
        
            
                
            
        

    



 


 


 


 


The Other One


By


Isobel Hart


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Text
copyright © 2018 Isobel Hart


All
rights reserved
















 


Table of Contents


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Epilogue












Chapter 1


Jess


Someone once told me misery loves company.
Not me. The only company I was looking for was a glass of the amber single malt
that came from a tall, slim-necked bottle. I glanced down at my phone, its
vibration alerting me to yet another message, the second from Deborah in as
many minutes. Are you sure you don’t want to join us?


I’m sure. I
sent the reply and then jammed my phone back into my bag. The corner of the
familiar off-white envelope, curled at its edges from repeated handling, caught
my eye. I resisted the urge to pick it up and pull out the precious pages. Not
tonight.


Instead, I swivelled on my stool waiting to
catch the barman’s eye. The phone buzzed again. Deb. I knew without looking.
She worried about me, probably not without cause, but I had zero desire to
spend the evening dancing to crappy house music with her perky friends. I
didn’t do perky these days. I didn’t do anything much. I drank – considering
my evening whiskey medicinal.


“Same again?” the barman said, leaning his
elbows on the bar in front of me.


“You know it, Harry.”


He straightened, reaching for the Talisker.
“Are you planning on paying your tab this week?” He raised an eyebrow, as he
poured a generous measure of the whiskey into a clean glass, then dropped in
some ice.


“I’m good for it.” I was. I’d received my
inheritance a couple of weeks ago. It was the main reason I’d started drinking
at this hotel bar. The clientele was high-end. A more sophisticated collection
of drunks, who understood committed, hard drinking. It helped it was also a
short walk back to the bedsit I’d found for myself.


“Yeah, the boss still wants you to settle.”


“Here,” I said, handing Harry my bank card.
“Put it all on there and add an extra five hundred. Let me know when that’s
gone and I’ll do the same again.”


He frowned. “You sure? That much whiskey’s
not good for a little thing like you.”


I glanced down at myself. It was true –
I was a little thing these days. Maybe even skinny. Misery had turned out to be
the best diet I’d ever tried. Not one I’d recommend, though. “Yeah, I’m sure.
Oh, and fill me up again while you’re at it.” I knocked back the contents of my
glass and waved the empty at him.


I was on a roll tonight, having come really
close to taking another trip up to the cliffs. It left me determined to replace
the black fog, forever threatening to smother me, with an amber one made of
whiskey vapour. I flicked my hair over my shoulder, leaning my head on my hand
as I watched Harry process my card and then reach again for the Talisker.


A stir behind us almost had me interested
enough to turn around – the hallway buzzed with excitement – but I
couldn’t be bothered. The volume of noise rose as the door to the small saloon
bar opened, accompanied by the voice of the hotel manager announcing the bar
was ‘for hotel guests only’ above the racket, the hubbub dimming again as soon
as the door swung shut, closing out the clamour. “I guess I’m honoured you let
me in,” I said to Harry as he passed me my drink.


“You’re no trouble. A quiet drunk. Good for
profits.”


“Cheers,” I said, raising my glass in
salute. He grinned. He had a nice smile. I almost smiled back. Almost. The
whiskey was having the desired effect.


Harry’s eyes widened a fraction as someone
moved up to stand behind the bar stool beside mine. “Pint of Guinness, please,
mate,” the newcomer said, his voice gravelly and rich. I felt him glance over.
“And whatever the lady wants.”


“I’m good, thanks,” I said, waving my glass
at him without looking up. “I can buy my own drinks.”


“Just being friendly,” the voice said.


“Yeah, well, be friendly over there.” I
waved my free hand towards the corner of the bar. This wasn’t the first
occasion a man had tried to pick me up. They usually gave up fairly quickly
when I let rip with my sparkling personality.


“I’m good, thanks,” he echoed my own words
back at me, pulling up the stool anyway and sitting himself down. “So, what’s
your name, sweetheart?”


“My name’s ‘fuck off and leave me alone’, sweetheart,”
I said, making sure to add a twist of venom. Harry snorted with laughter and
tried to turn it into a cough. The sound was matched by the person beside me.
Pissed off, I turned, ready to tear him off another strip, only for my words to
escape me when confronted with the prime vision of manliness occupying the
stool. Instead, I stared. Or was it called gawping when your mouth hung open? I
closed it with a snap.


The man grinned, only too aware of the
effect he was having on me as he stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you, ‘fuck
off and leave me alone’. My name’s Daniel.”


I looked down at his hand for a second and
then swivelled back to face the bar. “Get me another, Harry,” I said, knocking
back the contents in my glass and holding the empty out for a refill.


“I’ll get that,” Daniel offered.


“I told you, I can buy my own drinks.”


“Hey, come on, sweetheart. I’m new in town.
I hardly know anyone. I’m just after some company.”


“Yeah, well, you’re looking in the wrong
place. I’m not good company. Harry?” I waggled the glass at him.


Harry took it and refilled it, handing it
back to me with a dry coaster before making himself comfortable, his back
propped against the bottle-filled shelves, arms crossed as he settled in to
watch us with an amused expression.


“So, what brings you here?” Daniel tried
again. I didn’t reply. “Do you come here often?”


I swung towards him on my stool, irritated
now. “Really? What about ‘I don’t want to be your company’, or whatever you
called it, do you not understand?”


He grinned at me, as if my words were a
source of amusement to him. “Fiery little thing, aren’t you?”


“Urgh! Are you stupid or something?”


“Nope, don’t believe I am.”


“Then what is it about leaving me alone
I’ve failed to communicate? Seriously, can’t a girl get pissed-up on her own
without a man sticking his nose in? And that goes for you too.” I scowled at
Harry, who smiled back at me.


“He your boyfriend?” Daniel asked, with a
quick look over the bar to size-up Harry.


I snorted. “No!”


He grinned again. “Good to hear.”


I stared at him, hyper-aware of the way his
eyes raked over me, their light touch warming me in places the whiskey never
reached. There was some potent chemistry between us.


High-pitched female giggles pierced the
moment, grating against my nerves, as two girls materialised beside Daniel.
Their exposed ample assets and thick makeup were a poor attempt to distract
from their barely legal status. “Hi,” the bolder of the two said, flicking her
long dark hair with a practiced hand as she fluttered her false eyelashes at
him.


Daniel closed his eyes and grimaced, making
a noise that sounded a lot like a groan as he appeared to count to ten before
swivelling on his stool to face them. “Good evening, ladies.” He sounded as far
from enthusiastic as it was possible to, whilst staying on the right side of
polite.


“I’m Bethany, but you can call me Beth, and
this is Rose, and we’re your biggest fans. You were, like, totally awesome
tonight. I mean, really good. We wanted to tell you how much we, like,
love you . . . like, really love you . . .
like, you’re just awesome. Can we get a picture?” She’d already pulled out her
phone and was positioning herself in Daniel’s personal space. He attempted to
pull away, but Bethany latched on to him like an octopus. Her grasping hands
slithered across his abdomen.


“One photo, girls, then I’d like to be left
to have a quiet drink. I need to chill after the show.”


“Oh, I bet we could help you, like, relax,
couldn’t we, Rose?” Bethany licked her lips, just in case Daniel happened to be
deaf, dumb and blind to what she was offering. Rose blushed and nodded as
Daniel, with an expression I could only describe as dismayed, looked between
the two of them and shuddered.


I laughed. I couldn’t help myself, the
sound bubbling out of me before I even realised what was happening.


Daniel’s eyes flickered in my direction.
“That’s a very kind offer, girls, but I’m kind of bushed. I just wanted to grab
a quiet drink with my friend here before bed.” He nodded at me, drawing the
girls’ attention towards my presence beside him for the first time. They
scowled in unison, making me grin again as I raised my glass and winked.


“Who is she?” Bethany scowled. “Are
you, like, someone?”


“We’re all someone, Sweetie, and don’t you
believe anyone who tells you otherwise. But no, I’m not famous, not like our
Danny here.” I patted his arm. He looked at me and quirked an eyebrow, and for
the first time in a long time I felt something other than gut-wrenching grief.
It was an alien emotion. I was enjoying myself.


“So how do you know each other?” Bethany
asked me, not giving up so easily.


“Oh, Danny and me? What can I say . . .
we go way back.”


“Way back,” Daniel echoed, with another
grin into his pint of Guinness.


“What, like school or something?”


“Or something,” I agreed. I leaned forward,
across Daniel, so I was closer to the girls as I whispered, “I was his first.”


Daniel choked out a laugh.


Buoyed by his response, and presumably high
on the miasma of cigarettes and leather surrounding him, I continued, “He
wasn’t very good.”


He spluttered into his glass.


“No!” Bethany breathed, aghast. “Really?”
She was totally digging the conversation now, as she ignored Daniel and focused
all her attention on me. “But he’s meant to be legendary. I mean, they say he’s
huge. And good with it.” I could sense the shit-eating grin on Daniel’s face at
her unintended praise.


Without turning to look at him, I shrugged.
“Yeah, well, he didn’t used to be. I mean . . . he was big-ish,
I suppose . . . not the biggest I’ve seen by any stretch of the
imagination, but passable. The problem was, he was just so . . .
quick, if you know what I mean?”


Both girls nodded, wearing matching
sorrowful expressions.


I almost laughed aloud, but instead I schooled
my expression and continued, “So I taught him how not to be.”


“You taught him?” Their scathing looks
towards me had been replaced by something akin to awe.


“I mean, it took some time, but we got
there in the end, didn’t we, babe?” I sat back and patted his leg, like the old
pal I was meant to be. I met with a rock-hard thigh and resisted the unexpected
urge to allow my hand to linger.


“Oh yeah, babe, you know me, you can’t say
I’m not a trier. Always willing to work hard to get to where I want to be in
the end.” He gave a tight smile as he threw an arm around my shoulders and
hugged me against him. “You are in so much trouble,” he whispered, nipping my
earlobe with his teeth.


I inhaled a short, fast breath, overcome by
his proximity. Squirming, I half-heartedly tried to worm my way out of his
hold, but he wasn’t letting go any time soon.


“So, you’ll understand why we want a little
time to get ourselves ‘reacquainted’,” he said to the girls, whose heads nodded
vigorously. “You never know what else I might pick up, after our refresher
course.” He dazzled them both with a wicked grin. I thought there was a good
chance they might collapse under the impact. “Well, have a good night, ladies.”
He dismissed them, turning his back as he slid a hand up my thigh, nuzzling his
face into my neck.


“Night, Dan,” they chorused. “Hey, like,
what’s your name?” Bethany called over to me. I barely managed to remain
upright under the onslaught of Daniel’s lips, my body alive with forgotten
sensation.


“Yeah, babe, tell them your name,” Daniel
murmured, pulling back with a grin as they all stared at me.


“Jessica,” I admitted, as Daniel’s face lit
up with another smile.











Chapter 2


As soon as the girls moved to the other side
of the bar, I slithered out of his grip. “You’re welcome,” I muttered, grabbing
hold of my whiskey glass and throwing back the contents. I hoped the burning
liquid might offset the heat in other places. Places that had no right to be
hot. “Another,” I instructed Harry, who was wearing the biggest grin I’d ever
seen on him.


“This one’s on the house,” he said,
laughing as he filled my glass with a generous measure. “I think you earned
it.” I downed that one too. I held my glass up for the third but changed my
mind as the collective effect of all the alcohol I’d consumed began to take its
toll, the room spinning around me for a moment.


“Well, it’s been a blast, gentlemen,” I
said, grunting as I jumped down off my stool, swaying a little. I made a swipe
for the straps of my bag, missing on my first attempt. On my second go I had
more luck, shouldering it as I pushed away from the bar.


“And where do you think you’re going,
Rabbit?” Daniel stepped down off his own stool to stand directly in front of
me.


“Home.”


“I don’t think so.” He grinned again, a
glint in his eye this time. “We have an audience.” He jerked his head backwards
in the direction of his little fan club.


I glanced over to find their eyes fixed
upon us.


Daniel grabbed my hand. “Put all her drinks
on my tab,” he said to Harry. “Night, ladies,” he called to the gruesome
twosome, giving them a wave as he dragged my drink-addled body along behind
him.


“Okay, you can stop now,” I said as I
staggered up to the lift behind him.


He ignored me, pressing the button.


“Really, enough. I’m not going to your
room.” I snorted. “I don’t even know you.”


“That’s not what they think.” He nodded
towards the girls, who were now hovering in the doorway to the bar, doing a
piss-poor job of trying to look inconspicuous. “You created this little
scenario, so now it’s up to you to see it through. It’s the least you owe me,
after shredding my reputation with stories about my little-ish penis and poor
staying power.”


“I was doing you a favour,” I
pouted as he pulled me through the opening lift doors. I stumbled in behind
him. “You’re being very glass-half-empty. I said big-ish, not little-ish.”


“Po-tay-to, po-tah-to.” The
doors slid closed behind us and left me trapped inside with him. He filled the
space with his presence.


I stared at my feet, unable to look at him,
afraid of what might happen if I did.


“I won’t bite . . .” he
said, “well, not unless you want me to.”


“I don’t,” I said quickly.


“Don’t go getting shy on me now, Rabbit.”
He took a step towards me.


I stepped back, my head rising in defiance
when my back hit the cool wall of the lift. “I’m not shy. I’m just not
interested . . . what’s with the rabbit thing, anyway?” My words
trailed off as his intense green gaze snared me in a face-off.


“Jessica Rabbit. It suits you.” His eyes
ran over my body again, showing appreciation for the curves I still possessed.


He was beautiful himself. Broad shoulders
led to well-muscled arms covered with bright, colourful tattoos which wove
intriguingly down to his wrists. His abdomen looked toned, shown off to maximum
effect in his fitted t-shirt. He appeared lean and fit, in every sense of the
word. But it was his face that took my breath away. Blonde hair fell in loose
waves to his shoulders. I liked long hair on a man; he reminded me of a blonde
version of . . . My mind froze, guilt rushing through me in an
icy wave. I looked away as the doors slid open.


“What the hell was that?” Daniel said, his
foot holding the door open as he lifted my face, a finger placed beneath my
chin.


“What was what?” I mumbled, blinking
rapidly to stop the tears threatening to spill.


“Hey, are you okay?”


“No.” I felt about as far from okay as it
was possible to be.


“Come on,” he said, grabbing my hand and leading
me towards a door. “Let’s get you another drink.”


“I’m thinking I’ve probably had enough,” I said,
wanting to keep what was left of my wits about me as he led me into his suite.


The vast space made me pause; it was
enormous, with doors leading off from the spacious central sitting room into
rooms beyond. It was better than walking straight into his bedroom, I supposed.


“Water, then? Or coffee?” He peered into a
large fridge.


“Water.” I perched on the edge of one of
the two large leather sofas surrounding a glass coffee table. A guitar case lay
across the middle of the table. “You’re a musician, then?” I figured those were
some of his groupies earlier.


“Yeah,” he said, but didn’t elaborate. He poured
me a glass of mineral water and then grabbed himself a beer before sitting down
beside me. “What about you?” He handed me the glass. “What do you do?”


“What do I do?”


“Yeah.”


I was foxed. What did I do?
“Nothing. I do nothing.”


“Rubbish. What did you do today? Before we
met?”


I thought about it. “I got up and showered.
I made it to the restaurant I work at, for now at least, late, and attempted to
smile at the customers as I served them food. Then I went for a walk on the sea
front. I kept away from the cliffs.” Today had been a better day. There were
others the dark fog smothered me.


Those were the days I drove to the cliffs.


Twice I’d driven up to the highest part of
the coast – Beachy Head – where the white, chalk cliffs swept
hundreds of feet down, into the frothing surf below, and willed myself to step
off. Both times I’d heard the promises I’d made, to carry on living – for
him – and couldn’t bring myself to break them. The words cemented my feet
to the cliff edge and meant I’d returned physically, if not mentally, in one piece.


Daniel raised an eyebrow, making me regret
saying so much. I hadn’t even admitted my fixation with heights to Deborah. “I
came to the hotel bar. I drank. I saved you from your groupies. Now, here I
am.” I offered him an empty smile.


“Now here you are,” he agreed, reaching up
to push a strand of my hair behind my ear. I stilled as he touched me, his
fingers drifting down to trace my features, his caress light and intimate. My
affection-starved body cried out for more. “So beautiful,” he said, his touch
almost hypnotising, “but so very sad. You lost someone.” He stared at me until
I felt as if he’d peeled back my skin and was peering deep down into the broken
parts at my core. “Someone who mattered.”


I nodded, the move slight, but it was all
the acknowledgement he needed.


“I get it. I lost someone too. My twin
brother.” Pain flashed across his features at the memory; I recognised a
kindred spirit.


Unable to speak, my throat choked as tears
threatened, all I could do was nod again.


He took it as it was meant – as
permission to continue. “It was a motorbike accident. A car hit him.”


I reached out and clasped his hand in my
own. “How long ago?” I needed to know how long this hell would last.


“Five years. You?”


“Nine months,” I admitted, my heart
clenching.


He nodded in understanding. “Nine months.
Still very early days.” He paused. “Will you tell me about him?”


I hadn’t spoken about him to anyone, not
even Deborah, for so long. I hesitated, then slowly started to talk. “His name
was Nick. We met in Cambridge when we were both still students. He was the love
of my life.”











Chapter 3


The memories hurt. Remembering how we’d met,
how happy we’d been in those early days. It was too much, I needed to leave. I
looked around for my bag. I had to get out of here. Talking about Nick had
brought all the emotions back. All the pain. I wanted another drink. I wanted
to forget again. I stood up, looking about me blindly.


Daniel reached for my hand to stop me,
pulling me back down, until I sat beside him again. “Right now, you’re hurting
bad. Trying to work out how you can go on without him. The hole he’s left in
your life . . . it’s like a vacuum. The only constant is the ache.
It hurts all the time, so that’s why you drink.”


I stilled, his words too accurately
reflecting my thoughts. He wasn’t looking for an answer, he was telling me. His
voice was one of experience – he’d been there too.


“Just breathing in and out seems like an
achievement because keeping on going feels like a living hell,” he said,
looking at me as he talked, his hand cupping my face. “Some days you’re not
even sure if you want to anymore . . . if you can.” He closed
his eyes for a moment. “It will get better,” he promised as he opened them
again, their bright green intensity piercing me. I didn’t believe him.
“Really,” he said, reading my mind. “I wouldn’t have believed it either, back
then, but it does. It won’t go away completely, you’ll always hurt a little
bit, but it won’t be the disabling pain I see in you right now. You’ll find
moments of pleasure again. They’ll be brief to begin with, but they’ll be there
for you to hang onto when the darkness comes back.”


“I don’t know if I can do it,” I said out loud
for the first time.


“You can. You’re strong.”


I shook my head, then looked up at him.
“What got you through?” I needed to know.


“To begin with, alcohol and drugs. A lot
like you. But that doesn’t solve the problem; it just numbs the pain for a bit,
makes you forget for a couple of hours. Sometimes that’s what you need to begin
with. Then, for me, it was music.” He leaned back against the chair. “The guys
in the band put up with some real shit from me for a year or more. They had to
drag me along to gigs. We’d only scored a record deal a couple of months before
it happened. We were playing small clubs and bars all over the place. I was a
mess. How we didn’t lose our contract, I’ll never know.” He paused,
remembering. “I made it a nightmare – off my face when we were performing.
Somehow, I remembered the lyrics, well, most of the time. In the end, the band
staged an intervention. Sat me down and told me if I wanted to carry on with
them, I had to get my shit together.” He pushed his hair away from his face and
looked at me. “The only thing I loved as much as my brother was my music. I
knew if I lost what we’d worked so hard for, I’d be done. So, I got it together . . .
I went on a programme. Gave up the drugs . . . I still like a
drink, though.” He raised his beer. “But I don’t have to drink to excess every
night now. Rehab helped me start to deal with how I was feeling . . .
encouraged me to channel it into the music I was writing. It helped a lot. Then
the album I wrote was a hit . . . and the rest is history.”


“And you lived happily ever after.” I
sounded bitter.


“Not even close. But I stopped trying to
kill myself. I’m not sure for a long time I even knew that’s what I was trying
to do. I just wanted to stop the pain.”


“Death would make it stop.” These were my
darkest thoughts, the ones I never shared.


“Yeah, but, babe,” he murmured, holding the
back of my neck so I was forced to look at him, “life is worth living. Even
with all the pain involved, it is still worth it. It’s how you know you’re
alive. I know there’s a ton of good shit still to come for you, but you have to
be here for it. You have to try.”


“I do try . . .” My voice
wobbled with emotion. “Some days it’s just hard. It hurts so much . . .”


“Yeah, I know, sweetheart, but you have to
let people know when you’re hurting. Not bottle it up . . . or
worse, drown yourself in whiskey. You need to look for those moments that will
remind you why it’s good to be alive. Hold on to them, however brief they are
to begin with. One day they’ll start to fill more of your hours than the pain
does. I know it’s hard to believe from where you’re sitting right now, but they
will. Believe me.”


“I want to. I’m just finding it so hard.
I’ve not had any good moments for a really long time.”


“This is a good moment; us meeting like
this is a good thing. It was meant to happen. You needed to find me so I could
share what I learned . . . so I could remind you you’re special.
Your life is special.”


I shook my head in dismissal.


“You’re so freaking beautiful, you don’t
even know it, and I’ve seen a lot of women. I mean a lot.”


“Yeah, I get it. You’re a man-whore.”


“Maybe so. The point is, I know women. And
I’m telling you – you’re beautiful. Not a scratch of makeup, and you’re
still stunning.” His hand reached forward and caressed the side of my face
again. “You look like an angel . . . those lips.” He groaned.
“Fuck, I want to be a gentleman, babe, but when you look at me like that,
you’re making it hard.”


My eyes lifted from his mouth. I’d been
fantasising about what it might feel like if he kissed me. How it might be to
have someone wrap me in their arms again. It had been so long. His gaze heated
me, and this time I allowed it to, moving towards him as he moved towards me,
our lips smashing together in a frenzy of need.


His tongue possessed my mouth as his hands
swept over my body, pulling my clothes from me. They scattered, creating small
piles where they fell, his own clothes joining mine on the floor until we were
both naked. He fastened his mouth around my nipple, his teeth grazing the
tender bud, as I arched into him, wrapping my legs around his waist. I needed
him inside me. Filling me. Feeling me. I felt a nudge and pushed against him,
both of us groaning as he slipped inside, my body slippery with my need. “Fuck
me,” I begged him.


He slammed inside again, hips pistoning, filling
me repeatedly, pushing my body higher, his pace never slowing until I
splintered with sensation, crying out my relief as I collapsed against him.
Then we were moving again as he lifted and then carried me, my body still
wrapped around his, his own still deep and hard inside mine, as the aftershocks
of my orgasm continued to roll through me.


The soft mattress and cool sheets clouded
around us as he laid me on the bed, never losing our contact, pressing deeper.
He lifted my knee and pushed harder. “Look at me,” he demanded. “Jessica, look
at me.” His insistence forced me to obey. Green eyes snagged mine. “This is
living,” he said, pushing into me to punctuate his words. “Your life is
important. You’re important.” He kissed me, making his touch tender . . .
intimate. “I feel you, baby,” he said. I could feel him too; inside my body and
inside my mind. Filling the vacuum. Filling me.


“Please,” I begged again, not sure what I
was asking for.


“I know what you need, baby, I’ve
got you.” He held me close as we rocked together, no longer pulling apart,
needing the closeness of our intimate connection. My body rose and then toppled
once more over the edge of an abyss, as he cried out, swelling inside me before
filling me with warm heat as my body pulsed around him, wrapped tightly in his
arms. “I’ve got you,” he murmured again, pressing his forehead against mine as
we caught our breath.


In the recesses of my mind, as he slipped
out of me, pulling me against his side, his arm slung across my body, I
remembered another moment like this. A moment filled with love. Guilt flooded
through me, my betrayal nearly crippling. I bit down hard on my cheek to keep
from crying out.


In the darkness, rigid beside him, I
listened until his breathing slowed, becoming deep and regular, gentle snores
persuading me of the depth of his slumber. He mumbled as I slipped from beneath
his arm, sliding from the bed. Pressing bare feet into the deep pile of the
carpet I retraced our steps, looking for my clothes, their scattered locations
retelling the story of our passion. 


I slipped into my knickers, trying to
ignore the stickiness coating my thighs. I tried to pretend my sated body and
the tender bruising at my core was a punishment, its persistent ache a potent
reminder of my guilt. But my body betrayed me once more, surging with desire at
the remembered moments the same aches elicited.


In haste, I pulled on the last of my
clothes, uncaring of missed buttons and unlaced shoes, grabbed my bag –
guilt slicing through me again when I saw the familiar handwriting on the envelope
inside – and slipped from the room, the door clicking closed behind me as
I fled into the night.











Chapter 4


Daniel


The daylight woke me before I was ready. I’d
forgotten to close the curtains. Grey light filtered into the room, telling me
it was one of those days where it never really got fully light, just less dark.
The only sounds in my room were the ticking of the clock on my bedside table
and distant waves pounding onto a shingly beach outside. They hissed each time
they withdrew again. The sound prodded at my memory. The seaside . . .
Brighton. My head appeared to be refreshingly unscrambled. I must have held
back on the drink for once, which made a pleasant change.


I rolled over and was met with a delicious
sweet smell. Jasmine?


Memories crowded back: The show.
I’d been tired, wanted an early night so I’d left the others at the afterparty.
Decided on the hotel bar for a quick nightcap. The girl. I’d seen her there as
soon as I walked into the bar, my plans for an early night going out the
window. She’d been feisty, no hint of recognition. I’d liked that. Given as
good as she’d got. Fuck, she’d turned me on. I’d had a hard-on from the moment
I saw her. I smiled at the memory of her conversation with the groupies. I was
rock-hard again just thinking about her.


We’d come back to the room . . .
I’d talked about Donny. I never talked about Donny with anyone. But she’d lost
someone important too. Fuck! We’d slept together after she’d poured her fucking
heart out. Fucking fantastic sex, the kind I never had. This hadn’t been a
quick fuck. We’d connected. Normally, I sent women on their way as soon as the
deed was done. Not this time. I’d fallen asleep, holding her, and slept like a
baby.


Maybe she was still in the suite.
“Jessica!” Her name came back to me with a flood of other memories; how soft
her skin felt under my hands, the sweep of her soft curves and perfect breasts,
long blonde hair and that sweet scent of jasmine. Mum grew it in the garden at
home; I’d always loved the smell.


Silence. I threw the cover back
and swung my legs out of the bed. The musty scent of sex mingled with her
perfume. Fuck, that was hot. I had a raging boner now. I really hoped she was
still here.


Noises out in the lounge got me
moving. I strode out, stark bollock naked, and a woman screamed.


Not the right woman. This one was
small and dark and old enough to be my mum. “Sorry.” I backed into the bedroom,
clutching my junk, and grabbed a robe off the back of the door. I walked back
out, fastening the belt. “Have you seen a lady? Blonde hair, about so tall?” I
held my hand up to my shoulder.


The woman frowned at me and shook
her head. “No lady.” She had an accent. Eastern European maybe. I looked
around, having more flashbacks from the night before, remembering clothes
pooling around us as we clawed at each other. Fucking her until she’d climaxed.
The noises she’d made had been divine. When she’d come in all her unrestrained
glory, I’d felt like a god. Better than when I was up on stage. I shook myself –
nothing was better than performing on stage. I had a raging hard-on again.


Only my own clothes still lay
where they’d dropped. The woman bent and picked up my boxers. “Sorry,” I muttered
as I grabbed them from her, feeling like a guilty kid. “Can you come back later,
please?”


She nodded and then wheeled her
trolley back out into the hallway, closing the door behind her with a click.


I collapsed down into one of the
armchairs. The girl had done a runner. The realisation hit me in the gut like a
fist. No number, no last name, nothing to remember her by. That would never
have bothered me before. This time, it did.


My phone beeped. Our bitch of a
manager chewing my arse, as ever. We had a show in London tonight and would be
heading up there after lunch. I didn’t want to go. I had a strange urge to find
a certain blonde-haired, blue-eyed woman. She’d been so sad.


Fuck! What if she regretted what
we’d done? I mean, I thought she’d been there with me at the time. It was good.
It was better than good – it was great. But what if she regretted it?
She’d lost that guy . . . what if she . . . Fuck!
Now I was shitting myself she’d do something stupid. Like step off one of those
cliffs she’d talked about.


I remembered that darkness, like a
living thing. It swallowed you up and took away hope, like those fucking
dementors in Harry Potter. When Don died, I’d wanted to die too. What if she
felt the same and being with me tipped her over the edge?


My breathing was coming fast now,
heart pounding. I needed to do something.


I grabbed my jeans and a clean
shirt, dressing without showering. I didn’t want to wash away her smell on me.
I picked up my wallet and room key, then ran down the stairs. “Call me a cab,”
I said to the doorman.


He raised an arm, and moments
later a white and green car stopped in front of the hotel.


I slid into the back seat and
looked at the driver. “Take me where people go to commit suicide.”


The guy frowned at me through his
rear-view mirror, hesitating.


“Not for me . . . I
need to make sure a friend doesn’t do anything stupid.”


The guy nodded and started the
engine. “Do you mean Beachy Head?”


“Yeah, that’s where she said. Go there.”
I leant back against the seat, watching the sea as we drove along the
coastline, my fingers absentmindedly strumming chords. A new tune. “Hey, you
got paper and a pen, man?” I said to the driver.


He reached into the middle console
and handed me a pen and pad. For half an hour or more, I hummed and scribbled
notes, catching lyrics when they came to me.


“Not far now,” the driver said,
breaking my flow.


I lifted my head and looked out.
“This is fucking beautiful.” Rolling hills, as far as the eye could see, until
they hit the sea. A lighthouse standing right at the edge. The cliffs were
terrifying. “Don’t they fence this off?”


“It wouldn’t stop anyone who
really wanted to kill themselves.” He slowed the car. “I hope your friend’s
okay.”


I nodded. I fucking hoped so too.


“Do you want me to wait?”


I looked around. There was nothing
out here. “Yeah, please.” I opened my door and stepped out. A stiff breeze
buffeted me. The bushes cowered away from it, hunched low to the ground. I
understood why; it cut straight through to my bones. The place was achingly
beautiful, but if you were in a dark place . . . I looked at the
cliffs again. Yeah, they’d do the job if you were determined.


There were a couple of other
groups standing around. No one alone. No one with long blonde hair and a body
to die for. Poor choice of words. I found a bench and sat down. What the hell
was I even doing here? Looking for a girl whose name I didn’t know, in a place
I didn’t know she’d even be at. I was losing it.


My phone rang. “Have you checked
out yet?”


I sighed. My manager. “No, Sarah.
I’m coming back to Brighton tonight. Can you let the hotel know?”


“What! Why? You’re at the
Roundhouse for two nights. Why do you want to come back to Brighton?”


“Because I want to.”


“I hope this isn’t for the sake of
some groupie snatch. For fuck’s sake, Daniel, you know better than that.”


“Just tell the fucking hotel.” I
cut the call. What the hell was I doing? I stood up and walked back to
the cab.


“Everything okay, mate?”


Was it? I had no idea.


***


I walked into the hotel bar late. Sarah had
bitched about me coming back to Brighton all evening. The others hadn’t minded.
I’d been off my game all night. Owen even pulled me aside and asked if I was
okay. I’d distracted them with the new song I’d written. It was good, and they
knew it.


The same barman was behind the
bar, which made my life easier. He smiled. “Didn’t expect to see you again.”


“Didn’t expect to be back here,” I
said honestly. I slid onto the same stool I’d sat on the previous night.


“Guinness?”


“Please.” I looked around. “You
seen her tonight?”


“Who?”


I raised an eyebrow. I wasn’t in
the mood for playing games.


“I assume you mean Jess?”


I nodded.


“No, she hasn’t been in.”


I exhaled heavily. “Is that
usual?”


“She’s been in every night for the
last two weeks. She’s four hundred and forty pounds in credit behind the bar. I
ordered a new bottle of Talisker especially.” He pointed at the unopened
bottle. “No, it’s not normal.”


My gut twisted with fear. Fear for
her safety. “Do you know where else she hangs out? Where she lives? Who she
hangs out with?”


“She’s a woman of few words. She
comes in and drinks. Hard. She’s dealing with some stuff.”


“I know. That’s why I’m worried.”


The barman bristled. “She was okay
when she left here last night. Did you hurt her?”


“Back off, man. I didn’t do
anything.” Well, that wasn’t entirely true. But nothing she hadn’t wanted just
as much. “I’m just worried about her.” I looked at his name badge. “Harry, is
it?”


He nodded.


“Well, okay, Harry. Here’s my
mobile. I’m going to be staying here for a few nights. If you see her or hear
anything from her, I want you to call me. Okay?”











Chapter 5


Jess


Six weeks later, I was still having
flashbacks after my night with Daniel. I’d wake, my body wet with desire, as I
recalled his touch and the feel of him inside me. That would, in turn, bring
fresh tsunamis of guilt and grief. Memories of the last days with Nick
alternated with those from the night with Daniel. My visits to the cliffs
became frequent as I struggled to cope with what felt like betrayal.


Only this time I heard both Nick’s and
Daniel’s voices calling me back from the edge.


I knew Deb was beside herself. She sensed
something had happened to set me back, but not what; Her family and friends had
set up a suicide watch, their continual presence yet another reason I hadn’t
acted on my self-loathing.


I didn’t return to the hotel bar . . .
or ‘the scene of my crime’ as I now thought of it. It had taken only a day for
me to identify Daniel as Daniel McIntosh. The Daniel McIntosh, lead
singer of Scoundrel. I knew of them, had heard their music on the radio, but
never seen them before as they’d burst onto the scene about a year and a half
ago – the same time Nick and I were dealing with his diagnosis. A bit like
seeing cars everywhere the same as the one you’ve just bought, pictures of
Daniel – or Dan, as he was known to the public at large – taunted me
from every bus stop, on TV adverts for their album, and from the front pages of
newspapers and covers of magazines. It seemed he was something of a big deal.


An equally big deal – in my life,
anyway – was my absent period. Combined with the nausea, swollen breasts
and a sudden aversion to caffeine I’d been experiencing, I felt fairly certain
the news from the small white stick I was crouched over was not likely to be
good. Pregnant; the word appeared in a gradually darkening, accusatory
font across the white background. “Fuck.” I released the breath I’d been
holding, sitting down heavily on the toilet seat when my legs threatened to
give way. Head in one of my hands, the other still clutching the test, I
continued to stare at the word hoping, if I watched it long enough, it might
disappear again.


An hour later it was still there. “Jess?” I
heard Deb call from the other side of the bathroom door as the handle rattled
and the door pushed against the lock. I’d given her a key to my bedsit a while
ago. I guess she’d used it. “Jess?” she called again before I had a chance to
reply. A loud crash followed as the wood around the lock cracked and Deb came
bundling into the small room in a flurry of mohair jumper and splintered wood.


“What the fuck, Deb?” I stood too quickly,
my head swimming at the sudden motion, forcing me to sit back down again.


“Jess! Where the fuck have you been? I’ve
been calling and texting you. You didn’t reply. I was worried.”


“So you thought you’d come and break down
my bathroom door?” Deb flushed with embarrassment, and I had a moment of
realisation; “You thought I was dead? Or that I’d tried to kill myself?” It was
a reasonable enough conclusion to leap to given my recent behaviour. “Oh, babe,
I’m sorry to have worried you like that.” I really was. “I’m . . .
fine.”


“What’s that?” Her wide eyes fixed upon the
small white stick I still held, before lifting to meet my gaze.


I shrugged. “It might be wrong.”


“Are you . . . pregnant?”


“That’s what this stick seems to think.
They can be wrong, though, right?” I said, grasping at straws.


“Uh, no. Not these days. They’re really accurate.
But how . . . who?” She trailed off, at a loss.


“I’d rather not talk about it. It was a
mistake. A drunken mistake. He was no one.” I didn’t wish to open the can of
worms and face all that would follow if I revealed my baby daddy’s name.


“What are you going to do?”


“Well, that’s what I was trying to work out
when you busted my bathroom door down,” I said with a shrug.


“Do you want to keep it?”


The idea had been playing through my mind
for the last hour. My initial reaction had been to remove all trace of my guilt
before anyone knew anything about it. Then I’d realised I’d always know. And
killing it would leave the guilt of an abortion to cope with on top of
everything else. Except for my currently unstable lifestyle, there was actually
no reason why I couldn’t look after a baby. Thanks to Nick, I was financially comfortable.


“I think you’d be a great mum,” Deb said,
tears in her eyes. “A really great mum. You took wonderful care of Nick when he
needed you. I think any baby would be lucky to have you as a mummy.”


“You do?”


“Yeah, I do.” She crouched down and wrapped
her arms around me. I rested my head against her shoulder. “And I can help. I’d
like to help.”


“You may regret offering that,” I mumbled.
“Babies are a lot of work.”


“There’s no rush. We have months to get
ourselves sorted, don’t we? Don’t we?” she said again, when I didn’t reply.


“Yeah, at least seven and a half.” I could
feel her mentally rifling through events that happened six weeks ago. “You’ve
never met him,” I said with certainty. “He won’t want anything to do with this
baby,” I added with less confidence.


“How do you know that?”


“I just do. It was a one-time thing. Can we
drop it?” I took a deep breath to quell the nausea swimming in my belly. “Look,
I’m not even certain I want to keep it yet. I’m still processing this news. I’m
a mess . . . I can’t look after myself right now, let alone
another human being.”


“You’re in mourning. That’s not the same
thing. This baby may be just what you need in your life. A purpose.”


“It’s a bit unfair to inflict a clinically
depressed mother on an infant in the name of therapy.”


“You’re not clinically depressed. You’re
grieving. It’s not the same thing at all. You need to be reminded of the good
things in life . . . grab onto the precious moments.”


“Yeah, someone else told me that exact same
thing, and look where it got me.” I pointed down at my abdomen.


“Well, he was right. I see you grabbed on
with both hands.” She snorted.


“It wasn’t like that,” I proclaimed, my
voice high with indignation.


“What was it like? Who was it?” Her
eyes were bright and curious.


“None of your business, and I’ve told you,
no one you’ve met.” I chose my words carefully.


“Well, I think you should have it,” she
said, sounding determined.


“Says the person who won’t have to get up
four times a night on her own to feed a screaming baby. Anyway, I told you, I’m
still making up my mind.” I squared my shoulders, refusing to be drawn any
further on the subject.


***


I woke to blood. Lots of it. I had spent
the week ricocheting between whether to keep the baby or have an abortion. This
morning it seemed Mother Nature had taken matters into her own hands. I had
sleepwalked into the toilet only to be jolted awake by the sight of my pyjamas
stained crimson. There was far more blood than the article I’d read had
suggested, which had claimed ‘light’ bleeding was normal in early pregnancy. I
called Deb in a panic. “Don’t worry, honey. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.
I’ll get you to the doctor. I’m sure you think it’s worse than it is.”


As soon as she arrived, I knew by her face
it was exactly as bad as I had imagined. “I think we need to go straight to the
hospital,” she whispered, pale with worry, when she saw the extent of the vivid
red stains.


We sat in silence in the pregnancy clinic
we’d been directed to by the doctors in A&E. I tried to ignore the heavily
pregnant women to either side of me, accompanied by men who fussed over their
expectant partners’ well-being, envious of the obvious excitement at their
imminent arrivals. Deb and I waited stoically for my name to be called as I
tried not to rush to the toilet every few minutes to check the state of my
bleeding.


“Jessica Jameson,” a mature woman called
from the doorway of a treatment room.


I shuffled into the room behind her,
sitting in the chair I was directed to, grateful not to be alone as Deb sat
herself beside me and picked up my hand in hers, squeezing it in support. It
was all too reminiscent of the room Nick and I had sat in all those months ago
when they’d told us he had cancer.


The doctor peered at her screen, while the
nurse peeled a long sheet of blue paper off a roll and laid it across the
examination bed positioned in the corner of the room.


“I understand you’ve been having some
bleeding,” the doctor said. “Can you tell me when it started?”


“Yes, I found the blood this morning. It’s
quite heavy.”


“How heavy? A teaspoon, tablespoon? More?”


“More.”


“Okay. And how many weeks pregnant do you
think you are?”


“Seven or so.”


The doctor nodded. “You’re still
registering pregnant on the test we did when you came in. Miscarriages are
common in the first twelve weeks of pregnancy, but it takes a while for the
hormones in your system to wear off. It sounds as though that may be what we’re
looking at here. But there is also a chance this could be an ectopic pregnancy.
Have you had any pain?”


I shook my head.


“Well, I think we’ll have to have a look to
see what’s going on. It’s early days, so the foetus will still be a little
small to see through your abdomen. That means we’ll need to use the trans-vaginal
ultrasound. Is that okay?”


I nodded.


“Okay then, well, pop your bottoms off and
set yourself up on the bed.” She pointed at a curtain. “You can pull that round
to give yourself some privacy, and Sandra here will get you a sheet to cover yourself
with. Let us know when you’re ready for us.”


I nodded again and shuffled over to the
corner of the room, grabbing the curtain and pulling it across to shield myself
as I slipped out of my jeans. Sandra, the nurse, poked a sheet through the
crack a few moments later. I took it with murmured thanks.


“You okay?” Deb whispered.


“Ish.” Tears blurred my vision again when I
saw fresh blood in my knickers.


She squeezed my hand. “I’m here. We’ll get
through this too.” She smiled, but it looked sad.


I sat on the hard, plastic surface of the
examination table, the thin paper towel covering beneath me doing little to
soften it, a sheet spread across my lap as I tried to make myself comfortable
in a situation that was anything but. I needed to get this over with. I took a
deep breath. “Okay,” I called.


