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CHAPTER ONE
 
He had been in the village less than a half hour when the curb underfoot gave way, tossing him to ground as though in punishment for nosing. 
The women he had been observing (because of his curious soul, rather than any perversion) had been lost in an argument from which they could not seemingly view out, even as his feet tapping the smooth concrete marked his arrival. 
Only the split of the curb and the tumble of the stranger smashed the divide. Both women turned. He felt his stomach lurch, as it might if the characters of your favourite TV show noticed you, then began to crawl from the telly like the girl in The Ring. 
As one, the women swept towards him. He tried to convince himself they were not as frightening as Ring girl. For one thing, they were walking rather than crawling, for another, they were more attractive. Not that beauty was any guarantee of personality. His mother - not to mention the majority of his school crushes - were testament to that. 
“Goodness, are you okay?”
The speaker was the older of the two. Maybe mid-fifties though she looked good for it. Tall and slim with a natural elegance James was not sure he'd ever seen in person. She wore a long green dress that flowed almost to the floor and matched her deep eyes. Her features were sharp, and her lips narrow enough to make smiling difficult, though she tried.
They stopped less than a metre away, hovering like pretty vultures ready to pick him clean. James tried to process the question she’d asked and realised he didn't know the answer. It had all happened so fast he hadn't had a chance to analyse the situation. 
“I'm fine,” he said, for the ease of it, then was revealed as a liar when a palm placed on the road seemed to set off a bomb in his shoulder.
He gasped with pain as the sound of rushing water hit his ears, and the younger girl came to him with a tut. 
“Idiot. Let me help.”
She was early twenties, a few years younger than James, and apparently the daughter. She possessed the same sharp features and deep green eyes as her mother, but was not as tall, and had chosen from a more casual wardrobe. Black T-shirt and jean shorts that stretched at least three inches down her legs. She took the arm that had not flared in pain and helped him stand. 
“Thanks,” he said, aware of the awkward rasp in his voice and hating it. Demanding a straight back, he took a deep breath, stuck out a hand and aimed for a confident delivery of his name. 
“James.”
Not bad, then the hand was taken, and his shoulder reminded him of his fall with a bolt of agony. 
“Emma,” said the daughter. “And this is my mother, Christina.”
Christina held out her hand and James faced blind panic trying to decide whether to take the pain of shaking with the same hand or the embarrassment of switching. He took the pain. 
“What a mess,” said Christina, looking at the destroyed curb as though it were a pet post road accident. “You must be heavier than you look.”
James didn't know what to say to that and was too busy fighting tears as his hand was released to devise a retort. 
“Don't talk much, do you?”
“I think he's in pain, mother,” Emma said. “Or perhaps bowled over by our beauty. Oh, is that why you fell?”
“I'm not sure how beautiful we would have looked during our little -” Christina searched for the diplomatic word. 
“Fight?” Emma offered. 
“Discussion,” Christina finished. “Actually we were just talking about Emma’s need to find a nice boy -”
“- Mother disapproves of my present taste in paramours -”
“Then crack, the ground shifted and down you came. Like a gift from God.”
James was struggling to keep up with the exchange, so didn't blush until several seconds after he was described as a gift. Then it got worse. 
“Do you have a girlfriend, James?”
“Mother,” Emma admonished. 
“What?”
“You're so predictable. Why bother dating, why don't we skip straight to marriage?”
“Well, give it an evening.”
Mother and daughter swapped sarcastic smiles, and James wondered if he was needed for this or if a crash test dummy would suffice. In fact, he felt a little like a crash test dummy. Damaged shoulder and all. 
“Boy’s in pain,” Christina said, ending the stare-off. “Bring him in, play Nightingale. You might even click.” She rapped her heels together as though to demonstrate and turned a motherly smile on James. “See you inside, then.”
Before he could say this had all been a terrible mistake, he had intended only a pleasant evening stroll, not an engagement, she was striding into the house, and he was alone with Emma. She looked at him, looked at his shoulder and as though her look carried weight he flinched with pain. Emma rolled her eyes. 
“Come on then,” she said. “Inside.”
 
Had he been a stronger man he might have said no. Had he ten minutes and paper for his workings, he might even have done so diplomatically. 
But he was weak, and before he had processed her instruction, she was departing, once more conjuring images of those crushes from his past, turning from him with snide expressions and laughs of derision. 
He came along behind her, as though he was her dog and she in possession of an invisible lead. His mind cried out random but nonsense excuses for why he might have to leave (grandma on fire, shoe fitting, dinner with Mary Magdalene) before he fell through the door in fear, as if it were a monster’s mouth, and felt it close behind him. 
“I’ll get painkillers,” she said and, pointing at a chair to reaffirm the owner-dog dynamic, “sit. Stay.”
The chair looked safe enough but was revealed to be a trap when he fell into it and sunk so low he almost kneed his chin. Gripping the armrest, he tugged himself loose, as though escaping quicksand, and stepped fast from the seat in case it tried to reclaim him.
James needed no sign from the almighty that leaving was necessary, though if he had, the sofa would have suited well enough. Truth was Janet and Ted had left dinner in the fridge, and he had stepped into the evening for a pleasant stroll, not to become entangled. This was not what he needed. Far from it. 
The relentless gurgling, rushing, flowing sound of water hit his ears again, and he shuddered. He would have fled while Emma was gone, though his unshiftable manners scolded him for the mere thought, but the charm of the room caught him like a net.
It was, in his opinion, what a proper family living room should be. Warm colours and plush, man-eating sofas. Scented candles and beautiful flowers. A carpet you could sleep on, curtains blocked the world from view as effectively as if it was not there and of course, the critical component.
Family photos. 
He approached them as a moth approaches light, knowing they would drag him in too deep but unable to tear away. There was Christina, a few decades younger and beaming on her wedding day. Next to her a smiling man in black tux. There was Emma at five, ten, fifteen and twenty, and the same for a boy who looked a lot like his sister and mother, but with black hair like his father and darker eyes.
Above the mantle stood the grandest photo. To his moth eyes a 20,000-watt beam that made the surrounding pictures look like fading Christmas tree lights. A vast family portrait on white backdrop. 
In the centre stood Christina and her husband, twenty years from the wedding photo, camera smiles pasted to their faces. To their left the boy. Maybe sixteen, maybe seventeen. Hands stuffed in pockets but otherwise looking smart in pressed jeans and crisp white shirt. Photo smile to match his father’s. 
To their right, Emma. Twelve or so in knee-length black dress. The photo smile was absent but nor did she look miserable. She was a cute kid, but her rosy cheeks were not what caught James’ eye. 
A step forward, and he examined the photo as an art dealer examines a rare print in search of the telltale signs of a fake.
Strange, wasn’t it? In a room so perfectly kept as this, he wouldn’t have thought to find anything amiss, or askew by so much as a millimetre. Yet here the edge of Emma’s shoulder and arm were missing, and the side of the photo was jagged, as though part of it had been torn away. As a result, the picture did not sit quite right in the frame. 
He reached out, as though he could fix it, pressing his finger to the jagged edge as -
“Cute kid, wasn’t I?”
He whipped his hand away as if the torn photo had sliced him. Turned to face Emma. 
“Yeah,” he said, then, forcing himself. “Cute adult.”
No smile. 
“You’re supposed to be in pain. Sit.”
He did as he was told, seating himself at the edge of the sofa to avoid demise in its devilish folds. She placed a glass of water on the side table and popped a pill from a wrapper. As she did, he glanced through the open kitchen door into the garden where shapes were milling. Their voices carried to him as Emma held out the pill, failing to hide her boredom. 
“Having a party?” he asked, taking the medicine. 
“No.” 
He watched her, popping the pill and chasing it with a swig of water. She released a second pill and pressed it into his hand, huffing as the weight of his watchful eyes became too much. 
“It’s my parents’ party,” she said, as he downed the second pill. “Wedding anniversary. Thirty years.”
He smiled, then breathed in as though trying to suck the expression off his face. Thirty years. 
“Impressive,” he said and meant it. His parents had struggled to manage thirty minutes. 
“If you say so.”
Their eyes met. He could feel something inside tugging. It was the family room, the photos, the anniversary. It was something from a dream, but all dreams had to end. Sometimes you had to be strong, and be the ending of them. He could hear the water again, but in here, it didn’t seem so bad. 
It was time to go.
“My mother wants me to invite you,” Emma said, nodding at the party. Something inside James lurched, and he searched for an inner strength he did not often show. 
“I’d love to,” he said. “But -“
“I’m not inviting you,” she cut in. That made things simpler, and also it hurt. “My mother thinks you might be a suitable match is all. Suitable to her, that is, which means not suitable for me. How’s the pain?”
“Still painful.”
She rolled her eyes. His heart grew wings and fluttered. He caught it before it floated away, tried to think of the lasagne waiting at Janet and Ted’s. Coming into the village had been a mistake. Taking Emma’s invite had been a mistake. He could have handled the pain. His mother was right. He was a sissy.
He rose, thinking about leaving with such determination that, when the door flew open, he thought he might have made it happen with his mind. Then came the brother from the photos and thoughts of telekinesis were dispelled in a depressing puff of smoke.  
“You told her you weren’t with me Saturday,” the brother said, pointing a finger as angry as the rest of him into his sister’s face. 
“I didn’t know I was supposed to lie, Mark. Honestly, a text to say ‘I’m lying to my girlfriend, can you please -“
“Do one,” Mark said and was gone as fast as he had come, making the kind of exit James could only dream of. 
“Men,” Emma said with a sigh. “Pain gone yet?”
He was going to say ‘close enough’ and leave when they were interrupted again. Another man James’ age, trailing a woman a couple of years younger, head bowed like a dog who has had her nose bopped for pissing on the carpet.
“What do you want, Mohsin?” Emma asked, hands on hips. “I don’t suppose you were invited, so this would be gate crashing. And dragging along poor, innocent Mac. For shame.”
Mohsin seemed unfazed by the sarcasm. He offered the briefest glance to James, then seemed to disregard him. Focus back on Emma.
“Can we talk?”
“Yes,” said Emma, but didn’t move. Mohsin sighed. “Oh, you mean in private? Would that not upset your girlfriend? Mac, would that not upset you?”
Mac said nothing, but tried a light shake of the head without raising it. Mohsin sighed again, frustration mounting, and gestured to the door. 
“Please.”
“Well I suppose it would be tacky to say you still loved me in front of your girlfriend,” Emma said, offering Mac an unkind smile before spinning to James. “Those pills will work their magic any minute. You can find your own way out.”
Taking Mohsin’s hand, Emma dragged him from the room and up the stairs. James looked at the ceiling as though he could use Superman vision to see through it. No such luck, and probably for the best. He imagined a passionate reunion in Emma’s room and felt a twitch in his chest. 
For this, there were internal reprimands. There was no reason to feel hurt. Not for him, anyway. Casting a look at Mac, he felt the pang of jealousy turn to sympathy. Even guilt, though this had not been his fault.
He rose from his perch at the edge of the sofa, wanting to say something comforting, but knowing there would be no point. He didn’t know her, so what should he say? Besides, now was his chance to escape from the sticky web of this family home. Going for a walk had been a mistake. Leaving the city, even. Stick with what you know was always the best policy. 
“I guess I’ll be off,” he said, owing nothing in particular to his silent companion but feeling it would be rude to leave without announcing it. Mac did not reply.
Chancing another glance at the photo - that tear demanded his attention, but he ignored it - he made for the living room door, half expecting it to burst open a third time. 
It didn’t, but escape was not assured. As he reached the handle the tap tap tap of heels on kitchen tiles rushed towards him, and he released his hold on the exit to see Christina enter the room. 
“Where are my children?” she demanded of no one in particular, then, “oh hello, Mac, dear, lovely to see you. James, what have you done with my daughter?”
He glanced upstairs, then offered another guilty stare to Mac. Christina stood where Emma had, hands on hips as her daughter had. It was creepy, and there was no resisting that stare. 
“She went upstairs with Mohsin,” he said, so he could tell her he loved her, he almost added, but didn’t. Christina rolled her eyes and tutted in annoyance. 
“Unbelievable. I am sorry, James.”
“No need.”
“But I am. Please, go on into the garden. George will be giving his - ah, there it is. Go, go.”
The tinging of knife hitting glass floated through while Christina was speaking and, as though programmed to respond, she resumed her progress through the living room, swishing past James and giving him a nudge towards the garden.
A voice chased the tinging, and James felt himself continuing the course Christina’s hand had put him on like a rock pushed down a gentle slope. 
“Thank you one and all for being here, and for being so quiet so quickly. I never quite worked out how to achieve that with my children.”
Tittering from the assembled crowd. James saw them as he moved into the kitchen, gathered around the speaker as the faithful gather around a religious icon. 
“I wasn’t keen on making a speech,” George continued, his back to James. “It feels odd, having you all stand around me like I’m your headmaster and this is school assembly. But those of you who know me know my wife is the boss in this marriage. In this family, even. When she says speech I say ‘how long?’”
More laughter and James used the break to slip around the edge of the kitchen and into the garden, standing a little off from the crowd, out of the way. 
“So here goes, my first attempt at a speech since my wedding, thirty years ago to the day, when my beautiful fiancé became my beautiful wife, Mrs George Barnes, and made me the happiest man on the planet.”
Like an actress who has been awaiting her cue, Christina entered stage left to give George a brief lips kiss, eliciting a chorus of ‘aww’s from the assembled crowd. The love poured off the couple like a gas, and breathing it in, James began to feel light headed.
“Like a car, no relationship runs 30 years without the occasional fault,” George continued. “But ours has trundled along pretty damn smooth. My beautiful wife made me a father to my beautiful children. Mark and Emma seem to have disappeared - surprise, surprise - but I’m proud of them both. Mark, who has overcome the Jekyll and Hyde nature of his youth to get a good job, and stunning girlfriend of his own, plus a home just down the road. Emma who was born with the smarts and sense of a fully grown woman, but who I still see as my little girl.
“And, let us not forget, less than a decade ago my star daughter-in-law gave us our cheeky chappy Grandson, Charlie. Unfortunately, he can’t be here tonight - can’t handle his booze -“ more laughter at this - “but his mother and I are so proud of him.”
More awwing from the crowd. James noticed a few wet eyes and feared, if they looked at him, they might see the same. 
“Christina,” George said, facing her, their eyes locked as though they were the only people in the world. “I can only say, with all my heart, thank you for giving me this perfect family, this perfect three decades and can I just say, I cannot wait for the next three.”
They kissed to cheers and applause from the crowd. James dried his eyes and tried not to think of his own family. The parents he had always wished could be like the couple before him, but which never would be. 
Choking on the memories, he stepped back into the kitchen, anticipating a comfortable getaway but -
“George, this is our new friend James.”
Christina’s hand found his arm and turned him to face the happy couple. 
“Our daughter was supposed to be looking after him, but apparently she’s forgotten how to be a good hostess. Imagine what my mother would say?”
“Pleasure to meet you,” said George. They shook hands. James could smell George’s aftershave and was jealous of it. “I hope you enjoyed my speech.”
“I did,” he said, then, before he could stop himself: “It was wonderful. You guys are wonderful.”
“What a pleasant young man you are,” said Christina. “Will you be staying for the remainder of the party? I see plenty left to drink and, should Emma return, I’m sure she’ll remember her manners. What do you say?”
James looked at the couple before him, and the garden filled with smiling faces beyond. Felt the tug of acceptance dragging him in but knew it was time to walk away. 
There was a lasagne waiting in the fridge for him. 
He looked at Christina. 
“I’d love to stay.”
Christina beamed, and that settled that. 




CHAPTER TWO
 
James had been dropped into many parties like a baby chucked in water and expected to swim. With average looks, limited charm and enough confidence to half fill a thimble, he always struggled. Hovering on the edge, plastic cup in hand, watching fun be had around him, waiting for a time he could sneak out unnoticed to the relative safety of his bed.
With a pat on the shoulder from George, he stepped into this party expecting the same, or worse. Here was a dig filled with longtime friends, neighbours and families, and James stood out like a severed finger in a tin of soup. Eyes flicked to him. Shoulders turned. Then - 
A hand was thrust towards him, a smiling face offering name and introduction. James took both, traded his own. Another hand, name and introduction. Then another, and another. They descended on him like the small town folk in the horror movies he used to watch, but with different intentions. These folk wanted not to tear his skin from his bones and cannibalise him, but make him feel welcome. Part of their swarming, village-wide family.
Here was Bob Christie, who ran the pharmacy down the road, happy to meet him. Linda Richards, everyone’s favourite landlady, hoping to see him at the local soon. Sharon Grant, serial babysitter, wanting to know every damn thing about him, and being interested in the answers. Claire Donnelly, mother of George’s grandchild, Charlie, and wearing a green dress similar to, but shorter than, her mother-in-law’s.
The warmth they showed was like a drug, lifting his spirits as helium lifts a balloon, and a table full of booze helped the confidence shortage. He felt the smile grow fast as the giant beanstalk on his face and decided he could stay an hour, maybe even two. 
He blinked, and the night disappeared. The encroaching darkness consuming the minutes as a lion consumes a gazelle until the people began to float away like driftwood, departing for warm beds, buoyed by an evening of good food, drink and company. George and Christina stood by the door for the first dropouts, kissing cheeks and shaking hands. Then George left to run lifts, and Christina was alone until Emma reappeared. The bickering kicked off again, and mother dragged daughter, and the fight, into the privacy of the house.
Through dwindling bodies, James examined the garden. It had been left in a decent state. Most the empty glasses and paper plates were piled high on the covered table brought out for the occasion. Three bin bags dotted about the garden, each fit to burst. James considered looking for more, to help clear the table, but if he was caught rummaging through kitchen cupboards without permission… some might call that meddlesome. 
Instead, he stepped from the debris left in the wake of any good night, through the sliding doors and kitchen, into the living room. 
By the front door, a group gathered, rustling coats the backing track to laughter and banter. James hovered in the living room, a flash of shyness overcoming him. Waited as a crude joke was told and the group moved outside, shutting the door with a soft click.
Silence. He would wait until they cleared a little up the street, then follow. Retracing his earlier steps, coming into the village. Were it quiet enough; it would be like resuming his stroll, as though the distraction brought by a collapsing curb had never happened.
As he waited, his eyes once again found the perfect family, staring at him from above the mantlepiece. Mother, father, brother, all smiling at the room, showing their delight at the decor. Emma giving him the same appraising look she had when dishing out medicine.
Stepping towards it he again lifted a finger, running it along the tear. 
No family, he supposed, was perfect. 
Nearby a car door slammed like a clap from his conscience, waking him from this intrusion into the Barneses lives. Withdrawing his hand and stepping from the picture he took in those faces in the gloom and found they did not look quite right. 
Paranoia. He had always been prone to it, and there was the running water again, crashing against a bank somewhere in the past. 
Too fast, he left the room, sweeping into the hall, flinging open the door and colliding with someone coming the other direction. 
The girl took a quick step back, put her foot down bad, rolled it, and went into an aggressive bush on the front lawn. 
Oh my god, I’m so sorry. Let me help you.
The right words came to mind without prompt, accompanied by the action of him extending a hand and helping her up, but the connection between brain and body was down, and he stood half inside, half out, watching her. 
“No, no, please, don’t worry about me,” she said, rolling so she was facing him. Now he moved to her, but she slapped his hand away and tugged herself up.
“More fool me,” she said, ”walking towards a door. Should have expected I’d be tackled to the ground, but there was no sign. Beware the pit bull - arghh.”
She had put the rolled foot down and found it in no fit state to hold her weight. At the shock of pain, her hand shot out and grabbed his shoulder. His arm came out and grabbed her side. 
“Oh, now you help.”
“Course,” through gritted teeth, though it wasn’t that. Gripping hard as she was would have hurt on a good day, but she’d grabbed his bad shoulder. The pain made him reach to catch her, much as placing her damaged foot down had made her grab him.
They stood that way a while, her unable to move and James transfixed by a level of beauty he was not sure he’d seen outside a film star. Even with her dress twisted and hair messed by the fall her perfect features, slender figure and gorgeous blue eyes were enough to render him as breathless as if he’d been propelled into space without the suit.
“You’re hurt,” he said. A stupid, pointless comment, but anything was better than staring at her for the next ninety minutes.
“Something like that,” she confessed. “Probably nothing, I just need to -“ she tried the foot again, cried out, and doubled down on gripping his shoulder. “Yep, that’s no good.”  
“Snap,” he managed, pointing to his shoulder, then the curb. “I fell earlier. Hit the concrete.”
“Sorry,” she said, taking her hand away and collapsing backwards. His own shot out and, to his surprise, caught her. 
“Don’t worry,” he said, twisting so she could grab his other shoulder. She smiled. 
“You ruined the aesthetic of our perfect village?”
He nodded. 
“Beware the lynch mob. I’ll find you tomorrow, swinging from a tree between the postman who was pinching people’s mail and the guy who drove too fast by the school. What’s your name?”
“James,” he said, aware he was pushing the word through a ridiculous smile. He couldn’t help it. There was something so transfixing about the girl he could barely stand it. 
“Megan. I’m looking for my man. Mark. He here?”
“Mark Barnes?”
She nodded. He was confused. 
“But you’re not Claire?”
“No. What is this, you trying to prove you’re different to most men, cause you listen? Maybe I’ll test you on the name thing in a few days, see if that’s true.”
“I just thought, cause Claire is Charlie’s mum and Charlie is Christina’s grandchild and -“
“Ahhh.” Comprehension dawned. “Cause you’re new. Well no, Mark is Charlie’s uncle and my boyfriend. Charlie’s dad is… not around.”
James thought of the family photo. That tear down the side, amputating Emma’s shoulder and arm. Charlie’s dad was not around. In more ways than one, it would seem.
Tiredness seemed to sweep over him all at once, and the idea of leaving the village became more appealing than ever. 
“Mark’s not in,” he said. “Went a while ago. Hardly anyone left now.”
“Course not,” Megan said. “That’d be too easy.”
“Yeah.” Conflict ruling him. Wanting to leave as fast as possible but stay with this girl forever. He could kidnap her but… “it was lovely to meet you. I hope you find Mark.”
Afraid of the gravitational pull of her beauty, James averted his eyes and tried to shift, hoping she would remove her arm. 
She did not.
“I don’t think so. You created this damsel in distress situation tackling me into the bush -“ he tried to protest the phrasing, but she halted him with a hand - “you created it, now you’ve got to play knight in shining armour and get me home. Got it?”
James began to dissent, then closed his eyes in resignation. Hours ago he had failed to tell Emma ‘no’, and just because Megan couldn’t walk away, didn’t make this any different. After all, she was right. It was his fault she couldn’t stand.
“Come on,” he said. 
“Excellent. Just a pity you’ve got no noble steed. Nothing for me to ride -“ and off his look - “hey, none of that. Eyes forward soldier. Let’s go.”
 
“So tell me, James. Was everyone excited to meet you? I know I am.”
His heart skipped like a girl at playtime. He tried to keep his cool under the duress of her eyes, her arm around his shoulder, her hip against his. 
“No,” he said. “Should they be?”
Her smile was like a tanning lamp on his skin, and she seemed to pull closer as he spoke. Telling himself this was a practical measure, to assist her hopping down the curb, did nothing to still the charge of his giddy heart. Classic James. A pretty girl’s smile and the touch of her skin were all it took to chuck him in love. He told himself to be strong and knew it wouldn’t happen.
“Because you’re proof,” she said, showing her smile in her tone, and only a hint of the pain that haunted her every step. 
“Of what?”
“Life beyond this village.”
His smile seemed to ignore his nerves, coming from somewhere else. Still, it embarrassed him, that idiot’s grin, and he turned from her, taking in the dark row of houses to his left. It seemed to be these moving, rather than them, passing the injured duo on a slow travelator.
“You’re laughing at me,” she said, catching his smile without losing her own. 
“I think you’re funny.”
“You think I’m joking.”
“Aren’t you?”
She looked at the same row of houses he had. Above them, past them, as though seeking a barrier which blocked the village from the rest of the world. James thought of Under the Dome by Stephen King, but Megan used another reference. 
“Have you seen The Village, by the guy who did Sixth Sense?” 
He shook his head. 
“Well it’s -“ she paused, pointing next left. They began making the slow, painful turn. “It’s about these people who live in this tiny village back in the fifteen hundreds or whatever, surrounded by woods, and they believe monsters are living in these trees that’ll kill them if they try to leave the village. Right here.”
Another turn, only James took it funny and almost imitated Megan by rolling his ankle, which would have left them crawling. Steadying himself he held Megan a little tighter, and they went on. 
“Only it turns out the monsters aren’t monsters,” Megan continued. “It’s the village elders or something, killing anyone who tries to leave. Cause it turns out beyond the woods, there’s something else. Something they don’t want their people to see. Guess what it is?”
“What?” he asked, and she rolled her eyes. 
“What kind of guess is that? Well, fine, I’ll tell you. Beyond the trees is the modern world. I mean they’re living in the past, and there’s a McDonalds fifty feet away.”
Right again. The pain from the last turn had faded, and his shoulder felt much better. Might have been the paracetamol but he doubted it. More likely it was Megan’s touch, her soft voice and stunning smile. The antidote to any ills.
“So, that’s this village, is it?”
“Yeah. Well, mostly. Actually, we have a McDonalds, and the murder rate is super low. No one stops you leaving, but that’s worse, in a way.”
“Worse?”
“Sounds bad, right?” She thought it over, searching for the right words like a tourist thumbing through a phrase book. “It’s like there’s this malaise. Like we’re born with something that tricks us into thinking there’s no outside world. Or a force from above is making us think that. Yeah, like the Truman Show. But it’s not one person who’s unaware. It’s everyone. We’re all Jim Carrey. Can you imagine?”
“A village of Jim Carrey’s,” he asked, laughing a little. “Sounds awful.”
She gave him a playful hit on the arm, but a smile still lit her face brighter than the moon. James returned it, starting to hope this journey would never end. 
“You’re making fun of me again. You tackle me to the ground then make fun of me. That what you’re about, Mr Outsider?”
“I’d never make fun of you,” he said. “This town is a cross between The Village and The Truman Show. I get that.”
He did get it. This village, cut off from the world. Only Megan made it sound awful. To James, it seemed perfect. He saw himself at a dinner table, chatting to mum and dad, sister one side, brother the other. Girlfriend down the road, friends a stone’s throw away. All of them together and protected from the outside as surely as if the Great Wall of China enclosed them. 
After all, the wider world offered nothing to write home about. 
They clambered another curb as though it were a small mountain and reached the edge of the village. A line of trees stretched off in either direction, just like The Village. Beyond these lay the darkness of the woods. They skirted this on the light side, flattening trimmed grass, Megan still holding him, although her footing had become surer, and she looked at him as they went.
“Come on then,” she said. 
“What?”
“I told you. You’re exciting. I’ve grown up seeing the same faces every day. You know how many people live here? A giant’s handful. Then you come crashing onto my patch like an alien. You’ve got to hold up your end of the bargain, Mr Outsider. Tell me exciting stories about the outside world. Is it true there are more coffee shops than people?”
That made him laugh. A long, happy laugh that felt like a stranger on his lips. 
“Lot’s of coffee shops,” he said and wished he had something more to offer. Though the truth was, “there’s not much interesting about the outside world.”
“Tell me about you then,” she pressed, now dragging him from the trees back into the nest of homes. “How was your childhood?”
“Unhappy,” and the sheer honesty of that surprised and stopped him in his tracks. He coughed as though it wasn’t too late to do over his word, and tried to move on, only to be tugged back by Megan.
He saw concern in her eyes and tried a reassuring smile that died fast on his lips. He had never been good at faking emotions and now was no time to start. 
“I started with my mother,” he said, wondering why he was going on. “She didn’t tell dad she was pregnant. Not until she got sick of putting up with a crying brat and dumped me on him. A man I’d never met.”
“That must have been hard,” she said, and her free hand took his, squeezing it. 
“It was okay. We made it work. Got harder when she returned, and they got back together. That never worked. All sorts went on before…”
He could see the latter days. The screaming, the fighting. That last argument between him and mum. The look in his father’s eyes when he said goodbye. Blood on the carpet.
“I had to get away,” he said, unable to delve any further into it. “Haven’t seen either of them in years.”
Another hand squeeze. They sped up a little, and when James saw the look of pity in Megan’s eyes, he shoved the conversation in another direction. 
“Why don’t you go?”
The question took her by surprise. 
“Huh?” 
“Away,” he said. “Leave the village.”
They stopped. She stared at her shoes and James thought of Dorothy in reverse. Like Megan might tap her heels and say “there’s no place like not home, there’s no place like not home, there’s no place like not home.”
This time he squeezed her hand, and she looked to him as they resumed their walk.
“Mark, I suppose.” 
He tensed at those words. Hoped she didn’t feel it through his hand as she continued. 
“I always planned to leave. Then we got together. Been together ever since. He’d never leave.”
“No?”
Eyes back to her shoes. Over her shoulder, James saw a light flicker off. The last on the street. No surprise as the clock counted off the final minutes before midnight. 
“He wouldn’t leave his mother,” she said, and he could almost the taste the bitterness of her words. “Who would make his decisions for him? If not for Christina we wouldn’t be together. She was our cupid, how’s that for a laugh?”
“Doesn’t sound so weird,” James said. “She tried to get Emma and me together earlier.”
Megan snorted. 
“I’m not sure you’re Emma’s type.”
James wasn’t sure how to take that, so didn’t respond. They stopped once more, and Megan dropped her arm from his shoulder, testing her ankle. 
“Feels much better,” she said. “Could probably walk unassisted.”
The words were a slash to his heart, but he tried to keep his cool. He wasn’t ready to let her go, but how pathetic would it be to try hold on?
“Come on,” she said, offering a hand. “We’re not far now. You can walk me the rest, all gentleman like.”
He took her hand as though it were a precious artefact he was terrified of breaking. Already she had laced her hand through his, but this was different. That was a move of sympathy. This was holding hands. He tried to keep his smile in check. Failed.
A couple of minutes later they reached the end of a cul de sac. Megan pointed to a semi-detached house next to a darkened alleyway. The journey was over. The stop like a weight around his heart, dragging it into his stomach. He looked at Megan and had no idea what to say, so was shocked when the words slipped out. 
“Are you happy?”
She assessed him with curious eyes. He didn’t know if he’d asked because those eyes had seemed so sad since their talk about Mark and Christina and never escaping the village, or because of what Mark had said to Emma, about the lie to his girlfriend.
“Sometimes,” she said. “I should be, shouldn’t I? Nice home. Job I don’t hate. Good looking boyfriend who brings in decent money and isn’t a drug addict. He’s good to me. Safe.”
“Doesn’t work like that,” James said, the words coming on their own now, tumbling like a rockslide. 
“I’ve enjoyed our walk, Mr Outsider. Let’s not ruin it, eh?”
“Sorry,” promising himself he’d say no more then going on. “I’d love to know you were happy though, cause we’ve only known each other half an hour, but already I know you’re kind and quirky, and you make me smile. I don’t smile that often. Less than you’d probably think.”
A good recovery, but still he might have blown it. Then she raised a hand and squeezed his arm. 
“You’re a nice guy, Mr Outsider.”
“That’s my problem.”
“I don’t think it’s a problem.”
Her voice was soft, almost a whisper, and she’d stepped closer. Her chest an inch from touching his. If it did, it would stop his heart, like an anti-defibrillator. 
“Mark and I are solid,” she said, as though trying to convince herself. “I’m angry because he said he was out with his family when he was with those animals, Shaw and Georgie, cause he thinks he can help them but he can’t, and those stupid names aren’t the worst thing about them. 
“Well, that’s part of it. Maybe it’s also that he’s kept me here. That’s he got no ambition beyond this tiny village. Maybe I’m angry solid is all I’ve got. Think that might be right, Mr Outsider?”
“Maybe,” he said. It was all he could manage. Again she was closer, touching him, and all his focus was on staying upright. Her head tilted as it moved towards him, her lips parted. He moved in, thinking if their lips touched it would be the best moment of his life, or he’d explode. 
Pounding feet. James saw a flash of Mark’s rage and spun, almost knocking Megan to the ground. He saw her. A girl with tears streaming her face barrelling out of the small pathway between Megan’s place and the house next door. She was facing them but wasn’t seeing, so smashed into James’ pained shoulder then disappeared down the street. 
Reclaiming his balance, James rushed to Megan, ignoring his throbbing shoulder. Focusing on her beauty even in her state of shock. A swell of rage bubbled within him as he realised what had happened. 
That girl, whoever she was, had ruined the moment. 
And that was when Megan saw the body. 




