrieking and splashing. They all sounded so far away.




  Hands grabbed me around my waist. I flailed out with my arms and legs, trying to resist, but the hands holding me were too strong. They pulled me upright, steadying me while I found my feet on

  the bottom of the pool.




  It was Flynn. He stood in front of me, his hands still on my waist.




  ‘You look like a mermaid,’ he said with a grin.




  I smiled back. It was like the whole world had been in black and white and now it was in colour. Even the party around us was transformed. The noisy boys wrestling along the far side of the pool

  were just having a laugh, while the girls watching them and giggling seemed charming – not stupid at all.




  I drew away to look at him. Flynn’s tall. Well, tall compared to me anyway. Long and lean and really muscular. I stared at his beautifully toned arms and his fantastically fit stomach. He

  looked amazing. It’s from all the boxing training he does. It’s a big thing to him, working out, though I’ve never really understood why he feels such a strong need to keep in

  shape. It’s certainly not that he’s vain.




  Flynn was wearing long dark red swimming trunks. They looked great against his skin.




  ‘Where did you get those?’ I asked. ‘James?’




  Flynn nodded. Well, that was no surprise. Flynn didn’t have many clothes and those he did own were mostly second-hand and scruffy. He wouldn’t accept a loan off many people but James

  Molloy, aka Grace’s boyfriend, was his best friend.




  To be honest, sometimes I wondered if he wasn’t Flynn’s only friend.




  ‘They look good,’ I said.




  Flynn pulled me towards him again. ‘So do you,’ he murmured. I shivered at the low, sexy note in his voice and closed my eyes, ready for his kiss.




  A tidal wave splashed up over my face. I staggered back, choking, rubbing my eyes. I couldn’t breathe. There was water up my nose. Ugh. Laughter broke out around me. I forced my eyes open,

  though they stung, thanks to the chlorine. Three boys I vaguely recognised from Flynn’s class were standing to my right, doubled over with laughter. Had they splashed me? No, they were

  pointing to where the water was churning violently, a few metres away. As I watched, two bodies rose up, out of the waves. Alex and Flynn. Everyone was yelling. Flynn’s mouth was open,

  gasping for air, as he swung his fists at Alex’s face. But Alex was too quick. With a roar he ducked Flynn’s punch, then reared up and shoved Flynn under the water again.




  ‘Stop!’ I yelled.




  But the noise in the swimming pool was deafening. I couldn’t even hear myself. Heart pounding, I waded towards Flynn. Alex’s muscles bulged with the effort of keeping him under. I

  had to stop him. The water around them was roiling. Panic gripped me. If I didn’t reach Flynn soon, he would surely drown.
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  I stretched out my arms, ready to push Alex away from Flynn, but, just as I reached them, Flynn reared up, out of the water. With a bloodcurdling yell he sprang out of

  Alex’s grip, then launched himself forward. Both hands outstretched, Flynn pushed Alex so hard that he flew in an arc over the water, splashing down heavily several metres away.




  Alex surfaced, spluttering and swearing his head off. He glared at Flynn, his eyes full of hate, but he stayed where he was.




  The shouts and the laughter around us died. The only noise was the sound of Flynn’s jagged breathing, and the soft slap of the waves against the pool lining.




  Flynn blinked the water out of his eyes. He stared at Alex, then turned to me.




  ‘Are you all right?’ he said.




  I nodded, still confused. Clearly Alex had splashed me, and Flynn had rushed to my defence, but why had Alex deliberately provoked him like that?




  Clenching his fists, Flynn took a step towards Alex through the water. I tensed. So did everyone else around the pool.




  Flynn took another step. My chest tightened. He was going to hit Alex again – only much harder this time. An expression of fear shot through Alex’s eyes, then a mask of contempt. He

  drew himself up and pointed at Flynn’s clenched fist.




  ‘You sure you want to do that?’ he snarled. ‘Remember what happened yesterday . . . you know, at school, during the snowstorm?’




  Flynn hesitated. His eyes flickered over to me.




  I frowned. What was Alex talking about? ‘What happened yesterday?’




  ‘Oh, doesn’t River know?’ Alex said, his voice all mock concern.