The doctor swept the curtain aside with a
brisk motion, moving to a chair positioned beside the bed, the nurse following
her after flicking the switch on a machine located beside my head. “Put your
feet together for me and then drop your knees open,” the doctor said, taking hold
of the probe the nurse passed to her, as they both gazed down at my vagina. It
would have been comical in any other circumstance. “You’re still bleeding,” she
observed matter-of-factly, slipping the probe inside me. The doctor’s eyes
fixed upon the blurry images that swirled across the screen. “Okay, well, the
good news is you’re still pregnant,” she said after a few interminably long
minutes of silence. She called the nurse over, and together they peered at the
screen.


“What is it? What’s the matter?”


She pointed at a blob on the screen where
something flickered. “There’s your baby. That’s a heartbeat you can see. It
looks strong . . .”


“And what’s that?” I said, a second flicker
catching my eye beside the space she’d pointed towards.


“That’s your other baby. Also fine.
Congratulations, you’re having twins,” she said, offering me her first smile.


I bit my lip to keep from sobbing. “Twins?”


“Fucking hell, Jess, you never do things by
halves, do you?” Deb sounded relieved and amused at once.


I shook my head, looking back at the
doctor. “But they’re both okay?”


“From what I can tell they are.” She stared
at the screen again. “Everything looks okay, but we’ll need to be cautious,
especially now we know it’s twins.”


“Why am I bleeding?”


“It’s hard to say. It may just be an
unusually heavy bleed from the implantation of two embryos. Or it could be that
you’re still threatening to miscarry these little ones.”


I gasped, horrified at the thought of
losing my babies when I’d only just found out about them.


“I think we’ll keep you at least overnight
for observations, then, assuming everything calms down, you can go home . . .
but you’ll need to take it easy. And I mean bedrest. At least until the
bleeding stops. We’ll have you in for another scan in a week.”


She rattled on with details about the
enhanced care I’d need because I was carrying twins. I half listened, while the
other part of my mind flashed back to Daniel telling me about his brother. “Are
you okay?” the doctor said. It sounded like she’d already asked me something once
and was worried by my lack of response.


“I’m okay, just . . . shocked.
I’ll be good. I’ll do whatever you say I should. I want these babies,” I said,
with a certainty I hadn’t known I felt until I’d been threatened with losing
them.


Deb squeezed my hand and smiled. “It’ll be
fine. We’ll manage somehow,” she promised. “These little ones are survivors
like their mum.” She smiled again, and this time I could see her joy.


It wasn’t meant to be like this. This
wasn’t how I’d planned it . . . my life. How we’d planned it.
Despite that, “We’ll be okay,” I agreed. And, for the first time in more than a
year, I really meant it. 











Chapter 6


“I can’t fucking do this,” I wailed at
Deborah as another spasm ripped through my abdomen. “I want a fucking
epidural.”


“You’re too far along for all that.” The
lead midwife’s tone was brusque and matter-of-fact. “You’re fully dilated; we
just need to push these babies out.”


‘Just’. I hated that fucking word. “You can
do this, Jess. You can do this,” Deb said as I clenched her hand and bore down
with the new spasm of pain that gripped my abdomen, slicing through it like a
blade.


“Good girl, good girl.” The midwife peered
between my legs. “I can see the head. Not much longer now. Baby number one’s
got blonde hair like its mummy.”


And its daddy, I thought. I hadn’t managed
to contact Daniel. I’d tried fairly half-heartedly on two occasions, never
making it past a bitchy-sounding manager who’d laughed when I told her I needed
to speak to him on a personal matter. I’d told myself I’d done my best . . .
but I hadn’t, not really. Now he was missing this.


I gasped a breath as the spasm eased, my
poor body exhausted by the effort it was taking to push this first baby out of
me, after what had been a dream of a pregnancy following the early bleeding
scare. I’d been pushing for more than two hours. It was worse knowing I was
going to have to do the whole thing all over again in a minute. “Oh no,” I
groaned as I sensed another contraction threatening to grip hold and slice
through me with its unbearable pain. I would have called for an epidural hours
ago had I only known, natural childbirth be damned. What kind of idiot was I,
thinking I was going to breathe my way through labour? Twice! Now it seemed I
was too late. I made a bellowing sound, my body clenching once again, aware in
some dark recess of my mind that I sounded like a dairy cow, as with every last
drop of energy I possessed I tried to push the first little bundle of joy out
of my vagina. I needed the pain to stop.


“Use your energy to push, not bellow. Head’s
out. Just one more, Jess, and it’ll all be over for this first baby.”


“Just . . .” I groaned, “oh,
fucking hell.” My body clenched again, relentless now in its determination to
complete this task.


“Come on, Jess, it’s nearly here, come on,”
Deb cheered beside me. From somewhere I found the strength to bear down one
more time, and I was shocked as I felt the pressure release with a pop as the
baby slithered out of me in a rush of body fluids.


“Oh, congratulations, Jessica, you’ve got a
beautiful little baby boy.” The midwife smiled as Deb beamed down at me, eyes
full of tears.


“Congratulations, Mummy,” she said with a
sob.


“Not so little, actually, for a twin.” The
midwife bustled about, oblivious to the moment we were sharing, wrapping my
baby in a blue blanket. “He’s a good-sized lad.” As she spoke a thin wail
filled the room. I strained, trying to summon the energy to lift my head
towards the noise, but the midwife was one step ahead of me, placing the
wailing bundle of joy straight onto my chest. I stared into a pair of murky
blue eyes, in a pudgy, somewhat indignant face.


“Hello there,” I said as he blinked at me.
“How are you doing?” I crooned, feeling a thrill of pleasure as he calmed to
the sound of my voice. “Help me sit up a bit,” I said to Deb, who moved the
pillows and assisted me to prop myself up a little higher on the bed, my body
protesting any movement. I shifted my baby, supporting his head carefully, until
he was cradled against my chest.


“He’s beautiful,” Deb said, peering over my
shoulder at the small bundle in my arms.


“He is, isn’t he?” I agreed with wonder. I
couldn’t take my eyes off him.


“He looks just like you.”


“He looks just like his dad,” I said
without thinking. I could see Daniel in the shape of his eyes – the murky
blue that would, without doubt, change to green – and pert nose. I
suspected this little man would have his father’s rakish good looks. God help
the girls. “Oh,” I groaned as a further contraction gripped me. “Not already?”
I said to the midwife, who hurried to peer under the blanket. Dignity was
something I’d given up on about seven and a half months earlier.


“Looks like this one’s in a hurry to join
its brother.” She laughed. “You’re already crowning.”


“Take Tommy,” I said to Deb, holding out my
precious baby to the only other person in the world I trusted.


“Tommy!” She beamed. “I love it.” I’d
refused to share my thoughts on names with anyone, even Deb. This was something
I’d needed for myself. I’d also refused to find out the sex of the babies on
the basis it was akin to opening Christmas presents early. That meant I’d had
to be prepared with two names of each sex.


“Oh, oh, oh,” I cried as the pain escalated
for the second time.


“Pant for me, Jessica,” the midwife said.
“We don’t want a tear after doing so well the first time around. Remember;
loose lips, loose vagina . . . pant for me.”


I huffed out a little laugh, despite the
pain, trying to take short breaths out of pouty lips, feeling the stinging burn
of the baby’s head as it slid further out of me, trying to ignore Deb’s
giggles. “I wish I’d filmed this,” she said, laughing and nuzzling her face
into Tommy’s head.


“I’m glad you’re finding this so funny,” I
managed, when the pain eased between contractions. “There is no way I’m letting
you film my vagina. Afterwards . . . you can film them
afterwards.”


“Come on, Jessica, focus for me. This baby
is getting tired too. We don’t want to end up with a caesarean when you’ve
worked this hard, do we?”


“You’re not cutting me open. Is the baby
okay?”


“For the moment. His heart rate is dropping
a little, so I want you to get the head out on the next push,” she said. “Tell
me when you feel it coming.”


“It’s coming,” I wailed as the familiar
clenching sensation gripped hold of my abdomen. I pushed hard, bearing down
with all my might until I felt another release. This time the baby spilled
straight out of me, into the midwife’s waiting arms.


“Oh, good girl, Jess,” the midwife crowed.
“Well done. Another good-sized boy for you. You’ve done brilliantly!” She
grinned. “Natural birth of twins. You should be proud of yourself.” The
audience of healthcare professionals around us all nodded and smiled.


Exhausted, with barely the strength to lift
my head, I reached out to take the second small bundle as it was placed into my
arms. Deb gently handed Tommy back to me, so I had a babe in each arm. “Hello, Teddy,”
I said to my second little boy.


“Oh, Jess, they look identical.” Deb
grinned. Her beaming smile matched my own. They did. Both with perfect button
noses, and the same soon-to-be green eyes, topped with a head of fine blonde
hair. “Double trouble.”


“I’m holding you to your promise to help.”
I attempted to give her as fierce an expression as I could muster, which proved
difficult given even my facial muscles were knackered.


“It will be my pleasure,” she said quickly,
pressing a kiss to each of our cheeks.


The babies were whisked off to be checked by
the paediatricians, whilst I was sorted out and allowed to rest. A few hours
later, after Deb had popped home to shower before coming back again, and I had
ploughed my way through two rounds of tea and toast, they were brought back to
me demanding their first feed. “How do I do this?” I said to the midwife on
duty, feeling panicked by the level of noise the two wailing infants were
already making.


“You can feed both at the same time, like
this.” She supported me with cushions until both babies had latched on to a
breast each. “It’s easier if you can do them one at a time, though,” she
admitted with a laugh. “Everything’s easier if you do it one at a time.”


“Yeah, bit of a problem, that,” I said,
feeling helpless as I looked down at my two boys suckling greedily at my
breasts.


“Will their daddy be able to help?”


“He’s not on the scene.” It was my stock
answer. I watched for the pitying look that always followed. I didn’t have to
wait long.


The truth was I hadn’t given him any chance
to be a part of this. He’d missed out on so much already. Guilt niggled at me.
Whether he wanted to be part of their lives or not, he at least had the right
to know about their existence.


Once the midwife had shown me how to change
nappies, burp them, feed them for a second time, burp them again, clear up the
regurgitated milk that followed, and then finally get them into their cot where
they curled together and fell asleep, I collapsed onto my own bed to enjoy a
few moments of peace. I picked up my phone and scrolled through my numbers
until I found the number for the band’s manager. Both times I’d tried before
she’d been a bitch. I looked at the babies, determined to make the effort for
their sake, and then dialled.


“Sarah Parker,” the woman said, her tone
abrupt.


“Oh, hi. Can I speak to Daniel, please?” Nerves
made my voice falter, my courage already failing.


“Daniel’s a very busy man.” She sounded
pissed off. “He’s due to go on stage in a few minutes. Can you tell me what
this is about?”


“It’s personal.”


“It always is.” She laughed, but it oozed
with her bitterness. “How did you get this number?”


“Can you tell him he’s a dad?” The words
blurted out of me, fearing she’d put the phone down again, like last time.


“Oh, for god’s sake, really! How desperate
do you have to be? You have a fucking nerve.”


“No really, it’s true. I had the baby,
well, babies today. I wanted him to know.”


She shouted across the room, “Dan,
apparently one of your groupie whores made you a daddy, congratulations.” A
group of people in the background, male and female, burst out laughing.


“Not me, darlin’.” The gravelly tones were
unmistakable. “I never go without a condom. Check with one of the other guys
you fucked, sweetheart.” The room fell about with laughter again.


“No, really, if you just let me speak to
him,” I tried again, determined that if I could only speak to him I could make
him listen. Remind him of the night we shared, when he most definitely did not
use a condom. “Tell him it’s Jessica . . . tell him it’s
Rabbit.”


“Look, love, please don’t demean yourself
like this. Fuck off and leave him alone. You got to fuck him, which is more
than most of his groupies get . . . be happy with that.”


“So he wants nothing to do with them?”
Anger simmered now. I worked to keep my voice calm so I didn’t wake the babies.


“Them? Oh, really, you’re scraping the
barrel now. You should be ashamed of yourself. Nope, I can safely say he wants
nothing to do with you or them . . . what did you say your name
was? Rabbit?” She seemed barely able to talk through her laughter.


“Fine.” I cut the call. Daniel McIntosh
could fuck right off. As far as I was concerned, I’d done my bit, trying to get
hold of him to let him know about his boys.


I took a deep breath and looked down into
the crib beside my bed, marvelling at the two perfect small bodies within. I reached
down and lifted the worn envelope from out of the inside pocket of my holdall
on the ground beside the crib, and, as my babies slept, I allowed Nick’s words
to wrap around me once more. He’d told me I would be okay. He’d promised me that
something would come along to fill the gaping hole within me, to make me want
to live again. It had . . . two little somethings. And they were
perfect, and all mine.











Chapter 7


Daniel


My head swam from all the booze I’d put away.
We’d been celebrating our latest single – Moments – going to
number one in six countries. Now I was trashed but somehow needed to get myself
straight enough to go on stage in a minute. I wasn’t even sure what country I
was in. Germany? Sweden? Somewhere that produced beautiful blondes, judging by
the women scattered around the room. I liked blondes best these days, although
none of them smelt quite right. I nuzzled my head into the neck of the girl on
my lap, making her giggle.


“You going to be okay to do this in a
minute?” Craig said. He looked worried.


I’d been letting myself get messed up a lot
lately. “Sure thing, Dad.” I grabbed the girl’s breast. She didn’t mind, as she’d
been rubbing her hand against my cock for the last twenty minutes. I considered
taking her into the toilet and fucking her before we went on stage.


“You haven’t got time,” Craig said, reading
my mind.


I wasn’t even bothered. I never was these
days. They blurred into one meaningless fuck after another. God knew they were
all willing. It was me. More often than not, I struggled to even come. At least
I always made sure they got off. Couldn’t have them complaining I was crap in
bed.


Sarah’s phone rang. She looked like she was
chewing a wasp at the best of times, but as she spoke to whoever had called,
her thin lips narrowed until they vanished completely. “Daniel’s a very busy
man. He’s due to go on stage in a few minutes. Can you tell me what this is
about?”


Shit, it was about me. Owen looked at me
and mouthed, “Oh, shit. You’re fucked.” Then he and Craig fell about laughing.


“It always is. How did you get this
number?” Sarah sounded uber-pissed now. Maybe leaving the room for five minutes
to fuck this chick was a good idea after all. I’d need to give Sarah a wide
berth after this call.


“Oh, for god’s sake, really! How desperate
do you have to be? You have a fucking nerve.” Sarah clenched her fist, maybe
imagining she was strangling someone. She glared at me. Maybe that someone was
me. “Dan, apparently one of your groupie whores made you a daddy,
congratulations.”


Everyone around me burst out laughing.


“Not me, darlin’. I never go without a
condom. Check with one of the other guys you fucked, sweetheart.”


I grinned as the room fell about with laughter
again.


“Come on,” Owen said, standing. “Let’s get
ready. Shall we do Moments last?”


“Yeah, why not. Excuse me, darlin’, I’ve
got to go to work.” I lifted the girl off my lap. She pouted.


“Look, love, please don’t demean yourself
like this,” Sarah said to the person on the other end of the phone. “Fuck off
and leave him alone. You got to fuck him, which is more than most of his
groupies get . . . be happy with that.” She paused. This chick
was getting right up her nose. “Them? Oh, really, you’re scraping the barrel
now. You should be ashamed of yourself. Nope, I can safely say he wants nothing
to do with you or them . . . what did you say your name was?
Rabbit?” She cut the call and glared at me again. “They’re getting worse, Dan.
I wish you’d be a bit more selective. Really, if the girl says her name is
Rabbit or Bambi or Doe, or any fucking animal name, just no!”


“Message received, loud and clear.” I saluted
her and laughed. “What’s your name, darlin’?” I called across to the blonde
chick.


“Brigita.”


“We’re sound, then.” Owen and Craig laughed,
slapping me on the back as we headed towards backstage.


The show rocked. Sometimes it just happened
like that. We were in the zone, bouncing off one another. The lighting and
sound were on point, and my fingers flew over my guitar. I fucking loved every
minute of it.


“Okay, we had some good news today,” I said
into the mic. The crowd cheered. “This next song is number one in six countries,
as of today.” A roar went up around the stadium. “I love this song. I hope you
do too.”


Craig played the opening notes, and I joined
in. It was one of those songs I knew was going to be a hit as soon as I’d
written it. It had poured from me, inspired by a night with a beautiful girl . . .


A memory triggered, and I froze mid-lyric.


The guys stared at me, Owen stepping in as
I stood there paralysed.


“What the fuck happened?” Owen said
afterwards, wrapping an arm round me as we walked off stage. “You froze.”
Somehow, they’d carried on without me. Thank god it had been the last song.


“It was nothing, man. I forgot the words.”


He snorted. “Yeah, right!”


He knew me well. That song was burned into
me. I’d never forget the words. Same as I’d never forgotten that night. I needed
to speak to Sarah. “Leave it, man.” I shrugged him off, setting a fast pace
back to our changing room. I knew Owen was staring at me – I could feel
his eyes burning into my back.


I burst through the door. Sarah was on the
phone. She was always on the fucking phone. I didn’t care. “That girl who
called, what was her name?”


“Excuse me a second, Brian, will you?” She
wrapped her hand over the phone. “I’m on a call.”


“That girl who called. What was her name?”


“Seriously?”


“Yes, fucking seriously. What was her
name?” I was shouting now.


“Bambi or Doe or something. I don’t know. I
can’t remember; they all blur into one meaningless collection of women with
breast sizes larger than their IQs.”


I deflated, disappointment punching me in
the chest. I’d thought it might be her. Hoped it might be her. I’d spent
weeks looking for the chick. She’d vanished into thin air. I still had the
alerts on my phone for suicide reports in the area. She’d crawled under my skin,
and I was still struggling to shake her off.


A hand slithered round my waist, and Sarah
rolled her eyes. I looked over my shoulder. Brigid or Birgita, or whatever, had
her tits pressed against my back. I turned and claimed her mouth with mine,
determined to fuck the missing girl out my system.











Chapter 8


Jess - Four years later


“Mummy!” Tommy and Teddy chorused in delight
as soon as my car pulled to a stop and I’d opened the door, running out onto
the driveway to greet me with hugs as I stepped out. I’d had a night shift, but
it meant I could get home in time to take them to school, then grab a few
hours’ sleep until it was time to pick them up.


I’d trained as a nurse just after the boys
turned two, once they’d started nursery and I finally had enough time to think
about what it was I wanted to do with the rest of my life. It hadn’t taken me
long to realise I’d felt my most fulfilled when I’d been helping to care for
people – looking after Nick when he was ill and taking care of my boys. I saw
this realisation as yet another gift Nick had bestowed on me; he’d often told
me he thought I should become a nurse when I was caring for him. Now fully
qualified, I worked part-time, three days a week at nights and weekends mostly,
fitting it around the kids. I didn’t need to work, Nick had seen to that, but I
wanted to. Deb looked after the boys whenever they weren’t at school and I
couldn’t. They loved her as much as they loved me – more sometimes,
because she was a softer touch.


To be fair, my little guys were hard to say
no to. Identical, barring the mole above Tommy’s eyebrow, they sported matching
heads of curly blonde hair I’d allowed to grow to their shoulders, with bright
green eyes, exactly as I’d predicted. Women of all ages already bent over
backwards to do whatever they wanted with a mere flutter of their eyelashes.
They were going to be real lady-killers when they were old enough to understand
the power they wove.


“Mummy, happy birthday, Mummy,” they sang,
jumping around me like puppies. I knelt on the driveway, ignoring the sharp
gravel pressing into my knees, and gathered the pair of them into my arms,
inhaling their sweet scent. “Are you sniffing us again, Mummy?” Tommy laughed.


“Maybe,” I admitted.


“Ugh, that’s gross. Teddy did a blow-off
just before you came home. You’re smelling his farts.” He giggled, the sound
washing away my tiredness.


“Stinky Winky,” I teased, tickling Teddy. He
was the shyer of the two, sensitive and kind, whereas Tommy would plough his
way into anything that caught his eye regardless of any likelihood of personal
harm, Teddy was more naturally cautious, assessing the outcome first before
having a go. Despite their identical appearances, they couldn’t have been more
different in personality.


“I didn’t, Mummy, Tommy did,” Teddy told me
seriously. He tugged on my sleeve, and I gazed down into his big green eyes,
which shone with excitement. “We cooked you breakfast, Mummy. Aunty Deb helped,
but we did most of it.”


“I cooked the toast and spread the butter,”
Tommy bragged, grabbing my hand and pulling me towards the house. I paused,
halting him, putting my other hand out for Teddy, who grinned and ran to me.


“What did you do, Sweetpea?”


“I helped to stir the eggs and poured the
orange juice.”


“Wow, it’s a real feast!” I said as I took
in the beautifully haphazard scene on our kitchen table in all its glory. I
laughed when I saw how exhausted Deb looked.


At over six months pregnant, she was beginning
to slow down a little. Running after my two little live wires was exhausting
for an athlete, let alone a woman in her final trimester. “Sit down,” I said as
she ran an exhausted hand through her hair, trying to tame a strand that
refused to obey. It immediately fell back into the same place it started from
as soon as she released it.


“No, Mummy, it’s your birthday. You sit
down,” Tommy insisted. Naturally protective, he was the one who sought to look
after me as much as a four-year-old boy could.


“Teddy, you carry the plates with the eggs
over,” Deb instructed him. “Take them one at a time. Tommy, you take the toast
and orange juice. I’ll bring the tea. Then we can all sit down and have
breakfast, and maybe afterwards we can watch Mummy open her presents.”


The boys ran to fulfil their tasks,
delighted once we were all sitting around the table together. “How are you
feeling?” I asked my friend.


“Fat,” she grumbled. “I turned sideways to
get past a chair, and I was wider than if I’d gone through forwards. It’s
depressing. I can’t believe you carried two around at once. You deserve a
medal.”


“And how’s Mark adjusting?” Deb had met
Mark two years ago. They were married within the year. It had been a beautiful
thing to watch my dearest friend meet and fall in love with her soulmate.


“He’s so annoying. He’s all over me . . .
affectionate . . . you know? Insists on rubbing my feet when
they swell up.”


I laughed. “The bastard.”


“Mummy, that’s a rude word,” Teddy scolded.


“You’re right, sweetie. I’m sorry. Uncle Mark’s
annoyingly nice behaviour made me forget myself for a moment.”


“Can we give you your presents now,
please?” Teddy pleaded as soon as I put my knife and fork together on my plate.
He’d been fidgeting in his seat with excitement the entire meal, his eyes fixed
upon each mouthful I took, waiting until I placed the final forkful in my
mouth.


“Presents! I thought this delicious
breakfast was my present.” I pointed at the plate of food I’d demolished as I
drained the last of the orange juice from my glass.


“No, Mummy, that’s just breakfast. You must
have presents to open on your birthday too. Tommy, no, wait for me!” Teddy
cried as Tommy jumped down from the table and sprinted towards the small pile
of cards and wrapped presents on the coffee table. He collected them all in one
sweep of his little arms. “I want to give Mummy the ones from me,” Teddy said,
eyes brim full of tears.


“Let Teddy give me his,” I persuaded Tommy
gently. “How about you give me yours?”


Tommy huffed, shoving a card and parcel towards
his brother before holding out a similar card and small rectangular package to
me. “Happy birthday, Mummy,” he said with a huge grin.


“Thank you, sweetheart.” I kissed him,
pulling him into a cuddle, which he instantly wriggled out of.


“Open it, open it . . . it’s
a big cup for your tea in the morning.”


Deb laughed. “You’re meant to let her find
out what it is when she opens it.” Tommy’s face dropped.


I tore into the paper as I reassured him it
didn’t matter a bit, exclaiming when I pulled the mug out of the box and saw
the painstakingly painted letters spelling out ‘Mummy’ across the glazed
surface. “Did you write that yourself, Tommy?” He nodded, bursting with pride.
“It’s brilliant. You’re only just at big boy school and you’re already writing
your letters? You’re a very clever boy.”


He puffed up his chest even more. “Aunty
Deb helped me,” he admitted. I looked up at my friend, who was smiling down at
my little boy. “But I copied her letters on there, and then they cooked it to
make it hard. It’s for your tea.”


“Well, I think I should have a cup right
now,” I said with a smile.


“Let me do that whilst you open your cards
and Teddy’s present,” Deb said with a grin, taking the cup from me.


I opened the card from Tommy, where the
same spidery writing was scrawled across a card that proclaimed me as the best
mummy in the world. “Thank you, my darling,” I said, giving him another kiss.


“Here’s mine,” Teddy whispered, pressing a
smaller card into my hand. “Aunty Deb helped me wrap it, but I did the present.”


“Thank you, Teddy.” I gave him a big smile
as I peeled the paper off. Inside was a framed picture. I turned it over to
find a hand-drawn colouring of what was unmistakably me, Tommy, Teddy and Deb.
“Who’s that?” I asked, pointing at the person in the clouds.


“That’s Uncle Nick. He’s an angel watching
over all of us.” He gave me a big smile.


“Oh, honey.” I pulled him into a cuddle,
pressing my face into his shaggy blonde hair to hide my tears. “That’s
beautiful.” My voice sounded husky from unshed tears. I’d often talked to them
about my friend Nick; it had been hard to avoid the subject given the pictures
of him I had kept and displayed around the house. I’d assured them he would
have loved them both very much if he’d had a chance to meet them. “And is that
Uncle Mark?” I asked, pointing to the other figure, standing behind the main
group.


“No, that’s our daddy,” he said with a
smile. A little sob broke from me, and Teddy’s face fell. “I’m sorry, Mummy,
did I do it wrong?”


“No, sweetheart, you did it just right.
It’s a beautiful thing. Perfect. Both of you have made me feel like the
luckiest mummy in the world because of your wonderful, thoughtful gifts. Thank
you. These are happy tears,” I assured them, even though inside my heart was
breaking.


Only recently the boys had started to ask
questions about their dad, a consequence of going to school and their growing
awareness that our little family was a bit different from the norm. For the
first time since I’d become a parent, I’d felt torn. They deserved to know who
their father was, but I was reluctant to expose them to the disappointment of a
man who wanted nothing to do with them.


“Here’s mine,” Deb said, handing me a card,
a big grin on her face. “I’ll be honest, it’s as much for me as it is for you.”
She laughed. “You owe me this. It’ll be my last big hurrah before I drop this
one.” She pointed at her abdomen, which lurched as if in response to the
attention, making all of us laugh. The boys rushed over to put their hands on
her bump, squealing with delight as the baby kicked against them.


I opened the card, and tickets fell out.
Picking them up, I turned them over, mouth drying as soon as I saw Scoundrel
stamped in large letters across the front. My eyes flashed towards her, certain
she knew my secret, but the only thing I saw was excitement at the prospect of
seeing her favourite band. “They’re playing Brighton. I couldn’t resist.” She
bounced with delight in the same way the boys had. “It’s the first time they’ve
been down this way in years.” Five-ish, I imagined. “Mark’s going to look after
the boys, but my mum said she’d come over and help too. They’ll come here and
sleep over, so you and I can get ready at mine and then we’ll have a full night
out . . . I can’t drink, but we’re going to have a blast
anyway.”


“Wouldn’t you rather take Sharon?” I said,
knowing what a big fan her friend was.


“No, I want to go with you. You haven’t
been out for ages, and I know you’re a fan too. Don’t think I haven’t seen you
ogling their website all the time.” It was true, I had taken to looking at
their site just to see what they were up to. It had nothing to do with their
music, though. I tried to smile, but the terror chewing up my insides made it
hard.


“Thank you so much,” I said, kissing her. I
was being silly. The Brighton Centre was a big place. It would be full of
screaming fans. We would be two among thousands. What could go wrong?


Only, the last time I’d tempted fate like
that, my whole world fell apart.











Chapter 9


“It’s good to see you making an effort. A little
less like a mum for once,” Deb said to me as we stood in the queue of people
outside the arena, waiting to get in.


“I am a mum.”


“That doesn’t mean you have to look like
one all the time. I still think you could have worn the skirt.”


“In this weather?” The rain was hitting us
horizontally, coming in off the sea. We’d had driving cold rain for days now,
with no sign of a let-up. Girls huddled under umbrellas, their skimpy tops and
skirts ill-matched to the weather, turning their exposed skin a uniform,
puckered shade of blue.


“God, you’re so sensible.”


“Maybe so, but at least I’m not
likely to suffer hypothermia. Anyway, what’s wrong with what I’m wearing? I
thought you liked it.” In truth, I’d put more effort than normal into my
outfit. My skinny jeans hugged my now more generous curves, showing them off to
full effect. The simple black t-shirt similarly dropped low at the front,
suggesting at my cleavage without offering it up on a plate. I’d even received
a few admiring looks on the bus on the way here. I told Deb as much.


She snorted. “From men who were approaching
retirement. One of these days you’re going to have to re-enter the land of the
living and remind the world you’re a young woman.” It was a recurring argument.
Since I’d had the boys, I’d shown little interest in members of the opposite
sex. And by ‘little’, I meant none. I hadn’t had sex, beyond what I could
achieve with my vibrator, since . . . well, it didn’t bear
thinking about. “What about Simon? He likes you, doesn’t he? He said he might
be here tonight. He was trying to get tickets for him and Dave.”


Simon was a doctor at the hospital I worked
at. He was also part of our extended friendship group, having known Deb from
their secondary school days. They’d reconnected when she moved back to the area
after university. He’d been a big support to me whilst I’d been doing my
training, and I counted him among my closest friends. Even the boys liked him.


“He’s a friend. I don’t want to ruin that.”
I worried I’d become incapable of feeling that sort of emotion for anyone.
Simon was a lovely guy . . . but that was all. The worst thing
was I knew he wanted more. He’d asked me out earlier this week. I’d
prevaricated, blaming my coming night with Deb for not being able to give him
an answer as I would have used up my babysitter credits for the week. In
reality, I just hadn’t wanted to go there with him. He was sweet, kind, good
with the boys, could look after me . . . but . . .
it wasn’t enough. I knew once I stepped over that line with him, there would be
no stepping back again. I just didn’t feel that way and had no desire to lead
him on. Plus, I didn’t have enough close friends that I could afford to lose
one.


We shuffled forward, into the warmth of the
building, showing our tickets before discarding our coats at the booth and then
following the crowd towards the stage area. Deb had bought us standing area
tickets. “Are you going to be okay here?” I glanced anxiously down at her
belly. The baby looked to have dropped a little over the last week. I didn’t
think she’d be making it to term.


“Fine. You can’t listen to bands sitting
down. It’s just wrong. I want to see the whites of their eyes.” She had the
frenzied look of a hard-core fan whenever she spoke about Scoundrel. “Anyway,
I’m pregnant, not ill.”


I remembered my own aching feet and general
level of weariness when I’d carried the twins in those final months. I wouldn’t
have wanted to be in the midst of a lively throng like this for anything.
“Yeah, well, don’t blame me when you’ve got piles.”


She grunted but didn’t say anything,
pulling me a few rows forward, until we were no more than twenty people back
from the front railings. “This will do,” I insisted, unwilling to get any
closer to the front. The crowd was becoming less friendly, even given her
pregnant status. They stood their ground, scowling at anyone who tried to push
in front of them. Scoundrel were known for having some of the most ardent fans.
“Who’s supporting them?” I asked as we watched roadies beetling backwards and
forwards, setting up equipment in front of the big curtain that still masked
the rest of the stage.


“A couple of local bands and Fever. Scoundrel
are great – they always support the up-and-coming local bands whenever
they can; it’s their ‘thing’,” she said. “Fever have been with them for the
whole tour.”


I nodded. I knew that. Fever were a very
popular female group, whose music was a similar style to Scoundrel’s and considered
very cool. Daniel had been romantically linked, at least in the press, to the
lead singer for some months now. It was the longest I’d seen him linked to any
woman.


“Want a drink?” I asked Deb, getting
twitchy at the prospect of seeing Daniel again after so long. “You can wait
here and save our spot; I’ll go to the bar.”


“Are you sure?” She looked back at the sea
of people that now stood between us and the bar area we had walked past when we
first arrived.


I nodded.


“Okay, well, a bottle of water would be
good. Get something stronger for yourself. I want you to let go a bit for a
change. I would, but I don’t think this little one would thank me for it. It’s
been a bit feisty today.”


“Water it is, then,” I said, with an
affectionate pat to her belly before I turned and elbowed my way through the
crowd, heading for the side of the room first, then making my way up towards
the bar. The crowd thinned towards the back and sides, letting me slip through
the throng with relative ease. I eventually reached the bar, where I had only a
short wait before I was served. As I stood waiting for the barman to complete
the order, I surveyed the merchandising displayed everywhere. Daniel’s face
smiled out at me wherever I looked. It was disconcerting.


“Jess?” someone called as I handed the
exact money over to the barman and picked up my drinks, preparing to make my
way back towards the stage. I turned to see Simon striding purposefully through
the crowd towards me.


“Hi.” I smiled, nodding to Dave, who
loitered behind him. Simon bent to kiss me; as he headed for my lips, I twisted
at the last second to present him my cheek.


“You okay?” He frowned. 


I nodded, the racket from the first band
starting their set drowning out any chance of further conversation. “Deb’s up
there,” I bellowed, bobbing my head towards the stage, hands now filled with
our drinks.


“Really?” Simon shouted back, with a raised
eyebrow. “In her condition?”


I shrugged.


“Does Mark know?”


I shrugged again. “Probably not,” I said, raising
my voice to be heard above the sound of drums pounding through the speakers.
The vibration made my ears itch. I’d be deaf by the time we left. “I’d better
get back to her,” I said, holding up Deb’s bottle of water.


“We’ll come with you.” Simon didn’t wait
for a reply before stepping in front of me to carve a way through the crowd. I
pointed with the water bottle in the general direction we needed to head, and
then allowed him to use his height to shoulder a path through for us.


It took a lot longer to get back, with several
people complaining as we tried to push through. Simon continued, relentless,
until he spotted Deb, and then herded me forward until we reached her side,
positioning me in front of him and stationing Dave behind Deb. “Are you okay?”
he said to Deb, who already looked as though the effort of standing for so long
was beginning to take its toll. “We can head back to the seated area if you
prefer? I’m sure they’d let you sit down.”


“No way. I’m here to see Dan, Owen and
Craig in all their rock glory. If I weren’t a happily married pregnant lady,
I’d totally be elbowing those groupies up there out the way,” she said, nodding
towards the rows of girls in front of us. Most males in the audience seemed to
be there to escort girlfriends, their collective long-suffering expressions
almost comical.


“Why are you here?” I leant back and asked
Simon, having to almost press my lips against his ear to be heard. “I never saw
you as a Scoundrel fan.”


His cheeks coloured a little. “More Fever,”
he said with a wonky grin. “Plus, I knew you’d be here.” My own cheeks heated as
he pressed closer to me. I tried to ignore the comforting feel of his chest resting
against my back.


The second band came on, a livelier group
that got the crowd moving. The elbow of the man beside me swiped sideways,
catching my drink and tipping half of what was left down my front. “Sorry,
love,” he shouted, grinning down at me.


I smiled back. “No problem; that’s why I
wear black.”


“Be more careful,” Simon said.


I looked up, surprised to hear him sounding
so uncharacteristically unfriendly. He was scowling at the man who’d knocked
into me.


“Chill out, man,” the guy said with a
laugh. “Message received.” He lifted his hands as if in surrender, before
winking at me.


Simon tensed as he prepared to surge
forward, so I put my arm up to block him. “Like he said, chill out. There was
no real harm done. Fever are on in a minute.” I grinned at him. “That should
cheer you up a bit.” Simon smiled back at me, draping an arm over my shoulder
as the crowd started to roar in response to the four girls walking out onto the
stage.


There was no doubt they were all equally
stunning; dressed scantily, but still managing to achieve a rock chick vibe,
they had confidence in spades. It made me feel old.


By the end of what was a very energetic set
I felt even older, tired out from just watching. “She’s gorgeous,” I said to no
one in particular as the lead singer took her final bow. The men in the
audience seemed to have perked up considerably during their set.


“You’re better-looking,” Simon said, his
eyes on me rather than her.


I smiled gratefully, even knowing it wasn’t
true, as the roadies busily cleared the equipment from the stage. I tried not
to think about Daniel and her as a couple, and how it made me feel, but it was
harder than I’d imagined it would be. Simon’s arm tightened across my shoulder,
holding me closer to him, which acted as a momentary distraction before the
lights went out and the crowd roared with their collective excitement.


My heart raced at the thought of seeing him
again, eyes fixed upon the stage as the music throbbed and lights flashed,
making spots dance in front of my eyes.


And then the curtains opened and he was
there. They were all there, all three of them, but I only had eyes for Daniel.
He stood in the middle of the stage, and, despite the distance between us, the
effect he had on me was just as electric as the first time I’d met him. It
helped he was exactly as I remembered him; hair, tattoos, abs, all just as
delicious as they’d been that night all those years ago. If he had more lines
on his face, I couldn’t see them from here. I wished I could say the same, but
I knew the effects of motherhood had aged me both inside and out.


The crowd moved and swayed around me to the
opening track whilst I stood like an island, transfixed, unable to take my eyes
off him. Deb shrieked with delight beside me.


They quickly segued into some of their
best-known songs, the crowd lapping it up, their enthusiasm infectious to the
point I couldn’t help myself from moving. We were all moving. I closed my eyes
and allowed the sound of his voice to send thrills through me with every note
he sang. I’d listened to their music many times, even played it for the boys,
but nothing prepared me for how good they were live . . . how
good he was. He was brilliant; no need for any miming to backing tracks; his
range effortless, his pitch perfect.


As the night wore on, I found myself
noticing more and more of his little mannerisms; the way he reached back to
hold his neck, his tendency to run a hand through his hair. It was all
reminiscent of the small movements I saw daily in Tommy and Teddy. I could see
his legacy in my boys, and it choked me as I imagined how different things
might have been if he’d taken my call the day they were born. How we might have
been a family . . . of sorts . . . or at least
that the boys might have known their father. The sight of the lead singer of
Fever standing watching him from the wings brought me down to earth with a
bump.


“This next one was written for the last
album,” Daniel said, taking a long draw from a bottle of water as the crowd
shuffled, catching their breath between songs. “Not many people know this, but
it was inspired by someone from right here in Brighton.” He smiled as the audience
whooped with approval.


“Let me inspire another song for you, Dan,”
a girl called from the darkness.


“Thank you, sweetheart,” he said with a
smile. “I’ll certainly think about that.” He glanced back towards the wings and
grinned at the lead singer of Fever, and I ached seeing the look they
exchanged. It was an ache that had no right being there. “So anyway,” Daniel said,
“I thought this song should be played here tonight. It’s one of my personal favourites.
It’s called Moments, and I hope you like it as much as I do.” He glanced
back over his shoulder at the others, counting them in, the beat slower and
almost hypnotic.


I’d heard the song before. I’d
even wondered when I’d heard it, but I hadn’t known he’d written it about his
time here. As the lyrics drifted past me, retelling the story of one night –
boy meets girl, they connect and have sex, but he never sees her again – I
wondered what might have happened if I’d stayed that night. The song had been
one of their biggest hits, winning them a stack of awards, including a Grammy.
But I’d won too . . . my boys. I’d never change that. We’d both
won.


“Can’t breathe.” Deb gasped beside me. “I
need some air.” She bent forward and clasped her knees with her hands, sucking
air in, the sound laboured.


“What’s the matter?”


“Can’t get any air . . . I
need to sit down for a minute.”


“What’s the matter?” Simon echoed from
behind me. “Are you okay, Deb? Any pain?” He transformed into a doctor in front
of my eyes. “Support her on the left, Jess,” he said to me, as he moved to prop
her up from the right.


“No pain, just short of breath. I think I
might faint.” She groaned and staggered slightly.


I scanned our immediate vicinity, looking
for the way out, starting to move towards the sea of people behind us. “No, no,
go forwards,” Simon said, with a glance back at the rows of people that now
filled the auditorium. “It’s closer.” I looked at the stage, where Daniel was
still singing about our night together, and hesitated. “Move! She’s going
down,” Simon shouted, shoving people out the way.


“Watch it, mate,” someone said as we
shuffled forward, Deb barely supporting her own weight now.


“Get out the way! This woman’s been taken
ill. She’s pregnant.” Simon’s voice penetrated the awareness of the crowd
around us, and miraculously they parted for him. We stumbled forward until we
hit the barrier. “It’s a medical emergency. This woman’s six months pregnant
and needs air. She’s going to faint.” Simon’s shouts were directed at the
bouncers manning the barrier. Without any hesitation, they reached forward and
took Deb from us, lifting her carefully over the railings as Simon supported
her legs. Once she was on the other side, Simon vaulted over to land beside
her. “I’m a doctor,” he explained. “A chair . . . find her a
chair.”


I stood on the other side of the barrier,
telling Deb she was going to be okay, as they sat her down and placed her head
as low as she was able to get it, given the bump on her belly. “I’m okay,” she
insisted. “I feel so foolish.” She apologised profusely to the small group
around us, which now included paramedics.


“Everything okay down there?” we heard over
the speakers, which drew our attention back to the stage. The stage I was now
directly in front of. Daniel had moved to the closest edge, using a hand to
shield his eyes from the bright stage lighting, looking down at where we had
gathered. I stared up at him, unable to help myself, relishing the chance to
see him so close as he gazed down at Deb with concern. Then his gaze shifted,
and, in slow motion, it swung towards me. He squinted into the lights, his
expression filled with disbelief as he continued to stare for a long second.
“Rabbit?” he said. “Is that you?”


I stepped back, feeling the curious looks
from the people around me. Even Simon and Deb stopped what they were doing and
stared at me. So, I turned. And ran.











Chapter 10


“Are we going to talk about this?” Deb asked.