CHAPTER THREE
 
Later, she would say she had not known it was a body right away. A plausible assertion. After all, as she rose her hand, trembling with wet eyes, pointing, James had turned to see only a shape in the dark. A lump half way along the cramped and shadow-ridden alley. It would have been easy to write it off as bricks beneath a sheet, fallen branches from the unsteady ancient tree that hung above the walkway, or even a drunk, sleeping off a heavy night. All these might have been reasonable suppositions, and yet, as soon as he saw it, James knew they were not right. He would not have been able to say how he knew this, only that he did. The only reason his mind searched for other possibilities was denial, flaring up like hives, demanding acknowledgement.
For some time her hand remained aloft, shaking like the branches on the tree, frozen by fear and shock. 
“It’s okay,” James said, sensing the need to help Megan before anything else. He altered his position to block the shape from view and took her pointed hand in his. As though she might break at the lightest touch, he pushed down, easing the arm to a more natural position by her side.
Having been looking right through him, still seeing the body that was no longer in her eye-line, Megan jumped at his touch. Their eyes met, hers weak and afraid. Had it honestly been seconds ago he thought he might kiss this beauty?
“What is it?” she asked, her voice a hoarse whisper. A fresh tremble came over her, and she tried to look past him, as though afraid the dark spirit of the body might rise any moment.
“Probably nothing,” he said, hearing the lie in his voice and hoping she couldn’t. He touched her cheek, tilting her face, so she was looking at him, not it. “I’ll check.”
The words came true as an arrow shot by Robin Hood, finding the target of her fear and damaging it. Her expression softened, and his promise gave her a little strength. Enough that he could not back out. 
Knowing to stay any longer was to invite an inability to act, he turned to the darkness of the alley, the shape on the stone. It was a needle of fear and adrenaline pressed into his heart, and it took all his inner strength to walk from the beauty of Megan to the ugliness ahead. 
The journey was shorter than he would have liked. Five steps and he was at the mouth of the alley, which hung wide, ready to swallow him. Fear tore at the edge of his resolve like an invading army pulling down a castle. A second and a breath were all he allowed himself before slipping between the greedy walls and into what lay beyond. 
The darkness was a door, and the place it led to was cold. He became sure, if he twisted to where he had come from, he would see not Megan waiting, full of anticipation for him to call false alarm, but a black canvas or eternal corridor leading to nothing. Refusing to confirm his fears, he focused on the shape ahead, stepping forward and dropping beside it, his toes bending, aching, his knees an inch from being dirtied by the ground below.
Seconds ticked on. The shape remained as it was, rolled away from him, wrapped in darkness. His hand extended towards the rounded lump that might have been a shoulder, his fingers bending in on themselves as they drew near, as though an invisible forcefield defended it. He gritted his teeth, determined to proceed against his raging fear.
On he went, pushing his fingers through the forcefield, further and further until they were touching the edge of the shape. 
The silence was shattered by a wave crashing through the mouth of the alley behind him. He closed his eyes and felt it hit, drenching his clothes and freezing his skin. It shackled his ankles and began to rise. Fast. Coming towards his head, desperate to drown him.
He opened his eyes, thought that would break it, but saw the water rushing over the shape. More black than blue, and laced with lines of red, running through the water like veins beneath the skin. Blood. Blood in the water and it rose towards his head, touched his chin as he -
Jerked backwards. His feet kicking the ground as though he could propel himself through the black, bloodstained water and arrive safely on the other side. 
It didn’t go like that. The kick was misjudged and sent pain through his ankle and lower leg. Enough to jog his mind back to reality, escaping the demented visions of his hyperactive imagination.
Too late to fix the move. He fell onto his back, hand leaving the shape as he went. He watched it twist and roll and grabbed the scream that leapt up his throat seeking freedom, sure he had awakened a zombie which would crawl atop him, gnashing and gnawing at his flesh, tearing him to pieces in a few bloodstained seconds.
“James, are you alright? What happened?”
Again he was yanked from the clutches of his imagination. Putting his back to the shape, although it filled him with unease to do so, he saw Megan, standing at the edge of the alley, clutching the wall tight in case hands reached from the dark to pull her in. He went to respond, then saw she wasn’t looking.
Turning back to the shape, he saw what it was. The moon, perhaps sensing the change in situation, was forcing its beam through the branches, illuminating the face beneath the tree. Blood ran from head to ground, and this time he knew it was no illusion.
“Call an ambulance.”
He needed to check the pulse, but fear took his hands like binds and held them as the moon continued to spotlight the man who had stood before him hours ago. 
This couldn’t wait. He tugged his hands, tearing the binds, and placed two fingers on the clammy throat.
Slow, like an owl's, Megan’s head twisted on the neck, her eyes falling on, but not seeing him. James saw the tears on her cheeks like clear blood, mirroring the real thing on the neck he now touched. 
“Is it - is it?” she couldn’t even ask. 
“It’s Mohsin.”
“Is he alive?”
“For now. Call an ambulance.”
This time she moved, slipping from the wall and stumbling, almost going to ground. He heard her dialling. Speaking. He relegated the voice to background noise as he slid his jacket from his back.
The blood didn’t seem to be flowing too fast, but this meant little. Mohsin may already have lost too much to be saveable. Playing it safe, he ran his fingers along the back of Mohsin’s head, searching, searching and -
There. He withdrew the fingers and found them drenched with hot, red blood. Someone cast a faint spell, and he almost fell. He could see the water again, trickling around the body, mixing with the blood and carrying it away. The back of his skull began to throb, and he placed his hand on his head, lacing the dying man’s blood into the hair his hairdressers always described as voluminous. The feel of it slapped him back into the real world, and he placed the hand on Mohsin, lifting his head and putting the folded jacket where he believed the danger spot was.
Someone had hit him. The thought came as sudden as the weapon must have to Mohsin. Unexpected, unstoppable. He spun, as though expecting the culprit to be waiting in the dark. 
They weren’t. 
He looked for what might have been the weapon, could see nothing, then remembered the girl. Running, afraid, regretful. What had she done?
Who was she?
He pictured the scene. Mo and the mystery girl. Shouting, fighting. Him turning from her. Her reaching for something. Lashing out. A moment of passion then - 
Speculation. 
Worthless speculation. 
He rose, knowing it was selfish. Knowing he needed to stay with Mohsin but unable. His courage was fleeing and, as though chasing it, he staggered to the opposite end of the alley to the one through which he had entered.
Emerging onto a new road the fresh air hit him like breaking the surface of the water after too long under. He breathed deep and held the wall to steady himself, thinking about the man dying behind him. 
Emma, Mac, this stranger. Mohsin seemed quite the lothario. Guys like that often got their comeuppance, though such comeuppance was rarely so brutal. 
Releasing the wall, he stepped onto the road. Around him, silence reigned. No cars, but if one had flown by he doubted he would have moved. Too dazed. 
Ahead of him sat a house much like Megan’s. To it’s right a stretch of grass leading into the woods which trailed as far as he could see in either direction, hugging the village. To the right, his eyes followed the street. More houses, gardens, cars and -
Movement.
So slight he almost missed it. Would have if he wasn’t so strained, alert. Now his eyes darted back, and he saw it. A car parked at the side of the road. Shapes moving within it. 
Unthinking he stepped forward, and the shapes dived beneath the dash with a flash of black and green. He sped up. 
Stopped.
What was he doing? Two teenagers lost to lust would have seen only each other. Confronting them would achieve nothing but embarrassment all round. 
Returning to the edge of the alley he breathed deeply again, before once more diving beneath the surface of the darkness, back to the body.
 
“Run me through it one more time.”
The throbbing was back, this time brought on not by visions, but Officer Rickson’s insistence on hearing the events of the evening again and again and again.
“I told you,” James said, launching into it once more, clenching his fists as though his mounting frustration was held within them.
The latest rendition ran on autopilot. Officer Rickson seemed to listen, but James had checked out, his eyes drifting to Megan, looking weak and defeated as she went through the same ordeal, but with more pain in her ankle.
“And this girl, describe her for me?”
And what are the pen and pad for, if not recording such details?
But he didn’t say that. Could be he was talking too fast, and the cop was missing a lot. Adding more to his notes on each pass of this merry go round, until he had the whole story. James went slower this time. 
Having returned to the alley, he had seen Megan, clutching that same wall for dear life and staring at Mohsin. The fear and sadness in her eyes had given James strength, and he’d strode forward with purpose. Lowering himself by Mohsin and checking the situation. Pulse active. Blood pumping, but not at optimum performance. He had stayed, holding the jacket against Mohsin’s head, until the air was heavy with sirens, at which point he had gone to Megan. 
“And you have no idea why someone might want to hurt the victim?”
“Mohsin,” James said. He flinched every time the cop called him ‘the victim.’ “No, I told you. This is my first night in the village. I’ve never met him before.”
The cop gave a nod that suggested he thought this was mighty convenient. Worthy of suspicion, even.
James repressed a sigh. He had been angry the first time he’d seen that nod, but after so many repeats was used to it. 
“Can I check on my friend?”
He nodded to Megan, taking the chance to look into the alley. Nothing to see anymore. The ambulance had been and gone. Forensics, too. There’d still be blood on the floor, he guessed, but nothing he could see under darkness, even with the moonlight’s assistance.
“Thought you’d only met today,” the cop said, eyes narrowing, lips turning up, pleased to have caught James out. “Could you call her a friend so fast?”
“Yes.”
The cop waited, but James saw no need to elaborate. After the allotted amount of time to decide James was not about to spill his innermost secrets under the strength of the silence, Rickson turned to catch his partner’s eye. 
A meaningful or meaningless look passed between them. James’ cop gave a curt nod. 
“Go see your friend,” he sneered. “But don’t go anywhere. We’ll be over in a second.”
James nodded, resisting the urge to question where he might go, given the ice cream man had toddled off to bed some time ago and Megan’s house was mere metres away. He crossed from Rickson to Megan, passing the other cop in the middle, like political prisoners traded on a bridge.
“This is hard work, huh?” Megan said, her voice wavering a little. “If I’d had this many passes at my maths GCSE I’d have done better than a D. Woulda driven me mad though.”
He smiled. A real smile. He couldn’t help it around her. She looked at him and almost gave one of her own.
“You’re pretty much the strong silent type, huh?”
He almost laughed at that. 
“I’ve never heard it.”
“Never heard it before,” she said. “Heard it now cause I’m telling you. Strong cause you helped carry me home and dealt with Mohsin when I went to pieces. Silent… well, that speaks for itself. Unlike you.”
“Is it good?” he asked, trying to sift the hope from his voice. For a moment the injured, perhaps dying, Mohsin was all but expelled from his mind. 
She shrugged. 
“We are all different, aren’t we?” 
His heart sunk at her words then soared as she continued. 
“Good for me, cause I like to talk. You notice that? The less a man talks, the more I can.” 
She paused, and they were looking into each other’s eyes again. There was something there, and he thought she knew it because she scrabbled onto safer ground. 
“Mark can be quiet too when he has a mind.”
Again his heart plummeted, and the constant rising and falling was beginning to make him ill. He thought saying something witty might help but, before he could, Megan looked over his shoulder and said: “Mark,” as though trying to drive her relationship status home like a stake.
They arrived together. Two cops and the angry man from earlier. Though he looked calmer now. More handsome, especially in the moonlight. James tried not to hate him.
“What’s going on?” he asked. Megan began to explain. James turned to the officers. 
“We have all we need for now,” Rickson said. “You’ve been very helpful, but we will need you to come to the station tomorrow morning to make an official statement. First thing, if you wouldn’t mind.”
James did mind. He was not a keen environmentalist, but it was hard not to weep for the planet with such blatant paper wastage as the pad dangling in Rickson’s loose grip.
“Sure,” he said, and tuned in to Mark when he heard him say:
“He should stay at ours.” 
James turned to find the couple watching him, and the attention made him so uncomfortable he almost ran after the cops as they dropped into their car, begging to come with them.
“Agreed,” said Megan. “We can go to the station together tomorrow. Give this stupid official statement. We should have recorded ourselves this evening. Could have played it back. Saved some time.”
“What do you say, James?” Mark said. Behind him, James watched the police car depart, like seeing the last lifeboat float into the distance.
“I can’t,” he said. The idea of spending the night so close to Megan was intoxicating. But he felt the man sharing her bed would somewhat ruin it. 
“I promised I’d be home,” he continued, deciding not to mention ‘home’ was a bed & breakfast. Of course, there was that lasagne to think about.
Megan looked disappointed. Or he imagined she did. Mark put an arm around her shoulder, as though rubbing it in.
“Understood,” he said. “But I got to thank you. For looking after my Meg. I should have been here, but I’m glad someone was.”
James nodded and might have mumbled 'you’re welcome' but couldn’t be sure. He wanted to get away. With a forced smile he turned from them both, and for the second time, that night saw a women burst through the alley, barrelling towards him.
This time he protected his shoulder, but she was more in control and stopped before she reached them. He recognised her. 
“Claire, what’s wrong?” said Megan. 
Another girl appeared from the alley. Young, white as a sheet. Speed both women ran they were lucky they’d not slipped in Mohsin’s blood. This girl James didn’t recognise but could guess who she was, having heard her mentioned. 
Amy the babysitter. 
“Claire?” Mark pressed because she had only stood and stared in response to Megan. He stepped forward, and she collapsed into his arms, sobbing. He looked at Amy, his eyes asking the question. 
“It’s Charlie,” Amy said, tears filling her eyes. 
“He’s gone.”




CHAPTER FOUR
 
As though he was born for it (or had at least had plenty of practice), Mark took instant and decisive control. 
“Meg, get Claire into ours and call my mum, she’ll know what to do. Claire, come on, it’s going to be okay.”
Maybe heroes didn’t reference their mothers so freely, but it wouldn’t lose Mark many points. He held Claire’s hands and looked into her eyes, demanding her focus with the will of a toddler determined to get his way.
“We’ll find him, I promise. He can’t have gone far. I’m going to get him now.”
Megan joined her boyfriend, arm around Claire’s back, as James watched on, useful as a cricket bat on a football pitch.
“He’s never done anything like this,” Claire whispered, haunted eyes flicking from Mark to the sky, as though expecting to see her son in the stars.
Together, Mark and Megan pulled the distraught mother to her feet.
“Try not to worry,” Mark said, like asking the grass not to be green. “I’ll get him back.”
“He’s never run away. Why would he run?”
Why would he run? Why did you let him run?
The second voice galloped into James’ mind unannounced and uninvited. Pressing a hand to his skull, he saw a flash of a living room long since forgotten. The tears of a grown woman, large and desperate. 
“Go away, go away,” he muttered, hitting his head.
In other circumstances, this might have been noticed, but Megan was turning Claire away, leading her towards the house, and a lost look had crossed Mark’s face. The confidence slipping. 
This pulled James back from his vision, and a thought occurred to him, sudden and clear.  
“It’s my fault. I should have been watching.”
It was the girl, Amy, talking. James allowed Mark to go to her as he stepped back into the alley. 
“I should have been watching. I was meant to be looking after him. I should have -“
“Amy, stop it,” Mark snapped. “It’s not your fault. Don’t ever think it.”
“I should be in there. I -“
“No,” Mark cut her off again. “You need to go home. Go to bed, and don’t let this play on your mind. Give it an hour, and we’ll have Charlie back. I’ll text you soon as we do.”
Maybe she nodded. James wasn’t looking, and if she spoke, he didn’t hear her. There were a few seconds of non-movement, so it must have taken another Mark stare to get the message across. 
“You’ll text?” she said. 
“Right away.”
Feet departing. Soft and unsure, as though afraid the ground might collapse. Then the two men were alone. 
“You can head off, mate,” Mark said, arriving by James in the alley. “I’ll have him back in five minutes. Probably some kid game.”
“I don’t think it’s that.”
“What do you mean?”
Instead of responding, James took a careful step over the dark stain of Mohsin’s blood and quick-stepped through and out the other end of the alley. Once again that feeling of breaking water as he stepped onto the street, and once again a look to the house ahead.
The door was hanging open.
“What’s going on?” Mark asked, stepping out of the alley, casting James an annoyed look that vanished when he saw the open door. James chanced a quick glance to where the horny teens had been (and wasn’t surprised to find them gone) then pointed at the window above the open door. 
“Charlie’s room?”
“Yeah, what of it?”
James turned to the side, his back to where the sexy car had been. The idea had come in an instant, and he was sure it was right. 
To his left was Charlie’s window. To his right, the alley. The line of sight was perfect. Unbroken. Anyone looking out tonight could have been treated to quite a sight. A frightening sight. 
“Shit,” said Mark, getting it. “He ran. Where?”
Where did he go?
A man’s voice this time. A hand on his shoulder. Forget it. Think. 
“Not out front.” Playing the scenarios fast as he could. “He wouldn’t have gone towards the attacker. Would have looked for someone in the house. Mum wasn’t there and if he couldn’t find the babysitter -
“Back door?”
“Shit,” Mark said again. “Come on.”
Come on. We’ll find him.
They ran, as though fleeing the voice in James’ head, onto the stretch of grass to the right of Claire’s home, a seven-foot fence to their left, boxing in her garden. 
James felt this was time to strategise, but Mark ploughed on as though late for a very important date, hopping onto the fence and swinging his leg over in one smooth motion. A couple of seconds after it began, it was over, and Mark was out of sight, leaving only the sound of his voice as comfort to James.
“Back door’s closed but -“ the sound of Mark’s feet rushing across grass, then patio. A hand trying a handle and - “unlocked. Kid could easily have got out here. Charlie? Charlie, mate, you here?”
Toby? Toby, where are you?
The name hit him like a sledgehammer. He fell into the fence back first and placed his head in both hands. 
“Stop,” he whispered, hitting his head again. It was worse than the water. Worse than the blood on the carpet when he thought of his parents. So long ago but -
“Charlie?”
Toby?
“Charlie?”
Toby?
“Charl -“
He smacked both palms on the fence, and everything stopped. A cool, perfect silence hit him, and for a few moments, there was nothing. Then came the footsteps, and Mark was calling him. 
“What?” James said, composing himself.  
“He’s not in the shed, but I don’t know how he can have got into the - ah shit. Get around back, will you? Think I’ve seen something.”
Panic touched James’ heart, but he batted it away like a fly. Mark’s tone suggested whatever he had found was not so bad as James’ imagination might insist. A single shoe, dotted with blood, or even worse. These images he repressed as he rounded the fence.
Darkness greeted him. Another narrow alley, this one not cramped between wooden fence and stone wall but wooden fence and thick trees. Maybe a foot between one and the other, meaning James would have to turn side on to progress. He hesitated. Did he want to stare into the blackness of the trees or away? The former might encourage his imagination, and the latter would leave him open to attack by demons. 
“Hey man, you coming?”
“Yeah.”
Stupid, childish fears. How many years had these woods been here? How many had walked through them without suffering attack? Most, he was sure. Not that such logic stopped fear from crawling over him like a boulder-sized spider. 
Don’t be a baby, James. Just do it.
The voice of his mother. Always there and always partnered with fear, annoyance and regret. 
Chest to the fence, he stepped along like a man walking a high ledge. Still afraid, though his mother’s voice had flitted into the woods to join the other monsters. Not that there were monsters. Such things were the recourse of stories and -
“Hey.”
It took a level of self-control he was not aware he possessed to hold the scream long enough to work out what was happening. To see the hand was not some severed apparition but the hand of Mark, poking through a hole in the fence, created by sliding loose planks aside. 
As James watched, more of the planks were parted, allowing Mark to climb through. 
“Well, I guess he could have come out here, run through the trees -“ Mark pointing into the darkness - “but why would he?”
“Fear,” James said. 
“This place has got to be pretty scary for a kid, too,” Mark said. “Why exchange fear of attack for fear of the woods? Why not stay in the garden, or lock himself in the bathroom or something?”
James looked into the trees. Mark was right; it would be scary for a kid -
- Toby, oh God, Toby -
- Scary for an adult too, if they had any sense. James didn’t like the way the dark seemed to shift and twist and curl before him. Try as he might, he could not convince himself it was the wind pushing the leaves. Charlie, too, might have struggled, and yet -
“Kids don’t think like that,” he said, remembering his own childhood. Wondering if he’d changed. “He sees the attack, thinks it’s a monster and assumes he’s next. So, he runs. First thought is find the babysitter but, for whatever reason, he can’t, so he decides to run.
“Only, he can’t go out front, because that would bring him too near the attacker. Instead, he runs out back, through here, and into the woods. Probably thinks he can circle a few houses and get out to find his mum. Maybe doesn’t even think that much. Maybe he just wants to hide, and come back later. How big are these woods?”
Mark shrugged.
“Not that big. This is pretty much the centre point, and they run in a semi-circle around the village boundary. It’s probably a mile deep here. Half that at its narrowest point, twice at its deepest.”
James considered. A mile wasn’t so deep. Even two wasn’t bad. Though end to end there was a lot to work with if it covered half the village. If Charlie were using his head, it wouldn’t take him long to find his way out. 
But in a blind panic?
He’s afraid. He’s alone. Oh god, Toby…
“We need to find him,” James said, the words from the past grabbing and spinning him into dizziness.  Mark was giving him an odd look. 
“No shit,” he said and disappeared into the trees without further comment or discussion, the darkness covering him like an invisibility cloak, leaving only the sound of his feet cracking through the leaves and twigs on the black floor, and these fading fast.  
Afraid of the oncoming silence, and being left alone, more than the woods, James scurried after the departing uncle. 
Wanting to catch up quick, James was forced to go faster than he would have liked through the trees. Employing all the dexterity he had - not much - he only banged his shoulders a handful of times, and only ripped his top in one place before catching Mark, having used the braver man’s calls to Charlie as his lighthouse, guiding him to safety. 
“He shouldn’t have run off,” Mark said, and James could make out a grimace of annoyance in the stretched light. “Claire should have taught him better.”
“He’s a kid,” James said and recoiled at the look Mark gave him. It said kids shouldn’t be afforded any more leniency than adults.
“I was a kid once,” Mark said, no hint of irony. “As soon as I was old enough to understand the words my mother spoke, she made sure I understood what I was supposed to do, and not do. You think if I’d seen someone being attacked I would have run off? No, I understood that actions have consequences. I would have gone straight to mother and, if I couldn’t find her, I would have made sure all the doors were locked and phoned the police.”
James tried to imagine an eight-year-old being so rational and couldn’t. Put himself in that situation and saw a small, scrawny boy crying under his bed, wishing dad would come home. He sympathised with the missing boy, and it must have shown because the annoyance dropped from Mark’s face. 
“Sorry, I’m upset. Worried. Kid’s family and we’re all responsible for him. Not just Claire but dad, mum, Emma and me. When I worry, I get wound up, and I snap.”
“It’s good you care,” James said. Might have left it at that but another question flashed across his mind. “What about the father?”
“What about him?” The irritation was back, a small creature in Mark’s throat, tugging at the vocal cords, straining his voice.
“He’s your brother, right? He have anything to do with Charlie?”
“No,” Mark said, and for a minute it seemed he’d say nothing more. Then: “Luke’s out of the picture.”
Literally.
Further questions would not have been well received, so he kept quiet as they chewed through the woods, waiting for Mark to speak again. When he did, it was less a comment to James, than a monologue to reassure himself. 
“We’ll find him soon,” though there was only silence around them. “Even if we don’t, woods aren’t that big. He’ll find his own way within a few hours. Tomorrow morning latest. We’ll see him soon, no doubt about that.”
Except there was doubt. James could hear it. Mark wanted to seem calm and confident, but he was begging James for reassurance. To hear everything would be okay from someone who believed it. 
James wanted to offer such assurances. Problem was, he didn’t believe it. 
A woman screamed. 
James span as the sound tore through his -
Mind. 
Except it sounded so real.  
Mark turned with alarm, and James took two quick steps forward to avoid the stare, placed his foot on a rock and felt it desert its post, like a terrified soldier fleeing a watch tower at the sight of the enemy. In its retreat it dragged James’ foot with it, splitting his legs until he toppled and fell for the second time that day. 
Landing on his back, he felt the ground reject him, pushing him down. His eyes searched the darkness, and he became sure he was about to slide into hell. 
A hand grabbed him. It stopped his slide with a jerk, and they almost went over, but Mark was strong and held steady. 
“Pretty clumsy, aren’t you?”
James sat up. The incline was deep enough you might speed up a little walking down it, but not so deep it would give a mountain climber - or even a child - much trouble on the ascent. 
Feeling dumb, he used the hand attached to his good shoulder to shove himself up, almost slipping again as he went and giving himself an injection of pain using the hand attached to the bad shoulder to grab a tree.
“Sorry,” he said, and stopped. He could still hear running feet, and turned 360 to find its source, though it was coming from somewhere he couldn’t see without a mirror. Finishing his pirouette, he saw Mark staring at him. 
“What happened?”
“Nothing.”
“Looked like you heard something.”
James shook his head. An action that might have been lost in the darkness, though James doubted it, as he could make out the smile of Mark’s response even in the low light. 
“Liar,” Mark said. James was tempted to do so again but evaded instead. 
“Just remembered something. We should move.”
“Sure,” said Mark, holding out a hand without taking his eyes off James. “Lead on.”
James did, making his way carefully down the decline, trying to keep his eyes ahead, and on the present, but all the time he could see her. Body hunched. Tears pouring. Sobs rocking her whole form and seemingly the trees and ground around her. 
He saw that distraught, pained face rise to him, all red and blotchy. He saw her scream and heard her words. The same words on repeat. 
Your fault, your fault, your fault. 
“I know,” he whispered. “I know.” 




CHAPTER FIVE
 
For the next half hour, they swept the forest, moving with the speed of zombies, heads forever rotating, searching the darkness for some sign of the missing boy. Now and then, Mark would call his name, and once or twice James tried, but no response came. 
To Mark, the only struggle was finding Charlie. To James, this was half the battle. The further through the woods they travelled, the more snippets of conversation continued to break into James’ consciousness, like voice memos from the past.
Worse were the images. Every few trees he would see her, bent over, sobbing. In the distance came the sound of children running, giggling, playing. 
He stopped, grabbing a tree as though trying to rip the bark free. The water had started running again, and the giggling had turned to fighting. The voices of men and children overlapping, distorting. He closed his eyes and begged it to leave him alone. To let him be. 
“James, over here.”
Mark’s voice was like an anchor, tying him to the dock of reality. Fighting boys and sobbing mothers drifted out with the tide and James fled them gladly, stepping through another line of trees and joining Mark in a clearing. 
For a moment he thought they had broken free of the woods, but this was illusion, created by an open space filled with moonlight. Blissful and bright as the sun after the dark of the trees.
To his right, he could see the actual exit to the woods. Through the last clump of trees, he could see concrete, cars and houses waiting for him. 
The temptation was to run for that road, casting the woods off like a coat on a sweltering day, and perhaps he would have, if not for the structure which lay ahead, slap bang in the middle of the clearing.
It demanded attention, if only because it was so unusual. Especially for a city dweller, so used to cars driven by aspiring Grand Prix racers, sprawling towers housing thousands of residents like chickens in a battery farm, and people everywhere you stepped, everywhere you looked. Next to that the quiet, calm of the village was stark enough contrast, and this was something else again.
“Cool, huh?” Mark said, stepping past him. “Kids call it The Witches House, The Shack, or the Ghost’s Shed. We all heard plenty of stories in our youth. All fake, but fun. It was a right of passage to go exploring. Alone.”
James could believe it. The building - house was maybe too grand a word; shack about did it justice - was constructed of wood and pieces of dirty glass. It was large, considering it stood alone in the woods. James guessed a couple of bedrooms on the first floor. The front door was covered with moss and weeds, as though the building was infested by a plant monster which had blocked it off, seeking privacy. James saw the plant in Little Shop of Horrors and felt the tremors of terror he had watching it as a kid. 
“He’s in there.”
Because how could he not be? How could a village have such a structure and not have it as the resolution to every bad thing that happened? Still, Mark glared at him. 
“See through walls, can you?”
James guessed that needed no answer. 
“I don’t care how afraid he was of some attacker,” Mark continued. “No way an eight-year-old is brave enough to go in there. Well, not Charlie, anyway.”
Still, Mark circled the building to the back, tapping the frame of a glassless window. 
“Was always this one,” he said. “In my day it was, anyway.”
He stepped back, judging the height. It would be a clamber job for an eight-year-old, but not impossible. James looked into the gloom of the room beyond and felt a shiver tap dance up his spine. 
“We should still check.”
“Maybe,” Mark said, not convinced. He poked his head through the window and called: “Charlie? Hey, Charlie, you in there? It’s your uncle, Mark. Mate, if you’re there give me a call and I’ll come get you.”
They listened, straining for the slightest movement or cry. For once the demons of James’ mind fell silent, giving him this chance to hear the boy. To bring Charlie home. But -
“Nothing,” Mark said. “Told you. No way he’s crawling in there. Too scary.”
James still had reservations. The shout test was a good starting point, but what if Charlie couldn’t hear? What if he was asleep. 
Or worse. 
He remembered a scream that rang through an entire forest. 
Toby. Toby. Tooobbyyyy
People heard the cry a mile away, but someone far closer did not. Someone in no position to listen to anything.
Before James could raise his concern, a jingle leapt from Mark’s pocket, calling to them. Mark took one last glance into the shack, then lifted the phone to his ear, walking away as he answered. 
Left alone James couldn’t help but notice the shack was alive. Had to be, because the two upstairs windows, cracked and stained with copious amounts of dirt, were eyes, and the pointed wooden roof a witches hat. 
He took a step back, but it did no good. The whole structure seemed to lean toward him. He stopped, sure another couple of steps would tip the building too far, and it would collapse, burying him in cursed wood.
“I‘ve got to go.”
James jumped as Mark’s voice invaded images of him clambering through splinters and glass, the fallen building becoming a hand around him, dragging him into the Earth. He fought to compose himself.
“What?”
“Mum wants me back. Family meeting. Maybe they’ve found him.”
Mark didn’t sound sure, and James certainly wasn’t. Surely, she would have told him. 
“You’ve done enough,” Mark said, patting James on the shoulder. “Go home, get some sleep. It’ll all be right by morning, one way or another.”
“Sure,” James said, mind still ticking over. “I’m pretty tired.”
Mark thanked him for everything and gave another patronising pat on the shoulder. James watched as he departed through that last line of trees and into freedom, thought about bed, and lasagne. He wasn’t hungry but knew he should be. He hadn’t eaten since not long after midday. Over 12 hours ago, now.
Everything would be right by morning. The Barneses would find Charlie, and that was right. He was family. They were his guardians.
Everything would be okay. But -
My boy. My boy. 
How quickly things turned. How fast they changed. A five-minute delay could be the difference between life and death and, after all, James really wasn’t so tired. 
Running feet. Giggling. 
Catch me catch me. I’m the good guy you’re the bad.
The house loomed over him, watching, waiting. He faced the window Mark had called through. Looking into the gloom. 
Still undecided whether he should proceed, he found himself dragged towards the window as though on string. He perched on the empty frame and lifted his leg over the edge. 
This was pointless. This was doing no good. 
But wasn’t it better safe than sorry?
Another leg over, his head stooped. Then he was inside, rising in what might once have been a kitchen but was now a gutted, dead space. Bare surfaces stood opposite, cupboards open to the world, their doors lying smashed and scattered across the floor. There were empty spaces beneath counters where the white goods might have stood - not that James could believe anyone had lived here since such appliances were invented.
In the low light, the kitchen floor looked like a mountain range viewed from above. The contours of shattered doors and cupboards, dining chairs and lamps rose and fell across the landscape of the room’s base. He had to bend low to make most of this out, to defend against his hyperactive imagination’s insistence he was walking over body parts. 
Treading with the care of a soldier through a minefield, James made his way across the kitchen. Stepping in clear space where he could, nudging debris aside where he couldn’t, all the time advancing toward the door which hung half off its hinges, revealing part of the hallway beyond.
At the threshold between kitchen and hall, he paused. The moonlight allowed into the clearing broke easily through the empty frame, showering the kitchen in its glow. But beyond the doorway in which James now stood there were no windows. Only the front door, so covered with moss and weeds that almost no light could break through. To step into the hall was to step from light to dark, and this for someone who still slept with a nightlight.
Opening his mouth to call to Charlie he found no words available. This was part dry throat and part psychological. The petrified cowboy of his mind lassoing his words, pulling them back and screaming at James for his crazy, monster drawing actions. 
But why shout anyway? Mark had already tried that so if Charlie was here, he couldn’t hear, and James would have to do things the hard way. 
He stepped into the hallway. 
Beneath his foot, the floorboard creaked, then cracked. Ahead of him were shapes, though none of them moving. James tried to take comfort from this and failed. Remembered a horror maze he had gone in a couple of Halloweens back. There had been shapes there too, and they hadn’t moved. 
Not until you walked past them. 
The sound of his screams from that night ringing in his mind, James took another step. 
Another creak. Another crack. 
To his left were the stairs. Wooden, with slight hints of where a carpet may once have lain. To his right was the moss covered entrance and straight ahead another door hanging off its hinges, leading into the front room. 
Another step. Creak. Crack. One hand on the door frame, touching it as lightly as though it was a horn he was afraid to set off. He leaned in, scoping out the room for trouble. 
Like the front door, the window in here was covered in grime and weeds. But with a larger area to cover they had failed to take such a strong hold, allowing moonlight to creep into the room. There was little for it to light. A single table leg in one corner. A metal bar a few feet away. Nothing else. Certainly no child. 
In case the metal bar sprung to life and dived at him, he retreated into the hall. Putting his back to the front door, he stared up the stairs, then to their right, where two more doors led off another darkened hall. 
The first of these might once have been a small dining area, but was now as dead and empty as the living room. He ducked in and ducked out fast. Went for the final door along the corridor and swung it open. 
Against one wall was a body. 
James repressed a scream, stumbled, and almost fell onto his back. 
Heart pounding he gripped the edge of the stairs and breathed deep, allowed his mind to process what he had seen. Poked his head back into the room.
It was - or had once been, the toilet. The window in here was tiny and covered, meaning the room was almost entirely black. At the back of the little room was the shape, keeled to one side like a kneeling drunk who has fallen against the wall. Even once James worked out this was not a body, it took a long time to believe it was only the toilet, some time ago snapped out of place and kicked aside. 
A minute spent in that cramped, damp room was ten minutes too long, and James stumbled out so fast he almost fell again. 
He returned to the foot of the stairs. 
The darkness above each bare step seemed to shimmer, as though a porthole to another world might hover there. He wished Mark hadn’t gone. He wished he’d never come into this place. 
He was terrified of treading upstairs, but it was too late for second thoughts. He was condemned to continue until every room was searched because if he left even one, the boy would be in there. 
Somehow he found the strength to lift his foot. Like dragging a weight so heavy, he was sure it must plummet straight through the first step. Instead, it landed with a thump and nothing more. Not even the creak he was sure he could expect. 
He took another step and another. Each time his foot landed, a little of the excess weight dropped away, making every move a little easier, a little freer. Though the fear never dimmed. 
Days might have passed before he reached the top. Before both feet were on the same level and he was facing down the barrel of another hallway. He’d never be sure. All sense of time had been checked in at the door. Or the window. 
The corridor ahead was narrow, with an ancient, fading carpet stapled to it. To the right was a frail bannister over which he could see the corridor leading to the downstairs toilet. Past this were two doors, both closed. Behind him was a third door, this one close enough that, if a gnarled hand bust through and grabbed him, he would have little time to react to it dragging him into its lair.
With trembling hand he reached for the knob of this third door, standing with such arrogance before him. Strong and tall and affixed in a house of it's broken and shattered brothers. Knowing it had the mental beating of him.
Wanting this door to know he was no pushover, he clasped the cold metal of the knob. 
Too cold.
Fear had made him hot, and the opposite temperature of the handle made him jump, though he refused to let go. 
Assuring himself - lying to himself - he had the capacity for bravery, he turned the handle. This did creak and groan in protest as the door held steady, grabbing the floor and scraping as he forced it open. 
The first thing he noticed was the empty frame of a window. The curled branches of the black trees might have scared him, but they didn’t. Somehow seeing the outside world calmed him. Made him realise this house was not some eternal building from which there was no escape. The outside was never more than metres away. 
The fresh air helped, making him feel cleaner, healthier, and repelling the horror movie vibes that had engulfed him. 
He stepped into the room. 
It was almost bare, as per standard shack decor. In one corner lay a mattress James would not have felt comfortable sleeping on, and the floor was littered with numerous items. Some which must have been there years and some - stamped out cigarettes, crushed beer cans, used and unused condoms - more recent. Beyond these there was nothing.
Except… He examined the mattress more closely, thinking in any other room he might not have noticed anything, but in here… 
It was the smashed window that did it, allowing in plenty of moonlight. The place was cast in an eerie glow. The mattress lit in a devil’s spotlight. Not just the mattress, though. 
James approached, stopping with the toes of his shoes an inch from touching the disgusting thing. 
He had not been mistaken. There was an item lying on the mattress. An envelope, by the looks. 
His heart pounded as he stared at it, his neck straining as he refused to lean forward but tried to take in more of the fresh looking paper. Perhaps he would have left it. He wanted to leave it, but couldn’t, because of what it said on the front. 
Knowing he couldn’t turn away, he snatched the letter as fast as if swiping eggs from under a mother bird. He stumbled back, hands shaking, reading the words he had thought he saw from afar and realising he had not been mistaken. 
 