  ‘Shut up,’ Flynn snapped. He turned to me. ‘Don’t listen to him.’




  ‘Oh, what’s the matter? Lost your nerve?’ Alex said. He folded his arms. ‘You were happy to lash out before. You have a serious problem.’




  This was so unfair, I couldn’t keep quiet. ‘Stop it,’ I said, my voice shaking with anger. ‘Flynn didn’t do anything to provoke you. We were together and you just

  came over and—’




  ‘Flynn doesn’t need a reason to lose it,’ Alex said nastily. ‘Like I said, he’s got a serious problem – and it’s not just the violence.’




  I stared at him. What was Alex talking about? I was beside Flynn now. Flynn was glaring at Alex, his whole body tensed with rage. Any second now he was going to lose his temper properly.

  I’d seen him hit people before and I knew that shove he’d given Alex before was nothing compared to what he was capable of.




  ‘It’s time to get out now anyway,’ Emmi said, materialising at the poolside just above Alex’s head. ‘Come on, babe.’




  Alex glanced up at her and Flynn turned away.




  ‘We’ll get out when we’re ready,’ Flynn spat.




  Alex gave a disgusted snort. ‘You know you’re only here because of her.’ He pointed to me. ‘If she wasn’t Emmi’s best friend . . .’ With a shake

  of his head, Alex hauled himself out of the pool. As he stalked off towards the changing rooms I caught Emmi’s eye. She looked relieved – but also embarrassed. The people watching the

  scene were drifting away – the boys who’d been laughing before, started splashing at each other. Noise rose up, echoing off the swimming bath walls. It was over.




  ‘Come on, River,’ Flynn said. He splashed noisily across the pool.




  I hesitated. It wasn’t nice to hear Flynn was only at the party because Alex felt he had to invite him, though I wasn’t surprised. But what really bothered me was Alex’s

  reference to Flynn’s ‘problem’. What exactly was he talking about? I had the strong sense that Emmi knew, just like Flynn did, but that neither of them wanted me to find out. Emmi

  turned to follow Alex.




  ‘Wait, Emmi,’ I said, pulling myself half out of the water.




  She stopped. Turned back to face me. Her expression was guarded.




  ‘What did Alex mean when he said Flynn’s problem “wasn’t just the violence”?’ I asked. ‘What did Flynn do yesterday that made Alex attack him just

  now?’




  Emmi shrugged. ‘No idea.’ She walked away into the changing rooms. A shiver ran down my spine. She was lying, I was sure. But why?




  All over the pool, people were emerging, dripping, from the water. I slid back in and swam over to Flynn. By the time I reached him, we were the only two people left. A few minutes ago that

  would have seemed romantic but the magic of the moment when Flynn found me had gone and I was only aware of how cold the water was, full of stinky chlorine, making my skin pucker. Flynn was

  treading water in the deep end, his face still thunderous. I took a deep breath. I knew from experience, asking Flynn difficult questions at the wrong moment was likely to make him explode.




  ‘About what happened yesterday . . .’ I began.




  ‘It was just Alex trying to wind me up, okay?’ he snapped. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’




  ‘Right.’ I was sure there was more to what had happened than that, but equally aware there was no point pushing Flynn right now. ‘Shall we get out?’




  Flynn’s face relaxed. ‘In a second.’ He put his hands back on my face. ‘You look so beautiful.’ His eyes were sparkling, so intently focused on me that I felt my

  neck and face above the water burning. Flynn thought I was gorgeous. Which meant that, surely, I must at least look better than I’d thought. The water was bringing out the emerald in his

  green-gold eyes. He ducked lower in the water, so it lapped against his chin, then he pulled me right up against him. I forgot where I was as he kissed me. His kisses were perfect – hard but

  soft, pushing, yet pulling – always listening to the way I kissed him back.




  I ran my hands up his wet, smooth back. My fingers reached his shoulders and I felt the jagged line of the scar where his da had glassed him. He told everyone else it was a scar from a fight. I

  was the only person who knew the truth – that his family have no money and his dad’s a violent drunk who’s not supposed to come near Flynn or his mum or sisters.




  ‘We should go,’ I said.