“What?” I sat beside her hospital bed,
fiddling with the edge of the blanket. She’d been admitted as a precaution;
Simon having seen her safely there after I’d done a runner. At least, that’s
what I’d been able to gather so far. The conclusion was she had merely overdone
it. Dancing vigorously when six months pregnant will do that, apparently. By
all accounts Mark had arrived at the hospital in a complete panic, Deb’s mum
staying behind with my boys, convinced she had gone into early labour and immensely
relieved to find she hadn’t. Baby had been checked and was found to be fine.
Mum just needed a rest. Mark had finally been persuaded to leave her side to go
home and sleep about half an hour ago, after which I’d crept in. I’d used my
staff pass to admit myself to the ward, but only after everyone else had been
sent home.


I fidgeted with the blanket again. Wishing
I could be anywhere else. For a nurse, I hated being in hospitals. Or rather, I
hated the people I loved being in hospitals.


“Jess . . . how do you know
Dan McIntosh?” Deb’s voice ripped me from my memories.


“We met once,” I said in as offhand a
manner as I could manage. I stood, picking up her notes from the end of her bed
and pretended to read them, my eyes scanning over the words as I waited to see
what she’d say next.


“You met him?”


“Yes.”


“When?”


“A few years ago.”


“How did I never know this?”


“I only met him the once. It was no big
deal.”


“No big deal! Jess . . .”


“God, Deb. It’s really no big deal . . .
really.”


“That’s not what he said.”


“What do you mean? What did he say?”


“After you ran off, he stopped the
concert.”


“No!”


“Yes. He jumped down off the stage, came to
check I was okay. Seriously, that man is the fucking business. If I didn’t love
Mark so much . . .”


“But you do.” I found her obsession with
Daniel oddly unsettling.


“Yeah,” she said with a happy sigh. “Mark
was the sweetest tonight. But Dan’s a close second.”


“That was nice of him, to jump down and
check you were okay,” I said slowly.


“Yeah, I thought so. Funny thing, though,
he was more interested to know about you. Wanted to know how well I knew you.
Of course, I told him we were best friends.”


“Me? He wanted to know about me?” I
squeaked.


“Yes. He knew your name . . .
well, your first name, anyway. Wanted to know where you’d gone. When it became
clear none of us knew . . . that you’d run off and dumped your
best mate, albeit with a rock star, he was kind of put out. Said something like
you had a habit of running out on him.” Heat warmed my cheeks. “So . . .”
she said, using a winding gesture to get me to keep talking.


“We met a few years ago, in a bar.”


“Okay, that’s a start, and? And?”


“I met him five years ago in a hotel bar.”


“Five years ago?” She frowned, thinking. “Five
years ago!” I saw the moment the penny dropped. “Fucking hell!”


“Yes, indeed.”


“Fucking hell!”


“So you already said.”


“He’s the boys’ daddy? Does he know?”


“No . . . well, I tried to
make contact with him, and tell him, but I was given the groupie brush-off.”


“Wanker! No way. I thought he was nice.”


“So did I.”


“Okay, okay, rewind this. Start from the
beginning. How did you even meet?”


So, I started from the beginning.
Forty-five minutes later, she was staring at me with her mouth open. “Oh my
fucking god,” she said through giggles. “You did a runner on him. That’s
hysterical. That song he wrote – Moments – it’s about you!”


“Who knows? I don’t imagine I was the only
girl he ever picked up in a bar and had a one-night stand with.”


“Maybe, maybe not. So . . . Simon
was a bit put out.”


“Simon?” I repeated, wondering what the
hell he had to do with anything.


“As I was sitting there with my head
between my knees, Dan was asking about you . . . your name,
where you worked . . . I tell you, it’s hard to be interrogated
by someone when you’re trying not to pass out. Anyway, Simon cottoned on there
was something more to Dan’s interest than a connection with an old
acquaintance. I’ve never seen him puff his chest out before, but if I had to
guess, I’d say it looked a lot like that.”


“Simon puffed his chest out? What do you
mean?”


“Asked Dan what his interest in you was.
Told him to leave you alone.”


“Leave me alone?” I was amazed. “It’s not
as if he’s bothered about me in the first place.”


“I’m not so sure about that. Anyway, we’ll
see, won’t we? Dan knows who you are now. I’d say he could find you if he
really wanted to.” She yawned, her eyes drooping as all the excitement of the
evening started to catch up with her.


“Hey,” I whispered, “I’m going to grab a
taxi and head back home, so Mark and your mum can come back and see you first
thing.”


“Okay,” she said, her eyes now fully
closed. I bent and kissed her on the cheek, slipping out the door and closing
it behind me with a quiet click.


***


The boys were delighted to find me waiting
for them in the kitchen when they woke early the next morning. We shared a
breakfast of pancakes, with lemon and sugar, whilst they chattered about the fun
they’d had with Uncle Mark, playing games and watching movies. They were
completely oblivious to my own distracted state and the bags under my eyes.


Once I’d finally made it home, I hadn’t
slept much at all, my mind too full of the implications of yesterday’s fiasco.
I’d received a text from Simon checking I was okay and asking if I fancied
meeting him for lunch today. I’d replied, assuring him I was fine but politely
declining the offer of lunch.


I helped the boys get ready for school,
letting them pick out their own clothes as usual – which meant Teddy left
the house in red shorts, a blue jumper and odd socks, whilst Tommy chose an
Arsenal football kit – before dropping them off. It gave me a few hours to
do the shopping and clear up the house a little before they got home again. Or
that’s what I’d intended to do. What I actually did was return to the hospital
to visit Deb.


“Ugh, I’m so annoyed,” she said as soon as
I walked through the door.


“Why?” I smiled at the young midwife taking
her blood pressure.


“My blood pressure is high. They won’t let
me go home until it’s settled. It means I’m stuck in here for at least another
day.”


“Probably the weekend,” I said, knowing how
unlikely it was to get discharged over the weekend, and today was Thursday.


“Ugh.” She huffed, flopping back against
her pillows. “Even worse.”


I smiled at the midwife again as she
slipped out the door. “Better to be safe than sorry where the little one’s
concerned.”


“I know, that’s what Mark said too after he
spoke to the doctor. I just hate hospitals. I’ve got no idea how you can stand
working here. They’re so bloody noisy, with their incessant checks. I swear
they woke me up every half hour. You know what I’m like with no sleep. Talking
of no sleep, you look like shit.”


“Yeah, I’ve been better. I’ve had a bit on
my mind.”


“I can imagine. Are you planning-” She was
stopped from asking her question by a knock at the door; a moment later, it
opened again. The new arrival was obscured by a massive bouquet of flowers.
“Wow.” Deb perked up.


“These are for you . . . I
just wanted to check you were okay after the scare yesterday.” I knew that
voice immediately. Daniel. My hand jumped to my neck as anxiety pinballed
around my body, my stomach performing a double flip. Twice. I scanned the room
looking for somewhere I might hide, cursing the sparseness of the furniture. I
was only grateful he hadn’t turned around. As he placed the flowers onto the bedside
table, I took a couple of steps backwards towards the door, pressing my feet
softly against the floor tiles to avoid making a noise.


Deb frowned at me at the exact moment
Daniel turned back to smile at her. His gaze tracked her line of sight. I stood
frozen, hoping if I was very still he might not notice me somehow.


“Rabbit,” he said, with a lazy smile that
made me immediately think about sin. “How lovely to see you again.”


I glanced over at the door, trying to work
out if I could make a run for it before he reached me.


“Please excuse me one second,” he said to
Deb, before striding to the door, opening it and speaking sufficiently loudly
to the person waiting outside in the hallway that we heard every word; “If a beautiful
blonde woman tries to leave this room without me, please take her down. I don’t
care how you do it, just make sure she doesn’t leave this hospital.”


Deb snorted with laughter. I glared at her,
which made her laugh even more.


“So, where were we?” Daniel said as he
strode back into the room and perched himself on the chair beside Deb’s bed.
“How are you and the baby doing?”


Deb blushed, making me huff in irritation.
“Fine, thanks. I’m so sorry about all the fuss I caused yesterday. I think I
danced a bit too much. You guys were great . . . fantastic . . .
I hope you got to finish the show after my kerfuffle.”


“Kerfuffle?” He grinned. “Yeah, we finished
the show. You’ll have to come and see us again sometime after you’ve had this
little one. Then you can jump about as much as you like.”


“Yeah . . . I’d like that.
Maybe I could bring Jess with me . . .” Deb let her words trail
off as both sets of eyes turned to look at me again.


“Well, I’ll leave you guys to chat,” I said
to Deb. “I need to be getting back . . .” I stepped sideways towards
the door, never taking my eyes away from her. I refused to look at him. “I’ll
pop in and see you again tomorrow, unless they let you go home. Text me.” My
hand was on the door handle, a whisker from freedom.


“I’ll walk you out, Jess,” Daniel said, and
I froze. “Just let me say goodbye to Deborah.”


I attempted to push open the door anyway,
desperate not to have to face him.


“My security guy is six foot seven. I meant
what I said to him . . . you go out there without me, and he’ll
restrain you physically. It won’t be pretty. Is that what you want?”


I huffed. “I don’t know why you’re doing
this.”


“You don’t?” He quirked an eyebrow. “Sorry
to rush out on you, Deborah, but your friend and I have some unfinished
business to attend to.” He bent and kissed her on the cheek. She nodded,
clearly under some kind of spell he’d cast over her. That was the only reason I
could imagine that my usually feisty friend appeared to be at a complete loss
for words. Then he strode across the room towards me. I stood frozen as he
closed the small gap between us, stopping less than an inch away from me. He
reached down and grabbed hold of my hand, linking his fingers through mine, the
connection sending a tingle through my palm. “Hope to see you again soon,
Deborah,” he said with a last smile at her. It was a good job she was already
lying down because I think she would have fainted clean away otherwise.


“Oh, for god’s sake,” I tutted.


“Look after her for me,” Deb called after
us as Daniel led me out of the room. The huge security man – exactly as
large as Daniel had threatened – fell in behind us as we stalked through
the corridors.


Eyes followed wherever we went. Or followed
him, anyway. I tried to tug my hand free of his, but he only gripped it
tighter. I could hear excited whispers the further we walked. They built the
closer we got to the reception. “We’ve got some paps out front,” the security
guy told Daniel, looking down at a message on his phone.


“For fuck’s sake.” Daniel grunted. “You got
a car?” he said, looking at me.


“Yes . . .” I said slowly.


“Okay, well, we’ll take yours. Which way?”


“What do you mean we’ll take mine? You
can’t come with me.”


“Are you married, Rabbit?” He held up my
left hand to inspect it.


“No.” My cheeks heated up again.


“Well then, you can spare a half hour for
an old friend, can’t you?”


“You hardly know me.”


“I think I know you very well,” he
said in a low voice. Parts of me awakened, parts that had no business awakening
after such a long time.


“I . . . I . . .”


“Car, Rabbit?” People were noticing us.
Noticing him.


“In the staff car park,” I whispered. “Out
the back.”


“Perfect. Lead the way,” he said, still
keeping tight hold of my hand. “Staff? You work here?”


“I’m a nurse.”


He groaned, loud enough to make people
turn. “I’m having some very dirty thoughts about you in a nurse uniform,
Rabbit.” I couldn’t help myself blushing again, my cheeks prickling with heat.
He had that effect on me. “You’re even more beautiful than I remembered, and
that’s saying something,” he said with a smile.


My heartbeat took off at a gallop at his
words. “You’re still the same overbearing ass I remember,” I said. It was a
defence mechanism. In truth, my physical reaction to him frightened me, let
alone what he could mean to the life I’d built for the boys and me. The
security guy rumbled out a laugh behind us. I glanced at him over my shoulder.
“Is he your babysitter?”


“You could say that. People have a habit of
getting excited to see me. Bill here helps keep it all within safe limits . . .
unless I want the person to get up close.”


“I’d say he doesn’t have a lot to do, then,
judging by some of the photos I’ve seen of you.”


“Why, Rabbit, have you been keeping tabs on
my love life?”


“No,” I said defensively, but the heat I
could feel creeping across my cheeks and neck gave away the truth. “Over there.”
I pointed over the rows of cars at my Volvo estate. I’d invested in the car
that I’d been told had the best safety record.


Daniel chuckled. “I wouldn’t have had you
down for a Volvo driver, baby. I’d have thought you were up for something a bit
racier than that.”


“Like I said, you don’t know me.” I clicked
the fob to unlock the doors.


“Can I move one of these?” Bill said,
frowning as he looked down at the back seats. They were taken up with the booster
seats for the boys.


“Oh, um, yes. Just pop one on top of the
other.” I tried to keep my voice calm, while my heart was racing at three times
the normal speed.


“Kids, Rabbit?” Daniel looked slightly
ruffled for the first time since I’d met him.


“Yes,” I said, a tad defensively. “You got
a problem with that?”


“No,” he said slowly, “no problem. Where’s
the daddy?”


“He didn’t want to be involved.”


“Tosser.”


“I thought so.” I slipped into the driver’s
seat and laughed as Bill folded himself nearly in half to cram his excessively
large frame into the back seat, whilst Daniel slid in beside me. I looked
across at Daniel. “So where do you want me to drop you?”


“I think you owe me a breakfast,” he said.


“Breakfast?” It took me a second. Then I
realised he was referring to the meal we would have shared, had I stuck around
long enough. “I think you’re probably a bit late in the day for that,” I said,
looking at my watch. I had an hour and a half before I needed to collect the
boys. “I know a nice little café down the coast. They might sell an all-day
breakfast. Any good?”


“Perfect, Rabbit. Take us there.” He stared
at me for a few minutes, leaving me to squirm beneath his appraisal. “So,
you’re a nurse . . . was that before or after?”


I knew what he was referring to . . .
before or after we’d done the dirty. “After.”


“Good. I’m happy for you. You look good,
Jess . . . really good.”


“I am.” I knew what state I’d been in the
last time he saw me. He didn’t know it, but he’d saved my life, in all
likelihood. “I really am.”


He nodded. We drove down the coast for a
mile in silence, until I saw the café perched close to the cliff edge.


“You still like cliffs, then?”


“Yeah, but these days I’m happy to look at
them from a distance. I can’t stand seeing the boys near them.”


“You have boys?”


“Yeah, two. They’re amazing.”


“I’ll bet they are, with a mum like you.”


I pulled on the handbrake and peered over
at the empty café. “Well, this is it. Will it meet your rock star
requirements?”


“If they sell coffee and bacon, I’ll be
good. Bill?”


“Just get me a bacon roll. I’ll hang out
here and keep an eye out.”


“An eye out?” I looked around at the empty
car park, as Daniel grabbed my hand again and led me towards the café.


“For the paps. They’re an arse. Follow me
everywhere. They got a sniff of the excitement last night, so they’re all over
me today. He’ll just let us know if they’re about to descend. You don’t need
that sort of attention in your life.”


“No, I don’t,” I agreed as we moved across
the empty café to find a seat in the window overlooking the sea.


“Nice.” He stood for a moment to admire the
view before sitting down opposite me.


“Yeah, I like it here. Hi, Martha,” I said,
smiling up at the aged face of Martha Adams, the café’s owner.


“Hi, sweetheart. How are those poppets of
yours?”


“They’re good, thanks. At school now. I’ll
bring them in to see you at half term. They’re always asking to come here to
have one of your doughnuts.”


“You make sure you do that. I don’t think
I’ve seen two more beautiful kids.” She smiled at me, and I beamed in agreement
before I remembered where I was and who was with me. “What can I get you
people, anyway?” she asked, with a curious look at Daniel.


I was suddenly fearful that she’d put one
and one together. There could be no doubt that this man bore more than a
passing resemblance to my boys, and anyone who’d met them would see it in a
second. “Just a coffee for me.” I needed something to wet my dry mouth.


“She’ll have a full English, and so will
I,” Daniel said. “Two coffees as well, and could you please take a bacon roll
and a filter coffee out to the big guy loitering on your doorstep?”


“I’m vegetarian. Just eggs, toast and
tomatoes, please,” I amended.


Martha nodded and jotted it all down on her
pad. “He doesn’t want to come in?” she said, peering out at the security guy.


“He’s not house-trained,” Daniel said.


“Well, okay then. As long as we don’t get a
rush on, this shouldn’t take too long.” She said it with a straight face. 


Daniel looked around at the empty room, a bemused
expression on his face. “I’m figuring we’re safe from any rush,” he whispered
as Martha walked away.


“Yeah, I’m thinking so too. I have no idea
how they afford to keep the place open, but I love it here. So do the boys.”


He stared at me. “You light up when you
talk about them. What are their names?”


I hesitated before answering. “Tommy and
Teddy.”


He grinned. “I like it. Rock star names.”


“I thought so,” I murmured.


“So, Rabbit. Do you mind explaining what
happened?”


“When?”


“Don’t do that. Be straight with me. I
thought we connected that night. I mean, the sex was great . . .
better than great. But when I woke up, you were gone. I wanted to hang out with
you some more. I even sat in that hotel bar for three nights in a row, just in
case you came back. Harry, that barman, said you went there every night . . .
but you didn’t come. I was worried.”


“Worried?”


“You were in a dark place. I know what that
can be like . . . I wanted to make sure you were okay, but I
didn’t even have a last name for you. I must have Googled the local news for
weeks, worrying I’d hear about them finding a body at the bottom of the cliffs.
Fuck!” He scrubbed his hand through his hair at the memory.


“I’m sorry. I’m sorry I worried you.”


“What happened? Why did you run?”


I hesitated. “I don’t know . . .”


“Yeah, you do. Be straight with me, Rabbit.
No bullshit.”


“No bullshit?”


He nodded.


I sighed. It was hard to take myself back
to that place; memories of the dark all-consuming fog seemed incomprehensible
from where I sat now. “Okay.” I shifted in my seat. “Well, as you know, I was . . .
well, I wasn’t good.” I paused as Martha arrived with the coffee and placed the
ancient china cups and saucers in front of us. Daniel looked down at them, bemused
again. “I really wasn’t good,” I started again, once she’d walked away,
taking a sugar lump and dropping it into my cup before picking up the spoon to
stir it in. My gaze fell to the horizon. “I’d come close to stepping off these
cliffs,” I said, looking out over the water. The tide was out, making the
exposed rocks below appear even more unforgiving. “I lost someone I loved, like
I told you that night. For a long while, I couldn’t see how I could go on
without him. He was special . . . my ‘One’.” I looked up, scared
what I might find in his expression but needing him to understand. “When we met,
I was in a bad place . . . but you . . .” I
struggled how to explain, taking a deep breath to calm myself. “. . . You
told me I’d find moments. Moments that would help me know life was worth living
again. Nick had said the same thing to me before he died. That night . . .
You gave me one of those moments.” I couldn’t look at him as I admitted it. “It
was just a bit much . . . afterwards . . . I felt
so guilty . . . like I’d betrayed Nick somehow. I couldn’t
process my feelings . . . so I ran. It wasn’t you. It was me.” I
released a long tension-filled breath.


“I get it,” he said, holding my hand across
the table. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have slept with you that night. You were
still grieving.”


“Don’t be sorry,” I said, taking his hand
in both of mine as I looked up into his beautiful sea green eyes. It felt
important to me that he believed me. “You gave me exactly what I needed. I just
didn’t know it at the time.” I hesitated. It was on the tip of my tongue to
tell him about the boys, to see if he remembered me calling. But something made
me hesitate.


Martha returned with two full plates of
food and set them down unsteadily. “You eat up,” she said with a smile for me.
“You need your strength with those twin terrors.” My gaze swung towards Daniel
to see if he’d picked up on what she’d said, but he was busy dousing his plate
in tomato ketchup.


The door chimed as Bill walked in.
“Incoming. We’ve got a bus full of kids coming in. You’ll be on social media in
minutes.” I looked out at the car park, where schoolkids were piling out of a
coach onto the tarmac and heading towards the café. It looked like lunch break
for a geography school trip. Daniel pulled a cap and some sunglasses out his
pocket and put them on.


“So, you think the whole cap and sunglasses
thing doesn’t shout ‘look over here, I’m a rock star in disguise’?”


Bill snorted with laughter. “I like her,”
he said. “She’s funny. And right.”


“Whatever.” Daniel looked just like Tommy
did when he got into a sulk. “I want to finish my food.” He slumped further
down in his seat and shovelled his food into his mouth as the kids began to
fill the tables around us. “Eat,” he commanded me, pointing at my plate with
his fork.


Dutifully, I picked up my cutlery and
started to pick at my food. Bill slid into the seat beside Daniel, trying to
block him from view, chewing sullenly on his bacon roll.


It was all good for about ten minutes, and
then I began to hear whispers. “Are you Dan McIntosh?” a pretty
fourteen-year-old wearing far too much makeup given how attractive she was
(barring the eyebrows that looked like they may have been drawn on with a
Sharpie pen) demanded, marching up to our table.


He smiled at her. She melted into a puddle
of hormones in front of my eyes. “Yeah, sweetheart.” He smiled again. “You want
me to sign something?”


“Dan,” Bill warned.


“It’s okay, Bill,” he said. Two minutes
later, he was rueing his words and our table was surrounded. Ten minutes after
that, as we tried to extricate ourselves from the overenthusiastic youths, the
paparazzi appeared.


“This is so not okay,” I said as Daniel
gripped my hand and pulled me through the crowd that had developed faster than
I could comprehend, whilst Bill did his best to clear a path. Bulbs flashed in
my face, blinding me. My breaths came short and fast, heartbeat thrumming. The
panic threatened to overwhelm me.


“Are you having an affair, Dan?” someone
called. “Does Erika know you’re here with another woman?” Daniel’s grip on my
hand tightened.


I looked up into the face of the camera.
“I’m not-”


“Say nothing,” Daniel hissed, now almost
dragging me towards my car. “Get in.” He pushed me from behind into the car. I
slid into the seat, slamming the door as camera lenses filled my window. I
couldn’t comprehend why they were taking pictures of me. The relentless
clicking and flashing brought back memories of a time I’d tried hard to forget.
I lifted the corner of my jacket to hide my face, taking a long deep breath to
calm myself down.


Bill carved a path through the crowd,
around to the other side of the car, dragging Daniel behind him as the people continued
to press in from all sides.


“Fucking hell,” Daniel complained, falling
into the back seats. 


“Keys!” Bill shouted. I scrambled in my
purse and handed them to him as he jumped in behind the wheel. He turned on the
ignition and reversed out the space in seconds. 


“Are you okay?” Daniel said, looking at me
with a frown.


“Watch out!” I squealed as we missed a
cameraman by inches.


“Fucking vermin. Should have mowed him
down.” Daniel was in a foul mood. Bill grunted his agreement.


“Where to now?” Bill asked Daniel, as he
accelerated away from the scene of chaos. “They’ll be with us again in
minutes.”


“Hotel.” Daniel sounded pissed off.


I needed to get away from all this
attention. It wasn’t good for me. I looked at my watch. “I have to get going.”
It was true; I had less than half an hour before the kids needed picking up.


“You’re not going anywhere,” Daniel said.
“I’m not finished with you.”


“Umm, yeah, I am.” I could be equally
stubborn when I wanted to be. “My kids come first – always.”


“Fuck!” Daniel slapped a hand onto the back
of Bill’s seat.


“Calm down, man,” Bill rumbled.


Daniel looked at me. “Sorry.” He ran a hand
through his blonde hair. “Look, I haven’t had a proper chance to talk. I want
to spend more time with you. Can we have dinner? Tonight?”


“My main babysitter is on bedrest at the
hospital right now. I may not be able to find anyone else at so short a notice.”


“Will you try? Please?” I could tell he
wasn’t used to having to persuade people to do anything.


Torn between keeping myself and the kids
away from the circus that surrounded his life, and the equally strong desire to
see more of him, I hesitated. “I’ll try,” I heard myself promise.


“Good. Give me your phone.” He was back to
demanding. 











Chapter 11


Daniel


“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this,
man,” Bill said, grinning down at me as he hurried us through the hotel foyer
towards the lifts. He kept everyone who tried to approach at arm’s length. I
was grateful; I didn’t want to speak to anyone right now.


“Like what?”


“Sweet on a girl. Not that I blame you,
she’s-”


“Don’t even finish whatever you were going
to say.” The thought he’d even considered Jess like that lit a fire in my gut.
I wanted to punch him, which would have been a bloody stupid thing to do,
because the man was built like the proverbial brick shit house. 


His grin widened. “Oh, you really
like her.”


I glanced down at my phone again. Nothing.


“Give the girl a chance to pick up
the kids and get home.”


I frowned at him.


“Does it bother you?”


“What?”


“That she’s got kids.”


“No.” That wasn’t exactly true. The thought
of the kids didn’t bother me. I had no doubt they’d be cute as anything. There
was no way any kids she’d produced could be anything but, and I’d always wanted
kids one day. What sent my blood pressure through the roof was the thought of
her fucking another man. Another man’s seed planting inside her. Fuck! This
woman got under my skin more than anyone else I’d ever known.


Bill stared at me, like I was an exotic
animal he’d never seen before. I pulled out my phone again. Still nothing.


“Watch out. Incoming,” Bill said, under his
breath.


I looked up. Erika. “Hey, baby,” she said,
one hand pressed on my chest. “What are we doing tonight?” We had a rare night
off between shows. Craig and Owen had already headed over to Bournemouth, using
the free time this evening to meet up with their parents. I’d always planned to
hang around. Maybe spend an evening in the hotel bar for old times’ sake . . .
there was just something about Brighton. But when Erika found out I was staying,
she’d insisted on staying too.


I looked at my phone again. Still nothing. So?
I texted. Fuck playing it cool, I’d beg if I had to. I looked up. Erika was
frowning at me. “What?”


“Well, that’s rude. I asked what we’re
doing tonight, and you just blanked me. You’re an arsehole, Dan.” She wasn’t
wrong.


“Sorry. I’ve got stuff on my mind.”


“We could stay in.” She used her suggestive
voice. The one that meant I’d be getting a blow job.


“Look, sorry. I can’t tonight. I bumped
into an old friend. I’ve made plans to see her.”


Her seductive pout morphed into something
that more closely resembled a cat’s arse. Bill took a step away, leaving me in
the frontline. Erika was notorious for her hissy fits when she didn’t get her
own way. “I fucking stayed in this shithole because we were going to spend some
time together. And now you’ve dumped me for some old crony? You ungrateful-”


I walked into my suite and let the door
slam shut before I heard what term of abuse she’d chosen for me this time. I
could still hear her ranting in the corridor outside. I’d left Bill out there
with her, which made me a bad person, but I didn’t feel bad enough to open the
door again. I pulled out my phone. Nothing.


So? I texted
again. 











Chapter 12


Jess


So?


I gazed at his text. They’d been coming in
every ten minutes since I’d dropped him off at his hotel. I’d confirmed with
Mrs West, my standby babysitter, more than an hour ago. I couldn’t deny there
was a part of me that was enjoying keeping him on tenterhooks. Equally, I found
everything he represented terrified me, I was still questioning whether it
wouldn’t be better to give the whole thing a miss.


So what? I
typed back.


U R the most annoying woman I’ve ever
met.


I’ll take that as a compliment.


So, have u found a babysitter?


I paused. It was nearly five. If I was
going to meet him, I’d need to confirm details soon and let the boys know. If I
wasn’t, then I needed to tell him. I have, I finally conceded.


Good


I rolled my eyes. He sounded smug even in
his texts. I’ll need to be home early – by 11 latest. U sure u really
want 2 meet me?


Sure. Come to the hotel at 6.


6! I can’t get there that soon. I need
to bathe the boys and get them into bed. 7.30?


6.45. It’s a compromise – not a
thing I do for just anyone


Impressive. Didn’t know you had it in
you. OK, I’ll be as close to it as I can.


If you don’t turn up I will come and
find you


That made me laugh. Then, the more I
thought about it, the less I was sure he was joking. “Boys, tea,” I called,
putting my phone down so I could drain the pasta, adding the meatballs in their
rich tomato sauce.


“Sketti and meatballs,” Tommy cheered,
“yay!”


“I love sketti and meatballs.” Teddy
grinned at me, jumping into his seat as I leaned over to chop up his spaghetti
for him.


“I know you do, sweetheart.” I pressed a
kiss into the side of his head, feeling my heart swell at the sight of his joy
at something so simple as homemade spaghetti and meatballs. “After tea it will
be bath time. Then you can watch Nemo until Mrs West arrives.”


“Mrs West,” they groaned in unison. “Can’t Aunty
Deb come?”


“Aunty Deb is still poorly. She needs to
look after the baby in her tummy. You like Mrs West.”


“She’s okay,” Teddy admitted between
mouthfuls of spaghetti. A bright red rim of tomato sauce encircled his mouth.
“But Aunty Deb makes us Nutella on toast.”


“Does she!”


“Teddy, you weren’t meant to tell.” Tommy
frowned at his brother as he took in a forkful of food, sucking down a rogue
strand of spaghetti with enough vigour he was left with tomato sauce streaking across
his cheek.


“How about I ask Mrs West if she’ll make
you some toast? To have whilst you watch the film?” They both nodded, looking
delighted, identical heads of curled blonde hair bobbing back at me. “You’ll
have to promise me you’ll do a good job of brushing your teeth afterwards,
though.”


“We will, Mummy,” Teddy agreed quickly.
Tommy scowled but nodded too. He hated brushing his teeth.


“Are you going to work, Mummy?” Teddy
asked.


“No, sweetheart. I’m going out to dinner.
I’ll be here when you wake up in the morning, though.”


“What about if I wake up in the night?”


“I’ll be here then too,” I assured him. He
often crawled into bed with me in the night. They both did. I loved it.


He nodded, reassured, licking his plate and
smearing tomato sauce all over his nose in the process. 


“Hold it there, Buster,” I commanded Tommy
as he jumped down from his chair, preparing to run off and play again. “Did you
ask to get down?”


“No, Mummy. Sorry. May I get down, please?”


“You may,” I agreed, “but only . . .”
I continued, stopping him in his tracks. He turned and looked at me. “. . . after
I’ve cleaned your face up.” I held up the facecloth I’d already prepared.


“Eugh,” he grumbled as I wiped the residue
of tomato away.


“Perfect.” I kissed his newly pink cheek.
“Half an hour of playing, then it will be bath time,” I called after him as he
ran off towards the play room. “Your turn, Teddy.” I turned towards my other
little man. He’d already raised his face for me, eyes squeezed shut. He really
was too cute. I wiped his face, feeling too choked with emotion – with
love – to speak. “Okay, Sweetpea, you’re good to go too,” I managed, my
voice husky.


“I love you, Mummy.” He jumped down from
his chair and squeezed my legs in a hug.


“I love you too, honey. To infinity.”


“And beyond.” He giggled as he ran off to
join his brother.


***


As I drove to the hotel, all the feelings of
love that had engulfed me earlier had been replaced by guilt. Guilt I’d
deprived Daniel of knowing this kind of love. Guilt he’d missed being the
centre of their little world. I knew I had to tell him about them. I just
wasn’t sure how.


I’d been unaccountably nervous as I got
dressed; I’d tried on several dresses, only to take them all off again. They
all felt like I was trying too hard. I’d tried to ask myself what I was hoping
to achieve by having dinner with him, but I never reached an answer. In the
end, I’d pulled on an old pair of jeans I loved, and Deb had once told me made
my butt look amazing, and paired them with a favourite jumper that looked
innocent enough in the front but then dipped low at the back. Satisfied I
looked good, but not desperate, I’d kissed the boys good night and said my
goodbyes.


I knew the hotel had an underground car
park, so I pulled into a bay and accessed the lobby without needing to pass
through the melee of photographers still camped at the entrance. It was strange
to see the hotel through sober eyes and outside of the cloud of depression that
had engulfed me the last time I was here. I stood patiently at the reception
desk until a receptionist became free. “Can I help you?” she asked with a
practised smile.


“Jessica Jameson. I’m here to see Daniel
McIntosh.”


“Ah, of course, Ms Jameson. Mister McIntosh
called down only a moment ago to see if you had arrived. Would you mind waiting
in the bar? I’ll call up to let him know you’re here.”


I nodded and turned, grateful not to have
to go to his room, making my way across the familiar lobby into the even more
familiar bar. “Harry!” I exclaimed when I walked in and saw the familiar figure
polishing bottles. “You’re still here.”


“Hey there.” He smiled. “So are you.” We
both knew what he meant.


“Yeah, it was touch and go for a moment
there. But here I am. You don’t look any different.”


“You do . . . healthy.
Happy. I’m very glad to see it. What can I get you to drink? Talisker?”


“You remembered.” I laughed, delighted.


“You’re not easy to forget,” he said,
turning to retrieve the bottle of amber liquid. “My profits halved after you stopped
coming in.” He chuckled as he dropped ice into the glass and splashed the
whiskey over it.


“Charming as ever, I see.” I raised my
glass in salute.


“Seriously, it’s good to see you. You had
me worried for a while back there. Daniel too.”


“I’m fine . . . you don’t
need to worry. Not anymore. Neither of you.”


“I’m glad,” he said with another smile,
placing a hand over mine and giving it a squeeze.


“Hey, are you flirting with my girl,
Harry?” Daniel’s voice rumbled over me, leaving shivers of goose bumps in its
wake. “I like you, man. Don’t make me hit you.”


“Just letting her know how glad I am to see
her again. Looking so well.”


“Your girl.” I snorted at Daniel. “Did I
miss something?”


He ignored me, pulling up a stool.
“Guinness, please, Harry.”


“Coming up, mate.”


“Hey, Harry, have you been scaring off your
punters?” I said, looking around at the empty bar. We were its only occupants.
Harry’s eyes darted towards Daniel.


“I wasn’t in the mood for crowds.” Daniel
shrugged.


“Well, you picked the right place, then.” I
laughed, until a thought struck me. “Oh, hold on . . . do you
mean you . . . did you hire the bar out for the night? For us?”


“Yeah, for a few hours. I figured we could
have a meal in here. I’ve had enough of other people for one day, and I guessed
it might be a little forward to expect you to eat in my room . . .
although if you prefer to, that could be arranged.” He smirked.


“No, I’m good here. Feels like déjà vu,” I
said when Harry placed Daniel’s black and gold glass in front of him. “Minus the
groupies.”


“I have a lot to thank those groupies for.”


“Yeah, me too,” I said without thinking. If
I hadn’t ended up going to his room, I’d never have had the twins. That
alternative reality didn’t bear thinking about.


“Really.” He gave me an amused smirk,
taking my words to mean something entirely different.


“Cheers.” I raised my glass to them both in
turn. “It’s really good to see both of you again. You helped me at the time I
most needed it. I’ll always be grateful.”


“No need to be grateful, Rabbit. I can’t
speak for Harry here, but I was more than happy to help out.” My body heated,
remembering moments from that night. It had been a long time since my body had
reacted that way.


“Do you want to take a look at the menu?”
Harry said. “I’ll bring it over to the table I set up for you.” He nodded
towards a small table in the corner, away from any windows. It had been set up
for a meal. It looked private, and intimate.


“Thanks, man.” Daniel nodded. “Hop down,”
he said to me, picking up his glass. I shivered as his hand brushed the skin of
my lower back, the skin left bare by my top. “I like this . . . very
much.” His voice dropped lower, his fingers caressing me. My breathing
quickened in response. We reached the table, and he slipped around me to pull
out the chair.


“Thank you,” I murmured, feeling a little
overwhelmed at the sensations he was provoking in me. “So . . .”
I cleared my throat, trying to re-engage my brain. “How long are you in
Brighton for?”


“We play Bournemouth tomorrow night. Owen
and Craig have gone ahead already.”


“God, I feel bad now. Did you hang around
because of me?”


“Don’t feel bad. I wanted to stay in
Brighton. There’s lots of appeal to the place. Thanks,” he said, looking up at
Harry, who’d arrived with the bar menus.


I waited until Harry had left again, then
asked; “What about your girlfriend? I’m sure she’s not thrilled about you
meeting up with an old hook-up.”


“What girlfriend? Do you mean Erika?”


I nodded.


“She’s not my girlfriend.”


I very deliberately raised one eyebrow. I’d
seen the pictures.


“I won’t deny we’ve had our moments, but
we’re not in a ‘relationship’. It’s just . . . convenient.”


“I’m sure,” I said. The spike of jealousy
that shot through me was unexpected. I looked down at the menu to avoid needing
to look at him.


“Hey . . . stop it,” Daniel
said, reaching out to take hold of my hand. “Look at me.” I lifted my eyes and
met his full-beam. “She’s not someone you should worry yourself about.”


“And would she say the same thing if I
asked her?”


He shifted in his chair.


Yeah, that’s what I thought. I remembered how she’d looked at him at their concert. “Look, it’s
no big deal either way. We’re just two old friends having a meal. She has
nothing to worry about.”


“I don’t think you really believe that,
Jess.” The way he said my name made something in my stomach curl. “I’m going to
lay my cards on the table . . . I’m into you. I was into you the
first time I saw you. I looked for you for months afterwards. This feels like
fate I’ve met you again. I don’t intend to let you slip away a second time.”


“You hardly know me.”


“It doesn’t feel like that. I feel like
we’re old souls – like we’re meant to be together, or something.”


“My life is . . . complicated.”


“I don’t care that you have kids. I want to
meet them. I want my own kids one day. I was already planning to buy a place
and settle down for a while once I’d finished this tour. Not having a place of
my own has been getting old fast. The band have agreed we need to have a longer
break before we even start to think about recording another album. It’s not
like we need the money . . .”


“It must be very tiring-” I paused as Harry
approached to take our order. “I’ll have the veggie burger,” I decided. “I
should probably pick a salad, but I really fancy some chips.”


Daniel smiled at me approvingly. “Me too.
But I’ll have the meat version.”


We watched Harry walk away, silent for a
moment. “God, you’re a breath of fresh air, Rabbit. You’re just yourself, no
pretence. I like that. A lot. And for the record, you look even hotter than the
last time I saw you, and you were pretty damn amazing then. You were a hard
woman to get over.”


Not too hard. He didn’t take my calls. “You
must be excited to be buying a place.” It was a clumsy attempt to change the
subject.


“I was thinking maybe somewhere near
Brighton might be nice.” My eyes flashed up to meet his. “Don’t panic, Rabbit.
I can see you’re thinking about running again. I won’t rush you this time . . .
I want to do this right. I know this,” he said, gesturing between the two of
us, “whatever it is, is going to be worth waiting for. You’ll have a few days
to get your head around the fact that once I finish these last few dates, I’ll
be coming back. And then I’ll be doing my very best to point out all my major
selling points. I intend to win you, Jess . . . and once I’ve
got you, I don’t plan on letting go.” His green eyes twinkled at me. My own
felt like saucers in my face.


“You don’t know me. There are things . . .”
I hesitated. Was this my moment to come clean about the boys?


“We all have a past. We’ll get to that
eventually. Tonight, I want to focus on the present. I want to forget all the
shit we’ve both been through. Unless . . . there’s someone
else?” He looked like the thought hadn’t crossed his mind before. “What about
that doctor dude? Have you and him got something going on?” A muscle twitched
in his jaw.


“Simon?” He nodded once, the movement
sharp. “No . . . I mean . . . maybe he might like
to . . . but I haven’t ever felt the same way about him, so
we’ve never dated.”


“Okay then,” he said, relaxing once again.
“I’m glad not to need to see the poor dude off. It’s bad enough he’s missing
out on getting the girl.” He paused. “What about the boys’ dad? Is he in the
picture much?”


“They don’t see their dad.”


“Why not?”


“He didn’t want to know.” I thought
carefully about what to say next. “I called three times, but he wouldn’t speak
to me.”


“What kind of a douche doesn’t want to take
responsibility for his own kids?”


I needed to tell him the truth so badly. I
took a deep breath. “There’s something I need to tell you . . .”
My voice trembled.


“Burgers for two,” Harry said, slipping my
plate down in front of me.











Chapter 13


The moment passed with the arrival of our
food – basically, I lost my bottle – especially when, after we
had finished eating, Daniel invited Harry to join us. It made the situation
less intense, and we’d had a lot of fun. Daniel had been funny and attentive,
making it clear he was playing the long game this time. He’d even organised a
car to take me home, assuring me he’d have a driver drop my own car back at the
house in the morning, so I could relax and enjoy a couple more drinks.


At the end of the night he pressed a kiss
onto my lips. It left me heated, wanting more. “I want it too,” he whispered,
when I moaned as we separated, wrapping me within his arms for a final hug. I
didn’t doubt what he was saying – I could feel how much he wanted me. “No
more than two weeks and I’ll be back. Then we’ll talk some more about all this.
I’ll call you tomorrow,” he promised, adding a parting brush of his lips
against mine.


Confused by the desire he provoked within
me, I let him lead me to the waiting car. I travelled home with a smile on my
face, suffused with a feeling of contentment that lasted right up until I
looked in on my sleeping angels. Then the warm glow was replaced with a
sickening sense of guilt.


“I can’t believe you didn’t tell him!”
Deborah screeched down the phone the next morning. She’d been allowed home,
much to her relief.


I pulled the phone a couple of inches from
my head until she calmed down enough that I could get a word in. “It was just
never the right moment. I nearly did, but then the food arrived.”


“Sod the food. This has disaster written
all over it. You need to tell the man, before someone else does.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. No one even knows . . .
except you. You haven’t told anyone, have you?”


“No! Of course not. I don’t need to. You
don’t think that after they’ve seen you splashed all over the papers with Dan,
one or two people who’ve met the twins might not put it all together? They do
bear more than a passing resemblance to their father.”


“What are you talking about?”


“You’re in the papers. Photos of you
yesterday at the café, and then last night . . . him kissing
you.”


“No!”


“Afraid so. They even had one of those
numbers for people to call if anyone knew who you were. At the moment you’re
still a mystery woman, but anyone who knows you will recognise you from the
pictures. It won’t take long before the boys get noticed. You need to be the
one to tell him first. Otherwise, this will be a car crash.”