The Barneses
 
Forever he stared at those letters, reading them again and again under the glare of a moon that was at the greatest height it would achieve. He traced the words like a monk trying to learn scripture by heart. Watched them as though they might slide off the page to be replaced by something he could allow himself to walk away from.
No such miracle was on God’s agenda. 
Accepting this, James turned the envelope, examining the back. It was plain, as one might expect an envelope to be. There was only the flap, which had been stuck, maybe with glue, more likely by the tongue of whoever had written on the front. 
He studied the back for as long as he had the front. Until, working in open rebellion of his conscious mind, he lifted a finger and ran it along the fold, tracing it until he found a small bubble under which he could slip a fingernail. 
Holding there, he prepared to lift. Tearing it open and -
Stop. 
His conscious mind wrested control of the situation and scolded him. Was he a Barnes? Was this letter addressed to him?
No, on both counts. It was not his to open. However much it tempted him. 
His finger remained under that bubble, the letter held aloft, even as his arm began to hurt.
His mind turned to Charlie. That missing boy. He was gone and, currently, James was the only one looking for him. If this letter might have anything to do with it then -
He looked down with a start, jumping a little and almost dropping the message. Lost in thought, his rogue finger had slipped further beneath the bubble and now the flap, held with little strength to begin with, had surrendered under the pressure of his encroaching nail. 
He watched as it folded outwards, floating away from his thumb and into an upright position, revealing the top of the letter beneath. 
Resistance crumbled. He’d always been weak. Hadn’t his mother been so quick to tell him, and so often? There was no hope of stopping what his unwatched thumb had begun. It continued its mission, this time with the help of a finger. The letter was clutched and a moment later slid free of the envelope. 
Something inside begged him to stop, but it was too late. He unfolded the single sheet and read the few words below, his breath catching as he did, the suspicion that had crept up the moment he had seen the letter vindicated now, revealing the truth of the matter. 
Charlie hadn’t disappeared because he had seen Mohsin being attacked.
Mohsin had been attacked because he had seen Charlie disappearing.




CHAPTER SIX
 
Slowing only in fear that the ancient staircase would collapse beneath his weight, James made his way as quick as possible from the shack into the open air. In his hand was clasped the letter, held tight, as though someone might swing by at any moment and try prize it from his unsuspecting fingers. Yet, it remained away from his body, held out like a dinner tray, or an item one suspects to be cursed.
The cool, summer evening air was an antidote to the oppressive, close atmosphere of the wooden structure behind. He stopped a few feet from the door and closed his eyes, tilting his head and breathing in. Drinking the fresh oxygen as an alcoholic drinks wine. For some time he held this position, only opening his eyes and moving his head at the sound of movement nearby. 
“Hello?”
His words galloped out before fear could close his throat for business. He turned to where the sound had come from and thought he saw branches shift. Four steps towards that space then stop. The wind blew again, and the branches shifted once more. As for the sound… his mind was drawn to Toby. Poor Toby lost in the woods so many years ago and still lost now. Not in the trees, as it might seem, but in James’ mind. Haunting him, as he deserved to be haunted. 
Holding tighter to the letter, he turned from where he had thought he’d heard the noise and seen the branches shift, and made his way back through the trees. Aiming for where Megan shared a home with Mark. 
 
After going wrong a couple of times James, at last, found himself on a familiar stretch of road. Not that it was easy to tell what was familiar in a village where darkness shrouded rows and rows of houses that could have been clones. Still, although he was further down than he had been, he could see the space where the car of horny teens had sat, and the front door to Claire’s place. Maybe even make out the way it still hung open. He considered shutting it, though knew he wasn’t going to. 
On he went, down the dark, silent street and through the alley, even darker and somehow even more silent. As he reached the space where Mohsin had lay, he lifted his leg, stepping over the body that had been removed some time ago, trying not to look at the dark stain on the ground.
Out the end of the alley, feeling that fresh air effect again, James turned to Megan’s home. Door closed, looking much like any other house on the road except for the light shining through the curtains, bathing the front lawn in a glow somewhat stronger than the moon high above could manage. 
For too long he watched this, then crossed the drive, his mind slipping back to earlier in the evening. The walk home with Megan. The way they had connected. The way his heart had fluttered at the thought they might kiss. How long ago had that been? A couple of hours, max. How things had changed in that time. Seismic events causing the Megan incident to feel a thousand years ago. Recalling them now still churned his stomach, though. Made him think about her. Made him want her. 
Trying to turn the thoughts aside he held his hand to the door like a greeting. Mark had been kind to him. Mark had seemed nice. That’s what he had to focus on. A glimmer of anger and a suggestion that Megan wasn’t all that happy wasn’t reason enough to fall in love with her. Besides, curse yourself, he thought, for thinking on this when a little boy is missing. 
The thud of his knuckles on the door seemed to arrive ahead of the knocking. As though, for once, sound had put a spurt on and travelled faster than light. Or maybe it was the mellow darkness of the night that had acted on light like wine on James’ mother. Making it dopey, slow, and lulling it to sleep in lieu of whatever job it was supposed to be doing. 
Footsteps came from within. Someone moved from the comfort of the living room, their shadow appearing behind frosted glass as the hall light clicked on. Seeing his knuckles were still raised, ready for a fight, he dropped them, took a defensive step back from the door and checked the letter was still there. Part of him expected to see Megan as the door swung back. Part of him wanted to see Megan. Her gorgeous face and beaming eyes. Yet, when the door opened, it was not she with the injured ankle, but the perhaps more predictable Mark. 
“James,” he said. “You didn’t need to come round, mate. Unless… did you?” He seemed unable to finish the question, and James couldn’t hesitate much longer anyway. He held out the letter, pressing it into Mark’s hands as though it was a bomb he wanted rid of. 
“You need to read this.”
 
The letter was downstairs. The Barneses - Christina and George had been sitting in the living room with Claire when he followed Mark in - were deliberating. Poring over it. Those same few words. In the quiet of the dark, spare room in which he now lay, he could almost hear them, passing it around, turning it again and again, half expecting something more to be written on the other side, knowing they would always be disappointed. Then back to the original words. James could see them when he closed his eyes. Though he no longer had the letter to look at, they were as clear as ever they had been with it in his possession. 
 
Mum, Dad, Mark, Emma, Claire
 
The boy’s with me now.
 
We’ll be fine without you. Don’t come looking.
 
Luke
 
It sent chills down his spine. There was something so insidious about the situation. Boy goes missing after an innocent bystander is attacked in the street outside his house. Mum comes home in the dead of night to find her son gone, and the only evidence of where he has disappeared to lies in an abandoned shack in the middle of woods. Those few words to say that father has taken son - the boy, as Luke had described him - and would never be coming back. It was enough to make James want to cry. 
Yet, there had been little surprise from the family. Mark had taken the letter. Read it twice, his eyes rolling over each word at half speed, as though any one might contain a shocking secret. Once he was satisfied, he’d gestured for James to follow him in. No more words. James had stepped into the house, and Mark had closed the door, then they stepped into the living room. 
In the spare bedroom, James sat up. He was restless. Finding it challenging to stay still for long. There was little free space between the double bed at one side, desk in the corner and cupboard and drawers in between, but he used what he had to pace back and forth, recalling the looks in the living room as the letter was passed around.
Claire had been the first to speak, before she had seen the letter. Mark had walked into the room and handed the note straight to his mother, then stood in the middle of the floor while James hung by the door, feeling like an unwanted intruder. Christina had taken the note and read it twice as Claire began to fidget in her seat next to George, who did little to comfort her. 
“What is it?” she asked, looking at Christina, then to Mark. “Mark? Is it to do with Charlie?”
Mark hadn’t spoken, and James thought he was shaking. Overcome with fury that his brother might have dipped in and kidnapped his son under all their noses. Christina read the letter three or four times more, but her expression remained calm, together. Her back remained straight and the only sign circumstances had changed was a little exhale of breath as she folded the letter and stood. James couldn’t have respected her more for that. 
“Christina, what is it?” Claire asked, her voice tinged with desperation. Now Christina looked to her husband, and he responded with a nod before putting an arm around Claire, squeezing her shoulder. She seemed to find little comfort in the move but didn’t shake his hand away. 
“Tell me.”
“Charlie is safe,” Christina said, though Mark's expression suggested otherwise. “Mark, go and make us all another drink, would you? Then we’ll talk. James -“ she stepped towards him - “you found this?”
He could only nod. She came so close he thought she was going to kiss him. Then she spoke. 
“You only met us tonight,” she said, “but already you’ve walked my son’s girlfriend home after she hurt her ankle. You’ve found that poor boy in the alley and reacted admirably. Now, with my grandson… well, you have gone above, and beyond what could have been expected of you. For that, I could not thank you enough.”
He stopped his pacing long enough to smile. Sure, he had only done what anyone should have, yet it filled him with pride. The way she had spoken. The affection and thanks she had given. More than he had come to expect from his own mother, no matter what he did. Enough to make him believe he could be involved in the family discussion, but he was getting ahead of himself. 
“We need to talk about this,” she said. “As a family. You understand I’m sure. But it’s late. I wouldn’t have you trudging all the way home. Mark won’t mind if you stay in the spare room for now, will you Mark?”
Mark hadn’t minded, and here he was. Christina had said he could sleep, but that was nonsense. He collapsed onto the bed after another spell pacing but had no chance of sleeping with all that was going on. With that letter being discussed downstairs. 
They hadn’t seemed surprised, and maybe that wasn’t surprising. The picture in the living room came to him once again. Cut off at the edge, as though someone had been removed. Luke had done something to get cut out of the picture. To get cut out of the village altogether, perhaps. Now he had returned to reclaim his son.  
Mohsin came to mind and James could believe Luke would have attacked him, but he thought of the girl they had seen. It had been easy to believe she was the attacker but was that the case? It still could be, sure, but it was as likely - if not more likely - that she had been out for a walk and had stumbled upon him. James had seen her running and crying, and maybe that was the effect of seeing the body. He had stayed calm and called the cops, but Megan had been there. On his own, could he see himself freaking and running? Sad enough, he could.   
He stood once more, repeating the cycle of pacing a while, sitting, pacing a while, sitting. His mind buzzed with ideas, and he needed a distraction. 
Crossing the room to the desk, he found it almost bare. Computer screen, mouse mat, mouse. A pen and a blank sheet of paper at one edge, sneaking away from the action. Beneath the smooth wood sat a tucked in chair and cabinet with two drawers, each with a blank card slotted above the handle where the contents might have been written. 
Beyond the closed bedroom door, he heard a creak, turned his head, listened. Heard something else. 
Water. Trickling like a peaceful stream, but coming from the hallway. The throbbing took up in James’ head again, and he dropped to his knees with a groan, resting his forehead against the cool of the cabinet before him. 
It helped, a little, but the sound of the water was growing stronger. The peaceful stream becoming a rushing river, running down the hall and hitting the door, seeping under it, into the room, gurgling on the carpet. 
He tapped his head on the cabinet. Then bumped it. Hit it. Three, four, five times. He grabbed the handle as the river began to roar, smashing against the door. He turned to it, preparing to scream as -
It opened.
“Hello,” Megan said. 
The water stopped. James rose fast, releasing the cabinet and stepping back. Megan looked from him to it. 
“Snooping?” she asked. “Mark keeps his work stuff in there. Very private. Even I’m not allowed in.”
“I wasn’t,” he said, though he could understand the misunderstanding. “I got a headache. Hit it against the cabinet. It’s cool.”
“Or painkillers are good.”
He nodded, feeling stupid. A rough silence came between them, and he noticed the way she stood awkwardly, one foot raised. 
“Sit here,” he said, perching on the bed and patting the space beside him.
“Better not.”
His spirits lifted. Could she not trust herself with him? Was the attraction more than imagined? He stood. 
“We can swap -“ but she already had her hands out, gesturing back onto the bed and, as though she possessed telekinesis, he fell with her gesture, nodding to show whatever she wanted, he would be happy to provide. Pathetic as that was. 
“Is it better?” he asked, nodding to her leg. She nodded back. 
“Getting there. By morning I’ll be able to walk almost normal, I guess. Couple of days and it’s nothing but a memory. Like you, maybe.”
That hurt, and he was sure it must have shown because she gave a sympathetic smile, though made no move to ease his pain with words, speaking instead of the confab downstairs. 
“What’s happening? I was dismissed to the bedroom the moment Christina and George showed. Not quite family enough to be involved.”
There was bitterness there, and she tried a smile to show there was nothing to it, although it was too late for such manoeuvres. 
“It’s Luke,” he said, and watched her eyes widen with more than just recognition for her boyfriend’s brother. Recognition of dark acts. Coupled with a fear that made him feel uneasy. What exactly had Luke done?
Rather than asking, he spoke. Telling her about Mark’s and his search. How he had initially thought Charlie had run after seeing Mohsin attacked and moving onto his belief that Luke had attacked Mohsin before taking Charlie. He ended with the note - exhibit A, and current topic of discussion a floor below. 
Megan didn’t respond right away. She perched her bum on the desk, hands gripping the edge on either side of her. One foot down, the other raised a couple of inches, forever twirling hypnotically, showcasing long legs, bare beneath a tiny pair of pyjama shorts. She digested what she had been told then spilt the first word that came to mind. 
“Shit.”
That hung there a while, the only word between them. The best to sum up the situation as it stood. James clung to the bed frame as Megan clung to the desk and felt the obvious question bubble inside him like gas until he could no longer hold it. 
“What did he do?” he asked, feeling better for the question being out there. “Before he left, I mean.”
Megan examined him, as though not sure what he truly was. Fair enough, he supposed, seeing as they had only known each other a couple of hours. Still, after what they had been through in that short time, he hoped he might have earned some answers. But she shook her head. 
“He’s not a great guy,” she said. “A real black sheep and before he left he caused a lot of problems for a lot of people. It’s been better for everyone with him gone. Especially his family. It’s best they don’t have to think about him, and it’s best the rest of us don’t talk about him unless we have to.”
That put it clear enough. He wasn’t in the club. Didn’t deserve to be told. Part of him wanted to argue, but he’d never do that. It wasn’t his place to push for information and, in a way, he had everything he needed. Luke was a bad guy. Luke wasn’t wanted. Luke was missing from the family photos for a reason. James might have wanted to know what that reason was, but he had no inherent right to such knowledge. He nodded, accepting her assessment. 
A quiet passed over them as they each regressed into thought. He didn’t know what troubled her, but his mind slipped from Luke and Charlie to Megan and back again. It was during a Megan phase she broke the silence, standing as she did. 
“We need to talk about earlier.”
A step towards him, and it was clear it pained her. He saw the grimace as she took another, and this time, when she stopped, she buckled a little, almost going down. He got up fast, stepping forward, but she held up her hand, steadying herself and standing tall. 
“I’m fine.”
“You wanna rest it,” he advised, but she shook her head. “What about earlier?”
“I appreciate you walking me home,” she said, avoiding his eye. Feeling unsure of herself. “It was sweet. I mean, you knocked me down, but you didn’t have to help.”
“Really?” he couldn’t help it. “Didn’t feel as if you were giving me much choice.”
“There’s always a choice.”
He nodded. She was right. There was always a choice. The way she had spoken to him, kept close to him, looked as though she might kiss him. That had all been a choice. What choice would she have made in the end, if the mysterious girl hadn’t burst from the alley? He didn’t know and wondered if she did. Whether she knew or not, she was feeling guilty. That he could see. 
“I won’t say anything,” he said, trying to help as she struggled to form the question. 
“We didn’t do anything,” she returned. 
“Then why do we need to talk about it?”
That stumped her. She wanted to tell herself nothing had happened. She hadn’t done anything wrong. But she needed to tell James to keep his mouth shut, and those two things didn’t work in conjunction. 
“It’s Mark,” she said. “He gets jealous. If he thought we were closer than we are. That it wasn’t just two people becoming friends he might… well, he wouldn’t like it, and I don’t want to fight.”
“I don’t want you to fight,” he said. “I don’t want you upset.”
“You’re sweet.”
He shrugged. Not so much, he didn’t think. He was as selfish as the next man because he liked Mark. Thought he seemed nice. But if Megan had tried to kiss James, he wouldn’t have stopped her. He wanted her. That thought stuck out clearer than anything else. 
“Mark’s lucky,” he said. “And if you want to avoid him thinking anything -“
“- I do -“
“- Then I won’t say anything. I promise.”
‘Thank you.”
More silence, and maybe she wanted to say something else. It was the way she looked at him. The way her eyes lingered when she could have left. Perhaps she would have but, at that moment, there was movement, and the door downstairs opened. 
“Moment of truth,” he whispered, more to himself than her, and not sure why he was saying it. Megan ignored the comment anyway or didn’t hear it. She turned and opened the door, taking herself out of sight, but far from out of mind. 
 
He thought he would be sent away. That Christina would say it had been great to meet him, and he’d been a fantastic help, but her family needed to be alone. 
The following day he would return to the village to make a statement, but he wouldn’t see them again unless he was lucky enough to bump into one of them. He could pray for that, but it seemed unlikely. 
Then she stood over him with kind, soft eyes. Sitting in bed with her above him, it was impossible not to think of a mother, as a mother should be. Had his mother stood over him with eyes like that? He couldn’t imagine she would have. Indeed, she wouldn’t have sympathetically asked him if he had been able to sleep.
“No,” he admitted. “Too much going on.”
“You’re a sweet boy,” Christina said, unknowingly repeating Megan’s claim. “Do you live close?”
“I’m in a B&B," he admitted and named the place outside the village. 
Christina shook her head, although he had made no suggestions and asked no questions. 
“You can’t go there. No point at this hour when you’ll have to come back tomorrow morning to make this police statement. You’ll stay at ours. Mark’s old room will do fine.”
No questions there. James had the impression Christina was the kind of woman who said what she expected then waited for it to happen. James, who didn’t particularly like engaging in debate or making decisions, was more than happy to be led. And could not have admitted, though part of him wanted to, how pleased he was to be invited back to the Barnes house. 
“Thank you,” was all he could manage, and Christina smiled. 
“Not at all. Grab your things. Let’s get going.”
Other than his phone and wallet, neither of which had left his pockets, he didn’t have any ‘things’. Still, he let Christina leave the room as though he might have to get his stuff together, then waited thirty seconds before following. As he went, he tried to keep the smile from his face. He was going back to the Barneses’. They wanted him to. They were happy with what he had done. 
He wondered about Charlie. Thought about Luke, and how he had swept in and taken the boy and wondered. Wondered how far they had got. The police would go looking and probably find him. Yet, in the back of his mind, hidden away, he couldn’t help but see images of himself walking into this village, not long from now, the missing boy in his arms. Saved. James, the hero and Luke, tied up ready for a jail cell. 
Yes, of all the images and thoughts that haunted him, this was one he didn’t mind at all. 




CHAPTER SEVEN
 
It is everything the village is not. 
A biting winter cold replaces the cool summer breeze, a pelting rain subs in for the clear black skies, and the quiet, natural darkness of the town is displaced by a city full of winter lights, burning like a thousand unquenchable candles, all visible from even this vantage point, down a flight of stairs, almost below a bridge on the manmade stone bank of a river.
Below him, he hears the water coursing, crashing relentlessly from right to left. He looks at it and sees not the blue he expects, but a dirty black, created by the night sky and so much of the city’s waste, dumped without ceremony or apology into the water’s depths.
He steps to the edge of the bank, toes wiggling in his shoes over the black. Above him, the rain continues to fall and with its downpour and the river's never-ending race from somewhere to nowhere he knows he’ll never hear anyone approach. Yet, he never turns. 
Why? Hard to say. Maybe he knows what happens next. Perhaps he thinks he deserves it. Part of him probably wants it, for what he’s done. Part of him feels the punishment will be justice.
Whatever the case, he never looks, though his neck strains, wanting to defy him. The survival instinct kicking in and he kicks it right back out again. 
He will not look.
For a long time, he stands in that rain, over the water and, eventually, someone comes. A figure in a tight black coat with a too small hood descending the steps with care, worried he might slip and fall if he goes too fast. Knowing to smack his head on the stone could all too easily be fatal. 
The care pays off, and the figure in the too small hood makes it to the bottom. He stares at the man who looks into the river, a brick in his hand, clutched tight in a glove that is slick with the rain.
He approaches. 
At the river, the man does not hear the approach, but maybe he senses it because his toes curl and his fists clench. The strain in his neck becomes too much, and he begins to turn, begins to speak. 
It is already too late. The brick is swinging. The blow halfway struck before the two men make eye contact. Brick meets skull, and the man at the riverside goes down, falling to his knees, hitting the ground like the raindrops and adding blood to the already drenched surface.
Pitching towards the racing water, James sees his face in the black mirror, his hair matted with blood that is running down his forehead and over his eyes. He is dizzy, and losing consciousness, but he feels the boot in his back as he is shoved forward, plummeting off the bank and into the dark water, waiting to grab him with ice hands, and drag him to his -
Woods. None he has seen before but a blend of the village and the city, all those years ago. These trees he knows go on forever. For eternity. He does not know how he knows this, but he does.
Walking. He is moving without any sense of why or where when he hears it. The sound of playing. Of boys being boys. 
There is shouting, but no arguments. Only laughter and make-believe as the boys run between the trees that, to them, represent gateways to imaginary worlds. 
Still walking. Approaching the laughter. Drawn to it as a bee is drawn to honey. Through the leaves above, the sun breaks, drenching him in laser beams of light every few metres. He might like to stop under one of these and bathe in the sunshine, but he cannot. He is not in control. 
A clearing, and he know this space, almost the size of a colosseum, is a perfect circle. 
They are playing in the middle of this gladiators arena, running in circles, chasing each other as a dog chases its tail. With no hope of catching, nor any need to.
There are three of them, and he knows each of them although their faces are impossible to make out, as though they have been blurred for a Crimewatch video. 
He is looking at his old friend Toby, at the boy Charlie he has never even met, and at a boy he would not recognise now. A boy named James who in some way became the adult that watches and in another ceased to exist long ago. He continued to watch and doesn’t move until it gets nasty.
One second it is invisible guns and sticks for swords, and the next Toby has a brick, much like the weapon of the riverside attacker and one he cannot have found in these woods of magic and possibility. 
James tries to shout, but there is no sound here. He runs but gets no closer. He can only watch as the brick is swung and Charlie goes down. There are tears and blood, and then Toby is on Charlie. He is screaming, and the brick is high. He is going to brain the boy, and one James isn’t getting any closer and the other rolls into a ball near the action, unable to help though he knows he should. Crying instead, praying for it to be over. To be better, though no one ever fixed anything by wishing. 
Faster and faster big James runs, but to no avail. He can only scream in silence as Toby - with mad, non-human eyes - lifts that brick to its highest point, and brings it down down down and -
 
“Ah, you’re awake, good. Coffee?”
She didn’t wait for an answer, turning to the machine in the corner and starting it up. From his position by the door, leaning against the frame, he watched her. Staring at the device as though it was technology from another world. Though, it wasn’t just the machine that amazed him. 
“Come, sit,” Christina said, turning to see him still standing in the doorway. She withdrew a breakfast bar stool and patted the leather. He looked at this as he had the coffee machine, and she gave him concerned eyes. 
“Are you okay? You look rather shaken. You did sleep okay, didn’t you? I know that bed isn’t the comfiest. I’ve been meaning to replace it for years, but you know how it is. Life gets in the way. Please, sit.”
“I slept great, thank you,” he said, approaching the bar but not taking the proffered seat. On the kitchen counter, the machine started making an odd beeping noise. Some form of alien communication, no doubt. “Cops asked me to make a statement first thing.”
“Well, that’s the police for you,” Christina said at the machine. She reached up and grabbed a mug. “But you’re a guest of the Barneses now, and I won’t have you rushing off before you’re ready. Certainly not on an empty stomach. Milk? Sugar?”
“I, uh,” for a moment the simple questions stumped him. “Neither, thanks. Black.”
“Nice and simple. If only my children were so easy to please.”
She spun with grace, taking the mug from one side and placing it on the breakfast bar on the other in one motion. Again she patted the seat, and this time her eyes met his, told him he was getting no choice in the matter. With no desire to have her drag him into place he sat in front of the coffee, clutching it as a child might clutch a safety blanket. The heat felt good against his palm, though he wasn’t cold, and the smell was like an army sent to fight the dregs of his nightmares. Alone they couldn’t beat it, but a sip of the liquid might be the secret weapon to knocking them off for another day. That and the kind words and actions of the woman who still looked upon him with concern. 
“What’s on your mind?” she asked, palms on the bar. 
He saw flashes of those nightmares from last night and wished they would fade as wholly and reliably as those from his youth. The simple ones of monsters and gremlins and other such nasty but unrealistic things. 
Her eyes demanded response, and he could have told her all of this. Wanted to, in a way, but held off. Because there was something about those nightmares that unsettled him. He didn’t want her to think less of him, and he felt it unwise to let her know how badly Charlie’s disappearance had affected him. He fished around for something else to say, and his eyes caught once again on the coffee machine in the corner. 
“I live in the city,” he said. “A city. Always have.”
A pause, consideration.
“Everyone thinks of cities as being huge and villages tiny, but it’s not like that. I mean, there’s more land. So the city itself is technically bigger, but everything else is smaller. 
“I grew up in this tiny two bedroom terrace, and all the rooms were cramped and stuffed together, and it’s all like that. The roads are narrower, and the parks are smaller and even the coffee machines. We had this little French Press that made horrible bitty coffee, and you have this machine, and I bet -“ he picked up the cup and sipped. It was hot, but it proved his point. “Yeah, it’s nicer. So much nicer, thank you. 
“I’ve always hated the city for boxing me in but this place… you live somewhere like this, and you have all the space in the world.”
He looked past her, out the window into a garden that ran at a slight decline to trees at the bottom, just a small clutch of them. Put all the gardens together in the block where he’d grown up, and they wouldn’t equal this. He saw that and said something he wasn’t expecting. 
“I’m house hunting. I want to live in a place like this. I’d love to live in a place like this.”
The words fell out and left embarrassment in their wake. He felt tendrils of it reaching up, touching his cheeks and burning them as the coffee had his lips. He picked the drink up and sipped again, using it as an excuse to dip his head and break eye contact with mother Barnes. 
“House hunting,” she repeated, as though tasting the word. “Well, I like the way you describe our little village. All the space in the world. I suppose it is a bit like that, though it’s not quite as idyllic as people make out. We have crime -" an awkward cough, a pause. Then she pulled the emotion under control - "as you've seen. But house hunting is always an exciting time. We bought this place 25 years ago. Mark was a baby and -“ she stopped, a sudden darkness flashed across her expression, then it was gone - “I’m used to stopping there but I suppose you’ve seen the letter, so there’s no point pretending I’ve only one son. We bought it when Mark was a baby and Luke almost two. It was exciting. Stressful, but exciting. The start of a new adventure.”
She wasn’t quite looking at him. Falling into the memories of a time when she had two little boys, both as perfect as each other, and neither would ever let her down. James saw the smile the past generated and was loath to pull her back to the present, but needed to. 
“What happens now,” he tried, caution riding his tone. “With Charlie?”
“Nasty business,” she said, taking a swig from her mug. “We should be happy, in a way. He’s with his father. He’s safe. But it hurts more. Opens old wounds. We were hoping never to think about him again. I’ve no doubt that’s why he left the letter. To ensure we continue our punishment.”
James wanted to push on that, but Christina was busying herself, and it was clear she didn’t want to go into detail. Perhaps he would have found the confidence to ask anyway, but she pushed the topic in a different direction. 
“Breakfast, what would you like?” she moved to the fridge as she spoke, swinging it open. “I can do you the works. Egg, sausage, bacon, mushroom, beans. Think we even have hash browns.”
“I don’t need anything, honest,” he said. “You’ve done more than enough.”
But she was already pulling eggs and bacon from the fridge and waved a hand in his direction. 
“Nonsense. I’m a hostess and to deprive a hostess her chance to put together a nice big breakfast for her guest is bordering on insulting. You look as though you have a healthy appetite. You can have the works, and then, if you’re feeling ready, you can make your statement.”
James managed a thank you and drank more of his coffee. The nightmares had shaken him, and he wasn’t that hungry, but he sensed making breakfast was more for Christina than him. A distraction from missing her son and grandson. If that’s what she needed, he was happy to accommodate. After all, she had been more than kind to him so far. 
 
The smell of frying bacon and sausages filled the air, the scent so good it made him dizzy. Again he was dragged back to mornings from his youth, grainy coffee and the smell of nothing more than stale cereal in the pantry. If they had a full English, it was a special treat, and he’d felt like royalty. Now he let that smell take him away, only being pulled back to the real world when Christina spoke. 
“There’s something we need to discuss, and it’s going to be difficult for me.”
His heart lurched. Having known Christina 12 hours, there should have been nothing she could say that would cut him deep, but there was. ‘There’s something we need to talk about’ were trigger words, sparking nerves James was unable to quench with rational thought.
“It’s about last night,” she said to the hob. Her arm rose and fell, and there was a crack as the egg split against the pan, spilling its guts. The sound sent him an image of a brick falling. He clutched his head, tried not to groan as Christina went on. 
“I know you saw me, and I can only thank you for not saying anything. Many people would have - or used it even. The fact you’re my son’s age might make me see you as a boy, as I often do him. Mother’s trait, I’m afraid. Not that I’m your mother. I’m getting a little flustered.”
Still, she didn’t turn, although her hands now lay flat by her side, the sizzling in the pan continuing unmolested. She lifted her arms and shifted the sausages and bacon a few seconds before crossing the room to the coffee machine. 
“You’re an adult, is what I’m saying,” she continued, bending and opening a cupboard. “So let’s talk like adults about what you saw last night. George and I have discussed it and agreed this is the best line of action. Honesty is the best policy and so on. Do you understand?”
She rose, plate in hand, glancing at him before crossing back to the sizzling pans. She twisted the knobs of the hob, and the flames vanished. As she served, he tried to grasp what she was saying, but even as he replayed the words, he couldn’t work it out.  
“I don’t really -“ then he got it, and almost whispered ‘randy teens’ as he did. 
He stared at Christina, remembering the green dress she had worn at the party and the way that same dress had flicked behind the dashboard in the horny teen car. 
“It was you and George,” he said. Not a question, just working it out and verbalising his thought process. He should have recognised the car, though he hadn’t been thinking about it. 
“Well, yes,” Christina said, turning, plate in hand. “Oh, don’t give me that look, I’m embarrassed enough.”
She walked around the bar and placed the plate in front of him. The rising steam carried a delicious smell so strong he was sure it would lift him, carry him away. It was nice enough to distract from the point at hand, and he barely registered Christina’s next words.
“Pardon?” he said, too afraid of losing the conversation to pretend he had heard. 
“I said -“ pulling cutlery from the draw, placing a knife and fork on either side of James’ plate. “It’s difficult, for us. For any parents, but especially us. We’re well-respected members of the community, and here we are, sneaking out of our anniversary party to, well, make love in a car. I could die just repeating it and - why are you smiling?”
He hadn’t known he was, so wasn’t quick enough to wipe the look from his face. Found it difficult even when he tried, although she seemed put out by it.
“I think it’s amazing,” he said, then, off her look. “Honestly, I do.”
“Please elaborate,” she said. “For I fail to understand what can be so amazing about two parents in their fifties trying to… you know… in the back of a car. Unless you mean it’s amazing we made it work logistically, and I can tell you, there might be something to that.”
“You’re in love,” he said and, although that was it at its heart, he knew it wasn’t enough. “I mean, you’ve been married thirty years, and you’re still in love. There’s still enough passion that you want to sneak out like teenagers to get off in a car.
“I know it’s stupid, and maybe weird, but I think that’s the most wonderful thing. My parents couldn’t stay in one room together for more than a minute but you - you’re amazing. I won’t tell anyone, either. Of course, I won’t, if that’s what you’re asking.”
He couldn’t tell if she was annoyed or confused or touched. Then she smiled, and he thought maybe the middle and certainly the latter. 
“You’re a sweet boy, James. I know I’ve said that but it’s true.” She smiled and pointed at the meal in front of him. “Now eat your breakfast, and I’ll drive you to the police station. I’ve got a busy day ahead.”
“Will do,” he said, and just managed to stop himself adding ‘mum’ at the end. 