  ‘I’ll just swim a couple of lengths first,’ Flynn said. ‘See you outside?’




  I nodded and Flynn splashed away. I watched as he got into his stride, hurtling furiously down the pool. Despite our kiss, it was obvious he was still angry – you could see it in every

  pull of his arms, every kick of his legs. All my previous anxieties surged back. What was Flynn so mad about? What ‘serious problem’ had Alex been talking about before? And what had

  happened yesterday?




  I got out and trudged, alone, to the changing rooms.




  





  3




  I showered and changed into my jeans, still puzzling over what Alex had said. Maybe I was overreacting. Maybe Alex was just trying to wind Flynn up. They didn’t like each

  other, after all. The tension between them had started because of Emmi: just before Christmas, Emmi had played Juliet in the play at the boys’ school. Flynn had been Romeo and I know Alex had

  wondered – like I had done – whether Emmi and Flynn had enjoyed kissing each other in the play more than they let on. I knew now that my fears had been groundless but, even though Alex

  must know this too, it was clear he had disliked Flynn ever since.




  I pulled my top over my head and hurried out of the cubicle, determined to find Emmi as soon as possible and force her to tell me what she knew. But there was no sign of her. In fact the

  changing room was almost empty. I scurried over to the hairdryers to dry my hair. Grace was already there, tugging a comb through her sleek blonde bob.




  ‘Hey, Grace,’ I said casually. ‘I was just wondering. Did James tell you anything that happened at the guys’ school yesterday? Something to do with Flynn? During the

  snowstorm?’




  Grace blinked round at me. ‘What?’ she said. ‘Why?’




  I told her what had just happened by the pool.




  Grace blushed. ‘Oh, Riv . . .’ She stopped.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Well.’ Grace squirmed. ‘James did say something earlier . . . about Flynn getting into a fight at school yesterday afternoon. He pushed some boy into a hedge or

  something.’




  I nodded. It wasn’t the first time Flynn had been in a fight. He’d never hurt me – or made me feel scared that he might – but I’d seen him fly off the handle at the

  slightest provocation. It was hard to predict when it was going to happen, so many things made him angry.




  ‘What was the fight about?’ I asked, still confused as to why either Flynn or Emmi would want to keep the details from me – and why, in particular, Alex mentioning it just now

  had stopped Flynn from hitting him.




  Grace looked across the changing room. I got the strong impression she didn’t want to look me in the eyes, much like Emmi earlier. ‘Grace?’ I said.




  ‘Didn’t Flynn tell you any of this?’ Grace bit her lip. ‘God, James is gonna kill me.’




  ‘So what happened?’ I said, not knowing whether to feel more angry or bewildered. ‘Why the big secret?’




  ‘I don’t know the whole story.’ Grace took my hand. Hers felt warm. I realised I was shivering. ‘James just said the fight was over a girl.’




  ‘A girl?’ The words came out of me in a tiny voice. After all my suspicions at the end of last term, that Flynn really liked Emmi, I’d convinced myself he was totally

  into me. Okay, so we hadn’t gone as far as most of the couples I knew, but Flynn was cool with that. At least I thought he was.




  ‘James didn’t know the details,’ Grace went on. ‘It was . . . Flynn had upset someone’s girlfriend and the guy had a go at him. James didn’t think it was a

  big deal . . . Flynn’s always upsetting people. You know that.’




  ‘Upset her how?’ I asked.




  ‘I don’t know,’ Grace stammered.




  ‘Right.’ I felt numb. There could be loads of explanations for what Flynn had done. But why didn’t he want me to know about it? Why had Alex’s mention of it in front of

  me made him back away?




  Grace turned her attention back to the mirror, applying a little eyeshadow and a dash of pale pink lipgloss. Unlike Emmi, who favoured dark, dramatic make-up, Grace usually went for a completely

  natural look.




  ‘That’s pretty,’ I said, indicating the lipgloss.




  Grace glanced sideways and offered me a shy smile. ‘Thanks, Riv. Er, are you okay?’




  ‘Sure.’ I stroked mascara onto my eyelashes, trying to put what I’d just heard out of my head.




  Grace shuffled from foot to foot.