“I’ll tell him. He has a show tonight in
Bournemouth, but I’ll tell him tomorrow. I wanted to tell him to his face, and now
I’ll have to do it by phone.”


“You should have told him last night.”


“I know,” I wailed as I scooped my hair
into a messy bun, then straightened the front of my uniform. “Look, I have to
get to work. I’ll tell him tomorrow,” I promised her.


“Make sure you do,” she growled at me.


I ran into work, nearly five minutes late,
stunned when I met a couple of photographers at the door to the hospital.
“Jessica, can we get a sexy photo of you in your uniform?” one shouted. I
ignored him and ran past. “Jessica, what do you say to Erika’s comment that
you’re just the usual groupie trash, a shameless hussy, throwing yourself at
Dan to get some publicity for yourself?” I staggered slightly at the words but
kept going.


“Jessica.” Simon appeared out of nowhere
and gripped my arm. This day was going from bad to worse. Bulbs flashed around
us.


“Simon, let go of me,” I said, shrugging
him off of me.


“Are you dating that guy from Scoundrel?”


“What? No! Well . . . maybe . . .
look, I don’t know. We had dinner.” He looked hurt. “Simon, look, I’m sorry.
He’s an old friend – maybe more. I’m not sure yet.” His face dropped even
more. “I never intended for you to get hurt.”


He stiffened. “I thought we . . .”
He paused, collecting himself. “Never mind.” He walked off, his posture still rigid.
Another bulb flashed.


The rest of my day did not improve. I was
hounded by colleagues and patients who had all heard about my kiss with Daniel
and wanted details from the horse’s mouth. I gave them short shrift, sending a
terse text to the man himself, complaining about all the attention. The phone
flashed his name the moment after I pressed send.


“Babe, I’m sorry, I should have thought
they’d hang around you, once they found out where you were. I’d never have
kissed you outside like that if I’d known a photographer was around. Do you
want me to sort some security out for you and the kids?” I froze at his easy
mention of the boys.


“No . . . we’ll be fine.
There’s only one photographer outside the hospital now. You might want to sort
things out with Erika, though. I’m not sure she sees the relationship quite the
way you do.”


“Someone showed me. I’ll talk to her
tonight.”


“Whatever. Look, before you do . . .
I’m not sure-”


“Stop right there, Rabbit. You’re not
running from this. Not this time. I had a nice evening last night . . .
didn’t you?”


“I did, but-”


“But nothing. I’ve got to get to sound
check, they’re calling for me.” I could hear muffled shouts in the background.
“I’ll call you later, sweetheart.” He disconnected before I had a chance to say
more.


I spent most of the rest of the day hiding
in a cupboard, pretending I was checking stock levels, when I was really avoiding
everyone until the time came to leave and collect the boys.


“Mummy,” Teddy cried with delight when I
walked into the playground. I crouched down and gathered him into my arms,
pressing my face into his hair. He held on to me tight.


“Missed you,” I whispered. I could feel
tears stinging my eyes.


“Missed you too, Mummy,” he said, pressing
a kiss to my cheek.


“Mummy.” Tommy bounced up beside us. He had
a big smile on his face which dropped the moment he looked at me. “Why are you
sad?”


“I’m not sad, sweetie.” I swallowed down
the lump that had formed in my throat and forced a smile for the sake of my
too-perceptive child. I stood, taking a hand in each of my own as I nodded
towards their teacher. “Let’s go home. I’m just tired. I’ve been looking
forward to seeing you guys, though.”


“We could have sketti and meatballs for
tea. That would cheer you up, Mummy,” Tommy suggested, squeezing my hand with
his little one.


If only all my problems could be solved
with spaghetti and meatballs. On the other hand; “I think I need pizza to cheer
me up tonight. And maybe some ice cream for afters.”


“Delivered?” Teddy gasped. It was an almost
unheard-of treat in our house.


“Delivered,” I confirmed with a grin.


I allowed their happy chatter to fill my
mind and felt myself gradually unwinding as we walked the short distance home,
which was why I didn’t notice the photographer hanging outside my gate until
the flash went off in our faces. “These your kids, Miss Jameson? They look a
lot like Dan McIntosh. Are they his kids too?”


“Leave us alone,” I shouted, pulling the boys
close as we tried to push our way past. “This is private property! Stay away!”
I hurried them through the gate, up the path and into the house.


“Who was that man, Mummy?” Teddy asked,
clinging to my legs. His pulse thundered so fast I could feel it through the thin
fabric of my uniform.


“Why was he shouting at you?” Tommy looked
angry, clenching his little fists.


“No one you need to worry about, boys. Why
don’t you go and get your onesies on? Then you can play for a little while.
I’ll call the pizza guy in a bit.” They hesitated, seeming uncertain about
leaving me. “Go on,” I encouraged. “I’ll be fine. I’m going to call Aunty Deb
and Uncle Mark and tell them about the man outside.”


“Maybe Uncle Mark can come and see him
off,” Tommy said, looking a little more reassured at the prospect of another
man being present.


“Maybe,” I agreed, wanting to reassure him
that Mummy could cope without a man. But in truth, I’d never felt so out of my
depth. “Although, Aunty Deb can be pretty fierce too when she wants to be.”


The boys nodded in solemn agreement.


I held off looking out the window until
they’d left the room. When I did, my anxiety spiked. The photographer was
leaning on my wall, talking into his phone animatedly. I grabbed my mobile and
called Deb, explaining what had happened. “What shall I do?”


“Fuck . . . I don’t know. Is
he still out there?”


I peered out the window again. “Yes.”


“You need to speak to Dan.”


“I’ll speak to him later . . .
after his show.”


“That’ll be too late. The guy will have
wired the photos off already if he got one of the kids. It’s too good a story.
I’d be surprised if they weren’t already online. Let me have a look.” I could
hear her tapping at a keyboard.


“Surely they can’t just take photos of the
kids and publish them without permission!”


“Where did he take the pictures?”


“On the pavement outside the house, walking
back from school.”


“Then I think you’ll find he can. I’m
sorry, babe, but unless there’s a particular reason, they’re allowed to take
photos on public property – they just can’t take them in your garden
without permission. Stay where you are for now. I’ll keep an eye on the news
sites and let you know if I find anything. In the meantime, see if you can get
hold of Dan. You need to warn him.”


I’d tried Daniel three times before the
phone was answered. “You’ve got a fucking nerve,” a female voice spat at me.


“I’m sorry, who is this? Can I speak to
Daniel, please?”


“Daniel doesn’t want to speak to you.” She
disconnected the call, leaving me staring at my cell phone, wondering who the
hell I had just spoken to. I jumped when the phone rang in my hand a moment
later.


“It’s up, Jess,” Deb said as soon as I
answered.


“Oh god,” I groaned.


“Did you speak to him?”


“I tried. He didn’t answer, then some woman
picked up. I think it may have been Erika.” I twisted my hair with my free
hand, a nervous habit. “What am I going to do? I never meant to hurt him like
this.”


“He’s a big boy. He’ll get over it, and
then, if he’s got any sense at all, he’ll want to be a part of those beautiful
kids’ lives. And if he doesn’t . . . well, screw him. We didn’t
need him anyway.”


“You’re right. I know you’re right. It’s
just . . . I don’t know, I feel so sad about it all.”


“You like him. I mean, you really
like him.”


“I barely know the guy. We just
happen to have kids together. It was a one-night stand. Let’s not make this
into more than it was.”


“You like him,” she said again.


“Even if I do, there’s not a lot of hope
after this.”


There was a knock at the door. “Ms Jameson,
can we speak to you, please?” I moved to the window. The single photographer
had now morphed into a crowd.


“Shit, there’s more of them,” I said to
Deb, phone still pressed to my ear. “There’s one knocking at the door now.”


“Mummy, there’s someone at the door,” Tommy
said. He was wearing his Spider-Man onesie. “Shall I get it?” He moved towards
the door.


“No!” My sharp tone made his little eyes
fill with tears. I never shouted at them. Ever. “No, sweetheart. I don’t want
you to answer the door. I’m sorry I shouted, honey. Get a biscuit for you and
Teddy and go and play. I’ll be in in a minute.”


“Jess, you need to get the boys out of
there. They’re going to hound you now they’ve got wind of this story. He’s a
big deal . . . the fact he has kids he didn’t know about is an
even bigger deal. Especially when they look like gorgeous little mini-me’s of
him,” Deb said in my ear.


“Where will I even go?”


“Well, duh! Come here. You can stay with us
until all this blows over.”


“Are you sure?” The banging at the door
started again. “We can’t stay here. I can’t get to the car, though.” My heart
pounded as adrenaline flooded my system. “It’s parked out on the road, right
where they’re all standing.”


“I’ll call someone. Can you still get out
your back gate? I’ll get whoever it is to pick you up from outside there. Get
some stuff together.”


“Oh . . . okay. Thanks, Deb,
I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


“Fortunately, that’s not something you need
to worry about. Ever. We’ve been through worse than this, Jess. We can survive
this too.” I sobbed, unaware of when I had started crying. “Hold it together,
honey. Get the boys’ and your stuff packed. I’ll call back in a few.”


I moved around the house in a daze,
gathering items of clothing without any real thought or planning. The boys were
playing happily; their only concern when I told them we were going to stay at
Aunty Deb’s was whether or not we would still be having pizza and ice cream. I
assured them we would.


Deb called back, right as I finished
packing the last bag. “Okay, Simon’ll be there in five. Have you heard anything
from Dan?”


“Nothing.”


“Wanker. I always imagined he was a good
guy. He’s seriously going down in my estimations. Anyway, I’ve made up the
spare room. It’ll be a squeeze, but hopefully you can pretend you’re all
camping out for a few days. The boys will love it.”


“The boys will love it. They like
being in one room together. Teddy once said to me ‘it would be okay if we were
poor, because then we could all stay in one room together’.”


“Jesus, that little boy is just the cutest
thing ever. Hold on . . . okay, I’ve got a text from Simon. He’s
outside the back gate. I’ll see you in twenty minutes, honey. I’ll order the
pizza and ice cream for the boys. Just hold on in there a little longer.”


I got the boys into their coats, chancing
another glance out the front. The photographers now looked to have been joined
by television cameras. I could see one of my neighbours being interviewed.


“Come on, guys,” I said, herding them out
the back door. “We’re going to camp out at Aunty Deb’s for a couple of days.
Hey,” I said when I saw Simon.


“Hey.” He offered me a wonky smile before
he crouched down, putting himself on a level with the boys. “Hey, guys, how you
doing? Cool onesies.” He tweaked one of Tommy’s ears, making him giggle. Then
he looked up at me. “Rough day?”


“You could say that. Shit.” I looked into
the car as the boys climbed in. “I don’t have their booster seats.” They were
still in my own car out the front.


“Do you want me to go and get them?”


“I can’t risk them being hurt if, God
forbid, we had an accident. Do you mind?”


“Give me your keys. I’ll walk around the
block and come at it from the street. They’re not looking for me. Hopefully
they won’t be watching your car. Are you okay waiting here for a few minutes?
Do you want to go back into the house and wait?”


“No, we’ll lock ourselves in the car while
we wait for you. Hurry?” I couldn’t hide my anxiety.


“I will,” he promised. “Lock the doors,” he
called over his shoulder as he sprinted up the street.


We played I-Spy as we waited, my fingers
drumming nervously on the armrest in the middle of the car. “Mummy, you’re not
even trying,” Teddy complained when I said the same word for the third time.


“Sorry, sweetheart, I’m just waiting for
Uncle Simon to get your seats . . . Oh, there he is.”


Simon approached at a fast pace, looking
over his shoulder at intervals as he half walked, half ran towards us. He’d
reached the bonnet of the car when two men followed him around the corner. “We
need to get them into the seats . . . quick,” he shouted at me,
pushing one of the seats into my hands as soon as I unlocked the door, then sprinting
around to the other side. The men were now running fast towards the car.


“Jump on, Teddy,” I said as I slid the seat
under his bottom. “I can’t find the slot,” I said to Simon, fumbling to buckle
it with trembling hands.


“Give it here.” Simon grabbed it from me.
“Get in the car.” He spoke with controlled urgency. I knew he was trying not to
frighten the boys. I glanced over my shoulder; the men had reached the car.


“Jess, are those Dan’s kids?” one of them
shouted as he pushed up to the window of the car, trying to get a picture of
them. I attempted to block his view, whilst still reaching for the passenger
door handle. “Does he know, Jess?”


“Get out my way,” I said. “You’re
frightening them. They’re only little.” I looked over my shoulder. The boys
were both wide-eyed. The second man continued taking photos of them and me.


“Just talk to us, Jess . . .
When did you and Dan meet? Did he know about the kids? Did he abandon them?”


“Leave her alone,” Simon shouted.


“Who are you?” the reporter asked, looking
at Simon now. “Are you her boyfriend? Does Dan know you’ve been two-timing
him?”


“This is ridiculous. I’m not talking to
you.” I shouldered my way past one of the men and managed to yank the car door
open. More people were coming around the corner now. Simon slid into the car
next to me and turned on the ignition. The boys started crying. “It’s okay, boys,
we’ll be at Aunty Deb’s soon.” I tried to reassure them, but with all the
people clamouring at the windows it wasn’t working.


“Who are those men, Mummy?” Tommy said.
“Why were they shouting at you?”


“They’re just not very nice people,
darling. It’s nothing for you to worry about. We’ll be away soon.” Simon inched
the car forward; we were surrounded by photographers. “Just go,” I shouted at
him, afraid if we took too long someone would think to get their own car and
then we’d be followed to Deb’s and back to square one.


He gunned the engine and we shot forward, a
couple of the photographers diving to the side to avoid being run over. “That
was intense,” he said, when we finally cleared the chaos and could gain some
speed, his knuckles white from where he was clenching the steering wheel.


“It was . . . crazy. I’m so
sorry I shouted at you . . . I was frightened.”


“You don’t need to apologise . . .
It’s him . . . he should be ashamed of himself.” He didn’t need
to spell out who he was referring to.


We pulled up in front of Deb’s house,
grateful she had a long driveway with a gate at the end, to find her waiting
for us on the steps. “Hello, munchkins,” she greeted the boys with a big hug.
“Uncle Mark’s in the lounge . . . he ordered the biggest pizza and
an even bigger tub of ice cream as soon as he knew you guys were coming for a
sleepover. Run in and see him. He’s got the Wii out specially.”


The boys scampered inside, seeming not to
have a care in the world, as if they’d already forgotten all the chaos moments
before. I was grateful for their in-the-moment approach to life. Knowing the
boys were safe and happy, I crumpled into a heap. “Oh, sweetie,” Deb said,
rushing to my side, trying to get down to the ground to hug me despite the size
of her belly.


I sobbed, “God, Deb. What a mess. What a
fucking mess I’ve made of everything.”


“Come on, love. I can’t lift you, but let’s
get you inside. I’ve got a bottle ready and waiting. I think you’ve probably
earned it.”


Simon, who’d been standing and watching,
moved in and lifted me, supporting my weight easily in his arms as he carried
me into the house, placing me gently onto the sofa. It was some comfort to hear
happy chatter coming from the television room beyond. “Thank you,” I said to
Simon, pushing the tears on my cheeks away with the back of my hand. I needed
to be strong for the boys. I couldn’t let them see me like this.


“Here, babe.” Deb handed me a tissue. “I’ll
open that wine. I’ll be with you in spirit, even if I can’t drink any myself.”
She disappeared into the kitchen.


“You okay?” Simon asked.


“I will be . . . eventually.
This too shall pass. I’ve been through worse . . . at least no
one has died.”


He nodded.


My phone rang from inside my bag, forcing
me to rummage for it. Daniel. The sight of his name flashing on the screen made
my heart race again. “Hello.” My voice sounded small and tentative.


“Is it true?”


“Daniel . . .”


“I asked if it’s true. Are they mine?”


“Yes . . . I tried to . . .”


“I don’t give a shit what you’ve got to
say, Jess. You’re a fucking bitch. How old are they? Four? Five? How many years
have you deprived me of?”


“I tried to . . .”


“How fucking old?”


“Four. They’ll be five in a few months.”


“Fuck you, Jess.” He cut the call.











Chapter 14


Daniel


“You’re in a good mood,” Craig said, peering
at me over the top of the coffee he was sipping.


I wasn’t just in a good mood. I was in a
fucking fantastic mood. Ever since I’d left Jess, I’d been making plans. I’d
already spoken to three estate agents to get hold of house listings in the
Brighton area.


“Who’s the girl?”


“What girl?” I didn’t want to share Jess
with anyone yet.


“Really? Wow. She must be important.” He
peered at me. “The girl you’re plastered all over the papers with. I have to
admit, she’s stunning. A cut above your normal-”


My stomach dropped. I grabbed for the
paper. “What are you fucking talking about?”


He thrust the tabloid he’d been reading
towards me. Erika on the warpath. Desperate Dan forced to eat humble pie
after being caught kissing a mystery blonde. They had a snap of Erika from
ages ago, shouting at me. She was always shouting at me about something or
other. It wasn’t hard to get a picture. They must have a library full. Then
there was a blurry picture of me kissing Jess last night, and a couple of
others from outside the café. She looked gorgeous in all of them. Male pride
surged at knowing other people would see she was with me.


“What about Erika?”


“What about her?”


“There are some pretty bitchy quotes in
there from her. We’ve still got two weeks left of this tour to get through.
Sort it out with her.”


“Fuck. It was never like that with her. You
know that.”


“I do. I’m just not sure she did.” 


My stomach dropped again. It was now
residing south of my knees at the prospect of ending whatever it was between
us. A convenient no-strings fuck for me, with the added bonus it kept the
groupies off my back. Mainly because those with any sense were all terrified of
her. I suspected Craig was right. She’d suggested on a few occasions she wanted
more. 


“She’ll be swamped.” Craig dragged my
attention away from the paper.


“Sorry?”


“By the paps. They’ve got one of those
‘who’s that girl’ numbers at the bottom of the page.”


Fuck. He was right. They’d know who she was
by the end of the day. If not before. My phone beeped with a text. Jess. I
grinned.


Craig rolled his eyes at me. “Christ. You’ve
got it bad, man.”


I opened the message. Your press pals
have made my life a pain in the arse today. “Fuck!”


“What’s the matter?”


“The press already found her. I need to
give her a call.”


Craig stood to give me some privacy as an
announcement crackled over the speakers, calling us for the sound check. “You
haven’t got long,” he said.


I nodded, distracted as soon as the call
connected and I heard her sweet voice. Vocal Viagra. “Babe, I’m sorry, I should
have thought they’d hang around you, once they found out where you were. I’d
never have kissed you outside like that if I’d known a photographer was around.
Do you want me to sort some security out for you and the kids?” I hated to
think of her having to push through fucking paps with two little kids in tow.
How old were the kids, anyway? The press freaked me out, let alone them.


“No . . . we’ll be fine.
There’s only one photographer outside the hospital now. You might want to sort
things out with Erika, though. I’m not sure she sees the relationship quite the
way you do.”


Shit, she sounded pissed. I needed to close
this shit down fast. “Someone showed me. I’ll talk to her tonight.”


“Whatever. Look, before you do . . .
I’m not sure-”


No fucking way. She was going to fuck me
off again, I could hear it in her voice. Not fucking happening. I just had to
make her hold her nerve until I was free of the tour. “Stop right there,
Rabbit. You’re not running from this. Not this time. I had a nice evening last
night . . . didn’t you?”


“I did, but-”


“But nothing. I’ve got to get to sound
check, they’re calling for me.” Sarah had shifted from shouting to bellowing in
the corridor outside. “I’ll call you later, sweetheart.” I cut the call before she
had a chance to say anything else. My boner, an immediate response to talking
to her, pressed against the seam of my jeans. I reached a hand in to adjust
myself just as Sarah walked into the room.


“No fucking way. We’re not paying a room
full of people to hang around while you rub one out. Get your horny ass out on
that stage now, or I’ll go full Bobbitt on you.”


On the plus side, her words worked a treat –
my erection deflated almost instantaneously.


***


Sound check was hell. For some reason,
nothing worked the way it was meant to. We spent twice as long getting things
the way we wanted them, and then, to make matters worse, my favourite guitar
had gone missing. I’d been forced to use a spare until it could be located. I
was off my game as a result. By the time I left the stage, I was in a foul
mood.


“Chill out man,” Owen said as we got into
the cars to head back to the hotel. We had time to shower and change, maybe
grab a bite to eat, then we’d be heading back to the arena.


Feeling a little more myself, having rubbed
one out in the shower, I was towelling off my hair, a second towel wrapped
around my waist, when Sarah burst into my room. “Let yourself in, why don’t
you.” My bad mood simmered. My phone rang from where I’d left it on the bed. I
turned to answer it.


“Ignore it. This is more important. Do you
mind telling me why my phone has blown up? I’ve had every major network asking
for a comment. What the fuck have you done, Dan? And why the fuck didn’t I
already know about it?”


“What? Nothing. I don’t know what you’re
talking about.” This couldn’t be about Jess and me. It wasn’t that big of a
story.


“What do you know about the kids?”


“What kids? Jess’ kids?”


“Jess? Is that the name of the girl you’ve
been fucking about with? Are the kids yours?”


“What the fuck are you talking about? Of
course the kids aren’t mine. We’ve only had one proper date.”


“There are some pictures online. They sure
look a lot like you.”


“What pictures? What the fuck are you
talking about?”


Her face softened. “Get dressed, Dan. I’ll
show you.”


Fuck, Sarah was being nice to me. That
meant either I was dying or my world was about to blow apart. In a daze, I
stumbled around my room, grabbing my jeans and a clean shirt. Erika was sitting
beside Sarah in the lounge when I walked back out. Great. Sarah’s laptop sat
open on the table in front of them.


“Who the fuck is she, Dan?” Erika said
immediately.


“Not now, Erika.”


Fuck, Sarah was interceding on my behalf.
This was really bad.


“I don’t care what the fucking lying whore
says-”


“Not now, Erika. Give us a minute, please.
I want to speak to Dan alone.”


Erika scowled. “I’ll give you five minutes.
I’ll wait in the bedroom.” She slammed the door behind her.


“What’s this all about?”


“There have been some photos published
online today. Of the kids of the woman you’ve been seeing.”


“Yeah, so?” Jess would be beside herself at
having the kids’ privacy intruded upon, but I still didn’t get what this had to
do with me.


She swung her laptop around so I could see
the screen. Jess looked freaking sexy as hell, wearing the cutest nurses
uniform I’d ever seen. But beside her, one clutching each hand, were two kids. I
couldn’t take my eyes off them. Twins. Blonde hair, green eyes. They could have
been pictures of me and Donny at the same age. I couldn’t breathe. Somewhere I
heard a phone ringing. “What?” I couldn’t take my eyes off the screen.


“Could they be yours?”


They looked to be four, maybe five. How
long ago had that night been? Could they?


“She’s got a fucking nerve,” Erika raged,
storming back into the room, clutching my phone.


“Give me my phone, Erika.”


She passed it to me. Jess had called three
times. The last time, Erika must have answered it.


“Dan, we need to leave for the arena. Are
you going to be okay to go on tonight?” Sarah looked concerned.


“Yeah, I’ll be okay.”


I performed one of the best gigs of my
life. Inside me a fire raged. Burning anger. The only outward sign a slight
tremor. But it translated into a musical performance second to none. She
inspired that sort of passion in me. Anger, love, fucking incandescent rage. I
wanted to get off the stage and call her. I needed to hear it from her.


Erika latched onto my side as soon as we
walked off the stage. “Baby,” she purred, hamming it up for the cameras. I let
her. I wanted Jess to see the pictures, even though I detested Erika pawing at
me.


“Dan,” Sarah said.


“Dan, you okay, man?” Owen this time.


“Give me a minute,” I said to them all,
pushing into the changing room. “You too,” I said to Erika, when she tried to
follow me in.


“But baby-”


“No.” I slammed the door closed in her
face. I pulled out my phone, hands trembling as I called her. 


“Hello.” Jess’ voice sounded very small.


“Is it true?”


“Daniel . . .”


“I asked if it’s true. Are they mine?”


“Yes . . . I tried to . . .”


“I don’t give a shit what you’ve got to
say, Jess. You’re a fucking bitch. How old are they? Four? Five? How many years
have you deprived me of?”


“I tried to . . .”


“How fucking old?”


“Four. They’ll be five in a few months.”


“Fuck you, Jess.” I cut the call.











Chapter 15


Jess


Waking up with a hangover, having finished
all but one glass of the bottle of wine – because Simon had been driving
and Mark preferred beer – once we’d got the boys down, added an extra
layer of hell over the crapfest of my life.


“Mummy,” Teddy whispered, his breath hot on
my cheek. He whispered in the way all four-year-olds did, which was not at all.
“Mummy, are you awake?” He peeled one of my eyelids open.


“Nearly,” I mumbled.


“Mummy, I’m hungry. So’s Tommy. He went to
get us some breakfast.”


“Is Aunty Deb awake?”


“No. Only us.” 


That woke me up fast. There was nothing
like the prospect of a four-year-old being loose in the house, unsupervised,
for stripping away the last vestiges of sleep. I threw back the duvet, ignoring
the pounding in my skull, and hurried out the bedroom and down the stairs,
arriving in the kitchen in time to catch Tommy, on tiptoes, teetering on the
edge of a chair as he attempted to reach the cereal boxes in the top cupboard.


“Let me get that for you, little man,” I
said, placing a steadying hand on his back, bringing him back to balance,
before I reached over his head for the packet.


“Hi, Mummy. I’m hungry. Aunty Deb has got Flakies.”


“A good breakfast for a Tiger, I believe.
Not so great for a little boy. Still, this is a mini holiday, so you sit
yourself down at the table and I’ll get the milk, bowls and spoons.” I lifted
him off the chair before handing him the box of sugary cereal. I needed to get
these boys back onto an even keel and eating healthily. It was just hard to
know when that might happen. When we might be able to go home.


“That’s a pathetic sight,” Deb observed
when she emerged an hour later. The boys were settled in front of the
television, and I was huddled over the kitchen table nursing a cup of coffee.
It was my second already. My head felt no better.


“Drinking alone is miserable and
only adds a hangover to whatever shit you’re dealing with,” I said, wincing as
my head protested the movement it took to look at her.


She handed me a packet of paracetamol. “You
were on a mission last night. I figured it was easier to let you drown your
sorrows enough that you at least managed to get some sleep. Did you?”


“Until the boys got up.”


“How are you feeling about things today?”
She walked to the pot and poured herself a mug of coffee before joining me at
the table.


“Worried,” I admitted.


“What worries you most?”


“I don’t know where we go from here. How do
we keep living our lives; taking the boys to school, going to work, doing
anything vaguely normal when there’s a scrum outside every time we leave the house?”


“All the fuss will die down eventually.”


“Yeah . . . I hope so.”


“What about Dan?”


“What about him?”


“He’s their father.”


“So? He was also their father the first
three times I tried to tell him about them.”


“Yeah, I know, but . . .”


“But what?”


“Don’t you think you should let them meet
him? Get to know him?”


“What, because now he’s decided he wants
to? We should just drop everything because the great Daniel McIntosh has
deigned to grace our lives with his presence? I don’t think so. So he can just
fuck off again when he gets bored? The boys need stability. I’m not sure he can
offer them that,” I huffed, as my head pounded.


She looked at me for a moment. “Are you
sure you’re not just lashing out at him because you’re hurt?”


My body drooped a little. The truth hurt.
“He didn’t want to listen – he just assumed I’d hidden them from him. I am
hurt. It’s shit. I don’t want him to hurt the boys the same way.”


“They want to know who their dad is . . .
they’ve asked me before. At least Tommy has.”


“I know.” I sighed. “They’ve asked me too.”


“Don’t they deserve that chance? They can
work out how good a dad he is by what he does with that chance. I don’t think
you can stand in the way . . . not without alienating the boys
in the long run.”


I looked at her, wishing she wasn’t right
but knowing she was. “So, what do I do?”


“Call him.”


“He put the phone down on me yesterday.”
The anger flared in me again.


“He was entitled to be a bit shocked. He’d
just become a dad twice over.”


That was true. Anger morphed to guilt. “He
was a twin too. His brother died.”


“He told you about that?”


“Yeah.”


“He never talks about it. Not in
interviews, anyway.”


I gave her a sad smile. “Yeah, I imagine it
was a bit close to the bone suddenly finding out he had a couple of
doppelgangers.”


“The pictures must have made him remember
his brother.”


“I guess so,” I admitted, feeling even
shittier. “I hadn’t really thought about it like that.”


“Yeah, well . . . the guy
deserves another chance. But maybe only one. He’s their dad, after all.”


“I suppose so. What I don’t know is how the
hell we’re meant to get on with our lives? How do famous people manage this
sort of stuff? I don’t want the boys plagued with all this.” I raked my hands
through my hair.


“Buggered if I know. Talk to him. He’s the
one who’s been famous for forever. He’ll know what to do.”


“I suppose so.”


“No time like the present. You’re not going
anywhere until you get this shit sorted out. Go and call him again. I’ll watch
the kids.”


Reluctantly, I plodded back up to the
bedroom. My courage failed, so I took a shower instead, in the hopes that I
would feel braver once I was clean. It was a tenuous hope.


The doorbell rang as I was getting dressed.
Simon’s voice drifted up the stairs, reminding me of everything we’d had to go
through the day before. I needed to get a handle on my life again. I picked up
my phone.


Daniel picked up almost straightaway. “What
do you want?”


“I . . . I . . .”
Words failed me.


“Spit it out, Jess.”


There was a knock at my door. Without
waiting, Simon stuck his head around the doorframe. “I wanted to check you were
okay,” he said with a smile.


“I’m okay . . . I . . .
I’m just on the phone.” I pointed at it unnecessarily.


“Okay. I’ll wait downstairs with the boys.”


“Who the fuck’s that?” Daniel exploded in
my ear, distracting me away from the closing door.


“Simon.”


“The doctor?”


“Yes.”


“What’s he doing with my kids?”


“Sorry?” This conversation wasn’t going
quite how I’d planned.


“What the fuck are you doing leaving him
alone with my kids?”


“I’m sorry?” Okay, I was starting to feel
pissed now. “He’s my friend. The boys like him.”


“I’m sure he’s your friend.”


I bristled at the tone he used. “Look here . . .”


“No, you look here. They’re my kids. I
should get a say in who hangs around them. I don’t want him near them.”


Now I wasn’t starting to feel pissed. I was
pissed. “You’re their dad. I get it . . . but they like him.
Hell, if it wasn’t for him, I don’t know where we’d have been yesterday.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Yesterday. That’s why I was
calling you. After that photographer took the photo and they published it,
we’ve been inundated with press. I couldn’t get out the house. We were mobbed.
They were scaring the boys. If Simon hadn’t come and picked us up, I don’t know
what I’d have done. They were camped outside. It’s not good for the kids. They
need to be able to live their lives. None of us wanted this . . .
we don’t know how to cope with it.” I was breathless by the time I’d finished
explaining.


“Are you at that fucker’s house?”


“What?” I realised he was talking about
Simon again. “No . . . I’m at Deb’s. Look, that’s not the point.
You know how to handle the press. I have no idea. I know you’re pissed with me,
but for the sake of the boys can you help? Tell me what I should do?”


He sighed. I could visualise him running
his hand through his hair.


“I’ll sort something out. Give me the
address. I’ll get my people to manage the press.” It was something. It felt
like progress . . . of sorts. “I still can’t believe you kept
them from me, Jess. That’s low. Really fucking low.” Or maybe not.


“Look here,” I shouted, despite the
increased throbbing in my head. “I know I should have told you when I saw you
again, but when I first fell pregnant and had them, I did fucking try and tell
you. Three times. So you can go and fuck yourself with your self-righteous
indignation. You weren’t the one single-handedly bringing up two kids. When I
was waking up every hour on the hour for the first eighteen months of their
lives, you were out drinking and fucking anything that stood still long enough.
You’re their dad, I get it. You want to know them now . . . fine.
I get that too. I want them to have that. They want to have that. But don’t
ever tell me I didn’t try and involve you earlier in their lives. I did. You
were the one who gave us the brush-off. So fuck you, Daniel McIntosh.” I
disconnected the call and threw my phone at the wall.


I sobbed with frustration as the phone
shattered into pieces that skittered back towards me across the floor. I hadn’t
given him Deb’s address, so I was back to square one. And now my phone was in
pieces until I could get out and buy myself another handset. It was a
nightmare.


A gentle knocking at the door interrupted
my full-swing pity party. “Didn’t go well?” Deb asked, moving to sit beside me
on the bed.


“He’s a fucking arsehole. In fact, he’s a
flea on the pubic hair of an arsehole.”


She raised an eyebrow. “That bad, eh?”


“Seriously. He went off on one about Simon
being with the boys . . .”


“Simon?” Deb raised an eyebrow.


“Yeah. And then he told me I was low for
not telling him about them. I know I should have mentioned them when I saw him
again. But I did try and tell him before. I got so angry I put the phone down.”


She took in the phone fragments all over
the floor. “So I see. Did he say if he would help with the photographers? Simon
said your house is surrounded again today. The pictures of you all are all over
the media. And now there are ones from when Simon picked you up. The story’s
not dying down any time soon.”


“I know,” I moaned. “I did tell him. I
thought he was going to help, but then he pissed me off so I shouted at him and
threw my phone at the wall.”


“Before you arranged anything?”


I nodded miserably. “Before I gave him this
address. He said he’d ‘talk to his people’, whatever the hell that means, but
now I have no way of speaking to him again until I replace my phone. I don’t
know what to do. Tell me what to do.”


She sighed. “I don’t know. We can get you a
new handset at some point today. I think you’ll have to give school and work a
miss for now . . . until we can get something sorted. I guess
you’ll just have to come and take part in the Guess Who world championships
with the rest of us.”











Chapter 16


Daniel


I couldn’t believe she’d put the fucking
phone down on me. Who the fuck did she think she was? Raging, I picked up the
bottle of water I’d been drinking and threw it at the wall. It hit a framed
picture, and the glass shattered. I winced.


“What the fuck, Dan?” Erika said, wandering
into the room wearing only her bra and panties.


She’d insisted I needed company
last night. I’d tried to put her off, but she’d not been having any of it. When
I’d told her that I’d sleep on the couch, and that she could have the bed,
she’d laughed and told me not to be so stupid. So, we’d shared the bed.


I’d lain there with the same thought going
round and round in my head: I had kids. Twins. Boys. The spitting image of me
and Don. It was fucking crazy. Terrifying. But also . . . Also
brilliant. Knowing Jess and I’d created those beautiful boys together. They
were crazy cute. I couldn’t stop looking at the picture of them. That pissed
Erika off even more.


When the inevitable happened, and she’d
come on to me, her hands slithering all over my body, I’d pushed her away.
She’d sulked on her side of the bed before finally falling asleep, snoring so
hard it sounded like a team of lumberjacks were in the room sawing down a
forest. I’d expected to wake surrounded by sawdust. Except I didn’t wake,
because I didn’t sleep.


The call this morning had caught me by
surprise. I’d been determined to keep her at arm’s length, until I heard that
guy’s voice in the room with her, in the same house as my kids. Every
territorial, protective instinct I didn’t know I possessed roared into life.
She was the mother of my children. No other fucker was going to sweep in
and take what was mine.


“What’s the stupid bitch done now, baby?”
Erika cooed, trying to sit on my lap.


I stood, picked up my phone and dialled our
head of security. “Bill?”


“Yeah,” the big man answered.


“I need you to find them for me.” I didn’t
need to say who. I outlined what I knew, remembering her friend’s surname from
the fiasco at the concert. I knew Bill would track them down. “I want you to go
down there. Make sure no one bothers those kids. I don’t know for sure they’re
mine . . .” I knew damn well they were mine. Anyone who even
looked at them knew they were mine. “But I don’t want them caught up in my
shit. Make sure the press can’t touch them. I’ll sort somewhere out for them to
stay and let you know.”


“Sure thing. What about her?”


“What about her?”


“You going to help her manage the press?
She’ll be snowed everywhere she goes.”


“Fuck her. She’s all about being
independent. Fuck her.”


“Well said, baby,” Erika said, her hot
breath on my neck.


I shrugged her off again. She pouted,
slumping into one of the armchairs and glaring at me. “Just find and protect
those kids. I’ll call later with an address.”


I paced the room. What Jess said about
trying to contact me rattled about in my head. A memory of a call . . .
I shook it off. The bitch hadn’t tried hard enough. They were my kids, for
god’s sake. If I hadn’t happened to see her at that concert, would she ever
have bothered to tell me about them?


I stared at the picture of the kids again,
my eyes veering towards her. She looked like a fucking innocent angel, but she
wasn’t. I planned to make her life hell.











Chapter 17


Jess


The doorbell rang two hours after I’d thrown
my phone at the wall, and shortly after leaving to answer it Mark put his head
round the door of the lounge. He looked at me. “Do you know anyone called
Bill?”


I considered for a few moments, pausing to push
the familiar dog-eared envelope and its contents back into my bag, as I tried
to recall anyone I knew called Bill. Immediately, I worried the press had found
us.


“He said Daniel sent him. You met him the
other day.”


“The security guy? Big? Tall?” I said,
remembering the man mountain.


“Sounds like him.” He looked over his
shoulder. “Are you okay if I let him in?”


I glanced at the boys. “I’ll come and see
what he wants.” I rose, trying to calm my hammering heart, and followed Mark
out to the hallway. Bill was indeed standing there, his six-foot-something bulk
filling most of the available space. “Hey,” I greeted him with a nod.


“Hey yourself. Dan sent me.”


“How did you find us?” That it had taken
only a couple of hours made me nervous. I tried to look around him to check for
any lurking photographers, but he was a better door than a window.


“There’s no one out there,” he promised me.
“Dan asked me to see you were safe. We’ll sort out another house for you, one
you can stay in until the fuss has died down.”


“You don’t need to-”


“Dan wants to. There’s only a fuss because
of who he is. You need a house with proper security . . . at
least for a little while. We’ll sort it. You don’t need to worry about a
thing.”


“Okay . . . okay,” I said,
with a look up at Mark, who was nodding at me. He looked relieved. He had to be
concerned about what all this stress was doing to his heavily pregnant wife.
“Come in, then.” I stepped back to let him in. “This is Mark, my friend Deb’s
husband.” The two men shook hands. “We’re all through here.” I led him towards
the lounge.


“Mummy, I won,” Tommy crowed as soon as I
walked in.


“Did you, sweetheart? Well done, darling.”


“He cheated, Mummy,” Teddy informed me. “He
looked at the card I chose when I went for a wee-” Bill walked into the room
behind me, and Teddy’s words dried up. He moved to my legs, peeping out at the
giant from behind them. Even Tommy was a little wide-eyed.


“Boys, this is a friend of mine. His name
is Bill.”


“He’s very big,” Teddy whispered, in a
whisper that wasn’t. Bill smiled.


“Yes, but he likes bacon as much as you do.”


“Does he?” Tommy asked. Both boys were big
fans of bacon. I think it was because I was a vegetarian, so they viewed it as
something of a treat.


I nodded. “Why don’t you ask him?”


“Do you like bacon?” Tommy asked, bold as
brass.


“I do,” Bill confirmed. “I really do.”


“He must have eaten lots of it to get so
big,” Teddy whispered, still peering out from behind my legs.


I laughed. Fortunately, so did Bill. I
hoped he’d get used to the stream of consciousness that came from
four-year-olds. Their self-editing capabilities had yet to develop.


“Does he play Guess Who?” Tommy asked,
peering up at me.


“Why don’t you ask him yourself.”


“Do you play Guess Who?” he repeated,
moving a little closer to the big man. They didn’t meet many men other than
Mark and Simon. Naturally, it made them curious.


“It’s been a long time, but I reckon I can
have a go,” Bill said, settling his big body onto one of the seats in front of
the board.


“He cheats,” Teddy warned him, with a glare
directed at his brother. “He’ll look at your card if he can.” He was growing
bolder.


“Thank you, little man,” Bill said with a
big smile. “What are your names?”


“I’m Tommy,” Tommy stated with buckets of
self-assurance.


“I’m Teddy,” Teddy added, checking with me
first that it was okay to say so. They’d had stranger danger talks at school.


“You two look a lot alike,” Bill said,
looking between them. “I’m not sure I’m going to be able to tell the
difference.”


“People never can,” Tommy replied in a
sing-song voice, finishing with a laugh. “We trick the teacher all the time.”


“Tommy! That’s not cool,” I said.


“It’s nothing bad. Just, Teddy likes apple
crumble and I don’t, so he has two lots.”


“Okay, well, make sure it stays that way.”


“Here, pick your card . . . what’s
your name again, anyway?” Tommy asked, pushing the pack of cards towards Bill’s
face.


“Bill,” he said as he slipped a card from
Tommy’s tight grip, making sure to keep it face down.


“Like this guy,” Teddy said, giggling and
pointing to an egg-headed man on a card on the board. Tommy snorted, as Bill
rumbled out a laugh.


I watched the big man charm both the boys
over the following half an hour. Teddy gained confidence enough to curl up
beside him, especially after Bill won the first game, Bill crediting him with
the killer question that had made all the difference. “Excuse me for a minute,”
Bill said to Tommy when his phone rang. “Will you look after this for me?” He
handed Teddy his character card, already aware of my other son well enough to
know he was very likely to look at it as soon as he left the room. Teddy nodded
earnestly and clutched the card to his chest with both hands, glaring at his
brother. “Go ahead,” Bill muttered into the phone as he walked towards the
door. It was Daniel. I knew from the furtive look Bill sent me the second before
he’d answered.


Somehow, I resisted the temptation to
listen at the door. The main reason I exercised such restraint was the deep
timbre of Bill’s voice travelled, despite his attempts to speak quietly. He was
a lot like the boys in that respect.