CHAPTER EIGHT
 
“You’ve done enough, you know? You can leave whenever you want.”
Police statement supplied. A repeat of the previous night with the letter added, though George had already been to the station to tell the police about that.
Regardless, he had been kept for an age, and had stumbled down the steps after, drained and ready to drop.
Christina was waiting for him, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel and doing little else. She waved as he crossed the road and he couldn’t hide his surprise that she was there.
“You didn’t have to wait,” he’d said, sliding into the car beside her. 
“I know.”
She’d offered to take him to the B&B, or even the train station if he wanted, but he’d said no. Told her he was happy to help but it was more than that. He needed to help. This he couldn’t say and they went back and forth on what he should do until they pulled up outside the village secondary school, and Christina told him he’d done enough.
He couldn’t tell her this wasn’t true. Certainly couldn’t say why. That it was selfishness. That he knew if he didn’t help find Charlie the nightmares would never stop. The face of Toby would haunt him till his dying day. He couldn’t say that but it gave him purpose, made him fight to stay until Christina relented.
They stepped from the car and James span with amazement, watching the cars and people file in. It was busy as school pick up but on this Saturday morning all expressions were sombre, and no one had come to collect, only to come together.
“Less than a day has passed since my grandson went missing and already word has spread, and the people have come,” Christina said, coming up behind him. “You speak of the difference between cities and villages and this is my favourite. Community. People learn our grandson is missing and they want to help. It doesn’t matter if Luke has him, and there is little we are able to do, if anything. Still they come. The school is opened especially and we gather to talk, and to plan, as we have many times before and will do many times more. Quite incredible.”
“Yeah,” he said, meaning it. “It is.”
They head through the school reception to the main hall. An ample space with high ceiling and lines painted on the floor for sports innumerable. The room was not as big as the one from his school, and he wondered if it would be fit for purpose. Already free space was limited. Most people milled around the edges of the room, talking in solemn tones. In the centre of this crowd rows and rows of plastic chairs had been laid out, few of which were occupied.
James was ready to mention how bowled over he was by how quickly the village mobilised and pulled together in the face of crisis. Before he could, however, a small woman appeared, parting the crowd with little interest in whether they saw her coming and heard her ‘excuse me’s’, or if she knocked them down with outstretched arms and quick feet.
“Chrissy, sweetie, I can’t bear it.” 
James recognised the village babysitter, Sharon, from the party, though red eyes and quivering lips had replaced her bubbly appearance. 
“Poor, sweet Charlie. Gone. Gone. How can it be so? Such a bundle of joy. A credit to his mother and you and George.
“I can’t believe it. I babysat him just last week. He was so happy and chatty, and I told Claire, I said: ‘I will babysit him again, any time, don’t you worry. Just ask.’ I’ve babysat a thousand kids, but the Barneses have always been my favourites.
“Well, she did call, but I couldn’t do it. Your daughter offered me tickets to that show at the local theatre. The ones she won but didn’t want. No surprise. It was an old woman’s show, and cancelled anyway, so I could have done it, but by that point Claire had asked Amy. If only I’d insisted I do it, and not come to your party. 
“Not that I’ve anything against Amy, you understand? That poor girl tries, I’m sure, but she’s a kid herself, and lord knows she’s had her problems. Trouble with teenagers is they don’t have the concentration for a job as important as babysitting. I’ve always said so, haven’t I?”
Christina smiled pleasantly, waiting to see if Sharon was done, or maybe trying to process the words fired at her at some speed. James knew he was struggling. 
“Sharon, thank you for coming,” Christina said, with an air so regal James almost expected her to roll her hand in the queen wave. “And don’t worry, we’re sure to find our little man and bring him home. With everyone here to support us, how could we not?”
Sharon clapped at the response, fresh tears in her eyes. Before Christina knew what was happening the older woman grabbed her and pulled into a tight embrace that apparently made her uncomfortable.  
“Is it true?’ Sharon asked, her voice a whisper that carried across a room of overlapping conversations. “Did Luke have something to do with it? I can’t believe it. I can’t. Is it so?”
“Quite possibly,” Christina said, lifting her hands, placing them on top of Sharon’s and prizing the hugging woman from her with a firm grip. “But that’s no bad thing. The boy is safe with his father.”
“Safe?” Sharon said, drawing back, eyes wide. “Safe, after everything? I mean, he was such a sweet boy. When I found out all he’d done, I could hardly believe it. I mean for him to -“
James felt his breath catch as he saw Sharon prepare to spill all there was to know about Luke’s dark secrets and felt a sick sense of anticipation at the story coming loose. But before that thread could unravel, Christina’s words came, sharp like a blade, cutting it off. 
“Sharon, please,” she said, stilling Sharon’s words in an instant. “I can’t think about this now. We have so much to do, and all these wonderful people have come out. You’ll excuse me if I have to get on, won’t you?”
Sharon glanced around with eyes wider still, as though surprised to see so many people there when she had expected a private audience, where she would spill all to Christina as a Catholic to a priest, and the other way around. She composed herself well. 
“Yes, of course,” she said with a strained smile. “Please, go, speak. We must all come together at this time. To find our boy. Our Charlie. I can’t believe it. I can’t.”
Christina smiled and placed a hand on Sharon’s shoulder. The kind of hand that could easily convey - and would, to Sharon - comfort, meaning little more than ‘thank you for being here’. But it had a little force behind it, and Sharon was convinced by the move to slide along, past Christina and off, looking as though she’d been hypnotised. As she disappeared into the crowd, Christina turned to James with troubled eyes. 
“I have spent my adulthood in this village, becoming the centre of a community as my mother and father once were. My family know everyone. We are respected. People feel they can come to us, talk to us about anything and I value them all. 
“But it is difficult, at times. Especially during tough periods, when they would talk to you with such ease when you are trying to hold it together.”
Her eyes wavered with an unsureness James had not seen there before. Pleading him to take what she gave in confidence. He would, and hoped she knew it. 
“I will do anything to keep my family as we need to be,” she said, “hard as that has been at times. With Luke, I thought we would be shunned, but people were good. Still, they don’t forget. Not in a place like this, and when it is all dragged up - it’s tough. 
“My Grandson is missing, and I know I must not waste people’s goodwill. We must work together.” She bit her lip a moment but stopped immediately, sensing the sign of indecision. Then continued: “Take a seat. Soon, I will begin.
“Let’s get Charlie back.”
 
The room continued to swell over the next half hour, with people filling every available space until the hall was fit to burst. James tried in vain to count how many had piled in, but there was no chance. Had to be at least 200, but the way they continued to move and duck and weave made counting impossible.
As the various guests of the hall shook hands and greeted each other, James made his way through rows of plastic seats that had not been designed for adult bums, situating himself halfway back on the left. An empty row from which he could see Christina at the front of the hall, standing with Mark and George. They conversed in low, hurried voices and all seemed frustrated. Perhaps arguing about the content of the speech. Whatever it was, Mark and George could not hope to win. Christina showed her control, and both backed down. She would be giving the speech, and James imagined she would not take many notes. 
Beyond the arguing family, Megan leaned against a wall. He noted her injured foot was raised, so the pain had not receded completely. She watched the Barneses with idle eyes but seemed to have little interest. Her face was drawn, worried. About Charlie, or something else?
Her eyes caught his, and he considered jerking his head away, pretending he’d not been staring. He couldn’t, although he feared she would look away in disgust, as though he was some gross creature. But as their eyes locked, she smiled and lifted her hand in a wave. He returned the gesture, though his arm had bricks strapped to it. He smiled, and it looked for a second she might approach. 
“Gee, have you no shame?”
He jumped, and his foot shot back, almost kicking the chair out from under him. Cheeks flushing red, Megan looked away, her attention returning to her boyfriend. 
“It’s not the worst idea. She’s not happy with Mark.”
From the seat next door, Emma gave him an uncharitable grin, then looked to Megan. James followed her gaze and saw the Barnes trio had broken up. The young couple stood an inch apart, Mark’s forehead almost resting on Megan’s. It made James feel unwell.
“Mark is a proponent of my mother’s teachings, see,” Emma continued, although James had not encouraged her. “They believe in putting the potential for longevity before passion, and romance. It’s classic candle theory.”
He gave her a questioning look, and she smiled as though he was an idiot for not knowing. 
“Candles look pretty while they’re burning but, before long, they flicker out, and die. No way to stop it. To build a lasting relationship, so the theory goes, you need to be an everlasting - or at least rechargeable - battery. Sure it’s not pretty. Not sexy. But it works. Avoids the mess of divorce and isn’t that the name of the marriage game?”
It was phrased as a question, but James didn’t suppose Emma cared if she received a response. He looked to the couple standing head to head, then to George and Christina, holding hands, standing strong He suspected jealously on Emma’s part and wondered how she’d feel if he told her about Christina and George’s midnight fumble. If Christina hadn’t sworn him to secrecy, he would have been tempted.
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Said, didn’t? I think you have a chance. Megan’s not like Mark and mum. She believes in passion. In true love. 
“She’s fooled herself into believing she has that with Mark, but it’s skin deep. In her heart, she knows the truth. That she needs someone like you, and now there is someone like you, it’s harder to ignore.”
She smiled wider, showing perfect teeth. He knew she was stirring, but still, her words acted like the piper’s tune, luring him into her trap. He forced himself to look away from Megan. To glare at Emma. 
“What’s with the evils?” she said, doing a great job of the innocent act but he didn’t buy it. He’d known too many people like her and didn’t respond, refusing to be drawn any further into her games.
“Must you ignore me?” she pouted, placing a hand on his knee. “It’s no fun if you don’t bite.”
“How’s Mohsin?”
She frowned. 
“Why do you ask?”
“What were you talking to him about? Before he was attacked.”
She gasped and threw a hand to her mouth, mocking him. When the hand lowered she was smiling, and there was laughter in her eyes. 
“You accusing me of something?”
“Just wondering.”
“Well, wander away,” she said, withdrawing her hand from his knee. “He was walking Mac home. She lives next door to Claire so he would have dropped her off, started home in the pleasant evening warm then bam. Headshot.”
James played the scenario. Mo dropping Mac off, kissing her on the cheek. Might the experience have been a frosty one? Whatever the case, Mo hadn’t stayed for coffee. He left and made his way down the alley that separated Claire’s street from Megan’s. Only he hadn’t made it all the way. There had been a, as Emma put it, bam.
Luke was in the frame for the attack, but James saw a number of scenarios, seemingly at the same time. Each one with someone different swinging the weapon of choice. 
“Do you suppose they argued?”
“Who?”
He didn’t respond, and she smiled again, looking attractive in a devious kind of way. A way that made him nervous.
Eventually, she shrugged. 
“I wouldn’t know, would I?
“Only I think my girlfriend and I would argue, had another man taken her upstairs, leaving me with no idea what was going on.”
‘What are you implying?”
“Maybe she got angry.”
“You’re off the mark.”
“Am I?”
He reran the scenario. The frosty atmosphere all the way home. Maybe Mac asks Mo what he spoke to Emma about. Maybe he fobs her off or outright lies. Either way, by the time they reach her door, it’s a full-blown argument. She wants to sort it. For him to convince her she has nothing to fear. But he won’t, or can’t, and she slams the door in his face. 
That should be the end of it, but she can’t get it out of her head. She follows him into the alley and takes the first object she sees, lifting it and -
“Mac couldn’t hurt a fly. It’s one of her many faults.”
Around them, the seats were beginning to fill. They must have been told the show was ready to begin because it all happened at once. The chattering changed from casual to hushed conversations about where to sit. The sound of shifting feet became scraping chairs and bums dropping into seats. 
As a large man with a red face took the chair next to James, he leaned closer to Emma.
“If it wasn’t Mac, there is someone else.”
“That so?”
“Yeah.”
He saw Mohsin sitting in Emma’s bedroom. She was asking him to leave Mac. He says he can’t, or doesn’t want to, or it wouldn’t be right. Whatever. She says fine, and he leaves, believing that is the end of it. 
It isn’t. She follows him, watching as he kisses Mac goodbye at the door. As he convinces her everything is okay. Her hand finds an object on the floor. When Mo leaves, walking into the dark, he doesn’t see her. Not until it’s too late when she swings and -
“More likely,” she confessed. “But still not right.”
“You know what’s right?”
“Not according to mother.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I know I didn’t do it, and I seriously doubt Mac did. Besides, I thought my big brother was in the frame?”
This was still the most likely scenario. Nor could the mystery girl be discounted. What was she doing there? 
“Why are you doing this?” Emma asked. All the seats were full now, and quiet was beginning to fall. James lowered his voice. 
“Why am I doing what?”
“Sticking around. Sticking your nose in. Why do you care?”
James couldn’t tell Christina the truth, and he certainly wasn’t going to tell Emma. He looked to the stage, where Mrs Barnes was preparing to come on. 
“It’s about to start,” he said, hoping that would shut her up. Suspecting it wouldn’t. 
“It’s not a show,” she said, voice low but not a whisper. She leaned in, hand back on his knee. He wanted to move but couldn’t. The fat guy was well onto his side, trapping him. 
“I think you want to be part of the family,” Emma continued, her lips close to his ear. “You think we’re perfect and you want that, don’t you? Go on, admit it. Say you want to be a Barnes and maybe you can be.”
At the head of the room, Christina had begun to speak, but James couldn’t hear her. His head was spinning. Emma’s hand was moving down his thigh. He wanted to grab her arm but found himself frozen.
“Come on,” she said. “You know you want it. We can marry. I’ll even let you take my name. Mother would be ever so happy. You’re just the type of boy I should be going for. Well, on the surface anyway, but that’s all that matters. What do you -“
Her hand touched his zipper and, as though an electric current had shot through his body - and it felt a little like this was the case - he jumped up, knocking his chair into the woman behind and causing her to shriek. 
Heads turned, and he noticed Emma backing up, fading from him like a ghost in daylight. Her body disappeared, leaving only her smile, like the Cheshire cat. The room stared at James, and James stared back. 
“Sorry,” he said, feeling the embarrassment burn him like candle wax.
With the room still watching, and without saying another word, he rushed down the aisle and fled the room.




CHAPTER NINE
 
He burst through the double doors into the morning sun like a child fleeing a dentist. His hands were shaking, his heart pumping, his blood running furious laps around his body.
The doors swung shut behind him, and he stopped, taking deep, calming breaths. His cheeks, like the sun climbing towards its highest point, burned. Emma was laughing. She’d tried to wind him up till he burst and he’d let her do it. 
He hated himself for that. 
Christina’s voice carried to him from within. Her words bringing her village together with a common goal. James had wanted to be a part of that but who was he kidding? 18 hours ago he’d stumbled along, dropping head first into a mystery involving people who had known each other their whole lives. Who had earned the right to care, to help, and to hope. Who was he but a stranger with a guilty conscience?
He felt as though he was eavesdropping, like a kid listening to his parents discussing birthday presents. He moved from the door, but not the school - he wasn’t ready for that - following the walls around the building, away from open roads towards green fields well trampled by teenage feet. 
His thoughts returned to Mohsin. Quick snapshots of Mac, Emma, the stranger and Luke, all attacking.
Whoever it was hadn’t gone easy. The blow had caused severe damage, and Mo was in an induced coma, fighting for his life. A battle the doctors weren’t sure he would win.
Luke still seemed the most likely attacker, but there were problems. Why would he come from that direction? Why go near the alley when there was a much more covered approach around the back of the house?
This wasn’t to mention the most crucial question, as Emma had pointed out, why was he, James, sticking his nose in when it had nothing to do with him?
He saw her smirk, and it stung as though she’d sunk those perfect teeth into his flesh. It hurt enough that he might have left the school and village altogether, had he not turned the corner and seen someone at the end of a long wall, punctuated every few metres by windows.
The second hand on the nearest clock turned full circle before he realised he was staring. Not that she noticed. Her eyes were fixed on her phone and James got the impression a piano crashing inches from her feet would not have dragged her attention from the glaring screen.
Almost as slow as the lion creeping up on the gazelle, James approached, going with unnecessary care given her fixation on the phone. Stopping a couple of yards short of bumping into her, he gave a light cough to finally draw her attention.
“Hi. You’re Amy, right?”
She was young - sixteen or seventeen at a guess - and her eyes looked younger. Big and blue as the ocean with sadness to match their depth, a puffy red ring bordering them like a disappointing sunset. She didn’t look as though she had slept and he wasn’t surprised. Guilt was a fast way to insomnia.
A nod was her only response, and it made James uncomfortable. He wanted to talk but did not like to lead. Wasn’t used to it. He decided to start with a simple introduction. 
“I’m James.” 
He stuck out a hand. She didn’t take it. 
“I was there last night. With… Charlie.”
Not with Charlie, of course. Luke was with Charlie. This was already getting out of hand and speaking of hand - his was still raised. 
He lowered it. 
“If you want to talk -”
“I don’t.”
Her words came out cracked and unsure, as though they were not just the first of her conversation, but her life.  
James had no idea what to say. 
“I want to be alone,” she said and, when he failed to move, took the initiative, stepping away.
“I know what it’s like,” he said, the words falling out in a jumble. It sounded stupid, but she stopped anyway.  
“Lost a kid you were supposed to be babysitting, did you?” Her tone was cutting. A defence mechanism intended to push him away. 
It didn’t work.
“Not exactly.”
A pause. He’d tried so hard to shove the memories into an inescapable box, but it hadn’t worked. The images and sounds of the past had been sneaking through the cracks, infecting his mind. Making him remember. 
That had been bad. Now he unclicked the latch and swung the chest open. In an instant the whole night came back, flooding his mind with such intensity he almost went to ground. He fought for balance. Focused on Amy. The story running through his head was a long one, full of fraught emotion that could tip him over. He distilled it, both for her sake, and his own. 
“When I was a kid, not much older than Charlie, I met up with my friend, Toby, and led him into the woods by my house. Once there, we fought, and I ran off. 
“That night Toby’s mother came to my house and said he hadn’t come home. I was terrified. I told her about the woods and her, my dad, and I called the police, then went looking. We searched for hours but couldn’t find him. I went home in the morning more tired than I have ever been, but so wracked with guilt I couldn’t sleep. So I know about guilt. I know how you feel. I get it.”
Part of him expected her to walk off, but she didn’t. She stood where she was and stared, her eyes wet. Because of his story, her guilt, or both, he didn’t know. Didn’t know if she’d speak again, but she did.”
“Did you find him?”
Her voice was so quiet if the wind had been blowing the other direction he wouldn’t have caught it. 
“Yes,” he said. This was true, but he prayed she wouldn't ask the obvious follow up. 
She did. 
“Was he okay?”
“Yes.” No hesitation. He couldn’t afford to hesitate. Before she could question it, he ploughed on. 
“Charlie will be, too. Everyone will pull together and find him, and it isn’t your fault. You can’t think it was your fault.”
“You don’t even know what happened.”
“Why don’t you tell me?”
She thought about that and glanced at her phone. The screen was still lit, and she didn’t close it down. The tears in her eyes were swelling like inflating balloons. Her lips trembled as she spoke. 
“I thought he’d be okay. I was only gone five minutes, and he was in bed. If I’d known what was going to happen, I would never, ever… I love him to bits. I love him.”
She was sobbing now, and he came forward again, rose an arm to touch her shoulder, and she jerked away, shaking her head. 
“My fault,” she moaned. “My fault.”
“It’s not your fault. I promise it’s not. Amy, look at me -“
She looked up, ready to listen. Ready to be helped. He had one chance to absolve her of her guilt and was desperate not to screw it up. 
“Amy -“
Her eyes widened, dragged from his face by someone behind. James heard the feet and whirled to see the oncoming storm. Had just enough time to register Claire before she was brushing past him with an inhuman scream, her arms out, grabbing Amy’s throat with one hand and her hair with the other, her voice reaching such a pitch James was surprised the nearby windows didn’t shatter. 
“My son. My son. You let him have my son.”
Amy went down. Claire on top. The phone skidded across the ground as Claire continued to scream and James stayed where he was, paralysed. 
“You lost my son, my boy. He’s gone because of you.”
Claire had Amy’s hair with both hands now and was tugging up and pushing down, crushing Amy’s skull into the grass. James watched, and with every hit, another vision splashed into his eyes. Toby shoving him in the woods. A brick swung at him on the riverbank. Mohsin, attacked by a stranger. 
The last image to come was plucked from the previous sleep’s nightmare. The boy James curled in a ball, crying impotently while Toby prepared to kill Charlie. 
How like this that had been. 
With that thought, the paralysis broke. He rushed forward without knowing what he was doing and grabbed Claire’s shoulders, yanking her away. He expected this to be difficult, but Claire was unbalanced, and came easily, flying back and almost sending James tumbling to the floor with her. 
“Stop,” he cried, holding her from behind. “You have to -“
An elbow swung. James saw it but not soon enough. Pain exploded from his groin, and he staggered back, bent double, tears in his eyes. 
“Bitch,” Claire hissed, back on Amy. “You did this. I trusted you, and you did this.”
James steadied himself, breathing deep to overcome the pain. Stopping Claire had to be the priority, and he staggered towards her as she spun his way. 
He stopped, thinking she was going to attack him as she had Amy, but she strode straight past, omitting deep sobs as she began to jog and disappeared around the corner. 
Once she was gone, James turned to the pale-faced Amy. Went to where she lay and offered a hand which she batted away.
“I’m fine.”
He took his eyes from her and saw something glint in the grass. As she staggered to her feet, he bent and picked up her phone, seeing as he did the name at the top of the text stream (Beans) and the last two messages - the first from him, the second from her. 
 
I need some now. 
 
Meet in half an hour. Same place.
 
“What are you doing?”
He turned, phone still in hand. Tried to mount a defence of the indefensible - he had, after all, been reading her messages - but only gold fished as she snatched the phone from his grasp. 
“Nice one,” she said, her voice filled with anger and hurt.
“Amy, you don’t need to -“
“Get lost,” she hissed. “Leave me alone.”
There was no chance to respond. She turned and stormed off. Phone clutched so tight he worried the screen might crack. Then she disappeared around the opposite corner to Claire, leaving him alone. 
Thinking. 
He hadn’t meant to read the messages, but he had, and although nothing had been explicitly stated, he thought he knew why Amy felt so guilty. He thought about what Sharon had said. 
Lord knows she’s had her problems.
She had promised Claire she would babysit. She had taken on the job of looking after Charlie and when the boy had needed her most, where had she been?
Away from the house, buying or taking drugs. 
If that were the case, maybe, James thought, she deserved to feel guilty after all.




CHAPTER TEN
 
He completed his loop of the school like the Hunch Back pacing Notre Dame. Lopsided, staggering, his face twisted and unattractive as he tried to handle the pain of Claire’s sharp, fast and well-placed elbow to his special place. 
By the time he made it back to the double doors from which he had burst after Emma’s stunt, the worst of the pain was gone, but the strain remained and probably would for the rest of the day. Still, he had only to hobble away before the meeting ended and -
The double doors sprung open, and the masses exited, filing towards cars and pavements to make their way home. He had enough time to hope he saw no one he knew before Megan appeared, saw him, waved, and approached.
“Alright?” she said. “You look pained.”
“Walked into a -” he realised his hand had sub-consciously reached towards the affected area and drew away - “post.”
Too late. Her eyes travelled to his zipper, and his blood went to his cheeks. 
“How are you?” he said, trying to draw her attention from his crotch.
“As well as can be expected, considering the situation. What happened to you, then? You shot out the hall like your arse was on fire.”
“Very eloquent,” he smiled. “I felt a little ill. Needed some fresh air.”
“And a nice brisk walk into a post?”
“Something like that.”
She smiled, and his heart responded, pressing against his chest as though trying to reach her. He bade it stay put so as not to kill him, and tried to think of something to say that might sound kind of cool, kind of confident. Something that would undo the weirdness of his walking into a post. 
“So, Megan -” but of course there was nothing. “Where’s Mark?”
“Had to dip out. Work doesn’t stop for an estate agent. Even on a Saturday. And speaking of, I hear you’re house hunting?”
“That’s the plan. Not yet, though. I still want to help. To do anything I can to support the Barneses during this time. I know that sounds weird.”
“It sounds unbelievable,” Megan said. “Guys so nice shouldn’t exist. But I almost believe it of you. Mad to say after knowing you 18 hours but there it is. You could still be a psycho.”
“I hope you never think so.”
“I hope you stick around.”
She bit her lip, as though she hadn’t meant to say it, and he guessed that was true. He wondered how her opinion would change if she knew his selfish motivations for helping, and of the guilt in his past. Tried not to think on it. People continued to flow past like an unstoppable current, but they were blurs. Extras. He could see only her. 
“It’s a pity,” he said. 
“What is?”
“You and Mark.”
A pang of guilt as he said it but not enough. Megan rolled her eyes and tutted. 
“Careful.”
“Just saying. You’re a great girl.”
“A taken girl. And you’re a great guy.”
“A nice guy. No one ever wanted that.”
“You’d be surprised.”
Was that the angels he could hear singing? Or were they laughing at his hypocrisy? Seconds ago he’d spoken of supporting the Barneses any way he could. Now he was trying to poach Mark’s girlfriend. An uneasy thought, but not one that changed the way he felt. 
“Megan, James, there you are.”
Out the double doors strode Christina, George a little way behind. The crowd parted, giving them the space to glide through unopposed. Some spoke as they went, but Christina made no response, reaching James and Megan without once stopping or looking back.
“Christina,” Megan said, her voice closer to polite than warm. Christina responded in kind. 
“Hello, dear, where’s Mark? -” a wave of the hand. “Forget it. He’s a grown man, I must remember. James, what happened to you? My speech can’t have been so terrible?”
“I’m sorry. I was fine one moment, ill the next. Had to get out.”
“Well, I can’t fault you for that. Besides, you’ve done enough already. More than enough.”
“I want to do more.”
“Because you’re a star,” she smiled. “But I’m not sure what you can do. The police are looking for Luke, and the whole village will keep an eye out, but he’s gone, let’s face it. There’s nothing any of us can do from here.”
“He could help at EKC,” Megan said, and blushed when all eyes turned to her. “You were saying earlier, George, you could use someone’s help over lunch. What with Mohsin -” she searched for the word, decided on the euphemistic - “unavailable.”
There was a moment of unease. George didn’t look all there, and Megan worried she might have put her foot in it. Christina recovered first and gave her widest smile yet. 
“That’s a wonderful idea if James is agreeable? -” he nodded - “George, what do you think?”
George looked like he had more important things to worry about than who was working at EKC over lunch, but a look from his wife prompted a forced smile. 
“Yes, James, we’d be happy to have you. I’m heading there now if -”
“James will need to change first,” Christina said. “I’m assuming you’ve been wearing those clothes for over a day?”
James hoped this assumption came from her knowledge that he had stayed at her house the previous night, sans a change of clothes, rather than looking at the state of him. 
“Please,” he said. 
“Excellent. Let me give you the address, and you can be there in no time.”
 
No time later (around quarter past eleven, to be exact), James came in sight of EKC. A building converted from a run of five Victorian terraces, with a large reception at one end and double doors at the other. 
Approaching reception he felt the general anxieties creep up - was he supposed to knock, ring a bell, phone, or walk in like he owned the place? - and was on the verge of hyperventilating when the door ached open. Out came a small seventy-something woman wearing a pink flowery cardigan and the kindest smile he had ever seen. 
“You must be James,” she said, holding out a hand so frail he was afraid to take it. “Diane Michaels. George told me you were on your way. Come in, come in.”
With creaking bones she pulled open the door, trembling under the weight of it as she first allowed James through and second tried to stop it from smashing closed in a way that might ruin the ambience of the reception room. 
But for the lack of magazines, the little room - with its wooden floors, padded chairs, desk and low coffee table - would have suited any Dentist’s surgery or hairdressers. Which might have explained the shiver of foreboding James got stepping in.
Behind the desk - and a computer that could have been the first desktop - George stood, sorting mail. A task he stopped as James entered. 
“Hello again,” he said, holding onto that same weak, watered down smile from earlier. 
“Are you doing okay?” James responded, unable to help spilling the useless platitude. The last of the smile slipped.
“It’s a tough time. We all love Charlie very much, but I am particularly fond of the boy. Closer to him than anyone besides his mother, I would say. So, for Luke to have done what he has done. It hurts.”
“You’ll find him.”
“Ah, you share the same optimism as my wife. A wonderful trait and I can only hope you are both right. But, in the meantime, life goes on. Even when we might wish it would stop. Had I normal job, I would take time off. As it is… 
“I take it you’ve heard of EKC?”
James nodded. 
“A charity with centres across the country. You help runaway kids. We had a talk when I was at school.”
“That’s pretty much it,” said George, pointing to a door at the end of the small room and walking around the desk. “Come on, let’s get on.”
They exited into a long corridor that appeared to run the length of all five terraces. The lights were low, the floor, walls and ceiling dark. James could hear a few voices, footsteps, but the place was quiet. George led the way, talking as he went, gesturing into rooms as they passed. 
“Founded in 1953 by Elwood Jones. He lost his wife to childbirth and his son a few years after that. He was alone until he met a teenage girl. Edith King.
“Games room -“ gesturing into a room with a couple of consoles, a pool table, table football and stacks of board games and packs of cards - “and down the left are rooms occupied by children we consider to be particularly at risk. All taken, at the moment. Come on.
“Edith escaped an abusive father and drug addict mother. She was afraid and alone, and Elwood took her in. Eventually, he would adopt her but, before then, she inspired one of the most significant ventures in the country. The Edith King Charity. 
“Since it’s founding we’ve helped thousands of children. Getting them off the street. Teaching them real-life skills and helping them get jobs. Upstairs we have offices for those who work here - as well as Rachel, our healthcare liaison, and Ben, a part-time police officer who helps in his spare time. Beyond these, we have meeting rooms, training rooms and classrooms.” 
They passed toilets and a couple of relaxation rooms before reaching the final door on the right.
“I’ve worked here since I was 23, if memory serves, and have been running this centre for almost twenty years. I’m proud of everything we’ve achieved, transforming this branch into one of the most successful in the country in terms of getting jobs for the kids that come through our doors. 
“And this,” he said, opening the last door and gesturing inside, “is the canteen.”
It was an unremarkable room, paling in comparison to Hogwarts’ Great Hall. Rather than four long matching tables, there were eight options, each acquired or donated at different times by different people with different tastes. Here was a black option taken straight from a dining room, here a standard white canteen table, here a circular oak table with a glass top so scratched it was no longer transparent. 
The chairs were suffering the same condition. Big, small, office, dining, plastic, leather - James saw fifteen types in his first visual sweep of the room. 
“Every day we offer a hot meal to anyone who needs it, providing they are under the age of eighteen - not that we draw a hard line.” George gave James a stern look, as though he had suggested otherwise. 
“Each meal session is three hours - seven am until ten, half eleven until half two and four until seven, although we will always attempt to accommodate those who cannot make it.
Another stern look. James glanced at his watch. In ten minutes, lunch would begin. Already he could smell cooking food, although the canteen was not yet busy. In one corner sat a group of three boys in their early teens, chatting and laughing. Across the room was a girl a couple of years older and outside he saw a couple more girls, ages undeterminable from this distance. As they stepped into the room, all eyes turned to George, and James saw what they thought. Hero worship had never been more evident. 
“We try to have two people manning lunch and dinner, one at breakfast. Lunch can get busy, so I’m sure Mac will be pleased to have you.”
James hadn’t noticed the girl behind the counter but now looked to her. Realised it was indeed the girl he’d met the previous night. He smiled at her and hoped his eyes didn’t show what he saw behind them. The imagined scenario of a spat with Mohsin. The swinging of a blunt instrument. 
Bam. Headshot. 
“Good morning, Macarena,” George said. 
“Morning, George.”
Mac tried a smile, but her red eyes told their own story. She barely glanced at James. 
“You have help today,” George said. ‘I know you’ve not got long, but could you show James the ropes and get him started?”
Mac said she could, and George patted James on the shoulder. 
“Thank you for all your help. I’ll be upstairs in my office if you need me.”
As George departed James stepped around the counter, taking in the hot plates covered by dishes of pasta, veg, potatoes and other easy cook items, reminding himself he did not believe in fate. He and Mac were not pieces on a chess board being pushed together so he could talk about Mohsin and Charlie. He was here to help, that was all.
“Hi,” he said, but she was in no mood for pleasantries. 
“We’ve not got long. I’d better show you what to do.”
The double doors James had seen when he arrived swung open, and a couple of laughing teenagers entered. One boy, one girl. He wearing a stained Slipknot tee. She a torn Iron Maiden one They circled towards the back of the room, and as they passed the girl sitting alone, Iron Maiden shoved Slipknot into her chair. To the girl’s credit, she kept her head down as the teens walked on, laughing their heads off. 
Mac muttered something under her breath. 
“What?”
“Seventeen,” she repeated. “A few more months and we won’t have to serve them anymore.”
A wave of guilt came over her, displacing the misery that had been there before. 
“Pretend I never said that. Come on; we’ve not got long.”
James would have liked to ask questions about the teens that had so drawn her ire, but before he could, she had jumped into the lessons. Running him through the processes and workings of the equipment as the doors continued to swing, and more kids came in, forming an orderly queue as half eleven rolled around.
“Let’s do it,” she said. 
They plunged into serving, and James had to learn fast. Dishing out food, cleaning plates, cooking more food, replacing empty pots. All in a cycle. 
Most of this he did in silence, allowing Mac to take front of house. Many of the kids knew her, and she spoke as she served, showing a warmth and confidence he wouldn’t have guessed she possessed after their meeting the previous evening.
Everything seemed to be going well until those teens, who had arrived so early, rose, having sat laughing and talking for half an hour, and came to the counter. 
James was washing dishes, back to the action, so only heard the clattering of a plate and raucous laughter. 
“Hey mate, why you so clumsy?”
Turning, James saw a boy of around twelve standing with open hands and a tear in his eye. He stared at the floor and James could guess what had happened. 
“Hey, he asked you a question,” Iron Maiden girl said, reaching around her mate and poking the boy in the shoulder. “You gunna answer?”
“Trina, leave him be,” said Mac, facing the girl. “Kieran, are you going to apologise?”
Trina and Kieran gave Mac a dirty look, turned to each other, and burst out laughing. 
“Apologise for what?” Kieran said. “Not my fault he’s such a fucking klutz, is it?”
“You know full well -“
“You gunna serve us or what?” Trina asked, raising her voice to cut Mac off. As she did, James grabbed a dustpan, brush and cloth and stepped around the counter, up to the troublemakers. 
“Excuse me.”
They looked at him with narrow eyes but did not move. He pointed to the floor. 
“I need to clean up your mess.”
“I think you’ll find, big man,” said Trina, pointing to their victim. “It’s dough boy’s mess.”
“I think you’ll find,” James responded, “I wasn’t born yesterday.”
He spoke with far more confidence than he felt and worried if either of them went to slap him he’d flinch, ruining the whole play. To defend against this possibility, he went on. 
“Why don’t you two take your food, and go eat. If you want to cause more trouble, you can cause it elsewhere, and be hungry doing it. What do you say?”
Still, they stared. Still, he worried they might call his bluff and raise a hand to him. They gave each other another glance, then turned away, Kieran pointing to the hot plates. 
“Some of everything. None of that veg shit though.”
Mac gave a small smile and proceeded with their order. James watched them take their food and move away, then leant down to clean up the mess, feeling a growing sense of pride at his handling of the situation. 
 