  ‘I’ll see you outside,’ I said.




  ‘Okay.’ She sounded relieved.




  Alone in the changing room, I took my time brushing my hair and putting on the rest of my make-up. Why did everything with Flynn always have to be so complicated?




  I trusted him.




  I loved him.




  He barely had to touch me before I was off my head, totally overwhelmed with how much I wanted him back.




  It was terrifying how much I felt for him.




  Which of course was part of the problem. It all mattered so much – what he did, what he said, how he felt about me.




  Somehow, when I was around Flynn, it was all too easy to lose myself: to feel that all I was, was reflected in his eyes. Like being with him was a brighter, sharper reality than everything else

  in my life.




  By the time I got outside the swimming baths, everyone apart from Flynn was already halfway up the road. He smiled when he saw me, his breath misting into the chilly night air. Most of the snow

  from yesterday’s storm had melted now, but it was still really cold.




  ‘What were you doing in there?’ he said.




  ‘Thinking.’




  Flynn hesitated. ‘Thinking that maybe we didn’t have to go for this stupid pizza with everyone?’




  I stared at him. ‘It was only Alex being a jerk,’ I said.




  Flynn rolled his eyes. ‘It’s Alex’s party.’




  ‘What happened yesterday?’ I said. Images were now flashing through my head: Flynn flirting with someone’s girlfriend . . . Flynn holding her by the waist, looking into

  her eyes, kissing her lips . . .




  ‘I told you – nothing,’ Flynn growled.




  ‘But it wasn’t nothing, was it?’ I said. ‘You got in a fight yesterday at school, during the snowstorm. You pushed some boy into a hedge because he was angry with you.

  That was what Alex was talking about before, wasn’t it?’




  Flynn met my gaze. He said nothing, but the sullen look in his eyes told me that I was right.




  ‘The boy you pushed was mad with you over some girl?’ I said, anxiety now knotting my guts.




  ‘Who told you that?’ Flynn snapped.




  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said, tears threatening to well up. He wasn’t bothering to deny it. ‘Who was she? What had you done with her? Why don’t you want to

  tell me about it?’




  ‘It was nothing, nobody was hurt,’ Flynn insisted. ‘It was just a misunderstanding.’




  ‘Right.’ Angry, terrified misery filled me. I turned and stalked up the road after the others. I didn’t look round to see if Flynn was following me. What was the point? If he

  couldn’t trust me with whatever had happened, we didn’t have much of a relationship anyway.




  Flynn caught up with me as I reached Amore Pizza. Everyone else was already inside the restaurant, taking off their coats and finding seats around the long table.




  ‘River?’ he said, touching my arm. ‘I just don’t want to talk about it, right now, okay?’




  I shrugged and went inside, feeling hurt and angry. Okay, so Flynn didn’t want to talk. Maybe I was overreacting, but what with school and all his jobs, we had so little time together . .

  . so few opportunities to be close. And he was spoiling what should have been a really nice night.




  I deliberately sat apart from him while we were having our pizza. He looked over at me a couple of times, but didn’t say anything. Later everyone started getting tanked up on beers and he

  pulled out some money – I knew it would be the exact money for what he’d eaten. As usual, he couldn’t afford to pay a split of the bill, and anyway – because of his da

  – Flynn never drank alcohol, so he’d have been paying for other people’s booze.




  Despite the fact that it was fair, I knew that Flynn hated having to do it. I could see his eyes hardening as he left his cash with James. He looked over at me one last time – a long,

  resentful look. Then he got up and walked away from the table without saying goodbye.




  My stomach twisted into knots as I watched him leave. I caught Grace’s eye. She was smiling at me sympathetically. Then I looked up the table to where a very drunken Alex was chewing

  Emmi’s face off.




  It was crazy. Grace was fond of James. And Emmi certainly fancied Alex. But I was sure neither of them felt like Flynn and I did about each other. So why was it always so difficult with him? Why

  did he get so angry and moody about everything? Why did I get so upset?




  I stood up and stomped out of the restaurant. Everyone would know I’d gone after Flynn, but I didn’t care. I wanted to tell him how furious I was. How stupid he was being.