“It’s all good, man,” I heard him rumble.
“Yeah, just like the picture . . . sweet as anything . . .
spitting image. Not a doubt, man, not a doubt.” He let out a low laugh. “No,
I’ve not had a chance . . . Yeah, yeah, I’ll speak to her, man.
I’ve only been here half an hour, give me a chance. I know, I know . . .
just keep it in perspective. They’re good kids . . . happy. No . . .
no, you’re talking shit. She’s a good mum. Anyone can see that a mile off . . .
Whatever, man, I’m just saying what I see . . . Yeah, yeah . . .
I’ll wait for the address, then see them moved over . . . Yeah . . .
yeah. Okay . . . bye.”


When he came back into the room, Deb, Mark
and I were all rigid with tension. “I kept your card safe from him,” Teddy
assured Bill, oblivious to the atmosphere.


“I knew I could trust you. Thanks, kiddo.
Hey, what school do you boys go to?”


“Cradle Hill,” they answered in unison.
“But we can’t go on Monday, Mummy said.” Tommy glared at me. “Can we go after
that? I need to practice for the school play.” He looked up at me hopefully.


“You’re doing a play?” Bill smiled.


“Yeah . . . a na . . .
na . . .”


“Nativity,” I supplied.


“I’m Joseph,” Tommy added with pride.


“Wow, big role. What about you, little man?
What are you doing in the play?” he asked Teddy.


“I’m only singing a song.”


“A solo, though.” I was proud of both my
little men. “You’re singing all on your own.”


“You have a nice voice like your daddy,
then?”


Both boys’ eyes widened at that. “You know
our daddy?” The hope in Tommy’s voice nearly killed me.


Bill immediately realised what he’d done
and flashed me a look, clearly horrified. “He’s a friend of your dad’s,” I
stepped in. There would be no hiding it from them for very much longer.


“What’s he like?” Tommy asked, sitting up
eagerly and moving closer to Bill.


“Well, he looks just like you. Both of
you,” he added with a smile at Teddy. “He sings too.”


“Like me.” Teddy looked so happy. My heart
nearly broke to see how starving they were to know more.


I listened to their chatter about Daniel
for another few minutes, and then couldn’t take any more of their questions. I
walked out to the kitchen. Deb found me leaning heavily on the side. She
wrapped her arms around me. “You okay, chick?”


“Am I okay?” I laughed, but it was hollow
and full of bitterness. “No. I’m not okay.”


“They need to know about him. He’s going to
want to come here and meet them.”


“I know. I knew I’d have to tell them about
him . . . especially now. I just hoped I’d have time to do it at
my own pace.”


“I get it. This last day has been crazy for
you. Why did you never tell them about him before?”


“They’ve only been asking about him the
last year or so . . . since school started, really. Before that
they were too young to know there was any difference in the way our family was
set up.”


“But once they started asking?”


“He’s famous. I didn’t want them caught up
in all that shit . . . all this shit.”


“Is that really the reason? You could have
talked about him without telling them who he was exactly.”


“I know,” I admitted.


“So?” Bill’s voice from the doorway made me
jump. “Why didn’t you tell them about him? More to the point, why didn’t you
tell him about them? You seem like a nice person . . . I don’t
get it.”


“Now look here, you have no right-” Deb
jumped to defend me as ever.


“It’s okay, Deb,” I said, putting a hand up
to calm her. I welcomed the chance to tell my side of the story. I looked at
Bill. “Just so as you know, I’ll tell you the same thing I told Daniel. I did
try. I tried three times. When I found out I was pregnant – after I
realised I wanted to keep the babies – I called him. Twice. I tracked a
number down for his manager. When I called and spoke to her, I explained I was
pregnant. Do you know what she did? She told me where to go. Twice. Seemed to
imply I was after his money. For the record, I wasn’t. I didn’t need his money . . .
still don’t, for that matter. My late fiancé saw to that.” I shrugged. “I
figured I’d done my best to tell him, and if he couldn’t be bothered to speak
to me, then it wasn’t my fault he was going to miss out.”


“So, he didn’t know about them. He never
got the message. That’s not fair. It’s not his fault his crappy bitch of a
manager didn’t pass the message on. You should have tried harder.” Bill’s anger
was palpable as he jumped to Daniel’s defence.


“He did know.” My voice rose, sounding
shrill. I took a deep breath and rolled my shoulders back. “After I had them . . .
after I saw them and how much they looked like him . . . after I
felt what it was like to love them . . . I knew I couldn’t deprive
him of the chance to be a part of that, whatever happened between us. I had to
give him the chance . . . so, I tried again. I spoke to his
manager again, on the day they were born, actually.” I went on to describe what
I’d said, and what I’d heard Daniel say, and saw Bill’s shoulders slump with
disappointment.


“Shit, I’m sorry to hear that. I’m sorry
you had to hear that. I assumed the worst of you. I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay. Look, if you speak to him, tell
him I’ve never wanted to keep them from him. I should have told him sooner –
as soon as we bumped into each other again – but I thought he didn’t want
to know. To be honest, I didn’t think he’d even remember me.”


“It can get crazy before a show if they’re
drinking. I doubt he even remembers the conversation.”


“I don’t want that kind of crazy around my
kids. All the chaos so far . . . I don’t want them caught up in
all of that.”


“He’s sorting it. He’s found a house. It’s
big enough for all of you if you want to go? He just texted me the address.”


“Where?”


“Near Seaford. Not far. Close enough to
school for them,” he said, nodding back towards the lounge where the sound of
the kids laughing with Mark could be heard.


“What about getting them into school and
out again? What about work for me?”


“I’ll make sure we get them into the school
without any problems. I’ll set up a meeting for us with the Head on Monday, if
that’s okay? Assuming there’s a school car park?” I nodded. “That’s good. It’s
private property, so the photographers will have to keep clear. We might get
some grief from the other parents and their kids, but it’ll be manageable with
the school’s help.”


“Thank you. That would be brilliant. What . . .
what about my work?”


He shifted, looking uncomfortable. “Dan’s
not willing to put any protection in for you.”


“Okaaay,” I said.


“Look, he hasn’t heard what you told me.
He’s still mad with you. All he knows is that he’s got two kids he didn’t know
anything about, despite having spent the last forty-eight hours with you. He
doesn’t know how hard it is to get hold of him if you’re not part of his inner
circle. Right now, he’s angry – and you’re the one he’s taking it out on.
He’s created some false narrative for himself where you’re trying to manipulate
him. I’ll talk to him . . .”


“Don’t bother on my account.” As far as I
was concerned, he could take his false narrative and stick it where the sun
didn’t shine. I told Bill as much. “Look, all I’m concerned about at this point
is those kids in there. If he makes it okay for them, I can manage the rest.”


Only a few hours later, the large SUV
with tinted windows we’d all piled into slowed as we turned through vast iron
gates. The car proceeded slowly up a gravel driveway towards a large Georgian
house. I shuddered. The last time I’d been anywhere near a house like this . . .
It triggered bad memories. Memories of Nick’s mother. That woman made my life
hell.


The boys fidgeted with barely contained
excitement as they gazed with glee at all the space. I took a deep breath and
focused on the high brick walls surrounding the property. They, at least, were
a comfort.


I slid out of the seat and moved towards
the pile of bags being unloaded from the boot. Bags Deb had packed for us,
because our house was still inundated by press. Then, I followed Bill up the
steps, working hard to keep all the bad memories at bay. And failing.











Chapter 18


As I elbowed my way through the crowd of
photographers, trying hard not to panic in the crush, I muttered curses at
Daniel under my breath. On the plus side, things with the boys were running
relatively smoothly. The school had been brilliant, allowing Bill to drop them
early and pick them up five minutes before everyone else left, using the staff
car park. I’d been aware of the looks we’d all received, but most of the other
parents were too caught up in their own lives to worry about us. Plus, they’d
been warned of the consequences on their children’s places at the school if
they were caught taking photos of any of us.


The photographers, thwarted in their
endeavours to get shots of the kids, had focused all their attention on me
instead, resulting in this daily scrum to get into the hospital premises. The
hospital administrators had begun to mutter to me about the impact of all this
attention on their ability to care for patients. I knew I was at risk of losing
my job.


When I broke through the throng and reached
the other side of the glass doors, I paused to catch my breath, looking back at
the photographers, amazed there were still so many. It seemed bizarre there
weren’t more important stories for them to be reporting about. Erika seemed
determined to keep stoking the fire, making constant snide remarks about me.


Two weeks had passed since the news had
broken. We were still residing in the obscenely large house, courtesy of Daniel.
The boys were in heaven because it possessed a trampoline in the garden, a
garden which was protected on all sides by solid, high, red brick walls. The
trampoline had swiftly become the focus of their lives. I saw them only for
meals; the rest of the time, they were out bouncing.


“You okay?” Simon materialised at my side.


“Not here,” I said, with a glance back
towards the photographers. They’d made a huge deal of the fact I’d been seen
with Simon several times. Having watched me struggle through the crowds, he’d
insisted on picking me up and dropping me home on a number of occasions,
especially when it all first started and the crowds were at their worst.


He took my arm and led me to the staff
room, where I collapsed, with some gratitude, into one of the old armchairs.
Simon busied himself, making me a much-needed coffee. I was already exhausted,
and I’d only just walked in. “I see Erika has been shooting her mouth off about
you again to the press,” he said.


“She’s certainly not a happy lady.” Today’s
piece suggested I was lying about the paternity of the kids, because it was a
well-known fact that Dan never went without a condom. Adding ‘if anyone would
know that, she would’. It was a ludicrous comment. All anyone had to do – and
many of the rags had done exactly that – was put the pictures of my boys
alongside a picture of Daniel, and the resemblance was undeniable; from the
colour and shape of their eyes to their hair, their noses and even the shape of
their chins. It was so obvious; I would have found questions about the
plausibility of me being their mother more understandable. It seemed more
likely Daniel had found a way to clone himself and produced the children
single-handedly for all the genetic input I’d had.


“I don’t give a shit what she thinks, anyway.
I’ll happily provide the DNA test if they want one.”


“What does the man himself say?”


“Nothing. I haven’t heard a word from him.”


“Still! He doesn’t deserve to have those
kids in his life.”


“Simon . . .”


“Seriously, what kind of father is he?”


“Simon, I don’t know what kind of father he
is, because he’s never had the chance to be one. I’m not sure that’s entirely
his fault. I could have tried harder to get a message through to him. The fact
is, I was happy to have those boys all to myself. Now, I can’t deny they need a
father in their lives.”


“It doesn’t have to be the sperm donor.”
Simon stared at me. I squirmed under the intensity of his gaze. “There’s more
to being a father than that.”


“There is,” I agreed, with a sad smile. I
knew what he wanted me to say. I just didn’t know if I could give it to him.
Not now . . . maybe not ever. “Look, I’m too tired to have this
conversation. I need to get onto the ward. I’m not going to have a job much
longer if this carries on.” I rose to my feet, bringing an end to the
conversation.


“I’ll drop you home after your shift. Are
you collecting the boys?”


“No, Bill offered. But a lift home would be
great if it’s no bother.”


“It’s no bother.” He smiled.


***


Bill looked up with a grin that soon dropped
when Simon followed me into the kitchen. “Where are the boys?” I asked.


“Where do you think?” he rumbled, with a
tilt of his head towards the trampoline in the back garden. I smiled. “Why’s he
here?” Bill asked, with a cold look directed at Simon.


“He gave me a lift home – helped me
avoid the scrum that was outside the hospital courtesy of Erika. I offered to
make him dinner to say thank you. Boys!” I called through the window, into the
darkness that still didn’t deter them from their bouncing. “I’m home. Fajitas
for tea?” I heard them squeal with delight, and then burst into peals of
laughter as they landed in a jumbled heap of arms and legs. “I’ll call you when
it’s time to wash your hands,” I called again.


“Okay, Mummy.” The squeaking springs of the
trampoline resumed.


“Jess, there’s something you should know,”
Bill said.


I turned towards him, as I dried my hands
on the dishcloth, then reached for the onions until the sound of tyres on the
gravel outside distracted me from my task. I peered into the darkness at an unfamiliar
black SUV that had pulled onto the driveway. I feared it might be the press
until Daniel stepped out, accompanied by Erika and another man of a similar
size and stature to Bill. I gasped, turning to scowl at Bill.


He shrugged. “I was trying to tell you.”


As I watched, Daniel bent and kissed Erika,
who responded with enthusiasm, throwing her arms around his neck to pull him
closer. She threw a smug look at the house, as if she knew I might be watching,
before getting back into the driving seat of the car. It pulled away in a
shower of gravel.


“What is it?” Simon asked, walking up
behind me, having picked up on my tension. I tried to push away the twist in my
gut, still lingering.


“Daniel’s here.”


Simon straightened a little, pretending
nonchalance as he positioned himself against the counter. I walked to the front
door and opened it. Daniel was already standing on the doorstep. “You should’ve
let me know you were coming,” I said, stepping back to let him in.


Daniel ignored me as he ducked his head and
stepped into the kitchen. “What the fuck’s he doing here?” he demanded with a
scowl at Simon, directing his question towards Bill.


“I didn’t know he was going to offer to
give her a lift home,” Bill said with a nod towards me.


“She’s standing in the room. It
would have been nice if you’d let us know your plans.”


“Fuck off,” Daniel said to Simon.


“Look here.” Simon bristled as he took a
step closer to Daniel. “I’ll do what Jess asks me to. She invited me to stay for
dinner. I accepted. If you have a problem with that, I don’t really give a
shit.”


“You don’t give a shit?” Daniel said,
pushing into Simon’s space. They were chest to chest. Daniel had more than half
a foot of height on Simon.


“Guys,” Bill rumbled, moving towards them.


“Mummy!” Tommy’s excited voice called from
outside. “Come and watch this! I can do a somersault.”


Daniel’s head swung towards the sound, a
look of such painful longing on his face that it nearly broke my heart.


“Just a minute, sweetheart. I’m coming.” I
looked at Simon. “Can we take a rain check?” I begged him with my eyes not to
make this more difficult for me than it already was. His bravado deflated in
front of me. Daniel’s corresponding smug grin made it even worse. “Would it be
okay to catch a lift with you in the morning?” I asked. There was no need for
it. Bill would have been happy to drop me off had I begged him to, but it was
worth it to see Simon smile again, and to wipe the smugness off Daniel’s face.


“Of course,” Simon agreed without
hesitation, “see you in the morning.” He bent and kissed me on the cheek, a
previously unheard-of gesture, before sweeping his keys off the side. “Call me
if you need me,” he said, with a meaningful look at Daniel. I cringed. We
needed to have a conversation again – soon. I figured I’d add it to my
list. The one entitled ‘Shitty Conversations I Need to Have’.


With one problem removed, I spun on my heel
to face Daniel, whose face was now like thunder. “You don’t think I had a right
to decide when this happened?” My voice was little more than a growl as all my
protective maternal instincts kicked in. “That maybe I needed to prepare the
kids a little?” I could tell from his surprised expression the thought hadn’t
even crossed his mind. “This is not just about you and me, and whatever we did
wrong or right years ago . . . scoring points off one another.
This is about them,” I said, nodding towards the garden. “There are two kids
out there who need to be considered and protected at all times.” Tommy shouted
for me again. I threw a parting; “And I’m pissed at you too – you could
have told me he was coming,” to Bill as I brushed past Daniel and headed out
into the garden.


“Look, Mummy,” Tommy said with glee,
bouncing on the spot several times until he was high enough to tumble and land
back on his feet.


“Very good,” I said, my heart in my mouth.
“Be careful, though, darling, I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”


“I won’t hurt myself.” He added a huff, as
if it were the most ridiculous comment in the world.


I heard a chuckle in the darkness behind
me. “Donny was just the same. Not afraid of fucking anything.” I turned. His
green eyes shone in the darkness, like a cat’s, his expression one of
wistfulness as he watched them play.


“Mind your language around them,” I
admonished, not knowing what else to say, needing to keep some control of a
situation that was spiralling fast. I hated he had forced my hand, but there
was nothing to be done except face the chaos head on. I turned back to the kids
and said, “Boys, we have a couple of guests for dinner. Five more minutes
bouncing, then come inside to wash up so I can introduce you.”


I walked back inside, ignoring Daniel, and
picked up the onions again, needing to focus on something other than how I was
feeling right at this minute. Daniel stayed outside, watching from the shadows.


“I didn’t know he was coming until about
half an hour before you walked in with the doctor,” Bill said, coming to stand
beside me. “I tried to call. It went to voicemail.” That was entirely possible.
I hadn’t even looked at my phone since I’d left work. “This is Al.” Bill nodded
towards the new hulking presence filling the kitchen.


I looked at him. He was huge. “Good job
I’ve got a lot of food in,” I muttered as I returned to my chopping.


Daniel walked back inside and sat down
quickly on one of the kitchen chairs, about thirty seconds before the boys
bowled through the doorway, in full flow about the amazing tricks they could
do. They stopped short when they noticed the two new people in their midst. I
stopped chopping, putting the knife down as I turned to look at them and wiping
my hands on a piece of kitchen towel. “Hey, guys, this is Al,” I said, nodding
to the big man first because he was the most physically intimidating, trying to
keep my tone of voice calm and relaxed. “He does the same job as Bill. They’re
friends.”


Al smiled at them. The boys edged
slightly closer to me.


I took a deep breath. “And this,” I said,
crouching down so I was on a level with them both as I pointed towards Daniel,
“is a very special person. This is Daniel, and Daniel is your Daddy.”


Both boys’ eyes widened until they looked
like green saucers as they stared first at me and then at Daniel. Daniel was
wearing a very similar expression. Teddy shuffled behind me, his thumb in his
mouth. He hadn’t sucked his thumb for more than a year.


“Hey, guys,” Daniel said, swallowing like
his mouth was dry. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to meet you both at last.”
He stood and then crouched down too, so he seemed less intimidating.


Tommy, ever the bravest, stared at him.
“You look like us,” he said.


“Yeah, I think I do too,” Daniel agreed
with a smile. “What’s your name, little man?”


“I’m Tommy.”


Daniel stuck out his hand to shake Tommy’s.
“Good to meet you at last, Tommy.” He smiled before glancing towards Teddy, who
was still clinging to me. “And you are?” he coaxed, his voice as gentle and
unthreatening as he could make it.


“It’s okay . . . go on,” I
encouraged Teddy, bringing him around in front of me so he could face his
father.


“Teddy,” he whispered.


“It’s very nice to meet you, Teddy. You
boys are just as handsome as can be. Just like your Daddy,” he said with a wink
that made all the men in the room, including my boys, chuckle.


“Are you really our Daddy?” Teddy asked.


“I really am, little man, I really am.” He
sounded like he was only just coming to terms with the idea himself.


“Okay, go and wash up for dinner,” I told
them, patting them gently on their bottoms. “Ten minutes until it’s on the
table.”


“Can we bounce more after dinner?” Tommy
asked, the novelty of meeting his dad already diminishing when set against his
joy of jumping on the trampoline.


“No, sweetie. After tea, if there’s time,
we can play a game of something. Then it will be bath and bed. Jumping straight
after you’ve eaten would make you feel sick, and you’d be too excited to sleep.
You can have another bounce after school tomorrow.” 


He stuck out his lower lip but didn’t
argue, giving me a hug before he ran off with Teddy.


“They’re something.” Daniel’s eyes followed
them as they ran out the room.


“They are,” I agreed with a smile. “They’re . . .
amazing.”


“So like my brother and me. Tommy even has
the same mole above his eyebrow Donny had . . . it’s . . .
it’s a mind fuck.”


“I can imagine.”


The smile dropped from his face as he
turned towards me, his expression no longer wistful. Instead there was a
hardness there I’d never seen before. “Can you imagine? Can you?” he said,
advancing on me. “Why? Has someone kept your kids from you? Have you missed
nearly five years of your kids’ lives? I don’t think so. I don’t think you can
imagine at all.” With that, he slammed out of the room.











Chapter 19


Daniel


I’m raging. The anger sears me, like hot oil
against my skin. The same thought on a loop: that she kept them from me for
this long. I can’t seem to let it go. I walk out, because otherwise I’m going
to hit something.


Meeting those kids. That was incredible. They’re
so fucking perfect. Even better in real life than in the pictures. Seeing that
exact same mole Donny used to have above Tommy’s eyebrow. It was crazy. They’re
like little clones of us. I’d been exactly like Teddy at the same age, always
in my brother’s shadow, holding back, waiting for Donny to see if things were
safe first. My eyes sting at the memory. I feel like I’m going to fucking cry
in a minute. I haven’t cried since my brother died. I pinch my nose, until I
have control again.


And then, there was her. I want to hate
her. But I still have a rock-hard cock at the memory of her standing there, in
that uniform, her blonde hair falling around her in waves, as she tore a strip
off me for springing my arrival on them. I did it on purpose. Bill warned me
she wouldn’t like it. I didn’t care. I let Erika drop me off because I knew it
would wind her up – or at least I hoped it would. I didn’t count on that
fucking doctor being here, sniffing around her like a dog in heat. He and I are
going to have a falling-out. Soon.


I lean against the wall, outside the
kitchen, listening to the low rumble of Bill’s voice. He’s talking to her. I
want to turn around and go straight back in there. This jealousy, because
that’s what it is, is new to me. I’ve never cared before. Hell, the boys and I have
shared women in the past. Not this time. I might not want her, but I sure as
hell don’t plan to let anyone else have her. I push into the downstairs
bathroom, reaching for my cock before the door has even closed, slipping the
lock into place. When I come, it’s with thoughts of her perfect lips wrapped
around my cock.











Chapter 20


Jess


I made the dinner, because that was all I
could think to do. I knew he had a right to feel angry, but I really hoped we
could get beyond that soon and move into some sort of more constructive
relationship. “Give him a chance,” Bill said as I stirred the sauce over the
chicken, keeping a little aside for my vegetarian version. “He doesn’t know how
to deal with all this yet. It’s brought back all his feelings about his
brother. He’s a good man, though. He’ll be a good dad to those kids.”


“I hope so, Bill,” I said quietly.
“Dinner,” I bellowed into the hallway. There were the sounds of little running
feet, followed by two sets of heavier ones. I turned my back and started
filling plates as everyone sat down at the large kitchen table behind me. When
I turned with the first plates in my hands to give to the boys, I froze. They’d
chosen to sit on either side of Daniel. He beamed down at them in turn while
they fought for his attention. My eyes blurred as I thought about all the
moments he had already missed with them. All the moments we might have shared
had he become aware of their existence sooner.


“What’s wrong, Mummy?” Teddy asked, looking
up at me when I hesitated. His little face appeared worried. Daniel scowled.


“Nothing at all, sweetie. Just chopping the
onions made my eyes sting a little. Here’s your plate, darling. Careful it’s
not too hot. If it is, maybe Daddy could blow on it for you.”


Teddy looked up at Daniel. “Could you blow
on it for me, please, Daddy?”


“Sure thing.” Daniel picked up the plate
and blew hard, blinking repeatedly, moisture glistening in the corners of his
eyes.


I turned back to the remaining plates,
taking some deep breaths to restore a hold on my own emotions before handing
out the rest of the plates. Somehow, I’d managed to get the food to stretch for
six. “Thank you,” Bill said with a smile when I placed his plate in front of
him. “This looks great, as always.”


“You’re welcome.” I smiled back, grateful
for the support.


“Did you check the security arrangements
for the appearance tomorrow night?” Daniel said to Bill. He sounded pissed off.


“No, man, I was going to do it in the
morning. I’ve kind of had my hands full here,” he said, with a nod towards the
boys.


“I can see to it,” Al offered.


“No,” Daniel said quickly, “I want Bill to
do it. Tonight. Seems he’s been getting too comfortable, making himself at home
here. Forgetting what his real job is.”


“Yeah, whatever, man. Deal with your own
shit. Don’t take it out on everyone else.” Bill pushed his seat away from the
table. “Thanks, Jess, I’ll take my plate and finish it in the office while I
make these ‘urgent’ calls.” He scowled at Daniel, who ignored him, suddenly
focused on the food on the plate in front of him.


“You said a bad word.” Tommy’s face was
filled with awe as he grinned up at Bill.


Bill grimaced and sent an apologetic look
towards me. “Sorry ’bout that, Jess,” he said, with a rueful smile. “I just got
annoyed for a minute.” He flashed another hard look at Daniel.


“You going to play Guess Who with us
tonight, Bill?” Tommy asked. “I’ll play on your team . . . we
can beat them all again, like we did last night.” He laughed, his eyes shining.


“No, it’s my turn to be on Bill’s team. I
want to be on Bill’s team,” Teddy cried. “You like being with me, don’t you,
Bill?”


“I like being with both of you boys,” Bill
said with a smile, studiously avoiding looking at Daniel. Daniel had lifted his
head at long last, but only so he could scowl at Bill again. “But this evening
I need to do some work.”


“Maybe tonight we could all play with
Daddy,” I suggested.


Both boys considered the suggestion, then
smiled. “I’d like that,” Teddy said with a grin, the size of his smile matched
only by Daniel’s. “Do you want to play, Daddy? I can be on your team. I can
show you how to play.”


“I’d like that very much,” Daniel admitted.


I looked down at my plate, to hide my
pleasure at the sweet exchange. “So, how was school today?” I asked the boys,
when no one else made any effort to make conversation.


“Good, Mummy. We practised the play. I sang
my song,” Teddy said sweetly.


“You’re singing a song in the school play?”
Daniel’s ears pricked up at the news.


“Yes. And Tommy is Joseph.”


“Wow, you boys are going to steal the show.
I’d love to see that.”


“You can come, Daddy. Can’t he, Mummy?”
Teddy looked up at me with large, imploring eyes. “All the other children have
their Mummies and their Daddies come to see them.”


“We’ll see, sweetheart,” I said, my voice
soft. “Anyone want any more fajitas? I have a little more chicken left.” It was
a horrible attempt at changing the subject.


***


“Why don’t you want me to go to their
nativity?” Daniel asked a little later, as I was loading the dishwasher. He
leant against the side, watching me. I was trying hard not to notice how good
he looked.


“I didn’t say I didn’t want you to go,” I
hedged.


“Come on . . . tell me
whatever you’re really thinking.”


“Look, you can’t make a promise to these
kids you won’t keep. You tell them you’re going, and you have to be there. I
have no idea what you’ve planned with your time over the next few weeks and
months. You don’t even know the date of the play yet. You’re a busy man with
lots of commitments. I didn’t want to corner you into making a promise you
weren’t able to keep. I don’t want them to be let down.”


“What makes you think I would let them
down? If I say I’ll be there, I’ll be there.”


I straightened, placing the glasses I was
still holding onto the side. “You don’t know how you’ll feel about all this by
December. I had nine months to get my head around the idea of becoming a
parent, and even then, nothing could have prepared me for what it would really
be like. You’ve had a couple of weeks. You’ve spent, what . . .”
I looked at my watch, “. . . two hours in their company?”


“Whose fault is that?”


I ignored him. “I won’t lie, I worship
those two,” I said, nodding to where the sound of Tommy and Teddy bickering
over setting up the game could be heard, “but it’s hard being a parent. It’s
exhausting, relentless, and for every high there are some bits you wonder if
you’ll ever get through. You might find you’re not ready for the commitment. I
wouldn’t hold it against you,” I said quickly. “You’ve just met them. Your life
is a million miles away from all this.” I paused. “You can’t possibly know how
you’ll feel next week, let alone in a month.”


“If I say I’ll be there, I’ll be there. I
won’t let them down.”


“What about the fact that if you turn up,
the whole event will turn into a circus? How do we manage that with the school?
It should be about the kids, not you.” It was spiteful of me to make him feel
bad for who he was. In my heart, I knew it wasn’t his fault the way other
people reacted around him.


“There are ways. I can slip in at the back,
after other people have already arrived. We can warn the school, get them to
help us. There are ways,” he said again, frustrated. “Stop trying to make me
perform the villain role you’ve already written for me in your head. You know
nothing about who I am, or what I will or won’t do if I say I will.”


“That’s right, I don’t. That’s why I’m
being cautious. I need to protect those two. They’re what matters.”


“I think you’re being judgmental. I also
think you’re pretty cosy here . . . you don’t want me coming
along and upsetting the apple cart. Well, I’ve got news for you, sweetheart.
I’m not going anywhere.”


He pushed away from the side and walked
back into the lounge to join the boys, leaving me to stew on the conversation.


“Okay, bath and then bed,” I said an hour
later to the boys, who groaned in unison. “Come on, we’ve played five games.
That’s enough, and you’ve got school tomorrow.”


“Can Daddy give us our bath and read us our
story?” Teddy asked. I’d found his immediate adoration of Daniel the toughest
to take. He was always the one who’d clung to me the most. To see him extending
that affection so soon was . . . well, I didn’t know how I was
feeling.


“I don’t know. Daddy might not have the
time.” Both small faces dropped.


“There’s nothing I’d rather do more. I’m
not going anywhere. Come on, then, let’s go see what’s what. You’ll have to
teach me what to do.” The boys each grabbed a hand and led him from the room,
talking simultaneously about what was involved in giving them a bath. I could
hear Daniel chuckling.


“How are you doing?” It was Bill.


I shrugged. “Okay – ish.” He raised an
eyebrow. “Alright, I’m jealous as hell,” I said, finally naming the emotion.


“I get it.” He paused and leant back in his
chair. “I think it’s understandable.”


“Is it?”


“It is. You’ve done everything for those
boys, and suddenly he’s muscling into that life. But I’m not sure you could
stop him, even if you wanted to. He’s determined. A man possessed. I’ve never
seen him like this.”


“I don’t want to stop him. I want the boys
to have a relationship with their father, I do. I just . . .” I
tried to work out what I was feeling. “. . . I want to have some
sort of say in what happens next. This is all moving so fast.”


“You’re a great mum, Jess. Those boys adore
you. That’s not going to change. Just let them all get to know each other. Give
it some time. This is the honeymoon period.”


The sound of ‘She’ll Be Coming ’Round the
Mountain’ drifted down from the bathroom, Daniel’s beautiful voice harmonising
with the boys’. I felt my heart clench. Excessive splashing was followed by
giggles. I’d never heard Daniel laugh so freely before. “It’ll be fine,” I said
with more certainty than I felt. “They’ll be fine.” I knew that was true. But
what about me?


***


I rested my head on the doorframe, feasting
my eyes on the scene in front of me. The nightlight cast a warm golden hue that
reflected on the three matching heads of blonde hair. They were all curled up
on Teddy’s bed, both boys sound asleep, heads resting on Daniel’s chest, his
arms wrapped around them, eyes closed, peaceful. I contemplated moving Tommy
back to his own bed but figured it could wait a little longer. Instead I pulled
the door to, then padded back down the stairs.


“Drink?” Bill asked when he saw me. He was
alone in the room. I had no idea where Al was hiding.


I nodded gratefully. “Please.” This had
become a routine since Bill had been looking out for the boys. I’d get them off
to sleep, then Bill and I would share a glass of wine. It had been nice to have
some company.


“This looks cosy,” Daniel said, walking
into the room just as I was laughing at Bill recounting something Tommy had
said when he’d picked him up from school. He glared at Bill.


“I thought you were down for the count,” I
said with a smile, trying to ignore the tension he’d brought into the room with
him. “Is Tommy still in Teddy’s bed?”


“No, I put him back into his own.”


“Oh, thanks. That’s great. Would you like a
glass of wine?” I offered.


“You got any beer?”


“There are some cans of Guinness in the
fridge. I picked them up for you earlier,” Bill replied. “I’ll fetch one.” He
stood and left the room.


I wanted to ask him to stay. I felt
unaccountably nervous at being left on my own with Daniel, watching him warily
as he slumped down into an armchair, his gaze fixed upon the fireplace.


“Here, man,” Bill said, returning with a
can and a glass. “I’ll see you in the morning, Jess.” He smiled at me, giving a
curt nod to Daniel, then left the room.


The can hissed as Daniel opened it. He
poured the silky brown liquid into the glass, placing the empty can by his feet
before he sat back, his lazy gaze resting on me. Despite everything, my body
heated under his watchful eyes, ramping my nerves up to another level. “They
had a lovely evening,” I said, grasping for something to say. “I thought it
went really well. They like you.”


He nodded. “I like them too.”


“There’s a lot to like . . .
a lot to love.”


“There is. I’m looking forward to getting
to know them both better. But I’ve missed so much.” His gaze hardened. His tone
was quiet but bitter. “A lot of firsts; their smiles, the first time they
crawled or walked. The moment they came into this fucking world.” He kept his
voice low, but the anger seethed within his words. “You fucking cheated me of
those moments, Jess, and I’m so fucking angry with you.”


“I didn’t cheat you of them. I tried to
contact you. Three times. I’ve already told you that. I’ve told you, and I’ve
told Bill. You were in the room when I called the last time. I heard you tell
the woman, your manager, that you had nothing to do with them. That you wanted
nothing to do with them. What was I meant to do?”


“More. You were meant to do more. Do you
know how many groupies we have trying to get hold of me on a daily basis? The
lies they tell to try and get through to me? You should have tried harder. For
the boys’ sake and mine.”


“Oh, so you would have dropped everything
and come to be the perfect father to your sons? It didn’t sound like you were
in that sort of place from what I heard that day. From what I saw of you
falling out of clubs off your face, with a different woman every time.”


“Were you jealous, Rabbit? Is that why you
wanted to punish me?”


“Fuck off,” I said, angry myself now. But
was he right? The thought made me uncomfortable.


“You could have written! Or got a solicitor
to write to us. There were ways you could have made me hear what you should
have told me. If I had known-”


“What, you would have given up fucking your
groupies? Or would you have carried on, and exposed them to that life? I didn’t
want that for my children.” I stood up.


“They’re my children too,” he roared,
jumping to his feet in front of me. He towered over me, and for a moment I
quailed in the force of his rage.


“I think you should leave,” I said, my
voice quiet but determined. “It’s been a big first day. It went well. We can
discuss access moving forward tomorrow, after I finish work. But for now, I
want you to leave.” I jutted my chin up.


He leant towards me, and for a moment I
thought he was going to kiss me. I felt my mouth open in surprise. But when his
face was only an inch from mine, he stopped and smiled. “Oh, I’m going nowhere,
Rabbit. This is my house.”











Chapter 21


I smoothed the creamy foundation over my
face with my fingertips, hoping it would go some way towards masking the black
shadows that sat in the hollows beneath my eyes. I’d barely slept a wink last
night, tossing and turning until well after three. After our confrontation, I’d
hidden in my room, sliding the heavy bolt into place and feeling a little safer
for a moment, until I realised it meant the boys wouldn’t be able to get into
the room in the night if they needed me.


I had heard Daniel settling himself into
the room next to mine, disconcerted to find myself visualising him getting
undressed, remembering his touch on my skin, the feel of his chest under my
fingers.


I’d felt so stupid. Of course this enormous
house was his. I remembered him saying he’d been planning to buy somewhere when
the tour finished. I’d been so caught up in all the goings-on I hadn’t put two
and two together, thinking only of the relief when Bill had brought us here
after all the pandemonium with the press. I hadn’t thought to question why
they’d found us somewhere so large.


I pulled my uniform on over my head,
reaching behind me to tug up the zip, one ear on the sounds from below of the
boys tucking into the breakfast I’d made them. They had half an hour before
they had to leave for school. Simon would be here sooner than that to pick me
up. I sometimes wondered how I’d managed before, without all the additional
help. But I had, I told myself sternly, examining my reflection in the mirror
as I yanked a hairbrush through my tangled locks. I looked tired and anxious.


The doorbell rang, and I sighed, preparing
myself for round two. “Jess,” Bill called up the stairs, “your lift’s here.” He
paused. “You’d better hurry,” he added, in a lower voice meant only for my
ears.


I grabbed a hairclip off the side and ran
down the stairs, pushing into the kitchen to find Simon and Daniel on opposite
sides of the room, glaring at one another. “What’s he still doing here?” Simon
said as soon as I walked in.


“Not now,” I replied, moving towards the
boys, who were both watching the two men with wide eyes. “Have a good day at
school, my lovelies,” I said, kissing them each in turn. “Bill will be there to
pick you up later. Be good for Bill.”


“We will,” Teddy promised.


“Daddy said he’s going to take us to school
this morning.”


I flashed a look towards Daniel and Bill.
“I’ll be there too,” Bill promised.


I nodded. “Okay, well . . .”
My words faded away as Daniel walked purposefully towards me.


“Have a good day, Rabbit,” he said softly,
bending to press a gentle kiss onto my lips, his hand cupping the back of my
neck, thumb tracing my skin, sending a cascade of shivers down my spine.


When he pulled away, I was left rooted in
place, my mouth hanging open. Only the sound of Teddy and Tommy giggling
brought me back to my senses. I glanced towards Simon, whose face was now an
unhealthy shade of red. I needed to get him out of the house . . .
fast. “Be good for Daddy too, and have fun at school.” I grabbed my bag off the
side, still flustered. “Let’s go,” I said to Simon, who was now engaged in a
silent staring match with Daniel. “Simon!” I barked when he didn’t move.


“Of course, darling,” he said, slipping his
arm round my waist. I wanted to shrug him off, but I knew that would only
humiliate him further. I ignored the growl that sounded behind us and allowed
him to steer us out the door and across the gravel driveway, thanking him as he
opened the passenger door for me and I slid in. I could feel Daniel’s eyes
watching me through the kitchen window.


“Why is he still at the house?” Simon asked
as soon as he’d settled himself in the driver’s seat.


“Who? Daniel?”


“Of course Daniel. Who else would I be
talking about?”


“It’s his house.”


“It’s his house,” he repeated, as if
testing the words. “What does that mean? Are you and he . . . together?”


“No.” Simon raised an eyebrow at me as he
pulled onto the main road. “No,” I said again, more emphatically.


“Forgive me if I’m unconvinced. What was
all that about in there just now? Him kissing you like that?”


“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “He was
playing games with me . . . and you.”


“It pissed me off.”


“I know. That’s what he wanted. But Simon-”


“Not now, Jess. Let’s talk about us later,
not when I’m still seething about him.”


“I didn’t know it was his house – or
at least I didn’t know he was planning on living there too. I didn’t even know
he was coming back yesterday.”


“I know. I was there when he walked in,
remember?”


I smiled. The tension lifted a little. “I’m
going to move the boys and me back into my place,” I decided.


“Well, if you think that’s best.” He gave
his first happy smile. “Let me know if you need any help moving your things.”


“Thank you,” I murmured.


***


I walked back through the front door,
weariness pulling at all my limbs, to be met with a cloud of smoke. Cigarette
smoke. “Oh, it’s you.” Erika was sitting at my kitchen table, a plate filled
with cigarette stubs in front of her.


“Where’s Daniel?”


“Out there.” She rolled her eyes and nodded
towards the back garden. I could hear the squeak of trampoline springs and started
towards the back door. “Hold up. I want to talk to you.”


I looked at her. “I don’t want to talk to
you.”


“If you think you’ve found the golden
ticket, you’re mistaken. You’re the mother to his children. DNA. That’s all.”
She dragged on her cigarette and blew a long stream of smoke into the room.


“Whatever.” I walked over to the windows,
unlatched them and slid them open as far as the excessive amounts of paint on
the frames would allow. Then I walked to the door and opened it as wide as it
would go. The cool breeze dispersed a little of the toxic haze.


“What the fuck are you doing? It’s fucking
freezing in here. Shut the fucking door.” Her voice sounded shrill, nothing
like the beautiful sounds she made when she sang.


“This is a no-smoking house. Take that
outside.” I nodded towards her cigarette.


“What the fuck? Who are you to tell me what
to do? It’s not your fucking house.”


The words she used, the tone of her voice,
was all so reminiscent of years ago. I closed my eyes as the memories rushed
back. Nick’s mother. . . she hated me. The fact her son loved me
until his dying breath infuriated her. I was never good enough. She’d
constructed lies about me when the truth didn’t serve her cause. Those last
weeks, when we’d been forced to live with her, while Nick was dying. His
breath, rattling in and out of diseased lungs. Never again.


“I will not have you smoking around the
children. I won’t have them inhaling those . . . those . . .”
My voice wobbled with emotion. Even after all these years, the subject felt
raw. “Carcinogens.”


“What the fuck are you talking about, you
stupid bitch?” She raised her voice, shouting now.


“What the hell’s going on?” Daniel’s voice
halted her tirade, as we both turned to look at him. His face was covered in
felt-tip pen. The boys must have drawn all over him.


“She’s a fucking lunatic . . .
just turned up and instantly started having a go at me. She’s jealous of us.”


I spluttered in indignation before I could
stop myself.


Daniel looked at me. “What’s going on?” he
asked again.


“I don’t want smoking in the house. It’s
bad for the kids. I can show you the data on passive smoking if you need to see
it. Smoking of any kind, even passive smoking, is a threat to them. I simply asked
her to smoke outside and opened the windows to air the place out before the
kids came back into the house. That’s all. I . . . I can’t risk . . .”
I couldn’t finish. My chest tightened with panic at the thought of their
precious lungs being tainted by the smoke.


“See, she’s neurotic.”


“I’m not neurotic. The man I loved died
from lung cancer. It’s only too real to me. I’m not going to take any risks
with my kids.” I tried not to notice Daniel’s wince when I said ‘the man I
loved’.


“Take it outside, E,” Daniel said.


“Daniel!” she whined.


“I said, take it outside.”


She huffed, grabbed her cigarettes and
coat, and shoved past me, out onto the driveway. She walked towards her car,
opened the door and got inside. “I can’t take the risk,” I said to no one in
particular.


“You’re right. I’m sorry she was smoking
near them. I didn’t think. It won’t happen again.”


“Thank you,” I murmured.


“I need to talk to her. I think it might be
better to do it away from here,” he said, slipping his coat on. “Can you manage
on your own this evening?”


“I’ve managed on my own for years. We’ll be
fine. Go, talk to your girlfriend.”