It was harder work than he had done in a long time. While this may have said more about his past experiences than it did the job, such knowledge didn’t leave him feeling any less knackered when they handed out their last dish at just after two thirty to a shy looking kid with a black eye and a cut lip, each of which broke James’ heart in equal measure. 
“How often do you do this?” he asked.
The room was quiet. A few kids were finishing their meals or chatting over empty plates, but most had gone. Mac was standing over the sink washing dishes, and James was drying them as they came through. 
“Most Saturday lunchtimes and one or two evenings a week. It’s not much. I could always do more.”
“But you work, too?”
“Yeah. I’m a secretary Monday to Friday.”
“That’s amazing,” James said.
Mac put her head down without response. She’d been struggling with a cloud of misery the entire meal. Thoughts of her hospitalised boyfriend not helped by the Trina and Kieran situation. 
“You get a lot of idiots?” he asked.
“Hardly any. Trina and Kieran are special cases. They’ve always been bad, and they’ve only got worse. The whole Barnes clan has tried to help. First Luke until Mark had a pop, saying he wasn’t helping right. Then Mark tried but with no more success. Christina was the last to weigh in, and they seemed to respond to her for a while. George has had plenty of conversations with little progress. It doesn’t help when they’re on -“ she looked around as though worried impressionable ears might be wagging - “drugs.” 
James nodded, feeling a little distracted. It hadn’t passed him by that Mac was the first person to reference Luke freely, and not concerning the Charlie disappearance. He wanted her to say more but was afraid his questions might shove her into a shell. 
“I appreciate you dealing with them,” she said, as though sensing his enquiries and heading them off. “Usually I’d do it myself or…”
She trailed off, but James remembered what Megan had said. 
“Mohsin.” He kept the word quiet, afraid giving it volume would increase its ability to hurt, but Mac flinched anyway. “I guess he was supposed to work today? I’m sure he’ll be up and about next week and back here where he -”
“Mohsin doesn’t work here,” she said. “He did, until a couple of weeks ago, but he stopped.”
“How come?”
Shrug. “Think he fell out with George. Don’t know. Does it matter?”
“I suppose not,” he said, taking the next dish from her, giving it a cursory wipe without paying it much attention. Allowing his mind to wander over different topics. Thinking. 
“So all the Barneses have worked here?”
She gave him another plate and a suspicious look. He couldn’t blame her, but nor could he think of a more subtle way to ask the question. 
“No,” she said and didn’t elaborate for over a minute. “Emma’s never helped out, and I doubt she’d want to. Christina and Mark occasionally pitch in, but it’s rare. They tend only to deal with the more troublesome kids like Trina and Kieran.”
Another pause. She allowed her eyes to find his and stared, as though daring him to ask about the missing member. He resisted, deciding she would talk it if she wanted to and otherwise… well, it was none of his business.
“Before Luke left town he was here almost every day. Working with the kids. Helping them. Helping George. Doing whatever he needed to do. 
“He was brilliant.”
James was stunned. It was the last thing he expected to hear. So far those who spoke of Luke spoke of him in hushed tones. Fearful words hinting at crimes they didn’t dare elaborate on. Now here was Mac, giving the opposite opinion. 
“Not what you expected?” she asked. 
He shook his head. She smiled. Took the next dish.  
“If he was so great, you must have been shocked,” he said, speaking carefully. “When he was run out of town.”
“I’m not going to talk about that.”
“Fair enough.” Thinking. Searching for another approach. “When he took Charlie then. And Mohsin. I guess you know he was most likely the attacker?”
She looked at him. A long hard look that barely hid she was on the verge of tears. She turned away again, scrubbing a plate that must have been clean thirty seconds ago. With nothing to dry he stood, dishcloth limp in hand like a dead body in a tree, his eyes on her, swirling a scourer around and around like some mad DJ at his decks. 
“You don’t know,” she said. “No one knows.”
Still running her hand around and around the dish. 
“Who else could it have been?”
Still watching the cloth, feeling a little as though he was being hypnotised. 
“Anyone,” she said. “We don’t know. But it doesn’t make sense. Why would Luke have come town side? And how did he get into the house? Surely the doors were locked?”
James had considered the first point, but not the latter. He thought upon the implications. 
“You think someone was helping him?” His thoughts went to the mystery girl. Who was she?
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
The sound of the cloth on the dish became grating. He reached for it. 
“Mac, I think that plate’s -“
He touched her arm, and she jerked back, dragging the plate with her like a movie monster drags the virgin girl through the woods. It caught on the side of the sink, clinging to its bath, and she released. 
He watched it flip over the edge and reached for it, getting as close as he would have guessed he could, which was not close at all. 
It smashed, pieces rushing off in different directions like a family after an argument. 
From beyond the counter, a whoop rose at the sound of the smash, but neither Mac nor James responded. Mac stared at the broken pieces as though willing them to reassemble. James stared at Mac, worried she might go the way of the plate.
“Shit,” Mac said. The word spat out, tears rolling from her eyes. 
“It’s fine, I’ll -“
“It’s not.”
Dropping to her knees she grabbed at the pieces with reckless abandon, piling them in one hand and clinging to them as though they might try to flee. James watched this a few moments, then dropped as he saw the line of red running down the back of one hand. 
“Stop,” he said, then, when she kept going, grabbed her wrists and held them with sturdy care, waiting until she looked him in the eye. “Stop.”
Trembling, she looked as though she might pull away. He turned her right wrist a little, revealing the back of her hand. She looked and saw the blood trailing over her fingers, dripping to the floor. 
“Oh,” she said. He thought she might be in shock. 
“Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up.”
She shook her head frantically, as though he’d suggested pitting her against a bear in a fight to the death. 
“Come on, Mac, it’s -“
“It’s my fault,” she said, and her eyes widened as they caught his. 
“What is?”
But she yanked her arms away, falling onto her back and just missing a piece of glass which may well have punctured her skin and caused a far more severe injury than the one on the back of her hand. She stared at him. To anyone who walked in it would look as though he had attacked her. 
He held out a hand. When she didn’t take it, the question slipped out. 
“Do you mean it’s your fault because Mohsin wouldn’t have been there if not for you or because it was you who -“
He caught himself, stopped. But it was too late. 
“Fuck you,” she said, and scrambled to her feet, knocking his hand away as he went to her. Once up she turned from him and, clutching her injured hand, ran from the canteen as fast as she could, the question he hadn’t finished left unanswered. 
He couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not. 




CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
After clearing the glass and blood from the floor, and collecting and washing the rest of the dishes, James went looking for George, unsure if or how he was supposed to lock up the canteen now lunch was over, and the kids had left. 
Into the corridor James head back the way George had walked him, stopping halfway up at the door George had implied hid a staircase. 
Here, he hesitated. 
There was no sign on the door indicating as much, but it felt like the kind of entrance one should not pass without appointment or invitation. This had him looking to reception, wondering if Diane was still there before he remembered George had invited him up as they stood in the canteen.
Pushing through the door before more doubts could set in, James made his way up a narrow, carpeted staircase, coming out on a corridor much like the one he had just departed, stretching from one end of the building to the other and segmented by doors on either side. These leading to meeting rooms, training rooms, classrooms and offices, rather than games rooms, relaxations rooms, bedrooms and the canteen. 
At his end of the corridor, he was surrounded by the larger rooms, with the offices further up. He head towards these, only pausing when one of the doors opened and a man a few years younger than George stepped out. 
“Hello there,” he said, voice small town friendly. “Can I help ya?”
“I’m looking for George,” James said, closing the space between them. “My name’s -“
“James, of course. George mentioned you. Ben -“
He held out a hand which James took., noting Ben had departed a door with a placard reading BEN PASKINS. 
“The cop,” he said, then, catching himself - “uh, police officer.”
Ben laughed. 
“Cop is fine. Or even Ben. Pleased to meet you.”
The handshake ended. An awkward pause, then Ben turned to the next door along from his office. 
GEORGE BARNES
“That’s the one you want,” Ben said. “I think he’s with someone, but knock. I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you.”
“I will, thanks.”
“No worries. See you around.”
He gave a half wave, though he was only a foot from James, and wandered on down the corridor. 
James watched him go, as though worried the friendly attitude was a ruse, and Ben would attack the moment James turned his back, then went to the door, knocking with polite knuckles. 
“Come in.”
There was movement inside, and when James opened the door, George was already coming towards him, possessing that same strained smile as earlier.
“James, good to see you.”
He held out an official hand, and James shook. They broke, and James examined his surroundings. A small, square room with a tiny window looking onto the carpark, a desk holding a PC almost as old as the one in reception, a plant that smelt plastic and a handful of pictures - George and Christina, Emma, Mark, Christina and Emma. No sign of Luke. There was an office chair behind the desk and a plastic option in front. A young girl occupied the office chair. She was maybe 14, with curly blonde hair, a well worn white-grey top and a nervous smile. 
“This is Becky,” George said, squeezing the girl’s shoulder. Comforting her. “She is one of our most promising wards. Doing great in school. We’re all very proud of her. Becky, let’s finish this up later.”
James came around the desk a little and saw on screen a number of pictures, all of the same smiling boy in his late teens. On the desk lay an open book with the profile of another boy. Picture in one corner and several blocks of text and headings James couldn’t make out from his position. He took this in then smiled as Becky stood and faced him, hands stuffed in pockets. 
“Nice to meet you,” she said, smiling that meek smile. 
“You too,” said James, and watched as she rushed for the door, letting herself out and closing it softly behind her. 
“Shy, right?” George said as James faced him. “You should have seen her a couple of years ago when she first arrived. Wouldn’t say a word to anyone. She’s come on leaps and bounds.”
“You do amazing work here,” James said, and George shifted his hand in a so-so gesture. Men like him were never satisfied with what they had achieved. Always wanted to do more. It was what made them great and allowed them to help so many. 
“Please, sit,” said George, gesturing to the plastic seat as he took the office chair. James obliged, though it wasn’t comfortable. 
From his new position, he examined the profile of the boy in the book before him. Johnny Carter, born 1998. The text was his bio, ending with the details of the job he had recently acquired - mechanic. 
“I told you how proud I was of everything we do here,” George said. He took the book and spun it, so James wasn’t reading upside down, then closed it so the cover showed. “Our little book of success stories. A new edition released every year with the latest faces added. I find it acts as quite the inspiration to those coming through. Shows what they can achieve if they put their mind to it. Those we can wrangle into it also give a speech every summer. Timing could be better, but we’ve got this year's tomorrow afternoon. 
“That’s all arranged but Becky has been helping me with this year’s book, although, as you can see, I’ve had plenty of practice.“
George referenced a bookshelf behind him where a row of fifteen volumes sat side by side, each with the name of the branch and the year on it. He thought of all the kids in these books, working in the real world because of EKC. Felt a real swell of emotion sweep through him. 
“Incredible,” he whispered. 
“Yes,” said George. “It is. I love what I do. Always have. To be able to help so many and yet, now I wonder. You spend so much time helping troubled children, only for it to turn out you’ve failed your own. Another heap of kids get onto the job market this year, and Charlie is gone. I couldn’t help him.”
Overcome by emotion, George grabbed his mouse and squeezed. James could hear the plastic creaking and thought it might crack. Part of him wanted to lean in and lay his hand on George. A mark of comfort, but he had no idea how George would react. 
“You can’t think like that,” he said. “What happened with Charlie isn’t your fault. It’s Luke. You couldn’t have stopped him doing what he did.”
“Could I not?” George said. “This is not some stranger who has swept in and stolen the little boy I love. This is my son. Should I not be held responsible for his actions? I am his father. I promised to raise and protect him, yes, but also to ensure he turned out right. In the end, I think I failed on both counts. Now I’m paying the price, and not just me. Poor Charlie, and Claire too.”
Feeling it had suffered enough, George released the mouse which breathed a sigh of relief. He stared at the book as though it might contain a spell to bring Charlie back. He lay a hand on the cover and closed his eyes. Thinking about the little boy lost. 
“Some kids don’t want to listen or learn,” James tried. “It’s not like you have three awful children. You have Mark and Emma who turned out right. Maybe you’re not to blame for Luke. Maybe that was always going to be the way he was, whatever happened.”
George nodded and might have looked a little comforted. James couldn’t tell if that was wishful thinking on his part.  
The book slid away from James, and he jumped. George rose from his seat, slipped it into place on the shelf and ran his finger along the many spines. Caressing them. He stood that way for some time, not looking to James. 
“Mac said Luke used to work here,” James said. He wasn’t sure what he was hoping to get from the confession. Only that that the mood George was in, he might be more open. That made James feel dishonest but didn’t stop him saying it.
“He did, and a wonderful help he was,” said George, bitter notes clear in his voice. “Good enough to fool me into missing the problems. Into not realising what he was.”
George faced James but didn’t sit. Hovered over him, part looking at his guest, part staring over his shoulder, looking not at the wall behind, but into the past.
“It came to a head in here. Harsh words over harsh actions. I tried to convince him to stop what he was doing, and he lost his temper. He had a habit of that. Punched me in the face. The stomach. Knocked me down and hit me again and again. 
“I told him he had had it. That we wouldn’t protect him anymore. He was finished. He said he would make me pay and he kicked me again. Then he left. I was crumpled on the floor, bleeding, and in pain. It was the last time I saw him, and perhaps that was for the best. Though now, of course, I would do anything to see him again, so I could reclaim Charlie. Even if I had to beat the boy’s location from my son, I would. I would do anything to get him back.”
His eyes remained distant. The tale had been like ice, freezing James to his chair and for a few moments he could do nothing but tremble and look at the man. His throat was dry and his heart going on and on at him. He found a way to clear his throat. 
“What did Luke do?”
George looked at him with a start. The story had dragged him from the present, and he seemed to have forgotten James was there. Remembering, he was embarrassed and frustrated he had said as much as he had. A smile found its way to his lips, but it was weak as a newborn calf and fell apart like tissue paper under a running tap. He cleared his throat and moved around the table. 
“Sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t talk about it. We don’t talk about it. Give me a second, would you, I’ll be right back. I must -“
But he was moving as he spoke and had left the room before he finished the sentence. James got the impression he was no longer welcome. George would have asked him to go but didn’t have the time. He was choking with emotional memories and thoughts of his missing grandchild. He needed to vacate so James didn’t see those emotions pouring out in a way many men would find embarrassing. Women too, he supposed. 
Left alone, James could not help but replay what he had heard. Luke, who had been such a great helper to the charity had confronted and attacked George, and something was nagging at James. Something he could not shake. Memories of the night of Mohsin’s attack came back, and he found himself rising, stepping around the desk and picking up the latest complete edition of the charity’s success stories.  
He began flicking through, tracing the names. Here was Jason Miles, who found employment as a recruitment agent fourteen years ago; Amber May, who become a badminton instructor at the local leisure centre eleven years ago; Michael Reed, barber, seven years ago; Alan Henning, started his own gardening business three years ago and -
He stopped, the book almost sliding from his grip as he reached one of the latest entries. A beaming girl with pretty eyes and hair tied tight behind her.
“James, if you don’t mind I need some time to myself. Of course, I’d like to thank you for all of your help, and would be delighted if you would agree to come to dinner tonight, but, for now -“
He stopped, catching James’ look and seeing the book in his hands. 
“What? What is it?”
Closing the door behind him he stepped to the desk, placing a hand on it as though knowing he would need steadying once James spoke. If this was the reason, his intuition was strong. 
“Your fight with Luke,” James said, gripping the book so hard the pages were in danger of tearing. “Was it over someone here?”
“What do you mean? Explain yourself.”
“I’m just thinking -“ Christ this was hard - “Mac said everyone loved him. I’m wondering if maybe someone loved him too much. One of the girls. And maybe he used his position of power to start a relationship he should not have started. I suppose there are rules about that sort of thing, aren’t there? Even if she was of age, which I doubt. Because you’re caring for vulnerable parties.”
George didn’t move, but James could almost hear the pounding of the older man’s heart. Would have been able to if his own hadn’t been thudding so hard.
“Whatever it is you are getting at, I think you ought to come out and say it.”
James didn’t. Not at first. He placed the book on the desk, turning it towards the head of the charity. George looked at the page. 
Sema Yohannes. As of last year working as a teaching assistant at the school a large quantity of the village had visited earlier that day. 
“You know this girl?” he asked, though it was clear George did. As soon as he saw the face, all colour drained from his skin and he sunk into the plastic chair. His hand extended, and he touched the book, unable to speak. 
“She would have been underage when it started,” James said, feeling the anger bubbling within him. George looked up with pleading in his eyes. 
“It was my fault.” 
James said nothing. Amy, Mac and now George. Everyone seemed to be taking the blame for something.
“He promised he would end it. I know I should have done something sooner, but he was my son, and I believed him. I know you won’t understand.”
But James did. The video of long ago replaced the real world. His mother standing before him. 
It’s over. I swear it is. Don’t tell your father.
James had believed it, not because she was trustworthy, but because she was his mother. And how had that ended?
“When I worked out he was lying I told him I’d had enough as I said. He beat me up, but that night he left town. I spoke to Sema, and it was over. It’s over.”
James shook his head. 
“It’s not over. Luke stayed in contact with her after he left and, last night, when he slipped into Claire’s house and stole your Grandson, Sema kept watch for him. I know that because I saw her and now I understand. 
“Sema was the one who attacked Mohsin.”




CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Within his stomach were separate balls of frustration, guilt and anger, growing all the time.
The frustration came from his inability to help. Luke had taken Charlie, and only the police could find him. James had discovered pertinent information, but he would not be the one to inform the authorities. This was George’s turf, and George had pleaded James allow him to deal with it. James had wanted to say no but hadn’t. 
It was this that caused the guilt. Emma’s words invaded his mind again, reminding him he had nothing to do with this. He thought through his reasons for wanting to help. The guilt of what had happened with Toby, the desire for the Barneses and Megan to think more of him. There was no altruism, and that made him angry at himself. 
This was part of the anger, but not all. Mostly this was driven by the man who had not only kidnapped his son but had used his position of power to twist an innocent girl around his finger. To turn her into someone so obsessed with him she would attack another innocent to protect him. She could go to jail for what she had done, and it was Luke’s fault. 
It was the anger balloon that grew the fastest. That would destroy the other two. Before long, if he didn’t do something, it would be the only emotion left.
In a daze he crossed the village, having left with thoughts of returning to the B&B but not walking in that direction. Dragged on by some part of his subconscious that suggested maybe anger was not all that was left. 
“Hey. you.”
Until she spoke, he hadn’t known how close he had come to the house in which the Barneses had discussed the letter. Now the real world smashed through his thoughts, although when he saw her lying in the deck chair on the front lawn, one hand on the table beside her, touching an iced drink, the other shielding her eyes from a sun so powerful her large sunglasses weren’t enough to stop it half-blinding her, it still felt like a dream. Or an advert.
“Hi,” he managed, taking in Megan’s tiny denim shorts and her loose summery top, raised enough to reveal the stomach below the belly button. Her hair falling around her shoulders completed an image so breathtaking he could only hover on the path like an idiot as she watched him. 
“Care to join me?”
“I’d love to.”
She smiled, and rose, brushing herself down although her skin and clothes were immaculate. Untouched by dirt, grass or even sweat. She made for the door, then turned that sensational smile to him once again. 
“What do you drink? Beer, wine, water, cocktails?”
“Beer would be great.”
She gave a thumbs up. 
“There’s another deck chair down the side -“ she pointed. “Grab that. I’ll do drinks.”
Despite the instruction he watched her walk away, mesmerised by her swinging hips as she disappeared through the front door. Once she was out of sight, he did as he was told, moving into the shade around the side of the house and taking the second deck chair, wondering how much use they got out of it in England as he dragged it onto the front lawn. 
Here he faced a dilemma. Chair placement in relation to Megan’s. Too close and he would look like some a letch, or pervert. Too far and he would seem distant. This was why he found it easier not talking to girls at all. Or boys, for that matter. Talking to people only led to complications and -
“Ahh, that old chestnut.”
James almost dropped the deckchair, then nearly smashed Megan’s drink as he swung around to face her. The smile never left her face. 
“What?”
“You know,” she said. “Holding off putting down the deckchair until I come out, so I can see how strong you are. Very impressive, although, I carried mine. That negates the effect somewhat.” She winked, to show she was teasing, and still, he felt uncomfortable. 
“I didn’t know where to put it,” he confessed, and she rolled her eyes. 
“Chuck it down.”
He obliged. She had his beer in one hand and collected her drink from the table, then nudged it with a foot. “Put this on the other side of my chair. That’s it, well done.”
Having placed the table as requested, he spun with a half-hearted glare. She laughed, put the drinks down, and squeezed his shoulder. Like pressing a switch, his angry eyes flicked to loved up. 
“I’m sorry,” she said, still laughing. “Just wanted to see how far I could push talking to you like a child. I want to be a mother someday, you know. Good to have the practice.”
“You’d make a good mother.” 
“Well, maybe,” she confessed, pointing at the second deck chair and drawing a line with her finger to where she would like it placed - next to the drinks table, within an arm’s length of her own - “But you’re not great practice. My child wouldn’t check me out quite so much, for a start. I hope.”
He felt his face flare with red embarrassment and busied himself, picking up the chair and placing it as directed. She gave another laugh as he tried to hide, and replaced herself in her chair, looking at him. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t tease.”
He waved a hand, positioning himself in the second deck chair and trying to get comfortable under the harsh rays of the sun and over the hard white plastic. 
“Tease away. I can take it.”
“An admirable quality,” she smiled, taking her glass. “Now drink up, and think positive tanning thoughts. That’s what I’ve been doing.”
He watched as she sipped her drink. Felt his blood rush at the sight of her and the thought of what he might say next. Hadn’t he been worried about Charlie and Sema minutes ago? Now it was hard to think of anything but the girl beside him.
“Aren’t you worried about tan lines?”
“I am, but what’s a girl to do? Can hardly lie here with my breasts out, can I? What would the neighbours think?”
“Well if I was your neighbour -“
“Don’t,” she admonished, light-heartedly. “Besides, not a lot of red-blooded young men live within eye line of my lawn. Mostly elderly couples. Trust me. If I came out bare-chested, you’d hear the old dears tutting from here.”
“Pity.” 
“Oh, hush. Drink up, relax, and stop with the talking. You’re making me blush.”
She smiled at him, and he returned it. They stared at the sky, relaxing, thinking positive tanning thoughts, and didn’t speak again until James’ drink was half gone. 
“How was the EKC lunch shift?”
It was a treat lying beside her. He felt comfortable. Unburdened by a perceived need to try and break the silence. Nor was the quiet infected by dark thoughts from past and present. Megan wasn’t only easy to talk to, but to be with. That was what made lying beside her so dangerous. 
Rather than mention any of this, he decided to answer the question. 
“I’m glad I went. Not sure Mac would have been up to it alone with everything that’s happened to Mohsin. It felt good to help.”
“Mr Selfless Outsider continues to be beyond human in his helpfulness.”
The words could have been cruel, but they weren’t from her. They were honest, as she was honest, and he wished he could return the favour. Tell her everything. 
“There’s nothing selfless about what I do,” he said, regretting admitting it right away for fear of how it might affect her perception of him. She lowered her shades, raised her eyebrows. 
“No?”
George wanted to handle the situation, and James knew he should keep quiet about Sema. But those eyes bore into him, and his selfish need to impress reared it’s ugly head. 
“I found something out,” he said, and before he could reconsider he was telling Megan about finding Sema in the book, George’s confession that Luke had been sleeping with her, his knowledge that she was the one they’d seen the previous night, and his belief she had attacked Mohsin to protect Luke. He felt his chest tighten with rage as he said this, and was glad to get to the end of the story and start working on deflating that anger balloon again.
Megan finished her drink listening to James, and twirled the glass in her hands, thinking, the ice circling the bottom, melting as fast as if it were wearing on the base. He finished his drink and before long could no longer take the silence. 
“Did you know?”
“No.”
No hesitation, but he hadn’t hesitated in response to Amy, so that didn’t make it the truth. Fighting the urge to speak again, he waited and was rewarded. 
“I had my suspicions, but Mark never said anything, if he knew. One of those things no one knows for sure, but everyone has an idea. Word got about. Can I get you another drink?”
The sharp turn in subject threw him off balance, but she didn’t wait for an answer. Rising, she plucked the glass from his hand and twirled, heading into the house before he could speak again.
When she returned, it was with a forced smile nowhere near the genuine one from before. He met it with a severe expression, and she dropped the act as she handed him his drink. 
“Sorry,” she said. “It’s just so horrible, what’s happened. Yet, here I am, sunbathing, acting like nothing’s wrong. A little boy is missing. A little boy who is as good as my nephew.”
“We know where he is,” James said. 
“We know who he’s with. That’s not the same.”
She sat in her seat, legs over the edge, facing James. He lifted his back and twisted to match her pose, their knees almost touching.  
“Luke and I were friends,” she said, taking James by surprise. She saw it. “Yeah, I know. This was before Mark. Way before. Back in school. We met in year seven and were friends for years. I think he was my first crush. No, maybe that was Ryan Seal. Not sure. Close run thing. 
“Anyway.” She looked at her glass, massaging it with her hands. He watched the condensation roll down the side and over her fingers. If it was cold, she didn’t flinch. “I could never have imagined it.”
“Imagined what?”
“Any of it. Any of what happened later. He had his issues, but he was a teenager, so who didn’t? Biggest fault was his moral line. He was so black and white, right and wrong. No grey area. If someone crossed his line - stealing or cheating or whatever - he would flip. He had this horrible temper at times. It used to scare me.”
The description made James uncomfortable. Too close to home, perhaps? In the woods of his memory, two friends argued. 
I was only teasing. Only messing. 
It’s called bullying, Toby.
I’m sorry. 
But sorry didn’t cut it. Sorry never cut it when the moral line was crossed. 
“We all change, I know,” Megan said. “And there were always problems with Luke. Especially at home where Emma was the only one he seemed to love. He hated Mark. Would bicker with Christina constantly and there were blazing rows with George.”
At that, Megan let out a dark chuckle. “You know what’s funny?”
Their eyes locked and even in her anguish, she was beautiful. He tried to concentrate on what was going on in front of him and shook his head. 
“We used to go swimming at weekends. A group of us, including Luke and me. Was loads of fun. Then, one time - must have been fourteen, fifteen - Luke finds this towel that’s been left on the side. He can’t find the owner, so he runs off to hand it in. Goes to the desk and there’s no one there, so he steps into the office and what does he see? None other than George, arms around some bimbo -” pause “- Luke’s words.”
James felt something inside him twist, as though it was his husband he’d learned was the cheat. It wasn’t that, but it still felt terrible. He’d heard George’s speech about his wife, seen them side by side, heard Christina’s story about them sneaking out together. He’d painted them as perfect and now this. News that George was like everyone else. That he couldn’t be satisfied with his strong, beautiful wife. Had to fuck it up. Why did everyone have to fuck it up?
It’s over. I swear it is. Don’t tell your father. 
James tried to stifle the reflex anger with a few good gulps of beer. Tried not to treat it as personal. Focused on Megan as she went on. 
“Obviously, he flipped. He’d always fought with George but he wanted to think the best, and this went against everything he believed. He roared at his dad and told him to tell Christina the truth. Whether George did or not, I have no idea, but it wasn’t the only time. Luke caught him with Penny from the Post Office a few years later, and Mark caught him with a call centre girl. Carol, I think.”
“Jesus,” James muttered, unable to separate Christina from his father. The victims. George from his mother. What had George said to his sons when they confronted him? The same as James’ mum?
We are all human, dear. 
As though they had to swallow it because everyone was human and these things happened. As though no one was to blame and they should stop sticking their nose in and get on with it.
James clenched his fists by his side, hoping Megan didn’t see. He was getting wound up, and it was stupid. All these things happened years ago and what did it matter?
“You okay?” Megan asked, noting the twisted face and whitening knuckles. He nodded, but with no conviction. 
“I know it doesn’t make it any better,” Megan went on. “At least George slept with grown women. Luke was taking advantage of an underage girl, and that’s unforgivable.”
“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” James muttered. 
“Nobody’s perfect,” Megan said, and reached out her hand, taking his. “I like you, James. You take everything to heart. It hurts you that George isn’t the man you thought he might be. I get that, but it doesn’t make him a bad man. You probably think I should have said something to Christina, right? Guess it makes me a bitch.”
James shook his head. 
“Never. It’s second-hand information to you. If Mark and Luke didn’t tell her that’s their business. I know you wouldn’t want to get involved.” He bit his lip and thought it through. “Is that why you stopped talking to Luke? Did you know about him and -”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I would never keep it to myself if I thought he was doing something like that. It was something else. Things that went on with - well I don’t want to talk about it.”
“You can,” he said. 
“I know. But I don’t want to. It’s nasty stuff to do with Mark’s ex and someone Emma was seeing or supposedly seeing. I can’t go into that. It wouldn’t be fair on them.”
“I get that,” James said. He realised she was still holding his hand and hoped he wasn’t sweating. “Sorry. Just me sticking my nose in where it doesn’t belong. I keep thinking if I know enough, maybe I’ll be able to help, but it’s bullshit. Luke ran off with Charlie. He’s left Sema, and he isn’t coming back. The police will find him. That’s all that matters.”
Megan looked into his eyes and ran her thumb along the back of his hand. He didn’t know if she realised she was doing it but made an effort not to squeeze any tighter in case she withdrew. 
“You’re an amazing guy, James, you know that?”
“I’m not.”
“No?”
“No, I’m human. Worse than most.”
“I don’t believe it. How so?”
Blood on the carpet. His father crying in the corner until he sees his son needs him. 
You need to call the police, James. Tell them what I did.
But he couldn’t tell Megan about the time his mother promised him her affair would stop. How he had believed her, and everything it had led to. 
He couldn’t do that, so he returned to the easy way out. The joke. 
“Well, for one thing, when you mentioned your bare breasts I couldn’t help but imagine them.”
She considered him. Knew he wasn’t saying what he thought but decided not to push it. Her hand left his, but before he could panic, she had cupped one cheek, leaned forward, and kissed the other. Smiling at the way his face burned.  
“That’s probably the best way to see bare breasts, you know?” she said, then tapped her head. “In the imagination. Always going to be better than the real thing.”
“I don’t know about that,” he replied, feeling bolder. 
“And never will.” She was laughing. “Now drink your drink and shut your trap. Wouldn’t want to have Mark come back and hear your hitting on his girlfriend now, would you?”
“No, I wouldn’t want that.” 
Sipping his drink, he leaned back, trying once again to allow the memories of Toby, his father and the river bank to wash away. The thoughts of Luke and Charlie and Mohsin to drift off.
For now, it was only him and Megan, and that was precisely the way he wanted it. 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
They lay together until almost half five. At first in silence, later, when they moved onto their third drink, talking and laughing a little more. It was easy. The conversation flowed and with every word he fell a little more in love with her and hated himself a little more for doing so. Hated himself even more for hearing the same affection in her voice. For allowing himself to believe she might be feeling the same.
As evening began to reel in afternoon, Megan rose, drawing their time together to a close so she could shower and prepare for the evening. Revealing she, too, would be attending the Barneses for dinner. 
Hiding his excitement regarding this news, James kissed Megan on the cheek and offered to replace the deck chairs.
“Thank you,” she said, taking the drinks and returning his cheek kiss. “See you later.”
Her smile lingered, and he read an eternity of meaning into it before she disappeared, leaving him alone on the curb, remembering she was taken, and he stood no chance. 
Crossing Megan’s lawn, James approached the alley. Expecting it to be cloaked in darkness, despite the strength of the sun above, he was pleasantly surprised to find even the close together leaves of the overhanging tree weren’t enough to stop the powerful rays breaking through and drenching the ground in light. 
Despite a clear view down the short space and out the other end, he still jogged between Megan’s street and Claire’s, as though stepping in one end of the alley set off a timer that would close it off from the outside world if one took to long to escape. 
No such disaster befell him, and he survived the alley to see the spot of Christina and George’s mischief on one side, Claire’s house and the woods ahead.
Having no intention to stick around, James was annoyed when his eyes caught on Claire’s door and refused to let go. Above him, the sky seemed to darken as he was dragged into the past. In the house he could almost hear Amy and Claire rushing around, shouting Charlie’s name, growing more and more desperate until they realised he wasn’t there. Diving down the stairs, tears in their eyes they had raced for the exit and -
The door burst open. 
The darkness vanished, and James stumbled back, almost tripping over the curb behind, sure the screaming mother was about to cannon out. 
But, of course, the door hadn’t burst open. It had swung back, and the woman who exited was not fleeing her worst fears, though she did appear to be crying. 
It was Sharon, stepping from the house and spinning back to her host, Claire, who appeared in the doorway, arms folded, expression strained.
Having reclaimed his grip on reality, James turned from the women, only to be spotted and have his name called.
He turned to see Claire waving, beckoning him over, not returning to her ejected guest until sure he was coming. 
“Keep strong my girl,” Sharon was saying as James moved within earshot. “Keep strong and never lose hope. I will be praying for you.”
“Thank you,” said Claire, her jaw tight, the words fighting for release. Sharon had one of Claire’s hands clasped between both of hers and held on tight, looking to the mother of the lost child with tears in her eyes. 
“Our boy will return,” she said. “I promise.”
Claire could only nod, and wait. Hoping Sharon would release her and leave. Perhaps wondering what evasive measures she must take if this didn’t happen. 
Luckily for all involved, her hands were freed, and Sharon gave her goodbyes, leaving a miserable and tired Claire swaying in the doorway.  
“Gossip,” she said, shaking her head as James reached her. “Has to know everything going on in the village. That’s why she’s here. Gossip.”
She paused, looking after Sharon, and there was real anger there. For a second she seemed lost in it, then she shook it off, and returned to James. He met her gaze but struggled to hold it. The grief was too heartbreaking to take in large doses.
“Come in,” she said at last. “I have something I need to say.”
She led him through a bare entrance hall and into a small, tidy living room with a dark theme, and not much in it - sofa, armchair, telly, coffee table, and little box of toys tidied away in one corner. James noticed two pictures by the telly. One of Charlie alone, one of mother and son. With a lurch, he realised this was the first time he had seen the boy, and could not help but step towards the photo.
“He didn’t put that smile on,” Claire said.”He was always that happy.”
James didn’t think that was right. ‘Happy’ didn’t seem a strong enough adjective to describe the expression on the boy’s face in each of the two photographs. 
In the solo, he was close to the lens. Looked as though he was jumping towards it with only his shoulders, the top half of his torso and face showing. A clean, innocent smiling face under a mop of mousy blonde hair. There were hints of his mother in that face, but James was drawn - after the smile - to the eyes, which possessed strong hints of Barnes. 
The second picture showed Charlie on mum’s lap. She had her arms wrapped around his stomach, and they were beaming. Her smile almost as big as his. The proudest and happiest mummy that ever there was. James found himself wondering who had taken the picture. Was it long enough ago that Luke might have clicked the button? Or had a friend or another Barnes stepped up? He went to ask but stopped himself. When he turned back to Claire, he almost said something stupid like ‘we’ll find him’ or ‘everything will be okay’ but remembered Sharon on the doorstep, and realised how useless such platitudes would be. 
Instead, he said: “you must feel like shit.”
She nodded, gestured to the sofa. He took the left seat, and she stood above him. 
“Drink?”
“Just water, please.”
She disappeared into the kitchen, and he tried to sit up straight. The beer was making him feel, not drunk, but a little light, a little buzzy, if that was a thing. He focused on the pictures. Seeing Charlie broke his heart and that was enough to sober him up as Claire returned.
“Hot day,” she said, and he nodded. She sat, looking out the window. He hoped she wouldn’t say anything that might make him feel uncomfortable.
“Charlie loved hot days.”
Ah. 
Again the urge was to say they would find Charlie. That everything would be okay. Stupid assertions based in no kind of fact. His mother’s voice floated in through an open window.
If you can’t back it up, just shut it up. 
He had resented the advice as a youngster but thought it applicable now. He opted for awkward silence. 
“Sorry,” she said. “This is so hard. My little boy is missing, and I want to break down and cry every second of every day, but I have to stay strong. The police are doing what they can. Everyone is doing what they can. You’ve done more than most. 
“I wanted to say something to you.”
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, you said that. What’s up?”
“I’m sorry.”
“Sorry?” He couldn’t for the life of him think what she might have to be sorry about. 
“About earlier. I attacked you. With Amy. I was so angry. I lost my mind, and it was wrong. I’m so sorry I let it happen.”
He remembered, and it felt ridiculous that she was apologising for it. Here was a desperately worried mother and she had lashed out. Of course, she had. He would never have expected her to apologise and told her so. 
“You’re sweet,” she said. He seemed to be hearing that a lot. 
“But there is no need to lose my cool and act like a madwoman because I am upset. Christina would be oh so ashamed of me.”
There was slight mocking in the tone, and James didn’t know how to respond. He settled for drinking his water and nodding. It was hot in the house. Close. He was beginning to feel ill. 
“Well,” said Claire, slapping her knees and standing. “That’s all I had to say. I should let you get on.”
The release gave James relief. He got to his feet, downed his water, and was prepared to as much as peg it out the door. Then he stopped. Turned. Claire stood in the centre of the room, not focusing on James. Maybe she thought he was gone, as she seemed not to notice him. Her eyes were fixed firmly on the photos, and there were tears in them. No longer could he resist the pull to say something useless. 
“It’s going to be okay.” 
Her head snapped to him. At first, there was shock in her eyes, then they softened. 
“So everyone tells me. I wish I could believe it. But Luke is the right mix of smart and angry. Smart enough to avoid the cops and angry enough to do something stupid. To hurt my son.”
“He wouldn’t do that.”
“You don’t know him,” she said, shaking her head. “He hates us for turning on him. His partner and his family turfing him out of town. He would do anything to get us back. That’s what this is. Payback.”
“I know he’s angry, and maybe a bad guy, but to hurt his own son -”
Claire laughed out loud at that. The sound was harsh, shocking. She turned to him, and the tears were rolling down her cheeks. 
“Maybe Luke’s not bad enough to hurt his son, but that’s the thing,” she said. “Luke isn’t Charlie’s father, and worse. 
“He knows it.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
James arrived at the Barneses door in a fresh set of clothes, fake smile fixed to his face, barrage of worries and doubts crashing through him like a hurricane through Kansas. He wasn’t counting but guessed it took him near enough three minutes to lift his fist and knock on the door after arriving on the porch.
It opened on Christina, whose words of greeting came at him in a haze, some losing their way from her lips to his ears, never reaching their target. He got the gist, said hello, and followed her into the living room.
“Can I get you a drink?”
He asked for water, and she disappeared with a quick warning that everyone be friendly to him, as though he were a stray dog in need of careful handling. He turned to the three faces in the room and tried his best to smile, though a million questions sought escape through his mouth. Leading the way was ‘do you know Charlie is not Luke’s son?’ 
“You look like you’ve been told you have a week to live,” said Emma. “And you’ve come to impart the news.”
James breathing in, sucking the questions back down his throat. They probably didn’t know, and it wasn’t his place to tell them. So far the only hope they had came from their belief Charlie was safe with his father. James couldn’t take that away.
He made no response to Emma, but Mark shot his sister a warning look. 
“Shut up, will you -” and to James - “have a seat. I was going to say you should relax after your work at the charity, but I hear you spent most of the afternoon relaxing.”
“Hitting on your girlfriend,” said Emma. 
“Shut up,” Mark repeated. “She’s a social girl is Megan, bet you loved the company, didn’t you, babe?”
“I did,” she confessed. “Although next time, bring chocs, will you?”
“I will,” he said, smiling. She comforted him, as always. Although Emma’s glare and the appraising look of Mark had the opposite effect.
Silence followed, during which James took a seat, and chanced a look at the photo from which Luke had been chopped. He knew removing the Barneses hope was not the only reason he couldn’t mention Charlie’s paternity. It was also a fear that if they knew Charlie was not a Barnes, they would cease to care for him. A stupid, baseless worry once again routed in his insecurities, that they could find it so easy to cast out any non-Barnes, meaning not only Charlie but also him. 
“I hear you’re thinking of moving here?”
This was Mark. James tried to regain some composure.  
“Uh, yeah. Thought I’d come for the weekend. Get the lay of the land. I would have spent today looking but…”
He trailed off, as though they wouldn’t know it was because of Charlie and Mohsin if he kept quiet. All eyes were on him, Emma’s mocking, Megan’s kind, Mark’s unreadable. He hated it.
“Well, you’re in luck,” Mark said. “I’m an estate agent.”
“Really?”
“Strange thing to lie about,” Emma said. 
“Good point,” said James, annoyed not at Emma’s interruption but because Megan had told him what Mark did, and he shouldn’t have forgotten. 
Mark glared at his sister again but this time didn’t say anything. 
“Anyway, I don’t know your requirements, but we’ve a one bedroom place open at the moment. Well kept, real nice. I could show you around tomorrow if you wanted?”
“Sounds good,” said James. “Thank you.”
Mark shrugged a no big deal shrug and smiled. James felt as though he should follow his thanks up with something else, but before anyone could utter another word could, the door opened, and Christina reappeared.
“Dinner is served.”
They filed into the dining room, taking their places around a six seater table. Mark and Megan on one side, Emma and James facing them. The place at either end sat free, with Christina having left to find George. In the middle sat a colossal roast beef, which smelt incredible. James said as much before Christina disappeared. 
“So, moving out of the city,” Mark said. “Won’t you be leaving anyone behind? Family, friends, girlfriend?”
He went to pick at a carrot and Megan slapped his hand. Gave him a warning look. Mark rolled his eyes. James could feel Emma’s eyes on him. 
“Not really,” he said. “I don’t live near my parents and as for friends -” the scene by the river. A rock fell - “my closest friend and I fell out recently -” lying on the bank, blood pouring into the water - “I’m sure I won’t be missed -” A foot in the back. Being rolled into the dark, blooded water. He could almost feel it clutching at him. Dragging him under. His head was beginning to throb again. He tried to smile. 
“What about a girl?” Emma asked, leaning in. “Handsome guy like you. There must have been someone.”
They all watched him. Megan coughed. It must have been his imagination, but he thought she looked away, as though she didn’t like hearing about the girlfriend that might have been. He saw said girlfriend step forward, smiling, blowing a kiss. Long dark hair falling over her shoulders, big blue eyes stealing his as they had so many times before. There was the rushing water again, and the throbbing worsened. 
“No,” he said. “There was no one.”
Emma made a scoffing noise that suggested disbelief. Mark gave a little smile that did the same. Prickling anger rippled across James’ skin, and how stupid was that, given he was lying? He clamped his jaw closed, and was thankful when the dining room door opened and Christina reentered. 
“Look who I found,” she said, smiling as George followed her in. He looked tired, broken. There was no way George knew Charlie wasn’t his grandchild. Not looking like that. 
“Evening all,” George said, before falling into his seat. Mark responded by again going for the carrots, but Christina raised a hand. 
“Hold. I want to say something first.”
“We’re not doing grace are we?” Emma said, disgusted. 
“No,” said Christina. “I want to talk about Charlie. Remember him?”
Emma looked down. Might have been ashamed. She hid her face well, and it was impossible to tell. James felt the pull of the knowledge he did not feel he should have weighing on him and looked at Christina without making eye contact. 
“Charlie has been missing almost a day,” she said. “And it has been hurting us all, even if some of us try not to show it.”
A pointed look at Emma, who kept her head bowed. 
“Now, we could sit around and cry. We could panic and get angry. We could get in our cars and drive up and down the country, knocking on every door until we found him. But what good would that do? What will we achieve by driving ourselves into the ground?
“We all feel the loss of Charlie, and will continue to until he returns - and I do believe he will return - but we must go on. We must allow the police to do their job. They were confident of finding him before, and more so with the added information George has been able to give them.”
Christina knew about Sema, that was good. Maybe the police were with her as mother Barnes gave her speech, talking the information out of her. Who knew, by the end of the meal they could be on their way to Luke’s location. By the end of the night, Charlie could be safe. He let that hope slip behind his defences to lift his spirits as Christina continued.  
“Remember that we are the Barneses. That includes you, Megan. And James - our honorary Barnes.”
Forget lifted spirits, at Christina’s words they shot up like a rocket roaring towards outer space. Memories of a miserable boy in a broken bed fell on him. All the dreams and tears, nights spent wishing he could be part of a proper family. A perfect family. He had fought tears of misery back then, and he did the same with those of happiness now.   
“The Barneses are the centre of this village,” Christina continued. “We will not let this tragedy break us, or turn us into fools. We will be strong for the community, and they will be strong for us, and we will be rewarded with our Charlie returned. Understand?”
Nods from around the table. She looked at Megan, Mark, George and James with appreciation for the gestures, then turned to the only person who had not nodded. 
“I know you find it tough to show your heart, sweetie,” she said, and Emma seemed to ruffle at the pet name. “I’m going to let you off. 
“Now, speech over. Let’s eat.”
They tucked into the delicious dinner before them. Passing potatoes, veg and stilted conversation across the table as they ate. It was difficult to relax, with the little boy in the back of all their minds. Megan and Christina looked distracted, Mark frustrated and George on the verge of tears. Emma seemed the least bothered, but it was James who had to keep his emotions in check. He hated what had happened to Charlie, but the warmth of the family unit around him was melting the ice-cold fear for the boy. Feelings of inclusion acted like a rush of adrenaline, giving him an energy and vitality he was not used to. At times he looked around and had to suppress a smile. 
Once everyone had finished Christina rose to clear the table, but James wouldn’t hear of it. He talked her down and gathered as many dirty dishes as he could, carrying them from the room. Following his lead (and perhaps, he couldn’t help but think, wanting to be alone with him) Megan collected the remaining items and followed him into the kitchen. 
“How does it feel?” she asked as he flipped open the dishwasher. He looked up as she scraped leftovers into the bin. The least appealing of chores and still she looked incredible. Although he suspected the bland domesticity was part of what made it seem beautiful to him.
“What?” he asked. 
“Being an honorary Barnes.” She dropped the cleared plate into the dishwasher. “It’s quick work, I must say. Christina shoved Mark and me together, but she still doesn’t like me. But here you are, honorary Barnes in 24 hours.”
“If only I’d become one a few years ago,” he said, hiding his face by loading the dishwasher. “Maybe she would have pushed you to me, rather than Mark.”
Megan tutted and slapped him on the arm. He rose to see her looking at the door. When she turned back, she glared and shook her head, an effect ruined by the smile on her face. 
“Sorry,” he said. 
“You were a lot shyer a day ago,” she said. 
“Testing times make us bolder,” he said. “I am sorry though. You’re with Mark. I shouldn’t.”
“No,” she agreed. “You shouldn’t.”
Yet, she liked it. He could tell. The way she stood, so close to him. The constant smile on her lips and the look in her eyes. They each held a plate, but neither could bear to break the lock of their eyes across the kitchen island.
Ruining the moment, the door opened, and Christina bustled in.
“Well aren’t you a couple of stars doing the dishes? What are you drinking? Wine, Megan? Oh you’re a beer drinker, aren’t you?”
“A beer would be great.”
Christina gave Megan the sort of look a mother might give a teenager who said she wanted to stay out after curfew then collected three beers from the fridge. 
“I can only imagine what my mother would have said had I asked for a beer,” she said, smiling a tight, disapproving smile. “It’s not ladylike, that’s what. I guess times move on.”
She took a bottle opener from the cutlery drawer and began popping the caps. James turned to Megan, and she to him, both fighting to repress laughter by grabbing more plates and stuffing them in the dishwasher. 
Behind them, Christina had a corkscrew in the wine. 
“Take those beers through will you, Megan, dear.”
Without hesitation Megan did as she was told, taking all three bottles and disappearing from the room as Christina poured a glass of wine, then went to the cupboard to grab three pint glasses, lining them up on the side as Megan returned.”
“These and the wine, too, please. And don’t worry about coming back. James is almost done. I’ll help him finish.”
Megan gave a small, respectful nod and took the glasses and wine in a couple more trips as Christina poured a wine for herself. 
“Beer’s okay isn’t it, James?” she asked. 
“Beer’s great,” he said, sliding the full bottom drawer closed and grabbing the used glasses to complete the top row of the day's dirty dishes. Christina seized a few herself and moved next to him to stack them.
“I hear we are in your debt once again. Finding out about that young girl’s involvement in this whole fiasco. Putting us another step towards getting our Charlie back. I really cannot thank you enough.”
“You already have,” he said, gesturing around. “Inviting me into your home. Treating me as though I were family.”
“If only you were,” she said. “Any mother would be proud of a son like you.”
“Don’t know about that.” 
This is your fault, James, all your fault. You stupid, useless waste of -
“We do our best as mothers,” Christina said. James looked at her and knew she was thinking of Luke, as James had been thinking of his mother. Hearing some choice words he had used, perhaps. James wanted to reach out a comforting hand but could only stand like a soldier. 
“We should, anyway. I did everything for Luke, as I did everything for Mark and Emma. I was good to them, yes, but I also taught them right from wrong. Taught them how to be productive members of society without being robots. I showed them respect and love, and I expected it in return. But I suppose Luke was never the respectful sort. Maybe he was always going to end up the way he did. But you can’t help but wonder, maybe -“
“It wasn’t your fault,” James said, unable to stop himself interjecting. She smiled at him. A warm, motherly smile that broke his heart. How many times had Luke received that smile, and he had turned away from it all. 
“I thought having a child would be the making of him,” Christina said. “I thought he would change for the better. But in the end, Charlie is just another weapon in his campaign of nastiness. Even after everything I’ve seen of my Luke, I find that hard to understand.”
She leaned against the counter, looking lost. James had a dirty glass in his hand but still couldn’t move. He had no idea what to say, and when the words came, he wasn’t sure it was he who had chosen them. 
“I spoke to Claire today. She told me something.” 
That was lame. As though he was dangling a cliffhanger in front of her, prompting her to guess. She didn’t need to. He could tell as soon as he said it, she already knew.
“About Charlie’s parentage?”
“Yes.”
“I think, with that glass, the dishwasher will be done,” she said, pointing. He turned away, face burning. Sliding the glass away. 
“It doesn’t change anything,” she said, as he closed the dishwasher. “Charlie may not be Luke’s son, but he is still our grandson. Can you understand that?”
James felt pure emotion rush through him at the way such knowledge changed nothing for her.
“Yes,” he said. “I understand.”
“They grow up so fast, without you even noticing, in a way,” she looked into the living room, where Mark and Emma sat. “You see them become adults, but you never forget them as they were. The teddies they used to love, the TV shows they watched. The way we used to call the boys Chips and Beans after their favourite foods and later Emma was Salad after hers. Sometimes it almost slips out now, all these years later. 
“Charlie will be the same. He will always be my little grandson. No matter what.”
She drifted off, barely paying attention to James which might have been good. He was struggling to keep his feet. Trembling. Playing back what Christina had said. Hearing Mac earlier. 
How did he get into the house? Surely the doors were locked?
He opened his mouth to voice his thoughts, but she stopped him.
“No more,” she said. “It hurts my heart to talk about this. Let’s go and have a nice evening. Let’s try to be normal, at least for tonight.”
She took her wine and walked into the living room. He grabbed his beer, trying to follow but his legs were like lead, and every step was a struggle as the words pounded through his head. 
We used to call the boys Chips and Beans after their favourite foods and later Emma was Salad after hers. Sometimes it almost slips out, even all these years later.
Because the kids wouldn’t use the names anymore. Mark wouldn’t be Chips. Emma wouldn’t be Salad. And Luke wouldn’t be Beans. 
Unless he was. Because James had seen the name before. He remembered it clearly from the screen of a young girl called Amy. 
Mac hadn’t known how Luke could get through a locked door, but now James thought maybe he didn’t have to. 
Not if the door hadn’t been locked in the first place. 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
The largest store in the village would have fit in the lobby of James’ local supermarket back home. He couldn’t believe the villagers could get everything they needed from it. 
24 hours was not enough time to get used to the scale of a place like this. He felt sure that, after a life spent living in a large city, it would take years to become accustomed to the village. Years he would happily spend learning, exploring, and assimilating into the culture.
“Well look who it is,” called a voice full of sarcastic cheer. “Everyone’s favourite honorary Barnes.”
Lost in daydreams, he hadn’t noticed the sliding doors part, and Emma exit. He focused on looking as though he was all there, watching her approach in tight jeans and a dark top, hands stuffed in pockets, same sly smile as always on her face. 
“Morning, Emma. How are you?”
“Very formal, and pointless. My nephew is missing, how do you think I am?”
She was still smiling, which James felt spoke more than her empty words. Every time they met, he found himself liking this Barnes less and less and wondered if Luke was the only bad egg in the family. 
“You seem fine.”
“You know what your problem is?” She reached forward and plucked a loose hair from his top, flicking it away. “You’re hung up on the exterior of people. You love my parents, because they come across well, and you dislike me because I’m nasty, but that’s all surface. It doesn’t speak to who we are underneath. Don’t forget, everyone has a dark side.”
James wanted to reject this out of hand, but images of George flashed across his mind, arms wrapped around some bimbo - Luke’s words - he had never seen. Not his only transgression, James had learned, and it proved Emma had a point, though he chose not to mention this.
“Not everyone is as they act, I know. But that doesn’t mean because you act a bitch you’re a saint.”
“Oh, feisty. But you’ve never got to know me. You refuse to see my hidden depths as you insist on judging a book by its cover. Want to know a secret?”
He looked over her shoulder, towards the sliding doors. He had come here to talk, but not to her. He felt the itching of anticipation, the desire to get on, but couldn’t help but respond. 
“Sure.”
“I miss my brother every day.”
“Luke?”
“Obviously.”
He knew he was smiling but couldn’t tell if it was one of sympathy or patronising dismissal. Either way, Emma didn’t like it and poked him in the chest. 
“You think him evil off hearsay and rumour.”
“More than that.”
“That so?”
“Your brother is a kidnapper. See what he’s done to Claire. See what he’s done to your father. Are you going to defend that?”
“They turned their back on him. Cast him out like he was nothing.”
“No more than he deserved.”
She opened her mouth to respond. He could see the anger building and knew she was ready to yell, but she stopped herself. Sensing the way things were going she fought to put the sarcastic smile on her face. This time not so effectively.
“You’re in dreamland,” she said. “The place you think you are doesn’t exist. Perfect little village, perfect little family and you think you can be part of it? No. You’re flavour of the month. Mark and my father may think you harmless, and mother may have you pegged as fitting her family mould, but I know different. There’s something off about you, James Perry, and like milk left out too long, it’ll soon start to stink.”
She wrinkled her nose in a spot on impression of someone smelling the aforementioned milk and looked rather proud of the simile. 
“Even if that doesn’t catch you, your stock will fall. Mother will decide she’s had enough and you’ll be forgotten, because when mother is no longer interested, Mark and dad will change their tune so fast your head’ll spin. Then where will you be? Some lost and lonely boy, desperate and angry because the Barneses don’t love him. Ready to do anything to get back at them and hey - who will that make you?”
James mulled over the implication. Could see its merits and felt the anger bunch within him at that recognition. But it was different. Luke was an animal, a monster. If James were cast aside, it would hurt, but he would walk away. That would be the only option. 
Not wanting to engage Emma any further he held back the proper answer, going for, as he had when becoming afraid of letting Megan in on his darkest secret, a joke. 
“If I’m like Luke, will you miss me when I’m gone?”
He assumed a cruel laugh would follow, but there was nothing. Even the sarcastic smile hadn’t returned. Stepping forward she placed a hand on his cheek, one he would have thrown off, if not for the gentle look in her eyes.
“You don’t get it. You think I’m a bitch, but I’m not. You seem like a nice guy. A genuine guy but you’re getting caught up in something that’s never going to end well for you. 
“Look at where you are -“ pointing at the sliding doors behind her “- you’ve been here less than two days and you only ever planned to stay the weekend. You’re staying at Janet and Ted’s B&B, so all your food is sorted, yet here you are at the local store like a proper resident. 
“You’re on the fast train to hurt, and hey, you’ll see me there because my brother came to town and didn’t bother to say hello. I was meant to be the one he loved.”
She stepped back, hand falling away and, as though magnetised to it, he leaned forward a little. He could see the swell of sadness rising like a wave behind her eyes. That hurt, because he wanted it to be fake, for her to be a bitch he could dismiss with ease. Why couldn’t she give him that?
“You dream of being a hero,” she continued. “You think you’ll find Luke and bring back Charlie but you won’t. He’s gone, and he’s never coming back. 
“Give up, James. Save yourself the pain. Please.”
She meant every word, and that hurt all the more. Still, he fought against her sentiment as he had against his mind telling him he could never find Charlie. Because he had more information now. Another source to draw him closer to the missing boy, and evil Luke. It was this that made him turn from Emma’s first show of real kindness, dismissing her. 
“It was nice to see you. I’m sorry you find it so difficult to support your family, and I’m sorry Luke left you. I think it was for the best though. You’ll get that in the end. 
“As for me, maybe I’ll stick around, maybe I won’t. But I’ll never be like him. You can count on that.”
You can count on that.
Sounded good. The question was, was it true?
 
He entered the store without looking back, trying to pretend the conversation hadn’t happened, and her words hadn’t affected him. A tough ask from the off and worse when he knocked down a tower of baskets trying to claim one with shaking hands. 
They scattered left and right, but there was no one around. Good. Emma may have shown a knack for digging into his soul, but she had been wrong about one thing. He wasn’t here to buy food out of some misplaced belief he was about to become part of the furniture in the village. That misplaced belief did exist - it would be foolish to deny that - it just wasn’t why he was here. 
Collecting and restacking the toppled baskets he head into the store with one for himself, knowing, despite the fact he expected his target to be at the till, it made sense to A) check all the aisles first and B) look like he was shopping to reduce suspicion that he was up to something more than buying a few bits for the remainder of his time in the village.
Perusing the few store aisles from right to left he felt increasingly tense, and stiff, as though a virus was steadily turning him to stone. He was due to meet Mark in a half hour and knew he should have handled this particular bit of business earlier. But he had been nervous, agonising over whether he was doing the right thing. Given the answer to this question was likely no, he had tried to ignore it. Calling the police or the Barneses might have been the sensible route, but he couldn’t do that. It was best not to think why.
A few essentials stuffed into the basket with the care of a toddler playing with lego, James made for the tills, heart pounding, mind playing tug of war over what he should do - carry on his current course, or tell someone else his theory. Neither side was making much headway when something new broke into his thoughts. A welcome distraction. 
Next time, bring chocs.
He stopped one turn away from being in sight of the till and backtracked a little. His mind had been a flurry of warring emotions, entirely occupied by thoughts of Charlie and Luke. How they might be found. The guilt of risking everything handling this latest lead by himself rather than doing the right thing. 
Then came Megan’s voice like the first rain after a drought. Washing away the recent troubles. A welcome distraction from the hard times still ahead. 
Making his way back to the chocolate aisle he imagined the look on her face when he turned up with the requested treats. The smile as she took them. How good she would look as she bit into the first one. How great it would feel sharing them with her. 
It was difficult to remember when his heart last beat at a reasonable, healthy rate, as it slid from pounding with nerves about approaching the till to thudding with excitement at thoughts of Megan, him, and a box of chocolates, to racing as he rounded the aisle and bumped into someone already there.
“Sorry.”
Coming back to Earth he saw Mac. From her expression guessed she had been as absent from the world as him. She looked tired, and miserable, both of which no doubt due to sitting at Mohsin’s bedside or failing to sleep as the guilt turned unstoppably within her like the wheel on a car with broken brakes.
“Hi,” she returned. “I was just -“ she waved an all-encompassing hand at the confectionery before her - the expensive, fancy gift boxes - but offered no further explanation.
“Shopping for someone special?”
They were the same boxes he had come for. The kind you never bought for yourself, only to impress.
Surprise crept over her features like a shadow as she looked from him to the chocolates, as though expecting to see tins of beans, rather than fancy boxes, mostly purple, mostly wrapped with bows. It took a few seconds for the situation to catch up with her, then her expression cleared.
“Dad used to say the most important thing about being in love with someone, is knowing them. Not knowing them like I know you or even like I know my friends. But really knowing them. Their likes, their dislikes. The one thing that makes them happier than anything else -“ she ran her fingers over the boxes, picked one up. “These are the ones.”
A box with a purple base and white lid covered in pencilled red lettering. The bow was red. She stared at it and tears sprung to her eyes, as though the chocolates were a PTSD trigger. 
“I screwed up.”
The words were almost a whisper, but he was standing close enough to catch them and chuck back a response. 
“You didn’t.”
He remembered how close he had come to asking her outright if she had attacked Mohsin. Hated himself a little for the accusation. Now he knew and wanted to tell her. But it wasn’t his place to interfere with a police investigation. 
“They his favourites?” James asked, trying to move past the screwing up stuff. 
“Yeah. Though it’s not about the chocolates.” At this she allowed a little smile to creep onto her lips, remembering. “You know when you have a song, and every time you hear it, makes you think of something else?”
James nodded. Purple Rain had been his mother’s favourite, and it always made him think of her. He hated it. 
“Works the other way, too. You walk past somewhere and hear the song you were listening to last time you were there.”
“Yes,” she said, a little squeak of excitement, then poked the box. “These are more than chocolates. They’re memories, boxed and wrapped, like magic. It won’t make up for what I did, but maybe it will get me that little closer to forgiveness.”
 They hovered high in her outstretched arm, as though she was about to post them. His hand rose to lower hers. Then he remembered the reaction last time he had touched her and dropped it. 
“Mac, I’m sorry if I seemed like I was accusing you of attacking Mohsin before. I didn’t think it was you then, and I know it wasn’t now.”
“Yeah, I know. I didn’t need to attack him. He never walked me home. It was such a short distance, and I liked to be alone. But I insisted the night of the party. He didn’t even complain, though if he wakes up, I’m sure he’ll regret it.”
She gave a hollow laugh, and he wasn’t sure which made him feel worse, that or the way she had said: "if". 
“This wasn’t your fault.”
But it was pointless. She would feel guilty no matter what he said because she was the reason Mo was in the alley. To her, that meant she was directly responsible. She gave another weak smile at his assertion to the contrary.
“But it is. I saw Mohsin and Emma together, and I knew it didn’t mean anything, but I couldn’t let go of that stupid pathetic jealousy. So we argued, and he ran, and that’s why it happened.”
His heart burned with misery for her. If he was sure she wouldn’t scream he would have hugged her to make it better. 
She’d seen her boyfriend with Emma and got jealous, so insisted he walk her home. Mo had done so, and they’d argued when they arrived. He could see what she saw. If he’d gone straight away or stayed the night, he might have been fine. If he hadn’t walked her, he would have been fine. But they did argue, and he ran into the alley not paying attention and -
Bam. Headshot. 
What could he say to that? It wasn’t her fault but would she ever believe it? Instead of trying, he leaned forward and took the same box of chocolates she was still holding. 
“These are nice, eh?” he said, voice calm, as though trying to talk down a vicious dog by calling it ‘good boy.’ “A good gift, if I wanted to bring someone chocolates?”
As planned, the words seemed to calm her. She lowered the chocolates to a more natural position by her side. 
“Who are they for?”
“Megan,” he admitted. “I might visit her later, and she told me to bring chocolates.”
“You like her.” There was no annoyance in her voice that he might be after Mark’s girlfriend. In fact, she was smiling. “You’d make a good couple. You’d treat her right.”
“I’m sure Mark treats her right.” He didn’t want this to be true but knew it was the right thing to say, even if he did want to be contradicted, as he was. 
“She’s a toy on Mark’s arm. She looks good and acts right. But he doesn’t love her. She’s too strong for him. Someone whose line of work has him praying on the vulnerable.”
James felt a measure of discomfort at this as, in a quarter of an hour, he would be one of those vulnerable. He decided not to mention this, and a few moments later, Mac was tucking her chocolates under her arm, looking in the direction of the till. 
“I’ve got to go,” she said. “Nice to see you though, I hope Megan likes the chocolates.”
“And Mohsin yours,” he said, as she walked off to make her purchase. 
 
James waited long enough to be sure Mac had paid and departed, then followed the line she had taken, coming around the final aisle to see the true target of this expedition sitting alone and unbothered at a till. 
Approaching he noticed she was once again staring at the glare of her phone. 
“Hey,” he said, placing his basket at her till, feeling the doubts creep in like monsters into a child’s bedroom once the lights go out. He should not be dealing with this himself. Didn’t even know how to deal with it. At first, he had been angry, but wasn’t she a victim like Sema? A young girl tempted into addiction by an older guy. Someone she probably looked up to, even idolised. 
He considered walking away, but she looked up, and it was too late for that now. Even though her eyes went from him to the unattended self-service, making it clear she felt he had no right to bother her when they were available. Following her gaze, he tried on a pathetic smile. 
“I hate those things. Always get it wrong, and they start yelling. ‘Remove last item’, ‘seek assistance’. You’d end up having to come over anyway. I thought it’d be easier to come here and have done.”
She gave him a look so piercing he felt it go through his chest and out the other side, but didn’t respond. A hand extended, and he almost shook it before realising she wanted the first item so she could start scanning and get the transaction over with. 
“How are you feeling?” he asked, handing over the chocolates, uncomfortable as before at leading the conversation. More so at being the only speaker as he stumbled on with no idea what he was saying.”
“I mean, after the Claire thing yesterday. She’s sorry about that. She apologised.”
“Not to me.”
James handed over the next item. Already he was running out. 
“I’m sure she will,” he said, and almost left it at that. Then the snippet about nicknames from Christina came back, as well as the name at the top of Amy’s phone. 
 
Meet in half an hour. Same place.
 