  Outside it was still bitterly cold. My breath whirled in front of my face as I glanced up and down the road.




  Flynn was leaning against the wall of the bank next to the pizza restaurant looking across at me. His eyes glinted gold in the street lights as he pushed himself off the wall. Then he strolled

  lazily over, his hands in his pockets, a smile creeping round the edges of his mouth. How annoying! He’d known I would follow him outside. He was infuriatingly sure of himself.




  And so unbearably sexy that I couldn’t look away.




  He stopped just in front of me. ‘Thanks for coming out,’ he said.




  ‘Why are you being so horrible?’ I snapped, angry at him for being able to predict my behaviour like that.




  Flynn raised his eyebrows. ‘I just said I didn’t want to talk right now which—’




  ‘I know what you said, but it’s not fair. Alex knows. Emmi knows. And it’s not my fault Alex wound you up about whatever it is.’ I paused. ‘The truth is you

  don’t trust me.’




  Flynn blinked. He looked genuinely shocked.




  ‘It isn’t that, Riv, honest.’




  ‘Then tell me what happened rather than playing these stupid games – walking out and waiting for me to follow you.’ A gust of icy wind blew through my top. I shivered, wishing

  I’d worn a warmer jacket.




  Flynn smiled. He put his hands on my arms, warming them. I was turned on. Really turned on. Just by standing next to him. Just by the feel of his hands.




  This made me even angrier, mostly with myself.




  ‘I know Alex was an idiot earlier but you’re spoiling the whole evening,’ I said, shaking off his hands. ‘And for what? Why? What’s the matter with you?’




  I turned away, intending to march back into the restaurant. Flynn grabbed my arm again.




  ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. I was going to tell you what happened, but I didn’t want to have to think about it and get cross all over again.’

  He paused. ‘I was actually trying not to spoil everything tonight.’




  I sighed, letting his words sink in, feeling my rage ebb away. This was so typical of my life with Flynn. One minute I’d be full of fury. The next, Flynn would do or say something that

  stood everything on its head and my anger would evaporate, as if it had never existed.




  I let Flynn pull me round to face him. He slid his hands into mine.




  ‘The fight was about a girl, but not the way that sounds,’ he said in a low voice, his eyes burning into mine. ‘You know Café Yazmina?’




  ‘Of course.’ Café Yazmina was one of the places Flynn worked.




  ‘Well, one of Alex’s friends came in with his girlfriend when I was working there on Thursday night and apparently she lost her purse. The next day Alex and his friend accused me of

  stealing it. They were totally in my face and I got mad and pushed them away. It’s just so typical. Everyone at school always assumes I’m to blame when anything happens.’




  ‘They thought you stole a purse?’ I frowned. My head had been so full of images of Flynn making out with another girl that I hadn’t stopped to consider he might have got into a

  fight over something else. It didn’t fit with what I knew of him – Flynn might be mouthy and aggressive, but I couldn’t imagine him stealing anything.




  ‘It’s just an excuse . . . something to attack me with because I don’t fit in,’ Flynn said.




  He sounded full of fight, but I could see the pain in his eyes.




  ‘Oh, Flynn,’ I said, moving closer to him. ‘They’ve got no proof. Nobody who knows you will listen to rubbish like that, it’s just gossip.’




  Flynn made a face. ‘It’s not the first time I’ve been accused of stealing stuff. You know, things get lost and people at school go behind my back and tell the teachers it was

  probably me. After a while everyone starts to believe it, even though there’s no evidence. And I’ve been given millions of detentions for my attitude, whatever that means, and for

  fighting too.’ He hesitated. ‘After the fight yesterday they called in my mum and said I’d been in trouble too often. They . . . they gave me a one-day exclusion for

  Monday.’




  ‘No,’ I breathed.




  Flynn shrugged. ‘I mean, I couldn’t care less about missing the lessons, but I have to get my A levels.’ His mouth trembled. ‘Otherwise staying on at school will

  have been a total waste of time.’




  I nodded, understanding straight away. Unlike anyone else I knew, Flynn’s priority was to look after his mum. He was hoping to get to uni and become a lawyer . . . something that would

  make people respect him, he’d said, and that paid really well.
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