“She’s not my girlfriend,” he muttered,
slipping his wallet into his pocket. “That’s part of what we need to talk
about.” He pressed a kiss against my cheek as he passed me, stopping me in my
tracks. I looked up at him. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he promised.


I tried to ignore the twist of jealousy I
felt when I thought about them spending the night together. The only thought
that cheered me up was that he hadn’t washed the ink off his face.











Chapter 22


Daniel


We’re back at the hotel where it all
started, but this time I’m here with the wrong girl. She’s pacing the suite like
a caged lion. I’d much rather be at the house with Jess and the kids, but this toxic
mess needs to be resolved.


Erika jabs me in the chest with one of her
fake nails. “I don’t want you living in the same house as her.”


“That’s not your decision to make.”


“What the fuck? What’s happening here? Are
you seriously putting her needs ahead of mine? I’m warning you, Dan, this,” she
said as she gestured between us, “whatever we have, is on very thin ice.”


I sighed, rubbing my neck. “I know. Look, you
knew this was always a relaxed arrangement between us, but I think we still
need to call it a day.”


“Who the hell are you? And what have you
done with Dan McIntosh? The man I know isn’t someone who wants to spend their
evenings playing happy families with a pretend wife and kids. He’s an animal.
He likes to drink hard and fuck even harder. You’ll be bored with those kids before
the week’s out. I get you want to have some time with them right now, but be
careful what you wish for. Let the bitch look after them. You can get your
solicitors to negotiate access so you can take them on holiday or whatever when
it suits you.”


Her words played to my deepest fears. Was that
who I was? A soulless creature, prey to my baser instincts? Selfish? Was there
no hope? Then she called Jess the bitch, and my anger ignited afresh.
“I’m not who you think I am.” I prayed that was the truth. “Even after all the
time we’ve spent together, you don’t know me at all. Don’t tar us all with the
same brush. I want those kids. I want to be in their lives; to give them the
kind of childhood I had. I’m tired of this bullshit,” I said, waving at the
suite around me. “Even before all this happened, I wanted a home.”


“Then make it with me.”


I choked out a laugh. Pain flared in her
eyes, and I realised she was serious. “You going to have babies now, E?” The
idea was preposterous. She could barely look after herself. Whatever I felt
about what had happened, I already knew Jess was a great mum. Those kids were
beautiful because of what she’d given them of herself.


“I’d have your baby, Dan.” There was
a vulnerability in her voice when she said it. She actually meant what she was
saying.


I needed to nip this in the bud. “I don’t
want that with you, E.” I couldn’t say it plainer than that.


“But you want it with her?”


Did I? Of course I fucking did. She was
everything I wanted. I just needed to find a way back from where we were now.
We needed to build something new, with the four of us. Something beautiful. I didn’t
answer Erika – I didn’t need to. She could see what I was feeling written
all over my face. She stood up and walked out, letting the door slam behind
her.











Chapter 23


Jess


“I still can’t believe he’s living there
with you!” Deborah laughed again, a great big belly laugh that made her eight-months-pregnant
belly jiggle. Was it really less than a week since Daniel arrived? It already felt
like a lifetime.


I gazed out the car window, listening to
Deb laugh; we’d enjoyed a quick lunch together – at least she had enjoyed
it, at my expense. I hadn’t heard her laugh that much in ages. Now she was
giving me a lift to the school to collect the boys. Bill was meant to be meeting
us there, then he’d drive us all home.


“It’s not funny. Now I have to move us back
into our own place. The boys are going to be gutted to say goodbye to the
trampoline. Our garden’s just not big enough for one.”


“Why do you have to move out?”


“Be serious, Deb.” I turned to look at her.
“All the tension with Erika . . . the smoking . . .
the fact it’s his house. He hates me. Do I need to add more?”


“It’s a shame. That house is perfect for
those boys.”


“Well, they’ll still get to see it when
they go and visit their dad.”


“So you’re okay about giving him access?”


“Yeah, I think so. So far. He is
their dad. They want to get to know him, and he wants to get to know them. As
long as she keeps her filthy cigarettes away from my children, it should be
fine.”


“That’s good. You’re doing the right
thing.”


“I hope so. It’s not easy, though.” I
pressed a knuckle into my temple and gently massaged the soft skin. I had a
tension headache that had taken root and wouldn’t let go. “He was so angry with
me the other night. He thinks I should have tried harder to get the message
through to him. Used a solicitor or something.” The argument we’d had still
played heavily on my mind, and some of what he’d said rang true. I hadn’t seen or
talked to him since he’d left with Erika.


“He may have a point . . . but
you had more to think about at the time. Like looking after two newborn babies.
It’s not like you made no effort to contact him. He’s probably feeling guilty
too.”


“Why?”


“Because for the last four, nearly five
years, you’ve been left bringing up his children and doing a damn fine job of
it. And because he didn’t bother to speak to you when you did call.”


I hadn’t considered that. Did he feel
guilty?


Deborah pulled up in front of the
schoolyard. I could see the hulking shape of Bill’s SUV strategically
positioned in the staff car park, so he would be able to see when the kids came
out. “Thanks, Deb.” I turned to kiss her cheek. “Take care of that bump,” I
said, patting it. The space between the wheel and the baby bump had diminished
significantly. She had just over four weeks to go, but I had a feeling she
might not last that long. The baby already looked low to me.


“I will.” She patted her belly. “I’ve
decided, after all the excitement, not to go back to work. I’m putting my feet
up from here on in.” She smiled.


“That’s a very good decision. Enjoy the
time you have left. Rest. You know how hard-core it will be once the baby
arrives.”


“At least I’m only having one. I still
don’t know how you did it.” She laughed. “Since I’m going to be bored out of my
brain, let me know if you need me to look after the boys at all.”


“That’s not what I’d call rest,” I said,
laughing with her.


“No, but I miss them. Now you’ve got all
this extra help, I feel like I’ve hardly seen my boys. You know I need my fix
of Guess Who. Tell them I’m dying to see them.”


“Come over for tea once we’re settled back
home,” I suggested. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the school door
opening. “They’re coming out. I have to go.” I kissed her again, slipping out
of the car. I turned and waved towards the tinted windows of the SUV to let
Bill know I was there, then walked quickly across the playground. Several
mothers greeted me, one stopping me to offer a play date with her kids, someone
I’d never spoken to before in my life. I made a few noncommittal sounds but
didn’t bother setting a date, quickly extricating myself as I headed for the
small crowd of mothers gathered beside the reception classroom door. There’d
been a few new offers like that since the identity of the boys’ father had been
revealed.


“Mummy,” Tommy greeted me the moment I
reached the front of the crowd. He was delighted to see me; they were always
delighted to see me. “Come on, Teddy, Mummy’s here,” he called over his
shoulder. Teddy emerged and ran straight towards me, clutching a picture in his
hand.


“Hey, guys,” I crouched down and gathered
them into my arms, hugging them tightly.


“I can’t breathe,” Teddy complained,
gasping for air like a landed goldfish.


I released my hold reluctantly. “What have
you got there, Teddy?”


“A picture I drew for Daddy.” You couldn’t
miss the pride in his voice.


“Oh, really? That’s a lovely thing to do.
Can I see it?” I reached out and took the small square of paper from his hot
hands.


I could immediately tell it was a drawing
of a family; there were two children and two adults. The mass of yellow hair on
every head gave a strong indication I was looking at our first family portrait.
“I think Daddy is going to absolutely love that,” I said, ruffling his hair as
I handed it back to him. I reached for the door handle and tugged it open.


“What will Daddy love?” Daniel asked,
greeting the boys with a big smile from his position in the driving seat.


“Daddy!” both boys exclaimed with delight.


“It’s you,” I said, sounding like an idiot.


“In the flesh.”


“Why? Where’s Bill?”


“I offered to do the school run. There was
enough time before we had to leave to set up for the appearance tonight.”


“Oh.” I couldn’t think of anything else to
say.


“Who was that who dropped you off just
now?” he asked, staring at me.


My mind went blank for a second. “What?” I
took a moment to understand what he was asking. “Oh . . . Deborah.
Why do you ask?”


“No reason.” He pressed the button for the
ignition.


“Daddy, I drew you a picture at school
today,” Teddy said, thrusting his small piece of paper towards Daniel.


He took it from him, taking a long moment
to look at it, and then smiled up at Teddy. “Son, that’s just about the nicest
thing anyone’s ever given me.” He paused before adding; “I’m going to treasure
that forever.” There was a catch in his voice.


“It’s me and Tommy and you and Mummy,”
Teddy said, looking pleased as punch with Daniel’s response.


“I can see that, son. I can see that.”


“What time have you got to leave later?” I
asked.


“As soon as we get back. We need to get set
up and do a sound check. We’ve got a few of these appearances to do before we
finish completely. The last few album promo commitments, and then a couple for
charities we support. Not much.”


“You’re leaving?” Tommy sounded distraught.


“Only for the evening, son – for work.
I’ll be back home when you wake up in the morning.”


“You said you’d watch me on the
trampoline.” Tommy still sounded aggrieved. I glanced at Daniel. This was
exactly what I’d been afraid of.


“And I will. I’ll watch you do your
somersault when we get home, and then I’ll leave straight after that. But I’ll
have time to watch more tomorrow, because it’s the weekend.”


“I’m going to move the boys’ and my things
back home tomorrow,” I said, quietly enough that only Daniel heard.


He swung his gaze towards me, pinning me
with hard green eyes. “We’ll talk about that later.”











Chapter 24


Daniel


I was fuming again, so fucking angry I could
barely bring myself to speak. Owen and Craig had been picking up the interview slack
on my behalf, while I sat beside them. I felt like one of those long-dormant
volcanoes that had started smoking, one that might blow at any moment.


Erika hadn’t helped matters; she’d turned
up unexpectedly, sending the press into a flurry of excitement. Most of my
evening had been spent making sure there was always at least one person sitting
or standing between us. It seemed she hadn’t given up trying to get me alone,
though. The whole evening had been exhausting, a living hell.


“What’s going on?” Bill rumbled, nodding
over at a scowling Erika. I knew she’d been staring at me. I had refused to
even look at her. She didn’t need any encouragement to become an even bigger
pain in my ass. Jess was enough for now.


“I told her we’re done.”


“Good.” That was a surprise – I didn’t
know Bill disliked her that much. Owen and Craig had said much the same when I
told them earlier too. They’d been running interference for me. “That girl’s
poison,” Bill said. “No good for you. She’d take you down a dark path, if you
let her. You’ve got a much better thing waiting for you at home.”


The anger bubbled again, threatening to
erupt. “Maybe not waiting for me at home.” I felt sick at the thought.


The big guy looked at me, clearly
surprised. I felt better knowing he wasn’t aware of what Jess had told me
earlier. “Why, what have you done?”


That pissed me off even more. “Who said I’d
done anything? She’s talking about going back to her own house tomorrow.”


“You’ve done something to make her feel
uncomfortable. I know you too well. Your nose is out of joint about those kids,
so you’ve been scratching away at her every chance you get. You’re pushing her
away because you want her to feel as bad as you’ve been feeling. You need to
stop it before you push her too far. She’s not one of your adoring fans; she
won’t forgive you so easily. This is real.”


His words hit me like blows to my gut.
“What can I do to stop her? If she really wants to leave, what choice do I
have?”


“I don’t know, but you can’t let her go
back there. That house is far too open. They’d be inundated with press and
fans.”


“I can’t let her go, because they’re meant
to be with me. I don’t want my kids living somewhere else. Not now I finally
know about them.”


“What about her?”


“What about her?”


“Is she part of what you want too? Do you
want her in your life?”


“She’s the mother of my kids, so she’s in
my life. Full stop.”


“That’s not what I asked, and you know it. Let
me phrase it differently; would you be okay if she was dating that doctor, as
long as they were all living in your house?” I crushed the plastic cup I was
holding inside my palm. Bill laughed. “Thought so.”


The thought of her with him . . .
it killed me. I’d have to stop her leaving. I just needed to work out how.











Chapter 25


Jess


I glanced at the clock. It was already after
midnight. The boys were sound asleep, exhausted after yet more hours spent
bouncing, and the house was silent. Bill and Al had accompanied Daniel to the
performance, so I’d had a rare evening alone once the boys had gone to bed. I
found I didn’t like it as much as I once had.


I switched off the T.V., which I hadn’t
really been watching anyway, and made my way upstairs, peeling off my clothes
as I went and chucking them all into the wash basket, then switching on the
shower.


I twisted my hair into a bun, securing it
to the top of my head to prevent it getting wet, then stepped under the warm
flow. Like everything in this house, the shower was an utter delight. I’d miss
it once we were back home and I had to endure limited space and poor water
pressure once more.


My mind wandered back to Simon’s call
earlier today. He’d invited me out to dinner. I’d insisted that I wasn’t in the
right place emotionally to have a relationship with him right now. Probably not
ever. That my life was just too complicated. But he’d cajoled me until I heard
myself agreeing to have one meal with him. A dinner. He said it was to see if
there was any chemistry between us. I knew there wouldn’t be. There was only
one person who heated my blood these days, and he hated my guts. As soon as I’d
ended the call, I’d regretted letting myself be bullied into it.


I switched off the taps and stepped out
into the now steamy bathroom, grabbing one of the soft, white bath towels from
the stack on the side to wrap myself in as I hunted for my body butter. After a
couple minutes of futile searching, I recalled last using it in my bedroom. I
had to have left it in there on the dressing table. I gripped the towel tighter
and slid the lock open on the bathroom door, striding out into the hallway,
straight into a wall of unyielding flesh.


A scream bubbled up my throat as hands
grabbed me, halting when a familiar voice said, “It’s me. Don’t scream, you’ll
wake the kids.”


“Daniel?”


“Who else did you imagine it would be?”


“Fucking hell, Daniel, you frightened the
life out of me.” I clutched a hand to my chest as my heart hammered faster than
a hummingbird’s wings. “I didn’t hear you come home.”


“You were in the shower,” he murmured,
letting me go and stepping back a little. His eyes swept downwards, making me
extremely aware I was covered only by a bath towel. A bath towel that, now I
thought about it, was very short. He cleared his throat and took another step
away. It was good to know I affected him as much as he affected me. “We need to
talk,” he said.


“Now? It’s very late, Daniel. I’m tired.
Can’t it wait until the morning?”


“No. We need to talk now.” His words came
out like a growl.


“At least let me put some clothes on,” I
murmured.


He nodded, with what looked like reluctance.
I scuttled quickly past him into my room, closing the door behind me, then
leaning on it as I tried to calm my still-racing heart.


“Don’t take too long,” I heard him say from
the other side of the door.


Spurred into action, I grabbed the sleep shorts
and the vest top I always slept in, plus my robe, and dressed myself hastily.
At the last minute, I unclipped my hair so it fell in waves down my back. Then
I went to find him.


He was sitting in the lounge, a glass of
what looked like whiskey in his hand. “How did it go tonight?” I asked, moving
to sit down in the chair opposite him, aware his eyes tracked my every move. I
tried to tell myself that it didn’t matter, that he didn’t affect me, but my
body had other ideas; my chest tightened, my breathing becoming faster and
shallow.


“It was fine. The usual. I’ll be glad when
all that’s done with for a while.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Do you want
a drink?”


I looked at the whiskey in his hand. “One
of those would be nice.”


He stood and moved with a predator’s grace
to the cupboard, removing a bottle of Talisker, then pouring a generous serving
into a fresh glass before topping up his own. “Ice?” he offered, holding up a
cube gripped in a pair of tongs. I nodded. He dropped a couple of cubes into both
glasses, then stalked towards me.


I reached for the glass, tugging at it when
he didn’t immediately release it to me, my eyes flicking up to meet his. He
snagged my gaze, holding me there, unable to look away. The silent exchange was
heated, making me aware the moment his eyes dropped lower. I glanced down to
find my dressing gown gaping, the tight buds of my obviously erect nipples now
highly visible as they strained beneath the flimsy fabric of my vest top. I
tugged the robe closed again, shifting in my chair to ease some of the heat
that had risen in me unbidden.


He cleared his throat, walking slowly back
to his own chair where he sat back down, twirling the liquid in his glass, the
ice tinkling with the movement. “What was all that earlier about you moving
out?” His voice was quiet. Deceptively so.


“This is your house,” I said. “As you made
perfectly clear the other night.”


“So? I’ve invited you to stay.”


“You barely know us.”


“That’s the point, I believe. I want a
chance to get to know the kids.” His voice softened even further. “And to get
to know you better.”


“You can do that. I’m happy you want to get
to know them,” I said, deliberately brushing over the second part. “That
doesn’t mean we need to all live together. I’m happy for you to have access to
the boys . . . as much as you want.”


“I can get to know you all better if you’re
here. It’s more natural. They have the comfort of knowing you’re here if they
need you. They’re more relaxed.”


“Not if we’re arguing all the time.”


“We’re not arguing all the time, are we?”


“It sure feels like it.”


“You shouldn’t hang about with that doctor,
then. It pisses me off.”


“What the hell’s Simon got to do with
anything? And since when do you get any say in who I spend my time with? What
about your chain-smoking girlfriend?”


He rubbed the back of his neck. “Ex-girlfriend.
You go, then. Leave the kids here.”


“No!” I exclaimed, horrified at the thought
of being apart from my boys.


“Why not? You’ve had nearly five years with
them on your own. Maybe I should have the next five.”


“You’re being ridiculous.” I downed the
remainder of the amber liquid in my glass, which burned as it passed down my
throat before hitting my stomach in an explosive pool of warmth. I put the
glass down slowly, then stood to leave.


He matched my movement, crowding into my
personal space. My chest heaved as I tried to suck oxygen into my lungs. His
proximity created a vacuum around us that made it hard to breathe. He reached
for me, grabbing my waist and pulling me closer. “Maybe so, but you’re not
going anywhere,” he said, bending to kiss me.


The kiss was angry and possessive, and hot
as hell. My body responded before my mind even knew what was happening. In
seconds, we were clawing at each other, my robe on the floor, my top soon
following as he bent and clasped my nipple with his mouth. I groaned.
Somewhere, in the recesses of my mind, I knew I should stop this, but my body
had very different ideas.


He fumbled with the fastening on his belt,
as his mouth continued its assault. I felt him nudge against my shorts, seeking
to gain entrance. I wanted him, but this was all moving too fast. I needed to
stop, but I needed-


“Mummy!” The cry pierced the fog of lust. I
froze, as did Daniel, the loud ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece the only
sound I registered as my mind slowly cleared and rational thought returned. As
the last remaining embers in the fireplace shifted and bathed us in their red
glow, I felt the first twinges of fear for what had nearly happened – what
I’d nearly allowed to happen.


“Mummy!” Teddy called again, voice full of
fear, the second cry clearing my head completely.


I shifted and moved away from Daniel,
grabbing my robe from the pile of clothing on the floor without meeting his
eyes. “I’m coming, my darling,” I called, fumbling as I hastily grabbed my top
and pulled it on, then shrugged on my robe, fastening the tie around my waist.
I heard Daniel moving behind me. “No, I’ll go.” My voice was sharper than I’d
meant it to be.


I sprinted up the stairs, unnamed fears
driving me forward, pushing the door to their room open, my heart in my mouth.
“I’m here, sweetheart,” I soothed, sitting down beside him on his bed. I
glanced over towards Tommy’s bed, his unmoving form burrowed deep beneath his
duvet, his deep slow breaths reassuring me he was still sound asleep. “What’s
the matter, darling?” I asked Teddy, brushing his sweat-dampened hair away from
his eyes.


“I had a bad dream, Mummy. There was a
monster after me. I was scared.”


“You don’t need to be scared, sweetheart.
There are no monsters in this house.”


“How do you know?” His little voice
trembled.


“Because I checked. And even if there were,
I’d fight them for you.”


“And Bill would fight them?”


“Yes, Bill would fight them.”


“And Al would fight them?”


“Of course. And Tommy.”


“And Daddy? Daddy would fight them too?”


“Daddy would fight them the hardest of
everyone,” I said, knowing as I said it that it was true. “Daddy would always
fight to keep you safe.”


He nodded, his racing pulse beginning to
slow a little. “Can I sleep in your bed?” he asked in a small voice.


“Of course you can, my darling.” I welcomed
the thought of his company as I scooped him from the single bed and carried him
into my own room. I ignored the lingering presence I felt hovering at the top
of the stairs. Teddy’s eyes were already closed by the time I laid him down on
my bed.


I crawled in beside him, slipping an arm
beneath his small body to pull him closer, relishing the comfort his presence
provided me. In the darkness, against the backdrop of his slow, steady breaths,
I contemplated what had nearly happened . . . and what it meant.


Drawing no conclusions, my mind returned to
Nick and the easy uncomplicated love we’d shared. I longed for that simplicity
instead of this emotional battlefield. I felt weary of it.


Then my door opened. I could feel Daniel
standing in the shadows, watching us, my body frozen as I forced my breathing
into something resembling the regular pattern of sleep. He waited, and I knew
he knew I was awake. After several minutes, he pulled the door closed again,
leaving me to my memories.











Chapter 26


“You should be a nurse,” Nick said with a
gentle smile. “You’re better at all this than the woman my mother pays. She
calls herself a nurse, but I have my doubts.”


I laughed. Olga was a strapping Romanian
woman, with what could only be called a ‘brusque’ bedside manner. “I just like
looking after you.”


“Well, you’re good at it. You have a
gentle touch . . . you make me feel better.”


I dipped the flannel in the water and
wiped around his face, enjoying the way he still moved into my touch. These
were some of our most intimate moments.


He looked up at me, his face solemn.
“I’m dying, Jess.” The way he said it was so matter-of-fact it hit me in the
gut like a fist.


For a second, I struggled to breathe. “Don’t . . .”


“No, Jess. Don’t cut me off. Not now.
Not this time. There’s not enough time left. I know you’re going to want to
tell me to wait until we hear what the doctor says tomorrow, but we both know
I’m worse. I can feel it’s spread inside me. The pain . . .”


I nodded. He didn’t need to say more;
deep down I’d known it too. I could see it written all over his face and body.


“I need to be able to have this
conversation with you.”


I nodded again, not trusting myself to
speak, the lump in my throat wedged like a rock, as tears stung my eyes.


“I’m not afraid,” he said softly. “I
don’t want a life like this.” He pointed down at his body, now painfully thin.
“It’s no life.” A tear escaped, followed quickly by a second. Then they
wouldn’t stop. “I’m sorry, Jess. I never wanted to hurt you like this. The
thought of leaving you . . . hurting you . . . that’s
the only thing that’s been making me hold on this long, the only thing that
made me want to fight it. I’m not sure I can do it much longer.”


A sob escaped from me. “I love you,” I
managed between gasping breaths. “I’m not sure what I’ll do without you. Who I
am without you. The hole there’ll be if you leave me . . .”


“I know, baby. I love you too. You’ve
been everything to me. These last ten months, even the time I’ve been sick,
have been the best of my life. You gave me that. If I could get better, I would . . .
for you. You know that, right?”


“Yeah,” I sobbed, burrowing my face in
his chest.


“You will be okay. I want you to be
okay. I want you to find someone who will love you and care for you. Cherish
you as I would have if I could have.”


“I don’t want anyone else,” I cried,
devastated by even the thought of it.


“Maybe not straightaway, maybe not for a
while. But, when you’re ready, I want you to let yourself love someone again.
You have so much to offer whoever is lucky enough to get you. You have a big
heart, with a lot of love to give. You’re kind and warm and funny. You’re so
very easy to love. Let someone else love you one day. Promise me?”


“I can’t.”


“Please, Jess. I need to know you’ll be
okay. I need to know you’ll be happy again. I can’t live with myself if I think
I’ve caused you all this pain.”


“You haven’t caused me pain. You’ve
given me love. You’ve given me happiness.”


“I’m going to die, Jess,” he repeated.
“Let me go knowing you’ll be okay. Promise me you’ll be okay?”


It was the beseeching look in his eyes
that got me. Plus, I’d never been able to deny him anything. “I’ll be okay. It
might take me a while to get there . . . but I will be okay. You
don’t need to worry about me.” I heard myself making the promise to him,
thinking ‘liar’ all the while. There was no way I would survive without him.


***


The night spent tossing and turning, my
dreams filled with the memories of Nick’s last moments and the horror of the
days afterwards, had taken their toll. It had been a long time since I’d
allowed my thoughts to go there, preferring to remember the happier times. What
was happening with Daniel was forcing it all back to the surface, whether I
wanted it to or not. I’d reread the letter several times before putting it
carefully back into its envelope.


When I walked into the kitchen the next
morning, after my shower, I had bags under my eyes that even makeup couldn’t camouflage.


The boys were eating breakfast with Daniel,
having decided to wake him first. He seemed unconcerned at this new turn of
events, a natural early riser. Somehow, he survived on only a few hours of
sleep a night and still looked like he’d stepped off a magazine cover. My own
body did not fare so well.


I’d barely slept at all. The only time I
had finally drifted off to sleep, Teddy had woken me again with a swift kick to
the ribs, having turned himself around in the bed. I rubbed my tired eyes,
smiling gratefully at Bill when he handed me a cup of coffee done the way I
liked it.


“Daddy’s taking us out for the day today,”
Tommy informed me as I chewed on a piece of toast. He sounded delighted. “We’re
going to Farmer Palmer’s.” Farmer Palmer’s was the local petting farm. The boys
loved it there.


“Whose idea was that?” I asked, raising an
eyebrow.


“Mine,” Tommy announced. “You can come too,
Mummy,” he decided.


“Well . . . maybe Daddy
might want to spend some time on his own with you.”


“Why?” he said, sounding bemused.


“We’d all like you to come with us,
wouldn’t we, boys?” Daniel said, with a look at the boys, who both nodded with
vigour.


I’d been planning to pack up our belongings,
and their absence from the house would have made that task a whole heap easier.
But one look at their twin faces, beaming up at me full of breathless
anticipation, and I knew I couldn’t say no. “Well, okay then. You know I like
going to Farmer Palmer’s.”


“Mummy likes feeding the baby lambs,” Teddy
informed Daniel.


“I think it’s the wrong time of year for
baby lambs,” I said, “but I still like looking at all the animals.”


“Well, okay then, let’s do this,” Daniel
said, grabbing the boys’ coats off their hooks on the wall and helping them
into them. “Hurry up and finish your toast,” he added to me. I watched him zip
up their coats, then press a gentle kiss onto each of their heads in turn, as I
pulled on my own boots and coat, the piece of toast hanging from my mouth. My
chest ached again with unfamiliar emotion.


“You might want to wear some older shoes,”
I said, with a look down at the expensive trainers Daniel had chosen to wear.


He looked down at them for a second, before
looking at me; “These are all I have. How bad can it be?”


I smiled.


***


“Oh, dear god, I’ve just stepped in another cow
sh-” Daniel stopped himself from swearing just in time. The boys giggled
uncontrollably at the sight of him, his expensive trainers now covered in mud
and whatever else he’d waded through. “How can creatures that look so damn cute
produce this much shit?”


“Language,” I scolded, laughing at his
bemused expression. He had a way to go to conform to parental expectations
where appropriate vocabulary around small children was concerned. The boys
giggled again. They were having a wonderful time. They’d loved showing him
around the place, then demonstrating their climbing and swinging prowess in the
playground. Daniel had been appropriately effusive with his praise, spreading
it equally between them, and they’d lapped it all up.


“Can we go on the climbing frame again?”
Tommy pleaded.


“Sure,” Daniel agreed. “I’m going to sit
over here on this bench with your mum. Make sure you only go as high as you
feel safe to. And look out for your brother,” he called after them as they ran
off. He laughed. “Oh my god, I sound exactly like my mother.”


“Yeah, we all do that once we have kids.
You think you won’t, but then you can’t help yourself.” I smiled. “Mainly
because it was good advice in the first place,” I admitted, leaning back on the
bench as I wrapped my coat tighter around me. It was a chilly wind. We were
bundled up in hats, coats and gloves, but I could still feel its bite.


A couple walked past, slowing as they
neared our bench. Despite all the protection and cover-ups, I had started to
notice curious eyes resting upon us for longer and longer as the time went on.
Bill had come with us to the farm, keeping his distance, but over the last half
hour or so he’d moved closer, staying near to wherever Daniel or the boys were.


I smiled and waved at Tommy. He’d scaled
the climbing frame and was now madly waving his arms as he called for us to
look. “Are we going to talk about last night?” Daniel asked out of the blue.


“I . . . umm . . .”


“Boss, I think we need to make a move. I’ve
seen several cameras out now. The paps won’t be long. There are already photos
from today up on some of the sites.”


“For fuck’s sake,” Daniel complained,
pushing off the bench in a single graceful move. “Haven’t they got better
things to do?” he muttered. “They should try looking after their own kids
instead of taking photos of other people’s families.”


‘Families’. The word buzzed around my head.
Was that what we were? What we were becoming, anyway? “Tommy, Teddy,” Daniel
called, “time to split.”


I heard their twin groans of complaint even
from this distance. As we watched, a man stepped in their direction, pulled out
a large camera and started taking photos from the bottom of the climbing frame.
“Bill! Fuck!” Daniel shouted, sprinting towards them. Bill ran after him, hot
on his heels, while I followed a second or two behind.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
Daniel demanded, getting into the man’s face. “Taking photos of other people’s
children? You think that’s cool?”


“Taking photos of Dan McIntosh’s children,”
the man said, bold as brass, snapping a photo of me and then Daniel.


“Fuck that, man!” Daniel grabbed the camera
lens and yanked the camera out the man’s grip before smashing it onto the
ground.


“Fucking hell! You’ll pay for that,
McIntosh!”


“Whatever.” Daniel shrugged, grabbing hold
of the boys’ hands. They’d been watching their dad, open-mouthed, as Bill
helped lift them down off the climbing frame.


“Wonder what Erika will say about you
playing happy families when she sees the pictures,” the man said, clearly not
valuing his health, as Daniel’s jaw tightened and his fists clenched.


“You’re on camera, Dan. Watch what you do
and say,” Bill muttered. I glanced up. Phones were pointed towards us all over
the park.


“Come on, boys,” Daniel said with a tight
smile. “Time to go home.” He half dragged them across the playground, towards
the farm entrance.


“Did you break that man’s camera?” Teddy
asked in anxious tones as he tripped along beside his father. Daniel ignored
him and walked faster.


“Slow down, Daniel. They can’t walk that
fast,” I shouted at the same moment Teddy tripped and was dragged along by the
arm for a couple of paces. Daniel only stopped when Teddy burst into tears.


“Mummy!” he cried, pulling free of Daniel’s
hand and running into my arms.


“It’s okay, Tiger. Daddy didn’t realise you
have littler legs than he does. He was just trying to make sure we were all
safe. You’re okay,” I said, brushing the gravel off his knees, “no scrapes.”


“He good?” Daniel asked, looking uncertain.


“He’s fine,” I said, lifting Teddy into my
arms, ignoring all the stares from people around us. “Let’s go home,” I
suggested quietly, wondering, even as I said it, where the hell that was.


Daniel was quiet on the drive back, as
Teddy worried incessantly about the consequences of Daniel breaking the man’s
camera. He knew, because it was what I’d taught him, that breaking things that
belonged to other people was wrong. It was hard to explain why this situation
might be different.


“Daddy will buy the man a new camera, to
replace the one he broke,” I said, even as Daniel snorted. “Because,” I
continued in a firm tone, “he knows that breaking it was wrong. But,” I added,
“the man was wrong too. He shouldn’t have been taking your photo if we didn’t
want him to, and he was very rude about it. It made Daddy cross, because he
wanted both of you to be kept safe.”


Tommy, who’d been very quiet since it
happened, chipped in; “Daddy should have counted to ten.”


I smiled. “That’s right, Tommy.” Daniel
raised a questioning eyebrow at me. “Tommy sometimes found he was getting cross
with the other children at playgroup when they wouldn’t do what he wanted them
to. I taught him to count to ten, and then see if he could talk to them without
feeling so cross.”


Bill rumbled out a laugh. “Good advice.”


“Did it work?” Daniel asked Tommy.


Tommy shrugged. “Sometimes. But sometimes I
was still cross, because they were so stupid, and I hit them anyway. Then I had
to sit on the naughty step.” Daniel smirked as I sighed.


“So, you’ll buy the man another camera?”
Teddy asked, still sounding worried. “So you won’t have to go to jail?”


“Yes, I’ll buy the man another camera, I
promise,” Daniel said. “No one will be going to jail.”


“Why do they want to take our photo,
anyway?” Tommy asked me.


“Daddy plays music in a band. He’s famous,
and because lots of people like the band and the music they play, they want to
take pictures of him. And now you, because he’s your dad.”


“Famous like The Wiggles?” Teddy asked.


Bill snorted as I bit down on my own laugh.
“Kind of,” I agreed. “Guess they’re not your target audience,” I said with a grin
at Daniel.


At the house, the boys quickly forgot all
the excitement, bouncing away any residual anxieties they may have had. Daniel
was far less easy to appease. Photos were up on all the entertainment sites,
and the main focus of interest seemed to be the moment Teddy had fallen over
and Daniel had dragged him along for a second. There was a close-up of Teddy in
tears whilst I hugged him, as Daniel glowered menacingly beside us. I read the
accompanying article, which suggested Daniel was ill-equipped to care for two
young children, given his reckless lifestyle to date.


“Daniel, they don’t know anything,” I
attempted to reassure him. I didn’t know everything about him, but I knew
enough to know he would be a good dad to the boys.


“I don’t want to talk about it,” he cut me
dead.


“Daniel-”


“Fucking hell, woman. Can’t you understand?
I don’t want to talk about it. Fuck this, I’m going out. Bill!” he hollered.
Within minutes, they were in the car and gone, Bill giving me a parting
apologetic smile.


***


“He’s just scared,” Deb said later, curled
into the armchair opposite me, her huge bump resting on the tops of her thighs.


“Of what? The paparazzi?”


“No, stupid! Of being a bad dad. I get it.
Put yourself in his shoes. He’s suddenly found out he’s a father, with no time
to get his head around it. He’s trying to find a place in those kids’ lives,
which is doubly hard when you’ve done such an awesome job of bringing them up
on your own.”


“With your help.”


“But still, you didn’t need him.”


“The boys did. They do.”


“I know that. You know that. He has to
realise that himself. It’s hardly been any time at all . . . give
him a chance to make a few mistakes. Do you remember how you felt that time
Tommy fell off the slide? You were devastated, convinced you were a bad mum
because you didn’t catch him. No matter he was standing up on the top when he
shouldn’t have been.”


“Yeah, I remember.” The memory was burned
into my brain. I still woke up in a sweat sometimes about what might have
happened, other than the couple of bruises he’d walked away with.


Deb shrugged. “That’s how Daniel’s feeling
right now. You know Teddy’s fine. I know Teddy’s fine. Eventually, he will know
Teddy is fine.”


I felt a twinge of sympathy for how
horrible he must be feeling. Then I smothered it, remembering he’d gone out –
god only knew where, to do god only knew what with god only knew who.











Chapter 27


Daniel


“You okay, man?” Harry asked, leaning across
the bar. He’d been busy, serving punters all night, while I’d sat at the
furthest corner of the bar with my hat pulled low over my eyes, nursing whiskey
after whiskey. It hadn’t helped. “You’ve put a fair bit away there, my friend.”
He dried his hands on a dishcloth, then hung it up to dry.


I had. Too much. I was feeling the effects.
And yet, still miserable as hell. “Yeah, I’m okay.”


“Rough day?”


“You been reading the rags again, Harry?”


“I might have seen an article or two. How
are those kids doing?”


“They’re fine. I didn’t hurt him; he just
tripped.”


“Hey, you don’t have to convince me, man. I
know you’d never do anything to hurt those boys. You and Jess sure produced
some cute kids. And to think, I was there when it happened.” He winked.


I grinned at that. “We did, didn’t we?
Can’t say as you were there, though.” I squinted up at him. “Did you know about
them?”


“No! I was as stunned as you were.” He
paused. “Well, maybe not quite as stunned. I hadn’t seen her since that night
until you invited her here for dinner. You know that.”


I did, I’d just begun to doubt my
judgement. It was easier to believe everyone was taking the piss.


“So, dare I ask? Why are you even here tonight,
and not at home with them? I mean, no offense, man, but she’s beautiful. If you
hadn’t turned up in her life when you did, and happened to be a good-looking rock
star and all that, I’d have totally been trying my luck with that girl.”


I bristled at his words.


He grinned at my reaction. “Are you and her
a thing now, then? Or is it just about the kids?”


My hands still itched to hit him for even
suggesting he might be interested in Jess. I looked him directly in the eyes. “She’s
mine. They’re all mine.”


He grinned again. “I thought so. Just
checking.”


And there it was. Despite everything,
despite the fact she’d kept them from me, I still wanted her. I sure as hell
didn’t want anyone else to have her. The very thought made me want to spew up
all the whiskey I’d drunk tonight. I’d wanted to hate her – punish her –
but I couldn’t. She was a good person. When I was with her, she made me a good
person too – or at least a better person. That’s what good relationships
did, my mum always told me. They made you better than you were on your own.
Jess did that to me. And those kids . . . They made my heart
feel full in a way it never had.


I looked up at Harry. “I’ve been making her
life hell.”


“Have you now. Why’s that?”


“For hiding them from me.”


“It must have come as a shock, I can see
that.” I nodded. “But remember how she was back then? She was hollow, man. I
was seriously worried she’d act on some of those dark thoughts. Those kids must
have saved her, I think. You saved her. But it would still have been a lot to
come to terms with. Two babies to look after on your own.”


It was hard to reconcile the person I saw
when I looked at her now with the woman I’d met back then. That soul-wrenching
grief had so called to me. Now, though, she was a lioness who defended her kids
with a roaring passion. Full of life and love. Did she even need me? “What if
I’m not good enough?”


“For who? For Jess?”


“For any of them.”


“You’re talking shit, man. This is a hell
of a learning curve you’re on, my friend. Thrown straight into the deep end of
parenthood. It’s going to take some getting used to. Maybe a bit of a lifestyle
change.” He looked down at the whiskey in the glass in front of me. “At the end
of the day, all those kids need is someone who gives a shit. Someone who will
look out for them, and love them, whatever mistakes they make. We’re all human,
and we all make mistakes. Even rock stars.”


I threw back the last of my whiskey.
“Especially rock stars.” I wiped my mouth on my sleeve, feeling the burn as the
liquor went down. “Hey, you’re good at this, man. You should totally charge.” I
was feeling better than when I’d arrived. It was time to go home to my family.
Fuck! That sounded good.


I slid off the stool and swayed a little.
I’d had more to drink than I’d realised.


“Steady as you go there,” Harry said. “Do
you need me to call you a cab?”


“Yeah, please.”


Fifteen minutes later, Harry helped me out
towards the waiting green and white car. “Dan! Dan!” a group of girls shrieked.
They were all over me before Harry could stop them, pawing at me. Phones out. I
wished I hadn’t sent Bill back to look after Jess and the kids.


“Enough. Get off.” I tried to pull away,
but they clung to me like limpets. In the end, Harry stepped in, pulling them
off me long enough I could get into the car.


“Rather you than me, man,” he said
when I rolled down the window. “That was intense.”


“I’m done with it,” I agreed. “I’m going
home to catch me some Rabbit.”











Chapter 28


Jess


Daniel rolled in sometime after three in the
morning, crashing around the house with no thought for the sleeping children. I
erupted from my room, raging; “Can you keep it down before you wake them both
up?”


He put a finger over his lips and made an
exaggerated shushing sound.


“Go to bed. You’re drunk, and I’ve got to go
to work tomorrow.”


“Come on, Rabbit, let’s play a little,” he
said, reaching for me.


I twisted out of his grip. “You have to be
joking. No way.”


“You know you want me,” he cajoled,
lurching closer again, breathing a haze of whiskey fumes into my face.


“That couldn’t be further from the truth
right now. All I want is for you to go to bed before you wake the kids up. You
stink,” I said, catching a whiff of perfume on him.


“Fucking groupies,” he said, muttering more
under his breath I couldn’t hear.


“Whatever,” I said, pushing him away,
trying to ignore the jolt of pain that ran through me at the thought of what he
might have been doing with those girls. “I’m going to bed.” I turned and slid
back into my room. I tried to settle but was kept awake by the sounds of him
bouncing off every surface in the bathroom as he showered. Just as I was
drifting back to sleep, my door opened.


Assuming it was one of the kids, woken by
all the noise, I was disconcerted when Daniel lumbered into the room. “What the
hell are you doing in here?” I hissed.


“Got rid of the smell of groupies. I only
want to smell of Rabbit,” he said, the words slurring. He collapsed onto the
bed beside me, pulling the duvet up to his shoulders before grabbing me by the
waist. The next second, I was yanked against his warm chest, a single arm
locking me into place.


“You can’t sleep in here!” I exclaimed,
outraged. His only response was a gentle snore.


I attempted to wriggle free, but every
movement provoked a tightening of his grip as he muttered “no more running” in
his sleep. And anyway, even if I had moved myself, I had no idea how the hell I
would manage to get him out of my bed. In the end, the warmth of his body
combined with my own need for sleep sent me off into the most restful slumber I’d
had in months.


“Mummy!” The urgent cry had me sitting bolt
upright as Tommy burst into the bedroom, the door bouncing off the wall with a
bang. “I can’t find Daddy. Oh, there he is!” he said as Daniel sat up with a
groan. “Did you get scared in the night, Daddy? Teddy and I come in and sleep
with Mummy when we feel scared too.” He peeled back the duvet and climbed in
beside his father, as Daniel grunted and shuffled over. Teddy trailed in behind
him, thumb in his mouth, clambering up the middle of the bed and sliding in
between the two of us. Within minutes, all three of them were asleep again. I
looked at my watch; it was only five in the morning. I put my head back down on
the pillow, and moments later I was asleep too.


I blew on the steaming mug of coffee,
making the most of a few quiet moments, with only Bill as company, before I had
to leave for work. The peace was broken by the sound of scampering feet running
down the stairs. “I can ask Deb to come and watch them today if you have work
to do with Daniel?” I suggested, as the man himself strolled into the room
accompanied by both boys, all still wearing their pyjamas. They were quite the
vision; a collection of three tangled heads of blonde curls and sleepy green
eyes. My heart stuttered at the sight of them standing there together. Daniel
looked in considerably better shape than he deserved to, given the state he’d
been in when he got home last night. In fact, he looked . . . delicious.
I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry.


“No need. We don’t have any plans today; do
we, man?” Bill was saying, drawing my attention away from the broad chest and
carved abs that had so distracted me.


“Nope. My parents are coming for a visit;
god help us all.”


“Your parents?” The words doused my arousal
like a bucket of iced water.


“Yep. They want to meet their
grandchildren. That’s cool, isn’t it?”


“Yes . . . of course . . .
I mean, when are they coming?” I prayed I had managed to mask my utter horror
at the prospect of meeting his mother. After my previous experience with Nick’s
mum . . .


“Around lunchtime. You’re working?” he
asked, noticing my uniform as I stood and placed my cup into the dishwasher.


I used the time my back was turned to
school my face into a vaguely normal expression. “Yeah, I’ve got a longer shift
today. Deb normally helps me out when I work at the weekend. I’m sure she’d be
happy to help if you think you need her . . . if you wanted to
take your parents out somewhere?”


“You’re joking, aren’t you. They don’t want
to see me, they want to see these two,” he said, looking fondly at the boys as
he spooned flour into a bowl, broke an egg and then added some milk. “My mum’s
been ringing me on a daily basis since she found out about them. I’m amazed I
kept her away this long. She’s been desperate for me to make her a grandmother
for years, so to say she’s thrilled is an understatement.”


“I’m sorry I won’t be around to meet them,”
I said, totally not sorry at all. “You’re making pancakes?” I asked, as he
started to whisk the mix.


“Yeah. Best way to start the day if you’re
feeling a little jaded. You want some?” I shook my head. “You will meet them;
they’re staying over. It means you and I may have to share again.” He grinned at
me, and my heart flopped over inside my chest. Stupid heart. “But at least if I
get scared in the night, I’ll be sorted.” He winked, looking like an angel,
when I knew he was a delicious devil.


Bill smiled down into his coffee as I
blushed. The boys didn’t bat an eyelash.


“Well . . . we’ll talk about
sleeping arrangements later,” I stuttered slightly, still struggling to hide my
horror at the news his parents would be staying. “I’d better get a move on,” I
said, glancing at my wrist at my non-existent watch. I slipped on my coat,
pushing my hands into the pockets to hide their trembling. “Be good for Daddy
and Bill while I’m at work, boys.” I bent to give them each a quick kiss. They
barely acknowledged me, too caught up in their game. “I’ll see you all later,”
I said to no one in particular, eyes darting around the room as I did my best
to avoid looking at Daniel. Then I bolted out the door.


“Rabbit,” Daniel said, sprinting out behind
me, placing a hand on the car door to prevent me opening it. “Why do I feel
like you’re running away again?” he said, breathing into my ear, so the hairs
on my arms stood on end. I turned to face him, immediately confronted by his
bare chest. His nipples had tightened in the cold morning air.


“You should go inside. You’ll get cold.” I
was too affected by him to hold a conversation, as he stood there wearing only
his pyjama bottoms. They hung from his hips in an almost indecent manner,
showing off the cut of his abdominal muscles, his feet bare on the gravel
driveway. I glanced down and swallowed.


He took hold of my hand. My pulse was
running ten to the dozen. “Hey, what’s going on?”


“Where were you last night?” It was a
complete curveball, even to me. I needed to know if he’d been with Erika.


“With Harry, at the hotel. I discovered I
don’t do as well on Talisker as you do. Sorry, I needed a bit of time – to
get my head straightened out. I’m trying – with the kids and everything.”


“You’re doing fine. Don’t be so hard on
yourself. So . . . the perfume? The groupies?” I had to go
there.


“We got ambushed when we walked out the
hotel. They were all over me. I fucking hate it. It was a novelty that wore off
fast after the first few years. Now I just want them all to leave me alone. I
mean, I like playing music. But all the touching . . .” He
shuddered.


I stared at him, meeting his unwavering
green gaze head on. He didn’t even blink. I found myself believing him.


“So, what was that panic about back in
there?” He jerked his head back towards the house.


I sighed. “Nothing. I’m being silly.”


“Come on, spit it out. You looked like you
were going to be sick the moment I mentioned Mum and Dad were coming to visit.”


“I’m not good with parents.”


“I find that hard to believe.”


“No, really. Nick’s mum hated me. Actually,
that totally misrepresents her level of loathing. She detested me. Still does,
I’m sure.” I took a deep breath, deciding he deserved to know the full truth.
“She blamed me for everything that went wrong in his life. It was . . .”
I groped for the words. “A nightmare.” Heat rushed up my neck into my face at
the memory, despite the cool morning air.


“You’re scared my mum will be the same?”


“Yeah . . . maybe . . .
maybe it’s me. Maybe she’ll know I’m not good enough to have your kids. Look at
you, and everything you’ve accomplished, and then look at me. I’m no one,” I
said, looking down at myself.


“Okay, that’s just crazy talk now. I’ll
admit I wanted to hate you – after you kept the kids from me – but
I’m finding it hard. You’re making it hard. And that’s because of the person
you are. You’re under my skin. You always were, even before I knew about the
amazing children you’d given me. Anyone can see you’re a wonderful mother.
You’ve produced two remarkable boys; they’re kind and thoughtful, polite. Law-abiding,”
he added with a grimace. We shared a smile. “You care for them, then you go to
work and care for other people who need you too. And you’ve managed it all
single-handedly.”


“I had a lot of help from my friends-”


“Even still, you’ve produced two awesome
boys. They adore you as much as you adore them. I’m hoping like hell you might
even find a little space in there to care for me too.” He placed his hand over
my heart as I stared at him, speechless, feeling the sting of unshed tears
brightening my eyes. “Don’t say anything now, just don’t be scared. I know I’m
not Nick, but I’ve got your back too, baby. No one’s going to hurt you on my
watch.” He pushed a strand of my hair back and tucked it behind my ear.


I sniffed and nodded, letting him pull me
into his arms, needing the comfort of his embrace as he pressed gentle kisses
into my hair and made promises to me that everything would be fine. But I’d
heard that before, from Nick, and it wasn’t.


“Tell me about it,” he said. “Tell me what
she did that left you so scarred.”


“It’s a long story – you’ll get cold.”
I looked down at his bare chest.


“Get in the car, Rabbit. You can tell me in
there.”


I looked over his shoulder towards the
house.


“The boys are fine. Bill’s with them. Now,
tell me.”


So I did. I started with how she’d treated
me, when Nick was still alive, and then finished with the day of the funeral.











Chapter 29


Jess - Before


Two weeks after Nick’s death, I still felt
unable to process what had happened. The chasm of grief inside me sucked away
my emotions, leaving me empty. I couldn’t even cry anymore. I knew Deb was
concerned. She’d barely left my side. I wanted to feel guilty about the worry I
was causing her, but that required me to be able to feel anything.


A knock interrupted my thoughts. I had no
idea how long I had been sitting here at the dressing table, staring at my
reflection, my wet hair hanging in strands down my back. Deb walked in. “Jess.”
She handed me a plate. “I’ve brought you some toast.”


“I’m not really hungry.”


“You have to eat something.” She chewed at
her lip. “It’s going to be a long day for you. For all of us. You need to keep
your strength up. Please, for me. You’re frightening me, Jess.”


I looked up, surprised when I found tears brightening
her eyes. I glanced back down at the plate she’d placed beside me, then reached
out and picked up a piece of the still-warm wholemeal toast and butter. I took
a bite, the taste like ash in my mouth as I struggled to first chew and then
swallow. Everything tasted like ash.


Today was the funeral. Not that his mother
had bothered to inform me. Deborah had ferreted the information out through
friends. “Good.” Deb exhaled heavily, shoulders relaxing a little. She picked
up my hairbrush and started to brush my hair in long, sweeping strokes. It was
so long now, hanging at least to the middle of my back. I tried to remember
when I’d last had it cut but couldn’t. “Let me do your hair and makeup,” she
insisted. I lacked the strength to object.


Afterwards, I sat there as she helped me
into first my underwear and then my dress, raising my hands up and putting them
back down on request. It was a black dress of Deb’s, one I’d borrowed before,
but it now hung on me in places my curves had once filled. She stood back to
admire her work once she seemed satisfied she was finished. “Oh, honey, you
look like an angel.”


That caught my attention, my gaze focusing
on her properly for once. “I wish I were.” My words were little more than a
whisper.


“Oh, Jess, don’t say that, please,” she
begged me, dropping to her knees in front of me as she took both my hands in
hers. “I know you’re hurting. Hurting badly. But please don’t ever say things
like that. I need you here. You’re frightening me. Promise me you won’t do
anything to harm yourself.”


I stared at her, the words she wanted to
hear stuck inside me. I didn’t want to promise her. I wasn’t sure I wanted to
live in a world Nick was no longer a part of. “Promise me,” she said again,
crying now. “Don’t do this to me, Jess. If you care for me at all, then don’t
do this.”


“I promise.” The words sounded small and
hollow. I lifted my hand, brushed away the tears marking her cheeks and then
rested the hand softly against her cheek, needing to offer my friend some
comfort. 


She took a deep breath, some of the worry
lightening just a fraction. “Okay then . . . Okay.” She reached
up and gripped my hand, the one still cupping her face. “I’m with you today.
However hard this is, you’re not alone. You hear me?” I nodded. “We’d better
get going.” She stood, picking our coats up off the bed. I let her help me into
mine, then she supported me, her grip firm on my elbow, as we walked the short
distance to the car.


It was a long drive from the coast to the
church in Suffolk, where the funeral was being held. I gazed up at the modern,
squat building, all brick and glass, and frowned. “This wasn’t what he wanted,”
I murmured. They were the first words I’d spoken in over three hours. Deborah
watched me, waiting for me to explain. “He wanted to be buried in a wicker
coffin, with a tree planted above him. He wanted a ceremony outside. It was one
of the things we talked about before . . .” I couldn’t finish my
sentence. I still found it hard to admit to myself he was dead.


“His mother doesn’t seem to be a good
listener,” Deb said. I grunted agreement. “If she’s a bitch to you today, I
can’t guarantee I’ll keep my mouth shut.”


“She will be.” I had no doubt. I’d even
debated whether to miss the service altogether, but I needed the closure if I
was ever going to accept this.


“Well then, let’s get this over with.” Deb
reached for the door handle, opening the door and getting out. She rounded the
car in time to help me out. I seemed to lack strength for even the most basic
activities. She linked her arm in mine and led me towards the doors of the
church where a crowd had started to gather. A few mutual friends nodded at me,
muttering words of sympathy, as I stood to the side of the group and waited for
Nick and his mother to arrive. Deborah didn’t leave my side, stationed beside
me like a bodyguard.


When the funeral cars pulled in, my eyes
fixed upon the ornate walnut coffin smothered in flowers. It was everything he
hated – he’d asked for people to give donations to the cancer nurse
charity, so other people would benefit from the same support that had made such
a difference to us, instead of wasting money on flowers. I was glad he didn’t
have to see all this.


The first I knew anything was amiss was
when Deb released a low hissing sound; “That bitch.” It drew my attention away
from the coffin, back towards the passengers exiting the car behind. His mother
emerged, helped out by Elsa. Nick’s ex. She’d been a thorn in our sides
throughout our relationship. “Seriously?” Deb started in their direction.


“No, Deb.” My voice was quiet but firm. It
stopped her in her tracks. Instead we stood in silence as they swept past us
into the church.


“But you should be up there today, not
her.” She seethed with indignation on my behalf.


“It doesn’t matter,” I assured her. “Nick
knew I loved him. And I know he loved me. They can make this day however they
wish to, but I know the truth, and so do they. All of this . . .”
I said as I gestured at the nonsense around us, “. . . none of
it matters. None of it means anything. The only truth that matters is we’ve lost
a good man, and today I need to grieve for him.”


“Oh, Jess . . . I don’t know
how you can be so strong. I think I might cry.”


“That’s okay,” I said, patting her arm as I
blinked away my own tears. “It’s a good day for crying.”


Together, we walked into the church, taking
seats in the back amongst Nick’s real friends. They had turned out in force.
The many touches and whispered words of sympathy were a validation of what I
already knew.


The service itself was a pastiche of
everything Nick had laughed about when we’d talked funerals one rainy
afternoon, about ten days before he’d died. It had been an afternoon filled
with dark humour despite the pain he’d been in. It comforted me to think of him
laughing now from wherever he was sitting as he watched us sing along to
Jerusalem.


When the service finished, we followed a
weeping Elsa and his mother out to the grave. I heard little as I stood there,
the Vicar’s words floating past me on the gentle breeze as I gripped the rose
we’d all been handed, tight, the thorns pressing into the soft flesh of my palm.
The pain acted as a reminder I still lived. “Be at peace, my love,” I whispered
when the time came to drop my flower. I hesitated. How could I let it go? How
could I let him go? I watched as the rose landed on the casket, the reality
hitting me that this was goodbye. My legs trembled, threatening to give way, as
I wondered briefly how I might manage to take the steps required back to my
place. Deborah moved quickly to my side and took hold of my arm again.


“Do you want to go to the wake?” she asked,
once the service was over and people started to drift away. I’d positioned
myself beside a tree, near to his grave, trying to take everything in from the
scene around me so I could remember it; the rows of gravestones, tilted by the
roots of the ancient oaks that reached beneath them, their large sweeping
branches stretched above. He’d have liked that, at least.


“No, I don’t think so,” I replied, with a
quick glance over to where his mother was now throwing me dark looks.


“Well then, let’s hit the road.”


“Sure,” I agreed, only to be halted by a
hand on my arm.


“Ms Jameson?”


An unfamiliar man stood beside me. He was
wearing a suit. A second man stood at his shoulder. “Yes?”


“I’m Detective Ford, and this is my
colleague, Detective Harvey. Would you mind coming down to the station with us,
please?”


Deborah elbowed her way in on my behalf.
“I’m sorry, this isn’t a good time. Can you tell us what this is about?”


“We’d like to ask Ms Jameson a few
questions,” Detective Ford said. “Concerning the death of Mr Fullerton.”


A shrill voice pierced the otherwise
peaceful setting; “The woman has no shame! Turning up today after what she’s
done. She should be locked up for life.” I looked up to see Nick’s mum, Mrs
Fullerton, bearing down on us, fury twisting her elegant features.


“I’m so sorry about this,” Detective Ford
muttered as we all turned to face the onslaught.


“Have you no shame?” Mrs Fullerton said
again, loud enough to make the remaining mourners turn around and stare.


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,”
I said, weary of her histrionics and unwilling to enter into whatever new drama
she wanted to create.


“As if killing him wasn’t enough, you had
to rob him too!”


“Now look here, you witch,” Deborah
shouted, at the same time as Detective Ford said, “Now really, Mrs Fullerton,
this is neither the time nor the place.”


We stared at one another. “I still have no
idea what you’re talking about.”


“I can’t believe a word that comes out of
your lying mouth. Well, I’ll fight it. I won’t take this lying down. I’ll prove
you influenced him while he was dying and emotionally vulnerable, then robbed
him of his money. I’ll prove you finished him off with an overdose of morphine.
He was well until he met you.” She was crying now. I’d never seen her cry
before.


“Ms Jameson, if you wouldn’t mind?”
Detective Ford encouraged again, a hand on my elbow.


“Am I being arrested?” I asked quietly,
allowing him to lead me towards a dark car.


“Not at this stage, ma’am, no.”


“I’ll follow you down there,” Deb called
after us. “I’ll get you some help.”


I nodded, bending to slide myself into the
back seat of the car, as the eyes of the mourners watched on. I found it hard
to care. Even the victorious hatred in Mrs Fullerton’s face evoked only pity
from me. She’d lost him too. We only had different ways of dealing with our
loss.


At the station, I listened as the policeman
explained Mrs Fullerton had made serious accusations about me two days
previously, as soon as she had been made aware of the contents of Nick’s will.


“What did you know about Mr Fullerton’s
will?”


“Nothing.”


“Did you know he planned to leave you his
trust fund?”


“I only became aware he had a trust fund
when I went to stay with him at Mrs Fullerton’s house. We never discussed it
before that.”


“Can you talk us through your interactions
with Mr Fullerton before his death?”


I was forced to recount the last weeks of
his life. All the times I’d tended to him . . . when I’d
administered pain relief. I had nothing to hide, but I hated her a little more
for making me relive it when it was all still so raw.


“Thank you, Ms Jameson,” Detective Ford
said, closing his pad and putting his pen down.


I looked at my watch, surprised to find I’d
been there for more than two hours. “I can go?” I had imagined they were going
to arrest me.


“Yes. We have no more questions at this
stage, but if you could make sure you leave us with an address in case we need
to make contact again.”


“Of course,” I murmured.


“Do you have someone who can take you home?
Your friend, perhaps?” He seemed concerned as he escorted me back out to the
reception.


Home? Where was that? Deceased parents, no
siblings . . . No Nick.


“Jess, thank god!” Deb rose from her chair
in the small waiting area.


“Well, I’ll leave you in your friend’s safe
hands. Thank you for your assistance today, Ms Jameson.” He paused, then added,
“May I extend my sympathies for your loss.”


“Thank you.” My eyes blurred.


Deb gripped my arms and hugged me tight. “I
was so worried.”


“Thank you for waiting for me.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. What else would I
do?”


“Ms Jameson?” I turned to find an elderly
man at my shoulder. He wore an expensive suit with a well-cut trench coat over
the top, the collar turned up to protect his neck from the biting wind.


“Dear god, what now?” Deb said, loud enough
for him to hear.


“Yes?” I replied, frowning at her.


“My name is Mr Strong, of Pinter and
Strong. We were Mr Fullerton’s legal representatives. I was informed you’d been
brought down here. I’m glad to see you’ve been sent home and justice has
prevailed. I wondered if we might have a conversation at our office in Cambridge.
Perhaps tomorrow? It concerns Mr Fullerton’s will.”


“I wasn’t planning to stay up here. I mean,
is it really necessary?”


“Well, as I believe you may now be aware,
you are mentioned in his will. It would be preferable to have a conversation
about the details somewhere more private.” He looked over his shoulder, as if
he were expecting Nick’s mother to appear at any moment.


I nodded, somewhat stunned by the turn of
events. Not the accusations of murder, which I’d almost come to expect from his
mother, but the suggestion Nick had left me any money. I let Deb make the
arrangements, feeling only relief when we were finally able to step out of the police
station.


Head down, too emotionally weary to even
look where I was going, a flash in my face startled me. I looked up, straight
into a camera lens, in time for the second flash. “Did you murder your fiancé
for his money?” a reporter shouted.


Deb gripped my elbow tighter and hurried me
to her car.


***


“You made the papers,” Deb grumbled, looking
down at the cover of the tabloids piled up outside the newsagents as we marched
past. “Shame they didn’t check their facts.” The story was sensationalist,
entirely based on Mrs Fullerton’s version of events. No mention of the small
detail I hadn’t been charged. “Awful photos too,” Deb complained. They were. I
looked drawn . . . ill, the flash washing any residual colour
from my already pale complexion.


I shrugged. It was embarrassing, but in the
scheme of things I struggled to care. I struggled to care about anything.


“Do you have any idea what he had in his
trust fund?” Deb asked me for the hundredth time, changing the subject.


“No. I told you everything I know. He
mentioned his grandad left him something, not how much. We didn’t discuss
wills. It never crossed my mind.”


“Here we are.” She stopped outside a large,
shiny black door. A brass plate on the wall declared the converted house to be
the offices of Pinter and Strong.


We were still dressed in our funeral
clothes, having found a last-minute room in a Cambridge Travelodge for the
night. I glanced at my watch; we were on time. Deb rang the bell as I hovered
nervously behind her, on the lookout for more photographers. I didn’t relax
until a receptionist welcomed us inside and settled us down in an office. Then
she disappeared to fetch us both a coffee. Mr Strong arrived moments later
clutching a file of papers. “Ms Jameson,” he began with a smile, “and . . .”
He looked towards Deborah.


“Deborah Beecham. I’m Jess’ friend,” she
introduced herself.


“Good, well, thank you for coming. I’m
terribly sorry for all the fuss yesterday. It really wasn’t the time or the
place, most unpleasant,” he began, as I murmured to him not to worry. “And I’m
sorry for ambushing you at the police station after all the trauma you’d
already been through. I had no idea the photographers were waiting. We would
have contacted you on another day, but, you see, we had no way to get hold of
you. No address. Mr Fullerton assumed you would remain with his mother
initially, I believe.”


I raised an eyebrow.


“Well . . . yes . . .
quite.” He smiled. “Well, anyway, as you could tell, Mrs Fullerton was somewhat
unhappy with her son’s final wishes. She has already sought to prevent us from
speaking to you. Even involved the police, as you know all too well. Yes . . .
most unpleasant.”


“But why? What has Nick done that upset her
so much?”


“Mr Fullerton has – I’m sorry, had –
a not-insignificant trust fund. When he reached twenty-one, it came into his
name. My understanding is he never touched the capital.”


“He wanted to make his own way,” I
confirmed.


“Quite. An admirable young man. Very fond
of you.” He smiled at me again.


“You met him?”


“Yes, several times. He came to see us not
long after his initial cancer diagnosis. He’d done some research into potential
outcomes of his disease and wanted to write a will before he started any
treatment and was considered too unwell to do so. Given what has unfolded since
then, his decision has proved to be very wise. He left the entirety of his
trust fund to you, Ms Jameson. As I’ve said, a not-insignificant amount. His
mother did not take the news well, as you saw. She’s been attempting to prove
he was not of sound mind when he came to us, but we had more than sufficient
evidence to refute her claim. The ridiculous morphine accusations also appear
to have been put to bed, despite the questions they asked you yesterday.
Routine, really . . . It was quite obvious there was nothing
untoward going on. His nurse . . .” He glanced down at his notes
and continued, “. . . Olga Petroff, confirmed that she issued
all high doses of morphine and that there was no evidence of any missing
medication. She made a statement declaring you were a devoted and loving
individual, who cared tirelessly for Mr Fullerton up until his last breath. I
spoke to the station again this morning. Following your interview yesterday,
the police were quite satisfied there was no case to answer.”


“Well, bravo, Olga,” Deb muttered.


“Mrs Fullerton may well wish to protest
further – that is her right – and it may delay the issuing of
probate, but rest assured Mr Fullerton made quite certain his will was legally
tight. Justice will prevail, and you will stand to inherit some . . .”
He looked down at his notes again. “Seven million, seven hundred thousand and
fifty-seven pounds.”


“Fucking hell!” Deb exclaimed.


“There is one more thing,” Mr Strong
continued, ignoring Deb’s outburst and reaching into his folder to retrieve an
envelope. “About a month before his death, he invited me in to see him again
and gave me this letter for you, with instructions you were to receive it after
his death and at the issuing of this news. He was most adamant about it.” He
passed me the thick cream envelope, the writing on the front so familiar it
made my breath catch.


I stared down at the letter, unable to take
my eyes off it. Deborah and Mr Strong exchanged contact details as he explained
what would happen next. I heard nothing more until we were standing at his
door. “He cared for you very deeply, Ms Jameson. He was a lovely young man. I’m
truly sorry for your terrible loss.”


“Thank you,” I whispered.


I only opened the letter after we got back
to Deborah’s house. I could tell she wanted to know what it contained, but I
didn’t want to share it with anyone. I carefully teased the flap of the
envelope open and pulled out a page of familiar notepaper. The words swam in
front of my eyes, the flash of Nick’s handwriting proving too much. Emotions
that were barely under control threatened to overwhelm me. I blinked until the
tears cleared enough, and then started to read.


My darling Jess,


I can’t express how sorry I am to be
causing you this pain. You have been so strong for me. I’m only sorry I
couldn’t have been stronger for you. This cancer thing is shit.


I need you to carry on being strong for
me. I need you to keep your promise, to keep on living. You have so much to
offer the world. I know you won’t feel like it, not at first anyway, but you
need to keep putting one foot in front of the other. Every day. And one day the
steps will become a little easier. One day you will find your purpose again.
Your life will be brilliant, Jess, I have no doubt.


The world shone brighter for me the day
I met you. I thank God every day you loved me. I was so blessed. You were my
wife in every way that mattered; in sickness and in health, for richer, for
poorer. I wish I could have enjoyed more of the richer bit with you. If I’d
known what was to come, I might have blown a bit of the trust fund. But I
didn’t, and now it means I can at least look after you, even though I’m not
there in person. Follow your dreams, Jess. Become whatever will make you happy.
You can support yourself for as long as it takes you to discover what that is.
Ignore my mother, who I have no doubt will kick up a stink about all this. But,
most of all, be happy. Life is so very precious.


Remember, my darling Jess, I love you.
Forever. And one day, when you have lived a full and happy life, I will be here
waiting for you.


Yours always,


Nick











Chapter 30


Jess - Now


I pulled back onto the driveway with some
trepidation. Nick had been in my mind most of the day, and the horror of all
those confrontations with his mother loomed large now faced with the prospect
of meeting Daniel’s parents.


Daniel had texted me almost hourly,
reassuring me it all was going very well. His final text suggested his mother
may never leave, much to his horror. And mine, I’d thought, but I didn’t tell
him that.


I hesitated outside the door, listening to
the sounds of laughter coming from within, steeling myself to go inside. My
phone beeped with another incoming text:


You going to stay out on the doorstep
all night? Do I have to come out there and get you?


I glanced towards the kitchen window to
find Daniel staring straight back at me. I managed to produce a small smile –
it was as much as I could muster given the butterfly house that seemed to have homed
itself within my stomach – took a deep breath and pushed open the door.


“Mummy!” The delighted cries of my children
greeted me the moment I walked in. Tommy and then Teddy threw themselves at me,
their small arms reaching around my middle, squeezing me tight.


“Hey, my gorgeous ones, have you had a fun
day?” I said with a laugh.


“So much fun. Grandma and Grandpa bought us
a game of Twister. Will you play with us?”


“Give Mummy a chance to say hello to
Grandma and Grandpa and get changed out of her uniform. I’m sure she’ll want to
play in a little while,” Daniel interceded on my behalf.


I looked up at him gratefully, noticing the
two strangers watching me with interest from across the kitchen table. “Hi,” I
said, my voice shy. “I’m Jessica.” I reached out a hand, with some trepidation,
towards his mum first.


“Jessica, I can’t tell you how wonderful it
is to meet you at last.” His mum clasped my hand in both of hers, her voice and
smile warm. “I’m Denise, and this is Rob, Daniel’s father. I can’t thank you
enough for these wonderful boys you’ve brought into our lives. I wondered if
I’d ever see the day. Thank you . . . so much.” Her bright green
eyes, so much the image of Daniel’s, glistened with unshed tears.


My mouth opened and closed a couple of
times, but no sound came out. “Jessica, I’m so happy to meet you too.” Daniel’s
dad moved around the table and pulled me into a bear hug. My eyes filled with
tears.


“Thank you. It’s lovely to meet you both
too.” I choked the words out over a knot of emotion, surprised to find I meant
it. “As far as I’m concerned, the more love these boys have in their lives, the
better. Isn’t that right, boys?” They both grunted their agreement, already
focused back upon the game they were playing.


“You’re a nurse?” his mum asked, nodding
towards my uniform.


“Yes, in critical care.”


“I was a nurse too,” she said with a smile.
“A wonderful career. I still miss it.” She patted my hand again.


I nodded, understanding how much I would
miss the work if I couldn’t do it.


“I’m part-time – so I can be here for
the boys as much as I’m able.” I felt the need to justify any absence from my
kids’ lives.


“How on earth did you manage everything on
your own?”


“Friends, mostly. I’ve been lucky to have
some good ones around me.”


“Well, I hope you’ll feel you’ve got us now
too. Whenever you need us,” she promised. It was all becoming a little
overwhelming.


“Here, enough of all that, let the girl go
and get changed,” Daniel interrupted, grabbing my hand and leading me out the
room before I had a chance to protest. The game of Twister resumed behind us,
as Daniel led me up the stairs and into my room, closing the door behind us. He
turned me to face him; “Okay so far?” he asked, looking at me intently.


“Yeah, I think so,” I breathed. “They’re
nothing like Nick’s mum.”


“Good. I didn’t think they would be, but
I’m very happy to know you feel that way.”


“I was terrified,” I admitted, biting my
lip.


“I could tell.” He groaned.


“What’s wrong?”


“Please stop biting your lip. I’m trying to
be a gentleman here.” His eyes were fixed upon my mouth.


Desire surged at the way he was looking at
me. “Don’t be,” I whispered on an impulse.


That was all the permission he needed. He
kissed me, the move so sudden I didn’t see it coming. As his mouth took
possession of mine, his hand ran up my thigh, under my uniform. “That fucking
uniform is going to be the death of me,” he groaned in between kisses. “I swear
I’ve had a hard-on since the first time I saw you wearing it – certainly
since you put it on this morning. That’s not helpful when my parents are
visiting. Then, the thought of you looking like that out in public . . .”
He groaned again. “I nearly came down to the hospital to make sure no one was
coming on to you. Are you wearing stockings too?” he asked with a gasp, when
his hand met the tell-tale strap.


“I prefer them,” I mumbled, distracted by
the way his touch was affecting me.


“I may never be able to let you out the
house dressed like that again.” He kissed me then, hands busy at my back as he lowered
the zip on my uniform.


“Daniel . . . we can’t,” I
moaned as my dress pooled on the floor and he reached for the button on his
trousers. “Your parents . . . the kids.”


He let out a strangled groan. “I swear my
balls are actually blue. I’ve heard of it, but this is the first time I’ve ever
experienced it.”


“That’s because you always had a groupie on
hand to deal with your needs before. Or Erika.”


“Not now, though.” He pierced me with his
unwavering stare.


God help me, I believed him.


“Leave the stockings on,” he commanded,
when I reached down to unclip them. Heat drifted from my stomach to between my
legs as my hand dropped away.


***


“Right hand, red,” Denise called to Daniel,
while the boys both giggled, sitting on the floor beside the mat. Daniel and I
were the last two left in the game.


“I don’t know if I can,” he
admitted. He lunged forward, his body reaching across mine, fingertips grasping
for the red circle. I became aware of something hard pressed against my behind.
Something . . . oh my god, I knew exactly what was digging into
me! In front of his parents! I jerked away from him, shifting my balance, my
tangled arms and legs no longer able to support me. I teetered for a second
before crumpling into a heap on the mat.


“Daddy’s the winner,” the boys crowed.
Daniel gave me a knowing smirk, adjusting his jeans as he stood up.


“Bedtime,” I said to the boys, who groaned
in unison. “Come on, it’s late, and Grandma and Grandpa have lots of plans for
you tomorrow.” They were determined to take the pair of them out for the day,
telling Daniel and me we were to stay at home to avoid any of the fuss that
accompanied us whenever we left the house. It was a good plan. It would allow
the boys a chance to play unfettered and give Denise and Rob a chance to get to
know their grandchildren better.


Denise and Rob were good people. In only a
short time, I’d become entirely confident they loved the boys and would do
anything for them. Bill would accompany them on their day out too, for added
security. One thing I knew for absolute certain, the couple were nothing
whatsoever like Mrs Fullerton. The realisation had come as something of a
surprise. “May I take them up?” Denise asked. She’d been very respectful of me,
always seeking my permission before interfering with anything to do with the
children.


“I’m sure they’d love that, thank you,” I
said with a smile. “Let me know when you’ve finished their story, and we’ll
come up and give them a kiss good night.”


“I will,” she said, directing a warm smile
towards her son.


“You did an amazing job with those boys,”
Denise said to me later, in hushed tones. I’d invited her to share a last look
in at them as we headed up to our beds. They looked angelic. She beamed as she
looked down at them. I could see my own love for them already reflected in her
face. “They’re beautiful little souls, Jess. Happy boys. You’ve been a
wonderful mother. I’m so glad they had you.”


My throat thickened with emotion, choked by
her words. “Thank you.” I hadn’t realised how much I needed to hear that from
her – to know I had her approval.


She squeezed my hand. “No, thank you.
You’ve given me something precious. Something I didn’t believe would ever
happen. And you’ve made my son happier than I’ve seen him in . . .
well, since his brother was with us.”


“It means so much to hear you say that. Your
son saved me, did you know that?”


“Daniel did?”


“Yes. When I first met him – I was a
mess. I didn’t know it at the time, but it was when I needed him the most. He
gifted those boys to me,” I said, nodding towards their sleeping forms. “I
couldn’t see a way to get myself out of the dark place I was in back then. The
boys were the key. They provided the light I needed to find my way in life
again. The purpose . . . the reason to keep putting one foot in
front of the other . . . to keep on living. Without him . . .
without them . . .”


“I’m glad,” she said, hugging me. “I’m so
very glad. You needed each other. You’re a wonderful mother to those beautiful
boys.” She gazed at them, her expression full of affection. “I’m glad you found
each other. I think you might have saved him too.”


We said good night, and I slipped into my
bedroom, feeling a strange mix of excitement, fear and shyness. Daniel was
already in there, propped up on the bed, wearing only his jeans. “Stop staring
and come over here,” he said, when I hesitated beside the door, transfixed by
the sight of him. His chest and arms were bare, his sculpted torso making my
fingers itch to touch. A trail of fine fair hair dusted his lower abdomen,
leading to . . . I blushed as warmth blossomed within me. “Come
here,” he said again, his eyes darkening with desire.


I took a tentative step towards him, then
another, continuing until I reached the edge of the bed.


“You ready for this, Rabbit?”


Was I? “Yes,” I heard myself say in a soft
voice.


“Good.” He took my hand and pulled me
towards him, moving my body until it lay across his, as he leaned forward and
kissed me. His hands moved slowly over mine, peeling away my clothes, as his
lips and tongue continued their gentle caresses. “I’ve waited a long time for
this,” he said, pulling away once I was naked of everything except for my bra
and stockings. His gaze raked over me. “You’re fucking perfect. Do you know
that, Rabbit?”


“Uh, I don’t think so,” I said, only too
aware of the stretch marks that now traversed my skin following the pregnancy,
and my breasts that pointed a little further south than they once had.


“Your body is fucking beautiful, even more
so since it produced those children for me. I wish I’d seen you carrying them . . .”
He kissed me again, this time pressing his arousal into my stomach.


I wanted him lower. I wanted to feel him
inside me. “I need-”


“I know what you need, baby. I always know
what you need,” he said, turning to slip off his jeans. “I’m so fucking ready
for this.”


I shivered, nerves getting the better of
me. “There’s been no one since . . .”


He froze. “Since when, Rabbit?”


“Since you. No one since you. I was
pregnant . . . then I had the kids to care for, and I just
didn’t want anyone else. Not like that.”


The thought seemed to please him. “Because
you’re meant to be mine,” he said, spreading my thighs and positioning himself
between them. “All mine.” He pushed into me. “Fuuuck,” he groaned. “You
feel so fucking good . . . so tight and wet. I’m not going to be
able to make this last long, I’m warning you now. I need you too much, and it’s
been too long.” He slid himself deeper inside me.


“I want you so much,” I moaned, my body
driven by the carnal hunger I felt for this man.


“Hold on, baby.” He withdrew a little and
then slammed back into me, repeating the action again and again until I was
lost in the sensation. I splintered, crying out his name as he groaned and
came.


“Just so as you know, that’s only the
beginning,” he promised when we could both speak again. “We’ve got a lot of
time to make up.”


“I’m glad you put your parents at the other
end of the house,” I muttered, aware my unrestrained cries must have been loud
in the otherwise silent house. I moaned as I felt him harden inside me,
thickening again. “Already?”


“What can I say? You drive me crazy. The
more I have you, the more I want you.” He flipped us over so I was kneeling astride
him. I rolled my hips in a figure of eight, enjoying the groan it elicited from
him. “God . . . what you do to me.” I arched my back, grinding
down, feeling him deep inside me, rubbing myself against him repeatedly. I was
lost to the feel of his body under my hands, the touch of his lips on my
breasts. When I came for the second time, I saw stars. His own shout at the
climax sounded more like a cry.


“No running this time,” he warned me, when
we’d sated the lust enough that sleep became a possibility. I was lying with my
head on his chest, tracing the lines of his tattoos with my fingers.


“It’s scary.”


“What’s scary?”


“Letting myself become attached to someone
again. The thought of losing you.”


“Like Nick?”


“Yeah,” I breathed, putting voice to my
fears.


“You’re not going to lose me. I told you –
you’re mine. For always. Until we’re both old and grey. If I had my life again,
the only change I’d make is that I’d find you sooner,” he said, kissing my
head.


“That’s beautiful,” I murmured.


“You’re beautiful,” he said,
bending to kiss my lips. His touch ignited me, desire coiling within me once
more. “I’ve got you,” he said, slipping inside me again.


***


In the end, his parents stayed for three
days. They were wonderful. Seeing the utter joy on their faces after spending
time with my kids warmed my heart in ways I’d never expected. To know the
children were surrounded by people who loved them – were anything to ever happen
to me – mattered more than I had realised.


Daniel and I used the time gifted to us by
his parents to connect with one another. Physically and emotionally. I knew I
was falling in love with him – hell, I had already fallen; hook, line and
sinker. In my more rational moments, the thought terrified me.


His mother and I talked late into the
nights about her own experiences of raising Daniel and Donald, admitting how
much my boys took her back to that time. She’d shared the utter heartbreak of
losing Donald; the fear she’d lose Daniel too in those dark days immediately
afterwards. I couldn’t imagine how a mother ever recovered from that loss,
worse even than my own experience, and found myself wanting to share my story
with her. I told her about Nick, and how his loss had led to my meeting Daniel
and having the boys. She hadn’t judged me, and by the end I’d felt closer to
her.


“We’ll come and visit again very soon,” she
promised, hugging me tight.


“As often as you like. Really,” I said,
surprised to find I meant it.


“I never had a daughter, but if I had I
would have wanted her to be just like you,” she whispered. “I’ve looked forward
to having a daughter-in-law.” She glanced towards Daniel, who frowned from
across the room. “Be patient with him. He doesn’t know how to do this yet, but
he needs you. All of you. He’ll make mistakes, lots of them. Just . . .
be patient with him.”


“What were you whispering about with my
mother?” Daniel asked, standing beside me on the driveway as we waved at their
departing car.


“Just how much we enjoyed meeting one
another. She’s a wonderful woman. I couldn’t be happier she and your dad are in
the boys’ lives.”


“That’s quite a turnaround from three days
ago. She liked you too.”


“She’s nothing like Nick’s mother,” I admitted.


“I’m glad,” he said, turning to kiss me.


“I wonder if they’d like to come down and
see the kids’ nativity next month. I’m sure the boys would love it. I’ll talk
to the school and see if we can get a couple of extra tickets.”


“Is the pope Catholic? I think my mother
would walk over hot coals to see the boys in that. That reminds me, I’ve got a
performance the next night, practically the last one we’re doing. Do you want
to come? It will be a good chance for you to meet the rest of the band.”


I hesitated, the thought of his band and
everything that went with them making me nervous.


“It’s in Paris; we could make a weekend of
it? Spend some time together, just the two of us.” He ground himself against
me.


“What about the kids?”


“Well, if you invite my parents down for
the nativity, they could stay on for a bit longer and look after them for us
whilst we’re away. My mum would love it.”


“I don’t know. I’ve never left them longer
than a work shift before.”


“They’ll be fine, and my parents would be
in seventh heaven.”


I knew that was true. “Okay then, as long
as the boys seem happy with the idea,” I grudgingly agreed, telling myself I
was being silly for the nerves I was suddenly feeling.











Chapter 31


I fumbled with my phone. I knew the incoming
text was from Simon. He’d been badgering me for the meal I’d promised him ages
ago, and, despite my many attempts to cancel, had kept insisting it was the
least I owed him for all our years of friendship. I’d informed him that Daniel
and I were now trying to make a go of our – very new – relationship.
It hadn’t seemed to deter him. I opened the new text.


Dinner? It’s not much to ask


Except it was. I knew Daniel wouldn’t be
happy about it.


“Who is making your cheeks turn that pretty
shade of pink, Rabbit?” Daniel asked. I hadn’t heard him come into the room,
too caught up trying to decide what to pack for Paris. Daniel’s parents had
arrived a couple of hours earlier, and I’d left them all downstairs to take
some time for myself to pack, given our flight was due to leave in the early
hours. I had only an hour left until we needed to leave for the play. The boys
had been thrilled to know we were all going to be in the audience to watch
them.


“Nothing . . . no one,” I
said, clutching my phone to my chest.


“I don’t think so, Rabbit. I don’t think
it’s nothing or no one,” Daniel said, crowding into my personal space, my body
immediately responding to him. He walked me backwards until my back hit the
wall, lifting my knee with one hand. “You’re all wet, Rabbit,” he said, feeling
the dampness of my arousal. “I can’t leave you feeling this needy, can I?”


“No,” I moaned, needing him inside me
again. It seemed I was in a semi-permanent state of arousal any time he was
near me. He knew it, and he relished the power he held over me.


“Do you need this?” he asked, releasing
himself from his jeans. He was already fully aroused.


I felt my breasts swell at the sight of
him, knowing what he could do to me with it. “Yes . . . yes,
please.” He rubbed himself at my entrance. “Oh god, please . . .
fuck me,” I begged him, trying to push against him to get the relief I needed.
He slipped away. “Please,” I begged again.


“Who was the text from, Rabbit?” he
whispered in my ear, rubbing himself against my clit now.


“Oh . . . ah . . .
Simon,” I gasped. “He’s been trying to get me to go for dinner with him . . .
I said no. I always say no.” The words rushed out of me in my sexual delirium.


Daniel froze. “Has he now,” he said, pulling
away from me. “Show me the phone,” he demanded.


“What? Please . . . I need . . .”


“I know what you need, but right now what I
need is to see the phone so I can read the texts that fucker has been sending
you. That little snake.” He grabbed my phone out of my hand, using my thumb to
unlock it, then sat down on the bed reading through the trail of texts. I had
nothing to hide; I’d had no desire to encourage Simon, and my text responses
would reflect that I’d been clear about where my affections now lay.


“See?” I said, when I figured he’d read
enough.


“What I see is a fucker who wants to get
into your knickers.”


“That’s his problem. I’ve told him I’m not
interested.”


“But he’s not giving up. You can’t work
with him anymore.”


“What?” My arousal was quickly diminishing,
replaced by a feeling of acute irritation. “Don’t be ridiculous. I love my
job.”


“You can’t work with him. I won’t allow
it.”


“Look here, you Neanderthal, I’ll work
where the hell I want. I get you’re not happy about Simon, but-”


“This is not up for discussion,” he said,
tucking himself away and zipping up.


“What are you doing?” I asked, when he
started tapping something into my phone.


“Letting Simon know you’re not available,
now or ever.”


“Oh, for goodness’ sake, Daniel. He’s my
friend.”


Daniel glared at me, then pressed send,
stuffing my phone into his own pocket. “We need to leave,” he announced, with a
look at his watch.


Hostilities were suspended for the duration
of the nativity. Both boys covered themselves in glory, but when Teddy sang,
there was no doubting who he took after. I thought Daniel and his parents might
burst with the pride. Our boy’s sweet voice was beautiful. I suspected a few
parents had secretly recorded him, and feared its appearance on the internet,
despite the Heads’ announcement at the beginning that any such recordings were
prohibited. Regardless, I couldn’t help the pride I felt for both my boys.


Afterwards, the boys lapped up all the
effusive praise they received as we shared a celebratory meal at the house.


“We need to leave soon,” Daniel announced,
not long after the boys had finally been persuaded to go up to bed. We’d said
our goodbyes, and despite my own anxieties they’d seemed perfectly happy to be
left with Grandma and Grandpa for a couple of days.


Unfortunately, Daniel and I had yet to
patch things up. Bill and Daniel’s parents were only too aware of the tension
that sat like a wedge between us all evening. “Your phone keeps buzzing,”
Daniel said, pushing the device towards me across the table. “It’s Deborah,” he
said when I hesitated. He must have known I was concerned it might be Simon.


“Hey,” I answered quickly, surprised she
was calling so late. “You okay?”


“Is this Jessica Jameson?” a voice I didn’t
recognise asked.


“Yes, who is this?” I said, as dread seeped
into my bones.


“It’s Rebecca Wainwright. I’m one of the
midwives at the maternity unit. Deborah asked us to call you. She’s in labour.
Unfortunately, her husband, Mark, fainted at the first sight of blood, so
Deborah wondered if you wouldn’t mind coming down to be her birthing partner,
so she doesn’t have to go through it all on her own. Mark’s had to go and have
a lie-down.”


“Yes, of course. How far along is she?”


“Already five centimetres. She’s doing well
so far, but if you wouldn’t mind getting here as quick as you can?”


“Of course,” I agreed quickly. “I’ll be
there in about twenty minutes.” I disconnected the call and looked up at the
silent group, who were now all staring at me. “It’s Deborah, my best friend,” I
explained to Denise and Rob. “She’s in labour. Mark, her husband, has fainted . . .
she needs someone with her for the birth,” I said helplessly to Daniel.


He looked at me with hard eyes. “You’re not
coming to Paris?” His voice turned cold and flat.


“I can’t leave her to go through this
alone. She was by my side when I had the boys. She’s my best friend. It’s the
least I can do in her own hour of need.”


“You seem to bend over backwards for your
friends,” Daniel observed. His tone was unrecognisable from the sweet man I had
known these last weeks.


“Daniel . . .”


“Of course you must go,” Denise said.
“Daniel, there will be other trips to Paris. We can come down any time to look
after the children. It’s not every day your best friend gives birth. No one
should be alone through such an experience. Go on, Jess. The boys will be fine
here with us. Daniel, you’ll manage perfectly well in Paris on your own.”


“Thank you.” I nodded to her gratefully,
grabbing my keys from the side and picking up my handbag. “I’ll call and let
you know how it’s going,” I promised. “Daniel-”


He turned and walked out the room. I stared
after him, my heart in my mouth, hating that we were parting on such bad terms.
“Go,” his mum encouraged me. “He’ll be fine. He’s being childish. Go and take
care of your friend.”


“Thank you,” I said again, giving her a
swift hug before running out the door.


***


“You didn’t tell me how much it fucking
hurts,” Deb bellowed at me as I walked through the door to the delivery room.


I laughed. “I think I did; I just don’t
think you were in the mood to listen. Have you had any pain relief?”


“Poxy gas and air. It’s fucking useless. I
might as well have taken a couple of paracetamol. I want an epidural.” She
finished with a low moan, as another contraction gripped her.


“You’re doing brilliantly,” I said with a
smile, taking her hand. “We can do this. We’ve been here before, remember? And
at the end of it you’re going to meet your wonderful baby.”


“I don’t think I want a baby anymore.”


“Yes, you do. You’re going to meet him or
her and fall in love. Just you wait and see. You and Mark, you’re going to make
wonderful parents.”


“Fucking Mark . . . he’s a
fucking waste of space. Keeled over after my waters broke and knocked himself
out. They admitted him for concussion.” I giggled. “It’s not fucking funny!”
she wailed, groaning as another spasm gripped her.


“They’re coming fast now. When were you
last examined?”


“I have no fucking idea. Half the hospital
seems to have had a feel of my vagina. It hurts,” she cried.


“I know, sweetheart. Do you want to turn
over? I could rub your back? Or we could walk about for a bit? Whatever you
want.”


I paced and rubbed, encouraged and even
scolded her when she decided to give up. Eventually, after a long night, baby
Nicola was born, weighing 7lbs exactly. When she told me the name, I wept.
“We’ll never forget him, honey,” she said, as we both cried and laughed and
cried, taking turns to hug Nicola as we wiped away our tears and blew our
noses. An embarrassed Mark was wheeled down to the postnatal ward a little
later.


“I can’t thank you enough,” he said,
gripping my hand and then pulling me into a hug.


“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,”
I said, smiling as they shared a kiss and then gazed down at their beautiful
new addition. “I’ll pop in later – maybe bring the boys if that’s okay?
They’d love to meet Nicola.”


“We’d love that,” Deb said, smiling up at
me. “Thanks, Jess.”


“It’s what we do,” I said. “You taught me
that.” I gave them all a last kiss and then left them to marvel over the
miracle they’d produced.


As I staggered through the hospital
corridors with tiredness from the long night weighing down every step, heading
back in the direction of my car, I glanced down at my phone screen. No messages
from Daniel. That hurt.


“Jess, what do you think of the pictures?”
The flash of a camera caught me off guard. It had been a while since they’d
bothered me at the hospital. I hadn’t even been looking out for them.


“Excuse me,” I said, trying to push past.


“Has Dan left you and the kids to go back
to Erika?”


“Get out of my way.” I tried to shoulder
past him.


“Is it true you were in hospital because
you tried to kill yourself after Dan left you?”


“I was in hospital helping my best friend
give birth to her new baby daughter,” I said, exasperated.


“Is it true you killed your ex-fiancé? Is
that why Dan left you? Were you trying to kill him and take his money too?”
That one stopped me in my tracks. I stared at the man.


“What did you say?”


“Your ex-fiancé’s mother has stated she
believes you caused the death of her son and then stole all his money. Is that
why Dan left you and the kids and went back to Erika?”


“Shame on you,” I hissed. “Shame on you
pedalling your malicious lies. My ‘ex-fiancé’, the love of my life, died of
cancer. It was tragically awful enough to live through the first time, without
you making up a load of lies and forcing me to live through it all again. I’ll
sue anyone who says anything different,” I declared.


“What about Dan?”


“What about him?” I shouted, tugging open
my car door.


I didn’t remember the drive home. I was
almost hallucinating with exhaustion when I walked through the door to the
house. “Mummy!” the boys exploded with joy. I forced a smile.


“Aunty Deb had a baby girl, called Nicola,”
I told them, bending down and showing them a photo I’d taken with my phone. I
could feel Denise and Rob hovering beside me, anxiety seeping from their pores.


“Are you okay, Jess?” Denise asked, when Rob
had taken the boys out into the garden to play, agreeing to stay out there with
them to watch their trampolining antics, much to their utter joy.


“I don’t know. I know I’m tired. What are
the photos the press ambushed me about?” I had delayed looking for them as long
as possible.


“Jess, I’m sure it’s nothing. You know what
the press are like; they make something out of nothing. They were raking
nonsense up about your fiancé as well.”


“Let me see,” I said, reaching for the
iPad.


She handed it to me. I Googled Daniel’s
name, finding a number of links dated from last night and today. There were
photos, a lot of them. All of Daniel and Erika. She had her arms around his
neck in one, and he had his arm round her shoulders in another. My stomach twisted
with jealousy. The caption on a Facebook post said: ‘hanging out with good
friends’. It felt like a very personal, childish dig. There wasn’t much that
was truly incriminating, but they’d clearly spent the evening together. Given
the fuss he’d made about me even speaking to Simon, that alone was enough to
piss me off.


But all of that paled into insignificance
when I read the commentary and slurs about my relationship with Nick. It seemed
most of the quotes had come initially from Erika, and they’d subsequently gone
to Mrs Fullerton for her own ten pence worth. She’d been more than willing to
character-assassinate me to anyone who’d listen. I’d been labelled as a
boyfriend-stealing, murdering, money-digging whore by the press. Again. It
seemed they all felt Daniel was lucky to be rid of me.


“I’m going to take the boys back to mine,”
I decided. I’d had enough. There was only one person besides Deb who knew that
much about my history with Nick, and I’d trusted him. I’d started to love him,
even, allowing myself to open up to that sort of emotion again. He’d broken my
trust. I cared more that he’d talked to Erika about those private things than
that he might have been physically intimate with her. It felt like my heart was
breaking all over again.


“You’re tired, Jess. Why don’t you think
about it first? Get some sleep. We can take care of the boys for you. You’ve
been up all night.”


“I am tired,” I agreed, “but I can’t stay
here. It’s nothing personal, Denise. I’m incredibly grateful to you for looking
after my boys. You’re welcome to come and visit as often as you want. Any time –
I’d love you to, in fact. But I need some space to be able to think about all
this. Boys,” I called outside, “five minutes or so, and then we’re leaving.”


“He’s made a mistake. He’ll regret it when
he comes out the other side of whatever this is.”


“Maybe so. Maybe he’s happy he made it. I
won’t let the kids be a part of the shit that will come with all this again.
Maybe I’ll take them away for a bit until it all dies down.” I could see Denise
looked worried. “Don’t worry, I won’t stop him from seeing the children . . .
I would never do that. I just can’t go through all the hurt again. The stuff
they’ve reported, that was private. It was bad enough living through it the
first time, after Nick died. I trusted Daniel enough to tell him about it, and
now it’s in the papers. Given who he is, it’s going to be raked over for weeks.
He’s hurt me,” I said, tears spilling onto my cheeks. “He knew what Nick meant
to me. I trusted him with my most private thoughts. It can only have come to
Erika from him.”


“I understand,” she said, staring down at
the ground. “I’m so sorry, Jess. He’s a damn fool. I couldn’t feel more ashamed
of my son than I do right now.”


“Maybe I’m the fool,” I said, regretting
having let myself believe for a moment that it could be that good between us.
That we could be a real family. That anyone could replace Nick in my heart. I’d
been deluding myself. “Look, can you keep watching them for me while I pack a
case of clothes?”


“Of course, Jess. I’ll drive you home
myself if you like? You must be so tired, after staying up with your friend all
night. Are you going to be okay on your own with the kids?”


“I’ll manage,” I said. “I always do.”


I moved around the house like a zombie,
gathering first my own things and then some of the stuff the boys had. Their
possessions had multiplied in the time we’d been living here. I packed a
fraction – mostly what we’d brought with us – and left the rest,
figuring they could use it when they came for visits with their father. When
the boys came inside from playing, they watched me in silence, sensing my mood.


I didn’t relax until we were pulling away.
It had been a tearful farewell with his parents. “I can come and stay with you,
if you like?” Denise had offered. “You need to sleep, Jess. You can’t look after
the boys whilst you do that.”


“No, thanks. We’ll be fine. You should go
back inside . . . don’t get cold.”


“Always looking after other people, aren’t
you?”


“Seems to be my role in life.”


“What shall I say to Daniel when he comes
home?”


“That I don’t share. That if he wants to be
a part of the kids’ lives, then he needs to grow up and start acting like a
parent. That he broke my trust, and my heart, by talking to Erika about Nick.”


Denise nodded. “I’ll tell him. Are you
going to be okay at your house without any security?”


“There’s not much interest in us now. Only
when we’re with him. If he goes away, they go away. Sorted. If it is bad, we’ll
go abroad somewhere for a bit. But when we’re home, you’re welcome round to see
us any time. The kids will miss you. Tell Bill he’s welcome too.”


“I’ll take you up on that.” She smiled, but
it was a sad smile.


I set up a DVD for the boys after we got to
the house, providing enough drinks and snacks they wouldn’t need to move for a
couple of hours, and fell asleep on the sofa beside them as they watched.









Chapter 32


Daniel


I opened my eyes, then closed them again
quickly. The room was too bright for my pounding head. I groaned. Someone stirred
on the bed beside me. Jess?


I sat up slowly, taking in the unfamiliar
room and furnishings around me. Was I on tour again? I couldn’t remember. A
memory trickled back; Paris. Then another; Jess didn’t come. I’d been pissed
with her, and with that fucking doctor who’d been sniffing around her. Made a
stupid proclamation she couldn’t work at the hospital anymore. Then her friend
went into labour and needed her, so she couldn’t come. I’d made a complete mess
of everything, then I’d hit the drinks hard on my flight over. The person
beside me stirred again, and my stomach dropped through the floor. What the
fuck had I done? I pulled the covers back. Erika. Fuck!


I jumped out of the bed, my head pounding
along painfully with every racing beat of my heart, and looked down. I was
still dressed. Nothing happened, surely. If I’d fucked her, I wouldn’t still be
wearing my jeans and t-shirt. The feeling of relief was immense. How pissed was
I last night? What did I do?


I grabbed my clean clothes from my bag and
headed for the shower. I needed to get rid of the stink of Erika’s perfume. It
was all over me. I hated the cloying smell; Jess always smelt fresh – of
jasmine. I missed her and the kids, I just wanted to get home to them as soon
as possible. I wanted to apologise to Jess for acting so pissy.


“Morning, babe,” Erika said, crashing into
the bathroom when I was in the middle of my shower.


“Fuck off, Erika. What are you doing in
here?”


“Oh, someone woke up on the wrong side of
the bed this morning. Shall I order room service?”


“No!” I didn’t want anyone to know she was
in here with me. It might get back to Jess. “Just get out while I finish my
shower.” She shrugged, seeming unconcerned, but at least she left.


I hurried to wash, then pulled on the clean
jeans and shirt, exiting the bathroom still rubbing my hair with a towel, ready
to face whatever shitstorm was to come. “Why are you in my room, E?”


She raised an eyebrow. “Really, Dan?”


“Don’t fuck with me. I know nothing
happened.”


“I wouldn’t say nothing.”


“I love Jess. I wouldn’t have touched you
with a bargepole.” It was cruel, but it hit the mark.


“Fuck you, Dan. You were best buddies with
me again yesterday. Told me all about how Little Miss Perfect fucked over her
ex.”


“What the fuck are you talking about?” Fear
licked along my spine. What the hell had I told her?


“Did you know she’s a fucking murderess?
Killed her ex, according to the papers. You’re lucky she didn’t do the same to
you. I saved your life, probably.” Erika grinned. She was an evil cow. What the
fuck had I done? What had she done?


I grabbed my phone. It was already the
middle of the day. There were three missed calls from my mum. Nothing from
Jess. My heart sank. Memories continued to filter back slowly; the drinks on
the plane, enough that I was well on my way before I even landed in Paris. The
performance, crappy, because I was half cut. Owen and Craig both pissed with me
about it. The afterparty – with more bottles of champagne and beer. Erika
curled up beside me, talking . . . about Jess. I’d poured my
heart out about her. Told Erika I loved Jess. There were photos. Fuck! I looked
at my social media accounts, and my heart sank some more. Then I checked the
news headlines, and I went into full-blown panic mode. The bitch had spilt her
guts to the press. They’d tracked down Nick’s mother. She hadn’t held back.


“I never want to see you again.” I grabbed
my stuff and shoved it into the bag I’d brought with me. Erika laughed. She
thought I was joking. “Get out my fucking room, now. You’ve always been a
fucking jealous bitch, but this time you’ve gone too far. Let me make this
absolutely crystal clear: I don’t want to see you again. Ever. I don’t want to
perform on tour with you. I don’t want to share a drink with you, and I
certainly don’t want to share a bed with you. I don’t even want to look at a
magazine picture of you. If you’ve ruined this for me, I’ll ruin you. That’s no
idle threat, E. I’m done with this toxic shit between us. She’s the love of my
life, the only one for me. There’s nothing between us. Nothing. It should tell
you something I didn’t even want to fuck you when I was pissed out my mind. I
know you would have tried. This is the last time I’m going to tell you: I don’t
want you. I only want her. I will always only want her.”


Erika spluttered for a second, then walked
out. I didn’t care. I called Sarah. “Get me a flight home, or a Eurostar ticket,
now. I don’t care which. Economy, charter, whatever. I just need to get home.”


“Morning to you too,” Sarah said. “I see
you’ve been hitting the headlines again. I warned you about that Baby Ma-”


“Don’t,” I cut her dead. “You know nothing
about what she went through back then. If you want to continue to work with me,
you won’t say a fucking thing against Jess. Just get me home so I can sort this
shit out.”


She grumbled but had the sense not to say
anything else. Fifteen minutes later, I was out the door and heading for a
waiting car. Owen stopped me in the reception. “You okay, man? You were
steaming last night. Erika was all over you. I tried to warn you, but you were
beyond making sense.”


I shook my head. “Not good, man.”


“Anything I can do? Have you spoken to her
yet?” I knew he meant Jess.


“No, I’m heading home now. Hoping she’ll . . .”
What was I hoping for? That she’d forgive me? That she wouldn’t roast my nuts
over a fire?


“Bill says she’s a good woman. That she’s
the best thing that’s ever happened to you. I hope you sort it out, man. If you
need anything, you know you only have to call.” The best thing that ever
happened to me. Those words haunted me. Had I thrown it all away? Because I’d
been acting like a sulky kid. Pathetic. She’d only wanted to look after her
friend who was having a baby and would have been all on her own otherwise. The
same woman who had looked after her when she was pushing out my babies. And I had
to throw my toys out of the pram because I wanted her all to myself. What the
fuck was wrong with me?


The thoughts rolled round and round my
brain all through the journey home. By the time I pulled into the drive, my
stomach felt sick with dread, guts shrivelled to water. I pushed through the
front door, throwing my bag onto the table. “Jess?” The house was quiet. Too
quiet.


Mum walked into the kitchen. She looked
sad. Disappointed. The exact same expression she wore when I was using all
those years ago. She never shouted or got angry; there was just this awful
sorrow whenever she looked at me. “She’s not here, Daniel.”


I couldn’t let myself believe her. I ran
through the rooms, looking for them. Everywhere was empty. It felt like the
soul had been ripped out of the house. All that was left behind was a
collection of meaningless bricks. “Jess!”


“I told you, Daniel, she’s left.”


“Left?” This time I heard her. I skidded to
a halt, turning to face my mother.


“You hurt her, son. You really hurt her.
She asked me to give you a message.” I held my breath, waiting for what was to
come. “She asked me to tell you that she doesn’t share. That if you want to be
a part of the kids’ lives, then you need to grow up and start acting like a
parent. And that you broke her trust by talking to Erika about her fiancé.” The
words hit me like bullets, piercing my heart, each blow more excruciating than
the last.


“I didn’t sleep with Erika, Mum. Well, we
didn’t have sex.” I wanted to crawl away in shame.


“I think she knows that, son. I don’t think
she believed you did, whatever the papers said. But you told that woman all her
most private secrets. She had to live through it once the first time, and that
was bad enough. Now you’ve made her live through it a second time. The press
have been vicious, all because of her connection to you. She was ambushed
leaving the hospital. She doesn’t deserve this, love.”


My legs gave way, and I collapsed onto a
chair. “What am I going to do? What do I do, Mum? I don’t want to live without
them.”


“She’d never keep you from those boys. She’s
a good woman.”


“I want her. I need her.”


“Then you need to act. Fast. She’s talking
about leaving until all the fuss dies down.”


A fire ignited inside me. She couldn’t go. I
wouldn’t let her go. I had to talk to her. In moments, I had started the car
and skidded out the driveway.











Chapter 33


Jess


“Mummy, why are we living here again?” Teddy
asked, peeling my eyelid open. I blinked awake to find his green eyes three
inches from my face. Tommy was sitting beside him, also staring at me. The film
had finished. My sleep was over. “I miss the trampoline.”


“I thought it was time we came home from
Daddy’s,” I said.


“Are you and Daddy getting a divorce now?”
Teddy’s eyes filled with tears. “Ben’s Mummy and Daddy got a divorce, and now
he doesn’t ever see his Daddy, except at weekends.”


“Daddy and I weren’t married, so we can’t
get a divorce. But, although we’re going to live in this house, and Daddy will
live in his house, you can see him as often as you want to,” I promised. As
long as he’s sober and not with Erika, I added as a silent afterthought,
the image of them playing happy families together with my kids, her with a
cigarette in her mouth polluting my kids’ lungs, making me angry all over
again. I brushed a tear off my cheek. “Hey, what do you say we go and see if we
can find something to eat in the kitchen? If not, maybe we could go to the café
on the cliffs.”


“Let’s go to the café,” Teddy and Tommy
said in unison, cheering up at the prospect.


“Well, okay then. Find some clean clothes
from the case,” I said, noting the snack debris smeared all down their fronts,
“while I put our other things away. Then we’ll go.”


The boys were chatting happily by the time
we stepped out of the house. I strapped them into their seats and then drove
out to the cliffs, remembering the last time I’d been here all those weeks ago.


“I was wondering when I’d see you all
again,” Martha said with a big smile. “Boys, you’re getting to be very big. You
must eat your Mummy out of house and home with all that growing you’re doing.”


“We’re going to be as big as our Daddy,”
Tommy said with pride.


“I don’t doubt that,” she said. “Now, what
can I get you boys today?” she asked, distracting them from the tears that had
chosen that moment to fall freely down my face.


“Doughnuts,” they said in unison.


“Doughnuts it is, then,” Martha replied
with a grin. “I’ve got some colouring books and pens over here . . .
how about you do your Mummy a picture to cheer her up?” she suggested. The boys
followed her to the table and were soon happily scribbling away.


“How are you doing?” Martha asked, setting
down a cup of coffee in front of me.


“Not all that good right now,” I admitted,
my lip trembling as the tears started to fall again in earnest.


“I read all that poppycock in the paper.
Load of old nonsense. Anyone who knows you can tell them that. That bitter,
twisted old woman should be taken out and given a thorough hiding.”


“I loved him . . . Nick, I
mean. Broke my heart when I lost him.”


“I know, honey. I remember you, when you
used to come walking up here sometimes. We recognise the people who are only
just hanging on in there with life. I could tell something had happened to
break you. Seeing you, after you got pregnant with those babies . . .
seeing the difference it made to you. Seeing what a wonderful Mama you are to
those two,” she said, looking towards the boys, who were still heads down in
their pictures, “well, that was a miracle.”


I sobbed. I hadn’t known she’d seen me
then. I’d imagined myself invisible to the world.


She handed me a tissue. “There are a lot of
people who need you now, honey. Don’t you forget that, with all this nonsense
going on. A lot of people. And that other boy?”


“Daniel?”


“Yeah, the pretty one. Your babies’ daddy?”


I nodded.


“He needs you most of all. He just hasn’t
realised it yet. He’s still got some growing up to do . . . most
men take a while to do that, except maybe your Nick. He sounds like he was a
good man.”


“He was.”


“The other one? He’ll be okay in the end.
Give it time.”


I wished I had her optimism. I wasn’t sure
I had it in my heart to forgive him.


***


On the way home, we stopped at the hospital.
Deb watched me with worried eyes as the boys took turns to hold baby Nicola and
I snapped photos.


“You’re doing brilliantly,” I assured her
as she breastfed the baby. Mark had taken the boys to the canteen to get them
something for tea. I’d need to get some food in the house sometime soon. I just
couldn’t seem to think straight at the moment.


“I don’t have a clue what’s going on; I
only know there’s more in the paper. Mark said something about it. And I only
have to look at you to know it’s bad. Are you okay, Jess?”


“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine,” I said.
She didn’t need more of my crap with a new baby to look after.


“Let me get my head around this baby
malarkey and I’ll be there for you,” she promised.


“Focus on Nicola. She needs you more right
now.”


“You need me too, I can tell. You haven’t
looked like this since . . .”


“You can say his name.”


“Oh, love. What has that wanker done to
you?”


“He’s broken my heart, but that’s okay.
I’ll be okay. I just need a little time to heal.”


“Mark said something about Mrs Fullerton
saying shit about you again . . . in the press.”


“Yeah, well, she always had to have the
last word. She’s a grieving mother. I feel sorry for her, really.”


“Don’t make any rash decisions. Not whilst
you’re feeling so emotional. Promise me?”


“Too late. We’re back at my house. It’s for
the best. For everyone.”


“Oh, Jess. I want to hug you so tight, but
my tits feel like they’re going to explode with milk at any moment, and they
hurt so much that if you touch them I might punch you.” I made a sound that was
halfway between a sob and a laugh.


“I might go away for a bit,” I told her.


“Jess . . .”


“Just to get my head straight.”


“Will you take the boys?”


“I don’t know. At first I thought I would . . .
but now I’m not so sure. I don’t think it would be good for them to be around
me. I think I might let his parents look after them. They’re good people. They
love them to bits. You’ll like them too.”


“I don’t want you to go away on your own.
You’ll get too sucked into your head . . . like last time.”


“Don’t worry about me, Deb. I’ll be okay.”


“Come back to me soon, Jess. I can’t do
this without you.” She looked down at the sleeping baby on her lap.


“I think you’ll do just fine,” I said,
kissing her goodbye, pretending I didn’t see the tears that slid down her
cheeks as I slipped out the door.


The boys were subdued on the way home. I caught
the anxious looks they sent my way, and I felt terrible for worrying them. When
we got back to the house, they allowed me to bathe them without complaint,
despite the early hour. “You can watch a little T.V. before bed,” I promised,
settling myself back onto the sofa.


I must have drifted off to sleep, because I
woke to the sound of Tommy talking to someone at the front door. Terrified it
was the press, I hurried into the kitchen, stopping just the other side of the
door when I heard Daniel’s voice. Through the crack in the doorframe I could
see him there – standing on the doorstep. He looked tired and unshaven.


Tommy was barring the way inside, his
little fists clenched. “You can’t come in,” I heard him say to his father, as
Daniel looked down at him. “You made my Mummy cry, so you can’t come in
anymore. You need to go away. Teddy and I will look after Mummy now. We’ll make
her happy again.”


“Okay, son. I’m glad to know Mummy has you
and Teddy looking after her. I know she loves you both very, very much.” His
voice was gruff with emotion. “I love Mummy too.”


“If you love someone, you shouldn’t make
them cry.” Tommy was adamant.


“You’re right. I’m going now, son. You make
sure to lock this door once I go, and don’t open it up for anyone else. You
wake Mummy up and get her to put you into bed. Then you can all sleep safe.
Tell Mummy . . .” He rubbed his unshaven jaw. “I’ll see you
tomorrow.”











Chapter 34


Call me a chicken, but the last thing I
needed, or wanted, was a confrontation with Daniel. I was exhausted, physically
and emotionally. I woke up well in advance of sunrise the next morning, and in
the hours available before the boys got up I’d made all the necessary
arrangements.


Denise arrived on my doorstep a little
after eight. “You’re sure you don’t mind?” I asked, for what felt like the
hundredth time, as I re-packed the boys’ case and handed it back to her. I felt
bad for shuttling the boys around like I had.


“Jess, honey, of course I don’t mind. I
love those boys. I can’t ever spend enough time with them. You don’t need to
worry for a moment . . . take whatever time you need. Daniel
loves them too,” she added tentatively.


“I know he does. I don’t mind if you take
them back there, as long as there are no . . . unsuitable
guests.” I didn’t need to say I meant Erika.


“Jess, he’s sorry. Nothing happened with
that woman, whatever the papers said. He swore it on my life.” I believed her,
and I told her so. “Does it make a difference?” she asked hopefully.


“I’m genuinely happy he didn’t . . .”
I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. The thought of him with Erika made me
feel sick. “But that was never what hurt me the most.”


“I get it. I do. He broke your trust. He
spoke about things he had no right to. I know how hard it was for you to share
that stuff with me. It was private and personal; he shouldn’t have been talking
about it with someone else. Let alone having it out there for the world to talk
about.”


I nodded. “I need some space from him. When
he’s around, I can’t think straight. I need to work out how I feel about
everything. It’s been such a roller coaster with him. It’s brought back some
memories that are really painful. I need to get away and get my head
straightened out again, that’s all. If you don’t mind looking after the boys
for me whilst I’m gone? I need to know they’re with people who love them . . .
that they’ll be cared for.”


“Of course I don’t mind. Of course I’ll
care for them, as if they were my own. But where will you go? I’m worried about
you being alone when you feel like this. Where are you going?”


“I don’t know yet. I guess I’ll know when I
get there.”


***


“Hello, Nick,” I said. The oak tree was
bare, but the branches still gave some slight protection from the bitter
easterly wind that cut straight through you and chilled to the bones. The
ground was rock-hard, dusted in places with patches of snow that had piled up
in the nooks and crannies, as if it too was huddling from the chilly wind.
“It’s been a long time,” I said, kneeling down to place the single rose I’d
brought with me onto his grave. “It’s been a long time, but I still miss you
every fucking day. There’s not a day goes by I don’t think of you. I’m still
angry with God,” I admitted. “That he took you from me. That he stole away our
future together.


“I thought I’d come straight here when I
decided to leave, but I couldn’t. I was angry with you too, you see? I spent
ten days walking around Cambridge, looking at all the places we visited
together, sitting in pubs and drinking too much cider. But you weren’t there
anymore. The place has changed. It felt . . . wrong.


“You said it would be okay, Nick.” I waved
his letter towards his grave, the stiff breeze teasing the edges of the pages.
“You told me I’d manage to find a path through life without you. And for a
while I thought you were right. I had children.” I gave a little sob thinking
about them. “Two amazing children . . . boys. Twins, actually.
They’re . . . well, they’re beautiful and kind and loving. I
know you’d have loved them.” Thoughts of what the children I’d never had with
Nick might have been like nearly broke me.


“It should have been you and me who had
kids together.” I rubbed at my eyes. “But it’s all gone wrong now. Your mum’s
still a total bitch to me . . . even after all this time. I have
no idea how she managed to produce someone even half as wonderful as you. You
must have had one hell of a father to offset those genes.


“Anyway, I met someone. Just like you said
I would. The father of my babies. I thought he might be . . . I
thought maybe he was the person who could help me through life without you . . .
because it’s hard on your own. But he let me down. And now I don’t know
anything anymore. I don’t know if I’ve got the strength to pick myself up and
go through it all again on my own.


“You see, I took a test this morning. A
pregnancy test. And I’m bloody pregnant again . . . I don’t know
if I can do it alone a second time.” The tears began to flow in earnest, my
throat choked with fear and sadness. “I miss you, Nick. I wish I was with you.”


“Jess.” The word sounded broken. A sob.
“Rabbit.”


I turned. He was there. “How did you find
me?”


“I’ll always find you, Rabbit. I told you
that. You ran from me . . . again.”


“How?” I couldn’t make sense of him being
here.


“Deborah. I went to see her . . .
she was worried about you too. She thought maybe you might have come here. So I
came and waited, hoping I might see you.”


He cleared his throat and looked down at
Nick’s grave. “We haven’t met,” he said, and I knew he wasn’t speaking to me
this time. “My name is Daniel McIntosh, and I love Jessica Jameson. I know you
did too. I’m not surprised; she’s incredibly easy to love. She told me a lot
about you. I know she thought of you as The One. I’ll be honest, for a while
there, when she told me that, I was jealous as hell. Which is crazy, because
I’m alive and you’re not . . .


“You meant so much to her, and she means so
much to me. I know if she felt that way about you, it means you were one hell
of a man. So, I’m glad she had you in her life.


“Your mother is kind of a bitch, but that’s
not your fault. I’m sorry to have to tell you I’m suing her for some of the
crap she said about Jess . . .” I stared at him. “But someone
needed to put an end to all the shit she was putting out there.


“Anyway, I was a fool. I talked about some
of that stuff . . . stuff about you and Jess, the shit that
happened after you died and she had to live through. Stuff that nearly broke
her. It was private. Jess trusted me enough to tell me about it, and I broke
her trust by telling someone else. It was wrong of me. I thought the person I
was talking to was my friend, but she used what I told her to hurt Jess,
because she was jealous. She wanted me for herself. I was so stupid I didn’t
see it.


“What she didn’t realise was, she couldn’t
have me because I already belong to Jess. Completely. Utterly. Madly in love
with her. I don’t even see anyone else now. From what I know of you, I think
you’re probably the only other person in the world who would understand me.
From the first time I met her . . . when she was still so broken
from losing you . . . I knew she was my One. And I’m her Other
One, dammit.” His voice rose with emotion. “I’m the person who’s here now for
her. And who will still be here for her in the years to come, whether she likes
it or not. I’m going to look after her, and our boys . . . and
any other children we might be lucky enough to have,” he said, staring at me.
He’d heard me. His eyes dropped to my belly. “I’m her Other One,” he continued,
voice husky. “And I’m not going anywhere. Ever. I’ll look after her for you,
Nick, but she’s not going to be with you again any time soon. We’re going to
live until we’re both old and grey. And every time she gets sad, or wants to
run away again, I’ll find her and bring her home. Because she needs me, as much
as I need her.


“So, I’m glad I had the chance to meet you
at last,” Daniel said, moving closer to me as I stood and watched him. “I’m
glad I had the chance to tell you she’ll be okay. She won’t forget you,” he
said, pushing the pages of the letter into my pocket, “but I am going to make
her happy again. And this time, I swear to you, I won’t let her down.”


I was crying, the tears running freely down
my cheeks, the cold wind chilling my skin until my face turned numb. “Daniel,”
I said with a sob.


“I’m so sorry.” He pressed his face into my
neck.


“You hurt me. I told you those things in
confidence.”


“I was angry. Angry you weren’t with me,
angry about that tosser Simon chasing you. I got drunk after the show. Erika
was there. I thought she was being friendly, when all she was doing was pumping
me for information. Plying me with drink until I didn’t know what I was saying.
I must have mentioned you and Nick and Mrs Fullerton. Somehow she got hold of
the witch. Then she went to the press. I’ll sue them all, Jess. For all the
lies they told about you. I swear they’ll wish they never met me. I’m so sorry
I let you down. I love you, Jess. Can you ever forgive me?”


I stared at him. Could I? I looked down at
the grave. Until this morning, when I’d sat staring at the white stick in
disbelief, I had wanted to pretend I could do it alone. I had my sons, and they
needed me. Would always need me. Even in my darkest moments, their light kept
me focused. I knew my place was here, in this world, with my boys. The boys
Daniel had gifted to me. Not with Nick. Not yet.


And now there was this new child to
consider. A new ray of light, a new dawn at the very moment life felt darkest.
A new gift to show me out of the night. Another gift from Daniel. I cupped my
stomach, aware of his eyes on my hand.


I knew it wouldn’t be easy. We had so much
still to learn together, so much to overcome. But there was time to grow and
learn and love together. And I wanted to do that . . . with him.
I reached for his hand and pressed it to my belly. “Take me home, Daniel.”











Epilogue


“How much longer?” Daniel asked. He was
worse than the boys, who were also fidgeting on their seats, brimming with
excitement.


“They’ll call us when they’re ready.”


“Can we ask if it’s a boy or a girl?” Tommy
asked. Three sets of eyes peered hopefully at me. We’d gone round and round in
circles about whether to find out or not. I still felt like it was akin to
opening your Christmas presents early, but the boys were desperate to know.
They’d been beyond excited when we’d told them they were going to have a baby brother
or sister.


“Miss Jameson?” a nurse called. The boys
all jumped up, Daniel reaching out a hand to help me to my feet. I’d felt more
tired throughout this pregnancy. It would be a relief to lay my eyes on this
child. “Do come through,” she said, her eyes widening when she recognised
Daniel. “Are these your other children?” she asked, with a smile at Tommy and
Teddy.


“Yes. We’re five,” Tommy said.


“We’re going to have a baby,” Teddy
announced with pride.


“Well, that is exciting,” the nurse said
with another smile. “I’m guessing you know what to do, but pop yourself up onto
the bed,” she said, showing the boys over to the chairs on the other side of
the room. “How many weeks do you think you are?”


“About eighteen. We didn’t have a chance to
do the earlier dating scan.” Life had been too hectic with all the media
interest in us. There was no way I’d wanted the press to get wind of the new
baby.


Daniel had been true to his word and sued
both Erika and Mrs Fullerton, along with the papers that had agreed to print
their lies. He’d had them all over a barrel. Last week he’d informed me they’d
approached him with a generous settlement offer. An enormous sum. Given the
time a court case would have taken, and the other priorities in our lives, we’d
accepted it, along with a printed apology from the papers. He’d sent a cheque
to Macmillan this morning, asking that the money be used to support hospices
for people with cancer – people who needed Macmillan’s help and support in
their final days. When Daniel had told me what he’d done, I’d cried. Nick would
have wholeheartedly approved.


“Okay then,” the nurse said, scanning my
belly. She hesitated, moving the screen away from us. “Oh, I’ll just need to
fetch a doctor.” She smiled, but it did nothing to calm my nerves. My heart
rate spiked. I looked across at the boys and suddenly wished I hadn’t brought
them with me to my first scan. What if something was wrong with the baby? How
would I ever tell them?


“We’ll cope with whatever they throw at
us,” Daniel said quietly, squeezing my hand. “Whatever it is . . .
we can cope with anything together.” His quiet reassurance helped.


“Mrs Jameson,” the doctor greeted us,
bustling into the room.


“Miss,” I clarified, as Daniel frowned.


“Sorry, Miss Jameson. Let’s have a look,
shall we?” She picked up the device and ran it over my belly, as Daniel and I
held our breath. “Ah, yes,” she said with a smile, pointing at the screen,
“there’s your baby . . . it’s perfectly fine.” I gasped, seeing the
second blurry outline on the screen. She smiled at me, knowing I’d spotted it
while Daniel and the boys remained oblivious. “And there’s your second baby.”
She pointed to the second baby and grinned.


Daniel’s mouth dropped open. “Two babies?”
Teddy said. “Two babies in your belly, like me and Tommy were, Mummy?”


“Yes, darling.” I smiled at him, as Daniel
stared at the screen. “Two more babies,” I said faintly. Daniel looked like
he’d been tasered. “Are you okay?”


“Two babies?” was all he managed to say.


The doctor laughed as she moved the probe
around a little more. “Do you want to know what you’re having?” Everyone looked
at me.


“Yes, please,” I said with a smile.


“From what I can see, and they’ve been most
obliging, you’ve got two little girls in there.” I gasped. Daughters . . .
I’d never imagined it would be anything other than another boy.


“Girls?” Daniel gasped. “Boys, you’re going
to have two sisters.”


“Eugh,” said Tommy. “I hope they like
playing football and bouncing on the trampoline.”


“Girls can do all those things,” I assured
him.


“But you’ll need to look after them,”
Daniel told them. Both boys straightened in their seats.


“We’ll look after them, Mummy,” Tommy promised
me.


“I know you will, sweetheart. They’re lucky
girls to have you boys as their big brothers.”


“They can play in our band,” Teddy decided.
Daniel had been teaching the boys to play guitar. They’d both taken to it like
ducks to water. Teddy was the singer.


“Jesus, wait until we tell my mum. She’ll
never want to leave.” They’d already decided to buy a house closer to us.
Personally, I couldn’t be happier to have them nearby, especially with this
news. I was going to need all the help I could get.


“Are you pleased?” I asked Daniel
anxiously. It was hard to tell.


“Rabbit, I think you just made me the
happiest guy on this planet. I didn’t know I could be any happier than I
already was with all of you, but you keep surpassing every expectation.”


I felt my smile grow. “I love you, Daniel
McIntosh,” I said, sitting up on the bed and pulling my top back into place.


“I love you too, Jessica Jameson. The boys
and I have something to ask you.” He knelt down on one knee. “Tommy, Teddy and
I were talking. You know the boys have started the process of changing their
last name to McIntosh. Well, we want you to be a McIntosh like the rest of us,
and these two new little babies. So, Jessica Jameson, will you do me the honour
of becoming my wife? We were going to wait until dinner tonight, but given this
news I can’t wait any longer. You’re it for me. My One, Jess. I want to spend
the rest of my life with you. I know you loved Nick, and always will, but
please, tell me you’ll let me be your Other One. Will you become Jess
McIntosh?”


“Yes,” I cried, happiness blossoming inside
my chest as I hugged all of them close to me. “Oh, yes.”


 


The
End
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