Everyone was so sure Luke was gone, but the day after the kidnapping he’d been close enough to meet Amy at short notice. What about now?
“The police still haven’t found Charlie,” he said. She looked at him with angry eyes, and he withdrew his bank card. 
“Your point is?”
“They need help. If they can find Luke, they can get Charlie back. That’s what you want, right?”
He held the card out, watching the shining machine, begging him to lay the Visa on its face so it could charge him. Rather than do that, he slid the card in at the base, allowing him a precious few seconds. More still if he ‘forgot’ his pin.
“Luke’s long gone by now,” she said. “Nothing any of us can do.”
“I’m not so sure. That he’s gone, I mean.”
“No?”
“No.”
An angry message flashed at the incorrect pin. Amy sighed. Crossed her arms as he tried again, this time keying the correct number. He looked at the defiant face and saw the seconds slipping away. Realised he could have gone to the police and didn’t, and that meant he had to do something now. Had to draw the information out of her. 
“The police think Luke disappeared on Friday, but he didn’t,” James pressed as the machine informed him his card had been approved. “See I know you met Saturday morning, so he could deal you drugs. Same as I’m sure he promised you drugs on Friday night if you let him in to take Charlie. I know you don’t want to hear that, but you can rectify your mistake by coming clean now, talking to the police, and telling them where Luke is.”
The silence that followed this declaration was broken only by the receipt rolling out of the machine. 
While her skin was whiter than ever, she acted with remarkable cool, tearing the receipt from the printer and handing it to him, her eyes cold and glasslike. 
“Thank you for shopping with us today. I hope you enjoyed your experience and were able to find everything you were after. Please come again.”
This statement reminded him of Apu, though thoughts of the Simpsons were not enough to cheer him. He folded the receipt and placed it in his pocket before picking up the bag of goods. 
“If I leave, it’s to go to the police.”
She continued to stare, and he thought at first she might not reply, then -
“Good luck. I hope they section you for your insane theories.”
“Come on, Amy. This is your chance to do the right thing. To help get Charlie back and be -“
He cut off, but she saw the word forming and smirked. 
“A hero? You’re the one with delusions of grandeur, not me. It’s pathetic. Now, please leave.”
The words hit home, as Emma’s had. He had intended to say hero, and it was only him sad enough to think he might be one. It knocked the wind from his argument, and he stepped away in something of a daze, clutching the bag too tight in his fist as he left the store, floating onto the pavement with the anger building once more inside him, threatening to burst free at any moment.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
James was late, which worried him almost as much as did thoughts of what Amy might do next - namely with the arm extension she called a phone. Tardiness had always concerned him, the potential looks of disapproval he might face haunting many a journey, and this was no different. Not least because he was sure Mark could call upon an almost record worthy face of passive annoyance. 
Still, as he neared the house he was already supposed to be viewing, Mark’s annoyed expression morphed into the face of Luke, incandescent with rage. He had considered many possible issues with telling Amy what he knew, but they had all involved what might happen to Charlie, or the Barneses. He had not considered the danger he might be putting himself in. 
This unusual spell of selflessness slid away as he reached the lawn of the home he could one day own. Now he pictured the call Amy might be making. The chances of her using his name. Letting Luke know there were trouble makers beyond the Barnes family. What might someone as dangerous as Luke do with such information?
He was half way down the lawn and beginning to sweat. He hadn’t noticed the door was open until Mark appeared, leaning against the frame, tossing a stern look in James’ direction. He fought back the fear of what Luke might do next to focus on one Barnes brother at a time. 
“Sorry I’m late.”
Mark waved the apology away. 
“Doesn’t matter. Where have you been?”
James intended to lie. He could say he had been at the shops, had lost track of time. He didn’t need to mention Amy. He might say he had left on time but got lost. That was acceptable. Everyone got lost occasionally. 
Yes, a lie had been the plan until he took a closer look at his new estate agent. Mark already knew the truth. James could see that. Asking was a test, and he had almost failed.
“I spoke to Amy about Luke.”
Mark stood back, gestured into the house. 
“Come in. Let’s talk.”
The words were cold. They raced at and over him like the water he so often imagined. He fixed his head high, kept it that way as he stepped into the house. 
Inside, a little entrance hall was split by two doors. James expected a coat rack or somewhere for  shoes, but there was nothing. 
“Maisonette,” Mark explained, stepping past him and opening the door on the right, leading the way into a spacious living room. To the left of the door stood the coat rack and shoe stand he’d been expecting, empty but for Mark’s briefcase and jacket until James added his coat and bags. 
The living room was warm and inviting, neither of which did much to calm his nerves as Mark directed him through a door at the back of the room.
An open plan space greeted him. The kitchen, with tiled floors and smart looking white goods, had a row of cabinets stretching half way across the room. These marked a divide between the cooking and eating areas, the latter with wood panelled floor and four man table. At the back of the room sliding doors led onto a large garden with a clothes rack and everything. He stood looking onto this and already could see himself living here. 
Behind him the tap came on. James turned to see Mark taking two glasses and filling them with water. He wasn’t sure if this was okay in someone else’s house, but supposed if anyone knew, it would be the estate agent. 
“Amy rang me,” he said, forgoing small talk as he bought the drinks over. “Told me what you talked about.”
This surprised James. Why ring Mark, not Luke? Did she ring both? His head span as he considered the options, and he pushed them away in favour of a defence. 
“Your mother mentioned Beans being Luke’s nickname, and I knew Amy had been talking to someone about getting hold of something. I reckoned drugs. I know it might be a coincidence but -“
“It isn’t,” Mark cut in, then smiled at James’ slack expression. “She didn’t say as much when she rang, but it makes sense. No one else would be using the name Beans and Luke has previous for dealing. If I’m honest, I’m furious.”
James saw it, that anger, and flinched as though Mark had raised a hand to him. Seeing this, his pseudo host smiled apologetically. 
“At Luke and Amy, not you. I wanted this not to be her fault. I thought she was smarter than that but I guess I’m too trusting.”
He drummed his fingers on the table. Looked into his water as though the surface shimmered with visions of the past, but didn’t drink any, just considered his options, and made a decision. 
“We don’t talk about Luke, but there has to be exceptions. You’ve been around a couple of days and already you know more than most. You’re smart, tenacious, and you’ve worked out a lot. Fair play.”
James didn’t feel tenacious, but he stayed quiet, not wanting to interrupt Mark’s flow. 
“I’m going to tell you some stuff and I need you to promise you’ll never repeat it. Can you do that?”
“I promise.”
“I know I can trust you,” he said. “Even if you have only just stumbled into our lives. So I’ll do this, and it’s going to be tough. I ask you don’t interrupt. Save all questions for the end and all that. Got it?”
James nodded, already afraid to speak in case it counted as interruption. Now Mark did take a drink, clearing the airways before his story. 
“When I was a teenager I met and fell in love with a girl in my class - Katy Thomas. Amy’s sister. We must have been sixteen and like a lot of teenagers we thought we had that proper Romeo and Juliet love. Undying, that kind of bullshit. We pledged our hearts to each other and honestly meant it when we said it. 
“I guess most teens go through that. It’s natural. They meet, fall in love, it burns bright and fast, then falls apart. You have a summer where it hurts like hell, then you get over it, move on, reassess what love is and what it means. Couple of years time it’s a fond memory, nothing more. You know the sort of thing, I’m sure.”
James did recognise that kind of love, though he had never experienced it in his own teens. At least not in a reciprocal sense. He was too awkward and shy for the kind of girls he tended to be interested in. But he had seen it happen to those around him. Had been filled with jealousy as the relationships burned then felt a sense of relief as they fell apart. Had told himself he was lucky to be missing out on that pain, but never believed it. Truth was, he would have taken the pain for the fire of teenage devotion. Better to have loved and lost and all that.
He didn’t say any of this. Didn’t even nod. Mark didn’t need him to. 
“Katy and I entered the cycle and I’m not so thick as to think we would have been the exception. We would have fallen apart sure as food in a blender but we never got the chance. She did the one thing that would make it impossible for me to know for sure what would have happened.”
James lowered his head, knowing what came next and unable to look Mark in the eye as it unfolded. He hated the cowardice of that, but it was who he was, and he couldn’t change. 
“We both did drugs, recreationally, but she was more into it than me. I guess I knew she was going too fast but I was afraid to say anything. I loved her, and was too pathetic to speak the truth and risk losing her. Besides, she told me she was careful, and I believed her.
“Then, one day, there was a party. One of our class mates. A celebration as we reached the end of our AS Levels. We were supposed to go together but at the last second mum found a bag of weed balled up in my drawer. She hit the roof and I was put under house arrest. Katy was going to stay off as well but I convinced her to go, have a good time. 
“It’s shit like that that stays with you.”
James could believe it. He thought of Mac, now in a similar situation. If Mark hadn’t told Katy to go to the party - if Mac hadn’t insisted Mo walk her home. Everything changed but everything stayed the same. 
“I guess I don’t need to tell you what happened. She got drunk, forgot to be careful. Disappeared into a bedroom on her own and that was it. No one noticed until the following morning but it was clear right away what had happened. Overdose. 
“If I had been there, or stopped her going, or - can’t think like that though, can I? You want another drink? Guess you’re okay.”
James hadn’t touched his, and Mark’s was mostly full, but the grieving man rose and downed it, moving to the sink because he needed a few moments alone, rather than for thirst.
“Amy was a kid at the time,” Mark said, returning with fresh water. “I wasn’t the one to tell her but I’ve been looking out for her ever since. Her mum’s not so attentive and there’s no dad around. Her sister was her world and, well, I guess it gives us a common pain if nothing else.”
A lull, Mark stared at the wall and saw the past. Took his drink and sipped at that pool of memories. James took his own glass with every intention of drinking some, but put it down without a sip. 
“Luke was her dealer?” James said, eventually, unable to bathe in the silence any longer. 
Mark lowered his glass, nodded. 
“Our dealer,” he said. “I’m as guilty as anyone else, but yeah. He dealt us, a load of other kids at the school, some at the charity.”
James flashed back to the Edith King canteen, saw two kids, one in Iron Maiden tee, one in Slipknot. 
“Trina and Kieran,” he said, and Mark looked surprised. “Mac said you argued about how best to help them, but you were arguing about drugs.”
Another nod. 
“After Katy, I was devastated. I saw what damage the drugs had done and I told Luke he had to stop. He said he would and maybe he did for a lot of people but not all. There were Kieran and Trina, who can be pretty persuasive. I found out about them and we argued, but I don’t think he stopped. 
“Worse was Alex, who I think was seeing Emma at the time. It’s funny how life cycles. We’re talking a few years on and this time it’s Emma mum catches and stops attending a party. Different people, but the result is the same, and in the morning they find Alex lying in bed, another overdose, another love story that’ll never be completed.”
He turned away, and James couldn’t bear it. For Luke to deal the drugs that killed Mark’s girlfriend was one thing, but to keep going, and to have the same thing happen to your sister’s boyfriend was beyond belief. 
Worse was that Emma either didn’t know or hadn’t accepted what happened. If it was the latter she’d likely never turn her back on Luke. Would love him no matter what he did. Same as Sema and Amy, perhaps. 
“It all fell apart for Luke after that and he had to flee. He’s lucky he got away before bumping into me because I would have killed him, brother or not. 
“The joke is I thought that was the end. I thought Alex would be the last victim. If I’d have known about Amy, I never would have let it go. 
“Now this.”
Another silence dragged between them, broken by a sudden change in Mark’s tone. Completive and regretful to accusatory and aggressive. 
“I know you thought you were doing the right thing, but it was poorly handled. She’s barely eighteen and often acts much younger. She’s difficult, emotional. You should have told me, or the cops. Let us handle it.”
James hung his head, guilt creeping through him. So many decisions made on the fly in the last couple of days, and this was the first time he’d screwed up. Now the disappointed eyes of a Barnes fell on him and he’d never hated anything more. 
“I’m sorry.”
The aggression disappeared. 
“No, I am. You weren’t to know, and at least now I know about Amy. I’m going to meet her tonight and the truth is coming out. It may be that Luke snuck in to give her drugs and keep her quiet, and she doesn’t know where he is. If she does, I’m going to find him, and I’m going to get Charlie, you can count on that. When I do, it’ll all be because of you.”
James tried a smile, because all that mattered was bringing Charlie home and locking Luke up. Yet here was the selfish monster rearing it’s head once again. Whispering that no matter what he had done, it would be Mark who came out covered in glory. Mark who would be the hero James had rightly been called pathetic for hankering after. Worst of all, he couldn’t help but think, if Charlie was found, would he be surplus to requirements so far as the village was concerned?
“I’ll just be happy to finally meet the kid,” James said, forcing the words out and demanding he mean them. After all, what kind of person would hope a boy remained missing just so he wasn’t cast away from the family and village he had come so fast to love?
“Shall we check this place out?”
James jumped to agree to that, desperate to escape his question before he heard the answer. 
Before he was forced to admit that kind of person might well be him. 
 
Still tangled in the thoughts of his past - something James well understood - Mark asked if James would view the property alone. 
They split, Mark taking his jacket and stepping out the front door, James heading into the garden, the bedroom and back to the kitchen and diner before meeting Mark in the living room. 
“Thoughts?”
Mark was scrolling through his phone and didn't so much as glance up as he asked the question. This was impolite, but James wasn’t going to say it. 
He tried to rally his thoughts. What was his impression of the place? Had he absorbed enough, rushing around, worry circling his stomach as a fish circles a bag of water? Had he spent any time examining the decor or had he seen only Charlie, Amy, Megan, Katy, dancing along the walls like shadow puppets?
“I like it,” he tried, needing to make any comment that might be considered valuable. It was true, too. Already the nasty stuff was being flushed into the pipes, the cistern of his mind refilling his brain with warmer thoughts. He saw BBQs in the summer, reading a book on the sofa come winter. A quiet existence far from the city. Maybe every morning he would wake beside a beautiful woman. He envisioned that scene, then felt guilty when he realised the woman pictured was Megan. Reality returned, splitting the dreams like a plane splits clouds, and he went for the obvious thing to say next.  
“What’s the price?”
“I’ve got a sheet somewhere,” Mark said. He looked to his bag, and they both saw the slip of paper sticking out the top. James went for it but Mark, ever the professional, jumped up and rushed past so he could be the one to hand over the sheet. 
“There's all your details, asking price included. They might accept a little less, but I wouldn’t hold my breath. Inheritance tax can be a bitch.”
James glanced at the sheet. The figure sat atop a stunning photograph of the house's front, bold, unashamed, and taunting. Its size made his stomach lurch, but he hid the reaction behind his fist and a cough, folding the paper and sliding it into his back pocket, as though he might consider it later.
“Good to go?” Mark asked. Another nod and he picked up his jacket and bag. Mark was already opening the door, and they stepped into the sun. 
“Thanks for showing me around,” James said, and Mark shrugged. 
“It’s my job. I get commission if you buy.” He checked his watch. “Better go. Why don’t you pop round to ours? I know Megan would be pleased to see you and I’ll be back for lunch. You can join us.”
“I’d like that,” he said, and might have thanked the estate agent again, but Mark had turned before James finished speaking, rushing to his next appointment. Not the most important of the day. That would come this evening, and there would be no house sale involved. But, if they were lucky, really lucky, Mark might well be able to find Charlie. 
James tried his best to hope that would happen. 




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
On the weekends of his youth, James would often rise before his father, his mother - the times she was there - and the rest of the city. He would shower, devour a quick breakfast (Coco Pops were his favourite, but a cheap substitute was mostly the only option), and chuck on the first clothes he found, regardless of condition - dirty, clean, ripped, creased, he wasn’t bothered. Ready for the day, he would alight onto a street that sloped at such an angle it felt as though the world was tipping like the Titanic post iceberg, and begin walking.
Years later, he stood at the lawn’s edge of the viewed home, like a diver preparing to spring from the uncertain board into the pool below. The ‘For Sale’ sign hovering above him was the lifeguard, watching, waiting, sure something was about to go wrong. His mind was the usual tornado of unwanted thoughts - Charlie, Luke, Mark, Amy, Megan and Mohsin all tore around like so many Dorothy’s on their way to Oz - and he made a conscious effort to shut them out as he stepped from lawn to smooth, flat, concrete and began to walk. 
Those had been his favourite mornings. Touring the streets, he had walked like a drunk in search of home. No place to be. No one to entertain but his innermost dreams, so often kept at bay, now released. The cracked street beneath his feet and the never-ending rows of tired terraced housing became the white canvas the paintbrush of his mind worked upon. The life he wished he could lead became the painting, covering what had been beneath. Silly stuff, always, but true. All true so long as he was walking. 
True again as his mind washed off the paintbrush, stuck together and dusty from lack of use. The dreams returned, and now it was easier. In his youth the streets, packed fit to burst with cars and houses - the former covered in dents and rust, the latter chipped wood and dirty paintwork - changed like a caterpillar into a butterfly. With homes that stood proud, and alone, rather than cramped in side by side like hens in a battery farm. Driveways that held cars frequently washed and repaired the day they were hit. Grass front and back of every residence, rather than in a few well-trodden parks infested by the kind of people you wanted to avoid.
The village already looked like the place he had always imagined. Beautiful houses, gleaming cars, freshly cut lawns. There weren’t many people around, but those you saw didn’t make you cower. They would smile as they passed and James would feel a little warmer for it. He could smile back without fear of losing his wallet or his life. 
No, the job of the paintbrush was not to change his surroundings, merely to paint him into them. Not as he was now - a visitor - but as someone who belonged. Someone who lived here and would never have to leave. It was becoming easier to do so every day, which was nice, but offered possibilities for disappointment later on. 
He came upon the trees that hugged the village and walked beside them, circling the edge of the village and heading for familiar ground. 
Why don’t you pop round to ours? I know Megan would be pleased to see you
Permission from the boyfriend to be alone with the girlfriend. Why? Because Mark was unaware of how Megan occupied James' thoughts, or because he was not perceived as a threat? The former was more likely, with a dash of the latter thrown in, depressing him in a dumb way.
He reached Claire’s road. Saw the space where the horny car had been, the door which was now closed, the ever-hungry mouth of the alley, a sofa -
The last caught him by surprise, like he had fallen into a Douglas Adams novel. He was ready to write it off as a new dimension of the encroaching madness, so often hinted at by the voices and running water from his past, before he spotted Sharon, standing beside the sofa, one hand on her hip, the other clutching a phone to her ear.  
“ - I appreciate you have lots to do, and maybe you were running behind, but I paid for a service, and I believe -”
She had her back to James, so didn’t see him approach. The sofa was bright blue, comfortable looking but not a piece he would have in his living room. For one thing, it wouldn’t suit the wallpaper, for another -
Stop. The house was not his, nor would it ever be unless the current owner had a knock on the head and dropped the price by half.
Sharon was pacing, her voice aiming for polite but getting more shrill by the second. 
“Well what am I suppose to do?” she said. “I live alone. If I could get the sofa in myself I would, but I can’t, that’s why I paid to have you put it inside, not dump it on my lawn.“
A long pause as she listened to the response. James stood on the pavement now, a few feet away though she had yet to turn. He began to feel guilty. Like he was eavesdropping, although he only wanted to help. Well, help and talk, he guessed - hadn’t Claire called Sharon the biggest gossip in the village?
“Fine,” she shrilled. “If that’s how it is then fine. But I must say that if this is how you treat your customers, I will not shop with you again, and I’ll tell you what else… hello? Hello? Unbelievable.”
Hanging up, she swivelled and gave a little shriek as she saw James standing awkwardly behind her. A dramatic hand went to her chest, and she held another up to stop James speaking before she’d had time to compose herself. When her heart rate returned to normal, the hand lowered, and she waited for him to being speaking only to talk over him. 
“Sorry, James, that was quite the shock.”
A pause, with play pressed when he tried once more to speak.
“I’m having a nightmare morning. Paid the sofa people to drop this off and put it in my living room but have they bothered? Have they hell. I tell you, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m at my wit's end. They said they were running behind so they left, but they were supposed to take my old sofa away too. What am I supposed to do now? Have to call the council I suppose, and that will be a nightmare. They’ve promised me a refund - the sofa people, not the council - but I’ll probably have to chase that up and oh my gosh there just aren’t enough hours in the day. Anyway, how can I help you?”
James let a stupid silence pass before his words like an advanced guard. Time he needed to process her babble. He gestured to the sofa. 
“I thought I could help.”
“Oh, James.” Both hands rushed to cover a face so overcome with emotion he thought those might be tears in her eyes. “Christina mentioned what a wonderful young man you were and here is the proof. You see a woman in need, stranded with a sofa on her lawn and rather than walk by, as most would, you offer help. You must have been raised by saints.”
James smiled but didn’t respond. No point ruining the illusion by letting her know how far from saints his parents had been. 
He moved to the sofa, already somewhat regretting his decision. He wasn’t sure how the professionals planned to get the lump through the door, let alone how he and Sharon might go about it. Quick maths showed no obvious solution. It was no wonder they’d dumped it on the lawn and left. He began to enlighten Sharon to the hopelessness of their situation, only to find her swooping upon him like a bird. Before he could say anything, she had grabbed him by each cheek and kissed the top of his head. 
“Thank you ever so much,” she said. “I’ll get out of your way while you work, make us a cup of tea. I don’t know if you want to take the old sofa out first then bring the new one in or the other way around. Please, do it however you see fit and thank you again for being a wonderful human.”
Before he could process this turn of events, she had swept inside the house, leaving him to his impossible task. 
James stepped into the living room where a horrible red sofa and a hernia awaited him. The offensive object would never have been pleasant to look at, but today it made him want to cry. 
“Earl Grey or Breakfast?” Sharon called through from the kitchen. James put a hand to his head and sighed. He didn’t like tea, but couldn’t mention that now. 
“Earl Grey, please.” 
Whatever that was. He assessed the mechanics of the job in hand. If he could turn the sofa on its side, he could probably shift it through the door. It would take a long time and might even give him a heart attack, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t work. 
By the time Sharon walked through the door with tea and a plate of biscuits, James had achieved very little. The sofa was away from the wall and turned towards the door. James was on his knees, ready to lift the thing onto its side but was sure this would be no better. It did not seem the thing was going to get through the door. People may hate it, but there was a lot to be said for flat packing. 
“I don’t know how I’m going to do this.” 
Although he hadn’t intended to say the words out loud - they had appeared alongside a sad sigh he knew he could not repress - he did not regret them. How often did he near enough kill himself doing something stupid because he wanted to be helpful? It was a problem. One his father had loved, and his mother had tried to drum out of him - except when it benefited her. 
Feeling guilty, James placed his head against the seat and closed his eyes, not wanting to look at Sharon, feeling he had let the poor woman down. From across the room, he heard her approach, then there was a hand on his shoulder, giving him a light squeeze. He looked into forgiving and kind eyes, her smile showing no hatred at him for promising something he could not deliver. 
“Stand up,” she said, and he did. “I shouldn’t have asked. It’s not a one-person job. Come on, can you slide this one back? I’ll think of something else.”
It was hard work, but he managed to shove the sofa back to where it had been. Gesturing to it, she took a seat, and he sat next to her, picking up a biscuit not because he was hungry, but because it gave him a reason to put off drinking the tea. The biscuit was stale. 
“Sorry for being useless,” he said, feeling deflated, but she waved the apology away. 
“I’ll cover the sofa with a sheet tonight. Get them to come back to do their job tomorrow if I can. It was idiocy to try anything else but never mind. Come, drink up, get your strength back. You look knackered.”
Smiling a fake smile he picked up the tea, hesitating before sipping it. As the liquid went down, burning his throat - which at least dulled the taste - he examined the fireplace opposite, or more accurately the army of photographs adorning it. 
The number of frames meant the photos overlapped each other, blocking the full contents of all except those in the front row. What was clear from where he sat was they were all children, ranging in ages from the newly born to those on the cusp of puberty. Something about the collection drew him in, and he placed his mug on the coaster, stood, and approached. Leaning in close to more clearly see who stood in each photo. 
“These can’t all be your family,” he said, then felt stupid, remembering the moniker with which she had been introduced to him: “These are all kids you babysat.” 
She rose to stand beside him, smiling at the photos as many lonely people will smile at their cats.
“I was not blessed with a large family. An only child, never married. No children of my own, though I always wanted to be a mother. It just never happened.”
She picked up a photo of three smiling girls, the emotion taking her. James wanted to land a comforting hand on her arm but didn’t. 
“I’ve lived in this house my whole life, and since I was 16 or 17, I’ve been babysitting. That’s almost fifty years of children. Many of whom you see before you.”
James’ eyes had been searching for familiar faces and found two photos containing smiles he had seen before, side by side. The first held a little boy, standing alone before the red sofa, not so long ago, possessing the same smile as in the pictures in Claire’s living room. Next to this was a picture of three more kids. He picked up the latter frame. 
“How they’ve grown,” Sharon said, looking over his shoulder. “Yet you can see the people they will become even in these pictures, can’t you?”
James nodded. Sitting on the same sofa that would be occupied fifteen years later by James were three kids. The two boys looked to be around thirteen and eleven and were similar. Though James could tell which was Mark and which was Luke. The girl in the middle could only have been four or five but somehow already looked like the adult she would become, more so than either of her brothers. He noted none of them were smiling.
“What were they like?” he asked. 
“Good as gold,” Sharon said, without hesitation. “Mark and Emma were quiet. Mark would sit on his own. Read or play on his games machine. He wasn’t interested in interacting and only really spoke when he was arguing with his brother.
“Emma wasn’t fussed about talking to Mark or me, but she idolised Luke. Loved him to bits. She tried to hide it, I think, but it was obvious the way she felt. Tragic how it went in the end. She loved him so much and what he did to repay her -“
Sharon broke off, sensing she had said too much. She reached forward and took the frame from James, staring at the faces with nostalgia. 
“You won’t believe this,” she said, and James looked at her.
“What?”
“Luke was my favourite.”
She took in his look, smiled. 
“Told you, but he was. So clever. So bright. Honest, too, and with a real sense of justice. We used to sit in my kitchen and play chess. Even when he was old enough to no longer need a babysitter. He would come and see me. Such a sweet boy in his youth but I suppose that goes to show, people change, and not always for the better. Still, a more dramatic change than Luke I doubt you’ll see. Though the anger was always there. At the time I didn’t want to see it but thinking it back, yes, it was certainly there.”
That mention of anger again. The famous Luke Barnes temper and what had James’ father always said to him?
That rage will get you into trouble, kiddo. Be careful.
And he was always so careful. Nothing like Luke. He was sure. 
Wasn’t he sure?
He looked at the picture again - three unsmiling faces - and decided to push Sharon a little. 
“Mark told me about Luke’s involvement in his girlfriend’s death,”
It was bold-faced and straight enough that she could have clammed up. She certainly leant him appraising eyes, but she did speak and after little hesitation.
“So easy it is for nice boys and girls to get into nasty habits. So easy for them to get into and so easy for the parents to miss.
“Luke wasn’t the only one.” She gestured to a photo of smiling siblings, maybe twins. Boy and girl but they looked shockingly similar at their age - eight or nine. Ten at the outside.
“Shaun and Georgia. Another sweet pair that found drugs where most will find a hobby or a career. They still live around here, hanging around with troublemakers George will be familiar with, and it breaks my heart whenever I see them. Red eyes filled with danger. So far from the little boy and girl I once knew.
“Of course, in their case, the parents didn’t help. Didn’t show enough interest. That wasn’t it for Luke. Christina protected her children so fiercely. I remember when she found out Mark was entangled with Katy. She was furious. Demanded Mark break up with her immediately. She knew about the drugs, you see? But Mark said they were careful, and refused.
“I saw Christina right after Katy passed away. So pale, and hurt. See, she’d told Mark Katy would end up dead and when that happened she, Christina, would be glad. Imagine how guilty she felt when that happened?”
James could imagine. Plenty of the villages’ inhabitants seemed to be inflicted with guilt for things that were not their fault, but James could understand them all. He felt pangs for Christina, Mark and Mac. Wishing they could see the truth. See they were blameless. The one to blame was the one who had graduated from dealer and abuser of young girls to kidnapper. 
“Luke’s broken that family,” he whispered. 
“Yes. That little boy I thought I knew disappeared. How hard it must have been for his parents. For Christina -“ Sharon leaned forward and picked up one of the photos from the table. James saw two kids - one around eleven one around seven. The photo had been taken a long time ago, and the little girl did not look much like the woman she would become, but James could see who it was. Could tell it was Christina.
“Like Emma, Christina worshipped her big brother,” Sharon said. “But Terry married Priya, a girl the family didn’t approve of, and was disowned. Christina never got over that, and I’m sure it must have hurt her greatly not just to lose her son, but to see her daughter lose a beloved brother.”
James reached out and took the picture. Looked at the smiling girl and felt admiration soar through him for her keeping together a family that had had so much thrown at it. He decided then and there that whether they wanted him or not, he would stay around, he would try and help and be whatever they needed him to be. 
He figured they deserved that.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
With the minute hand crawling towards one o clock, James wrapped up the conversation and left. Soon enough Mark would be home for lunch, and James wanted to see Megan alone before that. Not with the intention of saying anything silly - I’m falling in love with you - just to be with her. 
Through the alley once more, thinking not about Mohsin, but Luke, who had broken his mother's heart, jeopardised his father's job and destroyed the relationships of his siblings.
Did that make him evil? Nasty actions don't make nasty people, his father had once said, but that had been to comfort his son, more than anything. James had often thought himself evil, but it was weakness rather than malice. Perhaps the same was true of Luke, but James had never kidnapped a boy to hurt his family
Knocking on Megan's door, he decided Luke had to be evil. Such labels were easier than thinking about illness and weakness. Lazy, but when a boy was missing there was no time for psychoanalysis. Only doing everything possible to save Charlie, and the Barnes’ before Luke destroyed everything.
From within, Megan informed him the door was open, and James entered.
"In here."
James stepped through the living room where the Barnes' had held palaver about a missing boy the night before last - or possibly a lifetime ago - and moved into a small but modern kitchen. Cool grey tiles on the floor, black white goods and a proper American style fridge freezer which took up far more space than was sensible in a room this size.
"Hey," James said.
Megan sat at a tall table flanked by two stools. Before her was a bottle of beer, dripping condensation. She wore a floating white top and tight blue jean shorts. The sun from the back door and the large windows streamed into the room, bathing her in an angelic glow, enhancing her beauty. She returned his greeting. Pointed to the freezer.
"Grab a couple of beers, will you?”
The freezer turned out to be empty but for a pizza and three beers. A situation he decided not to comment on as he took two bottles back to where Megan sat. Sliding into the uncomfortable stool next to her, he observed her frustrated expression.
"You alright?" 
Slipping his bag from his shoulder, he decided to hold off retrieving the chocolates he had stuffed inside. At least until he knew the source of the frown.
"Fine." 
She took the bottle opener and cracked both beer caps with uncanny speed. Casting the opener aside she saw off her first drink and went straight into the second without pause.
"Fine, not fine," she confessed. "But I get I'm being selfish. I mean, Mark said we could go swimming today, and I was excited. Then he retracted the offer, and I'm bored. But hey, that's me being a bitch, right? Because he's off doing his job and he’s worried about Charlie. 
“Not that I’m not worried. I am. Worried sick but… what's your longest relationship?"
The change of tact caught him off guard, and he had to drink for several seconds to give himself time to think. She watched him, oblivious to the fact her stare made him uncomfortable. He considered lying, but what would be the point?
"Not long. Six months, I think."
Sort of a lie. He didn't think. He knew. It had been one week over six months, and he could see her now. Her beauty almost as aching as Megan's, but the two girls weren't alike. She hadn't been right for him, yet he had fallen for her as fast and hard as an F1 crash, and how had this love affair ended? The same way James' relationships always ended - in bloodshed.
Megan nodded, as though she found this answer acceptable. 
"Those are supposed to be the glory months. The honeymoon period, don't they call it? I'm not sure anything has changed for us, though. Mark and me. I don't think we ever had a honeymoon period. We got together, and it was like we'd been in a relationship ten years. We were comfortable. We held hands. Slept together. But there was no excitement.
"He doesn't love me."
She averted her eyes. She hadn't expected to say it. Hadn't wanted to say it, especially not to James. But she had, and a tidal wave of hope and expectation rose in his chest at her words. He watched her but didn't say anything, knowing she had more.
"I think he's played away,” scraping the label off the side of her beer bottle. "I don't know. No evidence. I just get that feeling. He goes out a lot, often late. He hides things from me. Ugh, how pathetic is that?"
"Do you love him?"
Rather than answer she drank another healthy swig of beer and averted her eyes. The temptation to jump in with a follow up was strong, but he held off and was rewarded. 
"I don't know.“
But James wasn’t buying. 
"Yes, you do. I think, with love, you always know." Another pause, as he considered whether to continue. He did. "You should be with someone you love."
"Got someone in mind, do you?"
He smiled, bowed his head, but she didn't take her eyes off him. Eventually, he had to look back.
"I think I could love you," he admitted. "I think you're incredible and obviously you're beautiful, but I can put that to one side. If you told me you'd never have a drop of interest in me I'd say the same. I believe in love. I believe you should find someone you love, and fight to make it work.”
"Fairytales.” Her voice was almost a whisper. "Have you heard Christina's theory on love and passion?"
"Candle theory?" 
Megan nodded. 
"Seems to be working for Christina and George, and Mark and I are still strong." 
"Are you?" 
"Aren't we?" 
He closed his eyes. Tried to pick his phrasing, and when he spoke, the words came out slow, measured. 
"I think, if you find the right candle, it can burn forever, and far brighter and hotter than the light from any battery."
“Sounds perfect.”
“It isn’t - wouldn’t be. Nothing is but that makes it better, in a way. Thing about an everlasting candle is occasionally you’re going to get burned, but that doesn’t mean it’s not worth keeping. You find an everlasting candle, and maybe the imperfections don’t seem so imperfect. If that makes sense.”
More drinking. More silence. Her eyes kept rising to meet his, then dropping. She didn't say anything, but he thought his candle talk had stirred something in her. Not wanting the conversation to stall he began conjuring up platitudes but, before he could spill them, she rose, draining her second drink and plonking it on the side. He couldn't believe how fast she had raced through it. His bottle sat half full in the loose semi-circle of his fingers, ignored now and forgotten when she next spoke. 
"I bought a new bikini.” Pause, her cheeks reddening. "I was hoping it might persuade Mark to show a little interest. Do you want to see?" Pause. "I know. Bad idea."
"I -" he stopped himself. Words of excitement and anticipation were ready to flow, and he needed to be cool. He nodded his head.
"Great." 
He sensed she, too, was trying to be reserved. Fighting her feelings. She smiled, the corners of her lips touching the growing red of her cheeks. Her hands came to her front. She took the buttons of her jean shorts and popped them open one at a time. He thought she would lower the shorts, but she went to the top and pulled it over her head, crushing it into a ball which was flung to one corner of the room, revealing a bikini top with a blue and green pattern, though he barely noticed that. More the way the fabric brought her breasts together, lifting them, showing them off. Forcing his eyes down he found her flat stomach and, as she dropped her shorts and kicked them away, the skimpy bottom portion of the bikini and her incredible legs, more on show than ever before. She was expecting an opinion but staring was all he was capable of until prompted.
"Thoughts?"
It was what Mark had said after James had viewed the maisonette. A bolt of guilt rushed through him then broke, dissolving at the sight of Megan’s beauty. It was impossible to worry about anything for long seeing that. 
He got to his feet, like lifting a body of jelly, and faced her. She seemed shy, afraid. He couldn't understand why.
"Lucky I'm seeing this here," he said. "Not waterside.”
"Why?"
"If I was in a pool, and you came out wearing that, I'd drown."
A beam broke on her face, and the red seemed to recede under its radiance. Gaining a little confidence she did a spin, showing off her behind. Facing him again, she grabbed her breasts in a move that almost made him collapse.
"Padded," she said. "I don't usually go for that but thought it might make my tits look good."
"Incredible." He had to force the words out. "You're stunning."
"You mean it?"
He nodded.
Her hands dropped. They stood that way, looking at each other. James's chest tightened. She stepped towards him. Once, twice, a third time and her body was almost touching his. Their eyes met, and her hands snaked out, taking his.
"I love the way you see me, James. The way you are with me."
Nodding, like an idiot. He wanted to say something. To tell her their feelings were in sync, but it was impossible. He was trapped in her beauty, in her eyes and her words. She made another move forward, and her almost bare body was against him. She tiptoed, and her lips came to his. For the briefest second, they touched. Had it been a fragment longer they would have been entirely lost within one another but -
A round of knocking filled the air followed by the call of a male voice. Megan backed from him fast.
"Shit." 
Whatever beautiful thing had been rising within James faded in an instant, as Megan pointed to the door. 
"Can you get that?"
Grabbing her shorts, she began tugging them up, leaving James to deal with the newcomer. 
Sick with what he was missing and who might be knocking he stumbled into the living room, lightheaded not from the booze, but the thought of those lips, and that body, pressed against his. He swung the door open hating who stood behind it before seeing them. 
"Hello, James," George said, his face showcasing a tight smile. "Mark said you might be here."
Megan cleared away the bottles and made coffee for everyone as James and George settled in the living room. Not that settling was easy with George’s eyes upon him.
"How are you?" the Barnes patriarch asked, his voice heightened formal, his expression reserved. His hands were clasped in his lap, and he was staring at James. Something was up, though James couldn't tell what. 
"I'm fine, you?" 
Had George seen them before he knocked? The thought he might be cast aside for betraying the Barnes family made him sick. He took a breath, pretended everything was okay. 
There was further stunted conversation in which potential affairs were not raised. Megan returned with a plate of sandwiches fast thrown together. Some ham and mayo, some tuna, some salad. James took one to be polite, but George only drank his coffee, leaving the food. Megan evacuated the awkward atmosphere of the room again to collect James' bag. 
"Don't want you forgetting this."
James thanked her and looked to George. Trying to discern if there was suspicion in those eyes. Seeing nothing, he thrust the bag over his shoulder, as though he might have to make a quick getaway. 
Several minutes of silence passed, then the door opened again. The lack of knocking suggested this was not a guest, so James wasn't surprised when Mark entered. At first, his heart bubbled with guilt at what had happened with Megan, then the situation worsened. Mark's eyes were those of a man beneath the full moon, knowing a transformation is about to occur and liking it.
Silence welcomed his arrival. All eyes turned to him, but George didn’t greet his son, and James found himself unable to speak. 
Megan rose, placing her coffee down and rushing to her boyfriend, kissing him on the side of the mouth. 
“Hey, babe, glad you’re home. Want a drink?”
He hadn’t kissed her back and didn’t respond to her question, though his hand did come up to cup her cheek. 
He slid off his coat, hanging it over the arm of the sofa. Their eyes met, and James felt the pressure swell within him, growing and spreading, filling all available space and forcing the words out through his mouth. 
“Did you see Amy?”
A stupid question. He knew Mark wasn’t seeing Amy until this evening, but he hadn’t been able to help it. A horrible sense of fearful anticipation had crept over him, and he was desperate to push the conversation back onto ground he understood and could sway. 
Mark wasn’t going to facilitate him. His hand slid into his pocket, and Megan looked from one to the other, confusion alighting her face. 
"What about Amy?" 
Again Mark ignored her, and George didn’t seem to consider the information pertinent. That was bad, sliding into awful when James realised Mark was holding something.
“You left this at the viewing.”
It was his phone. He saw it and felt as though his world had exploded. 
“It was in my bag,” he croaked. Looking around he could see the world had not exploded. He wished it had. 
Mark smiled a humourless smile. 
"Must have fallen out." 
That wasn’t true. No way. James played it back. Remembered Mark going to the coats as James went to the garden. He had taken the phone then, but to what end?
He didn’t know, didn’t want to know, so rose and held out his hand.
“Can I?”
Wanting the phone, as though it was a remote and he could rewind to a time before it’s theft. 
Mark held it out, looking like he was going to surrender it, then handed it to George. 
James remembered the letter. Passed around in this very room just like this. He’d felt nervous then and sick now. He remembered how distressed Claire had been and this time it was Megan. 
“Mark, what are you doing?”
He put a hand on her shoulder, twisting her, so they were facing James. A unit. A team. 
“You want to tell her, or should I?”
James allowed his eyes to slide past the couple to George, clutching the phone in pale trembling hands. He felt his heart leap into his throat and thud thud thud until he could barely restrain his hand reaching up and grabbing his neck to force the beating organ back into place. 
“James? What’s going on?”
It was Megan, a wobble in her voice. George looked up. White-hot rage in his eyes. James scrambled for something and came up with a cliche.  
“It’s not what you think.”
Megan’s face fell into confusion and James returned to Mark with a second cliche.
“I can explain.”
“You don’t have to. We know everything now.”
George stood, shaking. Mark attempted to hold back a smile. Megan tried again. 
“What’s going on?”
Mark stopped ignoring his girlfriend. The one who thought he didn’t love her. The one who had bought a new bikini to spark some response from him but had shown it to James, had almost kissed James. His heart ached with how close that had been, and the tears began to gather in his eyes as Mark took the phone from George. 
“He’s been lying to us. Pretending he’s on our side, but he’s playing double agent.”
Mark showed Megan the screen and James wanted to scream and knock it from his hands. Wanted to cry and plead and beg, but it was too late. Megan stepped forward. Gasped. Went to take the phone but Mark turned away from her. Showed the screen to James but James didn’t need to look. He already knew what would be there. 
A photo. 
A group of three. To the left, James smiled a tight smile. The kind that hid, or tried to hide, some insecurity.
In the middle a girl. Beautiful, though not as beautiful as his memory liked to paint her, as it had less than half an hour ago. James had his arm around her, holding tight, as though restraining her, although her smile said she was happy to be there. There with James and -
To the right. Another man, another smile. Not tight but knowing. As if he could see through the photo and time to what was going on in Megan’s living room. As if he could see it all and wanted to laugh. 
It was that smile they were staring at. The sinister smile. The evil smile. 
The smile of a future kidnapper. 
The smile of Luke. 




CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
“Please, just let me -“
He moved as he spoke, grabbing the phone from Mark, as though by having it he could remove his darkest secret from the minds of those around him. 
“- explain.”
But George had moved as James had, and as he pulled back with the phone, George became a raging bull. Giving James no time to follow up with his explanation he barrelled forward, crashing into James and sending both of them flying, screaming and roaring. 
Scrambling at George’s back, James felt a coffee table rush at him from the other side, as though part of a flanking move. It crashed into him and buckled on its legs, but didn’t break. He felt his back bend and screamed before hitting his head on the radiator and crying out again. 
George had fallen too but was rising. Behind him Mark stood with calm stance, watching, while Megan cried at him to make it stop, to break them up. James saw this then spun out of the way as George came at him again. The twin fists aiming for his face hit his shoulder, sending further jarring pains through his body. Then he was up. Scrambling for the door he flew into the hall, hitting the wall as he went. 
Grabbing the front door, he dived onto the lawn but caught his foot on the edge of the step as he went. Landing on his knees, he rolled onto his back, which cried in protest. His head continued to throb and, as he closed his eyes, the sound of rushing water crashed through his mind like waves breaking on the shore. Groaning, he pushed harder, trying to stand as George appeared in the doorway. 
Almost up, he staggered, then George hit him. Once again they went down, and once again James smacked his head, this time on the hard lawn. His vision swam, and he saw spots, then the blurred shape of George falling upon him, hands outstretched. They were on his throat and squeezing, forcing the life out of him as the desperate man fought back tears. 
“Where is he?” he screamed. “Where is my Charlie? Tell me. Tell me what that monster did with him. Tell me where he is, or I’ll kill you.”
Even if James had the answers, he couldn’t have given them. George continued to squeeze and didn’t let up. James could feel his strength fading and couldn’t speak. He knew in a moment he would be gone, and couldn’t allow that. He scrambled for a hold. For something to use or do, but there was nothing. No weapons around. 
Shifting his weight, James was able to slide his body under George. One leg came loose to the side, and one found its way between George’s thighs. Sensing he would only have one chance, he waited. Feeling that grip tighten as the door behind them burst open, and Megan rushed out, followed by Mark. 
The sound was enough to snatch a little of George’s attention. Not much. Only a touch. But enough. James funnelled his remaining strength into that one leg and bought it up like a piston. He felt it connect with the target zone, not with the power he had wanted, but hard enough. George gave a strangled cry and instinctively went to protect his weak spot. 
Realising his mistake, the hands came back, but too late. James grabbed George’s shoulders and sat up fast, his forehead meeting George’s nose and spawning a torrent of blood which full upon James like plagued rain. 
Closing his mouth and eyes tight he shoved the chest of the man above, sliding George to the side and scrambling back as he did.  
Still weak, still dizzy, James stumbled to his feet and wiped his face, now hot with blood. He reached the pavement and stopped, as though his enemies couldn’t get him now he was off their property. His vision clearing, he saw George lying on his side, clutching his nose and groaning. Above him knelt Megan, trying to play nurse and having little luck. Still standing, still calm, was Mark. He watched James with quiet, cold eyes. At full strength, he probably could have taken James, but James got the impression he wasn’t going to move. 
“I can explain,” he said, trying that cliche one last time. 
“Not interested,” Mark retorted. “You’re done here. Like Luke. Go to him. Tell him to give up Charlie and get gone. This is the only chance I’m giving. For both of you.”
James stared at Mark, feeling the fury and injustice of not being listened to flowing through him. But who did he have to blame but himself? He turned his head to Megan, hoping for some sign of hope, but received none. She was glaring. Anger and hurt in her eyes, plus heavy confusion. No one was going to listen.
“Go now,” Mark said, drawing his phone. “I’m calling the police.”
James didn’t want to go, but what choice did he have? Mark had made the situation clear, and he was smart enough to know he was facing a lost cause - just. Shaking his head as though they were in the wrong not him, he turned and walked away. 
 
He didn’t know where to go, or what to do. Mark and George were gunning for him, the police would be on the hunt soon, and he needed time to recover. To think. 
His back was in agony, and he staggered towards his temporary home. The pain continued to circle him like hungry sharks, but he didn’t care. The situation hurt worse. His dizzied mind was dragged in so many directions. Toby in the woods, his uncle and father on a blood-stained floor, the attack by the riverside, Charlie in the woods, his almost kiss with Megan and, of course, the situation with the Barnes’.
Turning a corner his foot slipped off the curb, sending renewed agony through his back. Remaining where he was a couple of minutes he closed his eyes tight, fighting tears of pain, then started again, trying to ignore the agony and martial his thoughts. 
How had Mark known to check the phone? Why had he felt the need to take it? James refused to believe he had grabbed it speculatively. Something had made him go into James’ bag and take it. Anger coursed through James to rival the pain, partly at Mark, the thief, but mainly at himself. Was it not him who had allowed this to happen? He who had been so trusting he had left the picture on his phone, believing himself safe. Hadn’t even locked it. How could he have been so wrong?
Leaving the village, he wondered if he would ever return, but thought he would. The Barnes’ didn’t understand. They thought him some villain in league with their evil son and he couldn’t have that. For the first time since arriving in the village, he allowed himself to think back to his relationship with Luke. How they had bonded over hating their families. Neither saying much of why they had run but recognising parallel relationships. 
Except Luke had been lying. James had seen it as soon as he had arrived in the village and met Christina. How could she be compared to his mother? The woman who had abandoned James as a child then returned so many years later to fool him into thinking she could love him, only to break every promise she had made. Luke had spoken of how much he hated his mother, and James had never seen the delusions behind the claim. 
It took him twice as long as it should have to reach the B&B, and when he arrived, he saw he was not going to be lying down any time soon.
Always travelling light, James had only brought two bags into the village with him. A shoulder bag which was hooked around his neck now, containing the snacks he had bought in the shop earlier as well as the chocolates he had intended for Megan, and a larger, red bag. More of a small suitcase which contained all of his clothes and personal effects. This was what he saw as he approached the tiny bed and breakfast on the open road. Ted, the kindly man who had been so welcoming since James' arrival, dragging it to the edge of the pavement.  
Janet stood in the doorway, shielding her eyes from the sun and watching her husband lower the bag as though it might contain explosives. As Ted made his way back, she saw James and let out a little gasp. Dropping from the step she pointed and Ted turned to him, anger crossing his face. 
“You better get gone, fella,” Ted said, his voice calm and contemplative, as ever it was. “You’re not welcome here no more.”
“What have you done with that poor boy?” Janet shrieked, looking at him as though he were the devil. James reached the edge of the lawn, facing the sadness of two folks he had grown to care for over the past couple of days. 
“I don’t know what you’ve heard -“ he started, but stopped as Christina stepped from the house. 
“You know exactly what they’ve heard,” she said, not smiling, but not so furious as her husband had been. She kept the coldness of her son. “You didn’t think you’d be able to stick around now we know the truth, did you?”
“You’ve got this all wrong.”
Christina tutted and stepped away from the house. For a second it looked as though Ted might stop her, as if he thought James was dangerous - maybe he did - but he stayed where he was, and Christina came face to face with her new enemy. 
“Are you going to tell me where my son is?”
Her voice was quiet, as though they were sharing a secret best kept from Janet and Ted. 
“Tell me where he is, and help me get Charlie back, and maybe we can work on forgiving you.”
“I don’t know where they are,” he said, which was the truth. “You don’t know what’s going on. If I could just -“
Her hand went up. 
“I’m not interested. You stand there and tell me I don’t understand and maybe I don’t get the specifics, but I know you lied. I know you turned up and pretended to be a stranger when you knew who I was. I know you wormed your way into my family without telling us what you were. 
“Maybe you don’t know where Luke is, or Charlie, but do you think that matters? My grandson went missing, and Luke was to blame, but you never told us your connection to him. You used our grief to work your way into my family and that kind of disgraceful behaviour I would struggle ever to forgive. 
“So, no, you cannot explain. I will never be able to trust you, whether you’ve been working with my son or not. This, so far as I’m concerned, is your one chance. Leave the village and don’t come back. Pray I find my grandson because if I don’t, if something happens to him, it will be your fault. Not that I need to tell you that. I think you already know.”
James wanted to say something. To retort to the accusations but what was there? It was true. All of it. He had nothing to do with Luke and Charlie’s disappearance, but he had kept plenty from the family. He had lied and pretended to be someone he was not. Now he was surprised they were angry. That they wouldn’t listen. 
“Leave now,” Christina said, reinforcing her point. Then she turned to the couple behind her. “Lovely to see you both. I hope we speak again soon.”
She smiled and walked to her car. 
James stared as she started it up, reversed, and drove away, heading back to the village he had come so fast to love, and in which now he was no longer welcome, and never would be again.




CHAPTER TWENTY
 
As Christina disappeared into the village, car fumes poisoning the atmosphere as her words had poisoned his character, the couple who had taken James in returned into their home. The door closed without another word, and James was left alone with two bags containing all his possessions in the world. A depressing existence it was, but what was there to do? He had been cast from the village. Excluded and rejected. No option remained but to go. 
One bag over his shoulder, one at his side, he travelled the road which led into and out of the village. It was two lane, and often quiet, but was as close to a main road as the little place had. James walked towards the motorway, a few miles on, trying to ignore the screams of his back as he went. He would go to the crossroads before the motorway, turn left and continue to the nearest town. From there he could get a bus, return to the city he called home. It was the last thing he wanted to do, but beggars, as they said, could not be choosers.
Dreams of making it to town without stopping evaporated after his first steps. The intermittent screams of his back soon become a never-ending wail, sending telegrams of pain through his legs, arms and neck. Every time the larger bag slipped, and he had to jerk it back over his shoulder he faced a spasm of pain so severe he almost fell to his knees. Each of these brought fresh tears to his eyes and, within a mile, pain landed a knock out blow, and he collapsed to the ground. 
For almost an hour he sat, leaning against his larger bag as though it were a wild animal he was afraid to wake. No movement. The slightest twist meant several minutes of spasming agony. He closed his eyes. Sleep was a bad idea but might be the only way to take his mind off the pain. No chance, but he was able to drift a little, falling into the zone somewhere between asleep and awake where time did not flow quite right. Seconds would tick by like hours then six or seven minutes would pass in the blink of an eye. This place reduced the pain from excruciating to a low pulse, something annoying he could almost ignore. 
Full, deeper sleep was close when he heard an angry engine. He jolted awake, head full of fluff and back full of pain, sure it was coming from the village. A fleet of cars approaching like a modern-day mob, led by George and come to burn and kill the monster who had taken their favourite child. Or, it could be the police, wanting to catch and question him until he cracked and revealed the location of Charlie and Luke. 
He wanted to rise, but pain kept him grounded as well as chains might have. Looking at the village he expected to see the entourage approaching, but there was nothing. Still, the engine roared and only now did he realise it was coming from the motorway, not the village, so twisted his head once more. 
A 4x4, huge and high above his position, sped towards him. Had there been a rock behind which he could hide, he would have dived for it, pain be damned, but there wasn’t. Instead, he was forced to stay put, head down, hoping the driver was not a stopper, so he could sleep in peace.
No such luck. The car was slowing, and he watched with dread as it came to a halt a few feet from him, its shadow bathing him in darkness as complete as on a moonless night. Looking to the steering wheel he found tinted glass, and so was unable to tell who was in the car until the door opened and the man stepped out. 
“Hello there. You alright?”
James recognised him, though it took a few seconds to place the face. One he had seen in a school what felt like a thousand years ago. 
“I’m okay. You’re Mohsin’s father, right?”
“Right, Nikesh -” he thrust out a hand which James took. “And you… hey, you’re James Perry.”
James considered lying to get away fast, but couldn’t deceive the man’s honest smile. He nodded, and the smile became a beam. 
“I’ve wanted to meet you. The man who found my son and ensured he reached the hospital on time. I appreciate everything you’ve done.”
“I’ve not done anything. It was Megan who found Mohsin. I did what anyone would have done.”
“Maybe.” He didn’t look convinced. Like the world was full of people who couldn’t be bothered to call the ambulance upon seeing a dying man. Maybe he was right. He continued: “you sure you’re okay? You look like you’ve been in battle.”
“I’m good,” James said, stepping back and almost tripping over his bags. Nikesh’ eyes went to these for the first time. 
“Going somewhere?”
“Home. I think I’ve outstayed my welcome.”
“No, you can’t go. Mohsin will want to see you. To thank you. They’re waking him tomorrow. He’ll be groggy, but we’re hoping he’ll be able to say who attacked him.”
“I think he’ll say Sema.” The words slipped out before he could stop them, and seemed to prompt confusion from Nikesh. 
“Sema from the charity?”
“Yeah, how long you been away? Haven’t the cops told you?”
“I went away this morning but only for a couple of hours, and I spoke to the police before I left. They said they had no new leads and they never mentioned Sema. What’s happened?”
James stared at Nikesh with disbelief. Why wouldn’t the cops have updated him? It didn’t make sense to leave him in the dark, especially when he would be desperate for updates. Unless they had questioned her and decided she was innocent, before getting the chance to talk to Nikesh. Possible, he supposed, but there was another option…
“Did Mohsin talk about his charity work a lot?”
“Of course. He loved it. Used to talk about the people he worked with all the time. Was gutted when he was… let go.”
The way Nikesh spoke these last couple of words, James sensed there was more to it, and remembered talk of an argument between George and Mohsin. He asked Nikesh about this and, although Nikesh’ first question still hadn’t been answered, he decided to say what he knew. 
“There was a girl called Becky. Mohsin was very close to her. Had met her when she first came in and treated her like a little sister. He was sponsoring her. Helping her get her school work done and the like, but he thought she was hiding something. Thought there was a guy on the scene and he was worried about it. He wouldn’t tell me much, but I think he found out about the guy. I think he went to tell George about it and George didn’t take it seriously. They argued because of it and, next day, Mohsin was told he wasn’t needed anymore. He was gutted. Would have fought it I’m sure, but this was only a couple of weeks before the attack, and he never got the chance.”
James’ head pounded as he thought it over. Luke had disappeared but how many people had he got his claws into before he went? Sema James knew about but was it possible Becky had been sleeping with him as well? 
He remembered her from George’s office. The shy smile. The way she stuffed her hands in her pockets. Couldn’t have been older than fourteen and for Luke to put her under his spell was enough to make him want to retch. 
But there was more, not as bad, but almost. The implication of the argument between Mohsin and George. The sacking. 
Was George protecting his son? Hiding the fact he was still abusing these girls. Protecting him from an even heavier prison sentence than he might otherwise have got. James didn’t want to believe it, but it was possible. Parents would go to extreme lengths to protect their children. Breaking the law often didn’t hold them back.  
“So, can you tell me about Sema?” 
“Yeah,” James said. “And I need a favour.”
“What’s that?”
“I need you to drive me back to the village.”
 
Nikesh clutched the steering wheel as though afraid James might grab it and try to swing them off the road. The smile he had stepping from his car had slipped into the past, and when he pulled up in the village, it was with little enough care that they jolted over the curb and James was almost thrown into the roof. He slid from the car with a quiet apology.  
“It’s not your fault,” Nikesh said, forcing a smile. “I just want the truth.”
There was no chance for response. The door slammed hot on the tail of Nikesh’s words, and the car was speeding off before James had secured his footing on the pavement.
Standing within the boundaries of the village again, James heard the water. Not as strong as it had been but loud enough. Gurgling and slurping around his shoes, though he couldn’t feel it. Not yet. 
He started walking, the fresh air working on his mind and body, healing them. 
It wasn’t only the fresh air. A new sense of determination was rising within him, leaving little room for the nightmare memories of his past and pain of his present. The conversation with George came back to him. How the older man had listened to his theories and promised to help. Had acted as though grief-stricken with guilt over what his son had done, but protected him all the same. 
He was withholding vital information from the police, and yet Christina had the nerve to tell James his lies were the ones condemning Charlie. 
Part of him wanted to have it out with George, but good sense held him back. The mood Mr Barnes had been in he was as likely to lash out and kill James as talk. Still, James approached the Barnes place, drawn to it like a fox to bins.
He never made it. Four houses before the turn that would have brought his goal into sight, Emma appeared like a mole popping from the ground. Cosmically, he supposed this made sense. Since Mark’s revelation a couple of hours ago, she was the only Barnes he hadn’t seen. Luke aside. As she stormed towards him, he welcomed her arrival, knowing she would give him a different perspective. After all, she had never seemed keen to toe the family line. 
“Hello, Emma. I guess you’ve heard what Mark found?”
“I have,” she said, her voice a contorted mix of anger, sadness, and anticipation. “If they find out you’ve come back there’ll be trouble. The whole village will know soon, and when that happens, everyone will be gunning for you.”
“Are you warning me to run?”
“No,” she said, and her expression changed. She smiled sweetly. “Let’s talk.”
 
She took him to a small cafe occupied by a duo of elderly couples and a girl in her late teens reading a book. Behind the counter, a large woman with a kind face waited to serve while a chef worked out back. 
Another time, it might have been a lovely place to eat. Not today. When James entered, the atmosphere changed. The girl kept reading, but everyone else looked to him. Curious stares and whispers. The friendly woman behind the till darkened and shot a look back to the chef, who had stopped cooking.
“News travels fast, huh?”
Emma smiled in response and pointed to a corner table. 
“Get yourself out the way. I’ll be there in a minute.”
Doing as he was told, he tried to ignore the eyes on him. Since childhood, he had hated attention, and that had been okay seeing as he was rather forgettable all round. Now the elderly couples turned away, pretending not to look but they were distracted. Their conversation had no natural flow. Before Emma came over with two coffees one of the sets had got up and hurried out, as though worried unpopularity was catching. The formerly friendly woman at the counter stayed where she was, glaring. 
“I’ve made quite the impression.” 
He tried to keep his voice light, as though he wasn’t bothered, but Emma was in no mood to joke. Taking some sugar from the pot in front of him, he waited for the onslaught. 
“Where is he?” Her voice was quiet, measured. No anger but she sounded desperate, afraid, and upset, though her eyes were as soft as he had ever seen them. 
“I don’t know. You think this has been some game for me? That I’ve been pretending? I haven’t. I’ve been desperate to find Charlie, and I think -“
“Don’t you listen? I don’t care about Charlie.”
An instant of shock followed by a rush of memories. Emma, Mark and Sharon. They had all made it clear who mattered the most to the youngest Barnes.  
“Luke.” He shook his head. “You need to stop thinking about him. You must know what he did to you. You must. Why don’t you hate him?”
“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.”
“What about Alex?”
Her expression changed. She grew paler. It was clear he wasn’t expected to know about her old boyfriend. Her hands clasped tighter to her coffee, and he thought she might throw it at him. She held her temper. 
“Luke had nothing to do with Alex’s death.”
“Then who did?”
Again she might have thrown the coffee but again held her temper - just. Taking a sip, she found it too hot and placed it down. She took a sachet of milk and added it, stirring the cup. 
“I don’t want to talk about it. It doesn’t matter. Just tell me about Luke. Tell me where he is, please. I’m his sister, and he left me. I just want to see him again.”
He tried to analyse the situation. It could be a ruse. If she believed he knew where Luke and Charlie were, maybe this seemed the best way to open him up, but he didn’t think so. She genuinely loved her brother and wanted to see him again. After everything he had done, James could barely believe it. Then again, Luke had a way of wrapping people around his finger. Sema, Amy… Would it be so odd to add his little sister to the list? 
“Are you the only person who cares about your brother?”
“You know I am. Mark never liked him, and mum and dad were happy to toss him aside when he wouldn’t be their puppet. I’m the only one who loved him for what he was. Who never wanted him to change. I’m the only one who thinks it would be good if he ended up with Charlie, and who wants to see him again, just to see him.”
James pondered this. Wondered if Emma knew Luke was not Charlie’s father. He doubted it and decided to keep that to himself, if only for the time being. 
“I’m not sure you’re right. It’s difficult for a parent to turn their back on a child. No matter what they do.”
“You don’t know my parents.”
“I know George has been protecting Luke.”
Again, this surprised her. She drank her coffee, and although it no longer burned her, the milk didn’t seem an enjoyable addition. After the smallest sip, she replaced the mug. 
“What makes you think dad’s protecting him?”
He drummed his fingers, examined his hand, and tried to decide whether to lay his cards on the table. Tough choice, but holding them offered no apparent benefit, so he took the risk, and told what he knew. As he spoke, telling her about George sacking Mohsin for raising his Becky suspicions and keeping James’ Sema information from the police, he watched her. Hoping she would give something away. But she was good. She showed nothing and didn’t speak once he finished. Taking time to compose herself by drinking more of the coffee she hated.
“Why would George protect the son he loathes?”
James smiled at the naivety of the response. Emma hated that but didn’t speak up, so James explained. 
“Cheats produce cheats. Maybe George blames himself for making Luke the sort to sleep around?”
“You’ve done your research. Found out a lot. But not enough.”
Another stir of her coffee, though this time she didn’t drink. He was halfway through his. It wasn’t pleasant, but he needed it. He waited for her to speak. 
“It was like a right of passage for us, catching our father cheating. For me, it was a girl named Alice Blue. She slept with him a while then left to become a DJ at a London radio station. Like Mark, I accepted it pretty quick. Just the way things were, but Luke never could. He hated dad’s cheating. Hated it.”
“Seems pretty hypocritical.” 
“My brother never cheated.”
This time it was James who wanted to throw the coffee. She spoke as though removing the affair aspect made what Luke was doing to the young girls in his care okay. James’d never believed in brainwashing, but this was it, what Luke had done to his sister. It didn’t look like it did on the telly, it was subtler, and all the more effective for it. 
“How did you find out about Sema?” she asked, and when he told her, she continued to smile. When he went to ask more, she shook her head. “I’ve no interest in getting involved. Not any more. Tell me where my brother is.”
“I don’t know,” he said. 
“When did you last see him?”
“Three months ago. We fought. I’ve not seen him since and don’t want to again. Unless it’s in finding Charlie.”
“Is that true?”
“Yes.”
Emma watched him a long time. When she was satisfied by whatever she had been trying to work out, she shoved her three-quarter full mug over to him and rose.  
“Have this. If you want to know about Luke, Sema, and Becky, why not go back to EKC? I believe Sema is giving a little talk in the canteen this afternoon to which Becky will no doubt be listening. You may get to speak with them.”
“What do you know?” James said as she slid from her chair. 
“I know everything. I just don’t think you’d listen. Speak to Sema. Find out for yourself and pay attention. This is serious. If Luke gets in touch with you, tell him I need to see him. Tell him I want to leave with him. Will you do it?”
“I won’t speak to him.”
“Will you do it?”
“Fine. If he happens to call.”
She nodded, satisfied, then looked at the counter, and the elderly couple who remained in the shop. 
“Drink fast. I doubt they’ll put up with you much longer after I’ve gone.”
She went.  
 
Seconds after Emma’s departure, the once friendly lady behind the counter circled it and approached. Had she reached him, he was being turfed out and didn’t want to give her the satisfaction. Downing the rest of his coffee and leaving Emma’s, he rose. Smiling at the woman, who veered off to clean an already clean table, he jogged to the door, going with a quiet thanks that might not have been picked up, and wouldn’t have been appreciated if it was. 
He crossed the village as fast as he could, head down, avoiding anyone he saw, sure if he was recognised a cry would go out, and the hordes would be upon him. Being a small village, there were few people around, but in some ways, this was worse. On the packed streets of a city thousands passed but none saw. In a village, everyone knew everyone, examined everyone, so the acknowledgement of one person could be fatal.  
Luck seemed to be with him. On his way to the charity he saw no one, and while there were plenty of cars at the building itself, the few people outside were far enough away, and not looking in his direction. 
Glancing at the charity, he saw the double doors into the canteen were open, and made his way towards them, keeping his head turned from a couple of groups of chatting youths and almost giving a scream as someone passed out of the door as he reached it. He stopped, and the leaver gave him an odd look, but it was a kid of no more than eleven, and there was no sign of recognition. 
Stepping into the canteen, James hurried for the back. Most of the seats were full, though no one was eating. Kids sat around, talking and waiting for the event to begin. James found a table and sat, a couple of free seats either side of him. Ahead a little stand had been set up, where success stories would speak. Telling the assembled kids their condition need not be permanent. That with hard work and the help of EKC they could make a change. 
There was plenty of smiling staff up front, but James ignored them, instead seeking out the speakers. He found them, standing off to one side. Three in total, all dressed in smart but inexpensive clothes, looking nervous about what they were about to do. James didn’t blame them. 
Two of the speakers were chatting. Comforting each other, discussing what they were going to say or maybe Love Island. James couldn’t tell, and it didn’t matter. He let his eyes leave them and found the third member, standing alone. 
Sema. 
She looked tired and miserable. Her clothes were ruffled, not as smart as those of the other two, and she wasn’t participating in the conversation. Her eyes were fixed across the room, and she was spinning a red object James couldn’t quite make out in unsteady hands. She looked angry, too. How had she looked before attacking Mohsin? Frightened? Determined? James wasn’t sure. He found himself wondering how long Nikesh had been with the police. Might they appear mid-speech and take her away? Would that be for the best or, if he was honest, did he want to talk to her first?
He thought about Luke and when she had last seen him. If she was miserable because he hadn’t been in touch when he had promised to take her away. That wouldn’t surprise him. Luke was a liar. James had fallen into the trap of trusting him once. Never again. 
Still, her eyes didn’t shift from whatever they were watching, and he followed their invisible line as though it were string running from the bridge of her nose, over the assembled kids to -
A couple, potentially. They were sitting close, though not touching. They might have been nothing more than friends.
And yet…
Now he remembered things. Names and people and places and as they came back to him he looked from Sema to the couple and back again. His heart rate rose. He stood. 
It clicked. 




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
The fastest way would have been to cut across the cafe into the hallway, but he couldn’t risk being spotted by someone of authority - someone who recognised him - and being chucked out. 
Rising with his back to the enemy, he walked out the way he had come in, passing Sema with less than a foot between them. She didn’t see him, but that was okay, he didn’t need to talk to her now. There was an easier way.
The gatherings outside had dispersed and flowed into the canteen like debris breaking up and disappearing down a sink. With everyone seated for the presentation, he had a free run to reception, and could only hope it had been left unmanned.   
His luck held. The desk was empty and the doors unlocked. He walked with purpose, in case anyone appeared, and resisted the urge to slip into the shadows when someone stepped out of a games room. Halfway up, he slid open another door and began to climb the stairs. 
Up top, he stopped. He guessed the floor would be empty, but it would be difficult to handle awkward questions if he was wrong, so he waited, listening. Nothing. 
Something floated along the breezeless corridor, landing in his ears as he stepped out. The rustling of papers. A little whistling. Both emanating from one source. The office he was aiming for? Hard to tell. A perfect time to turn back but he didn’t. He needed to know.  
As he walked, the whistling grew louder, kept him guessing. It wasn’t until he reached the end of the hall he realised he was okay. The whistling came from the office of Ben, the friendly part-time police officer he had met the previous day. The last man standing up here by the sounds of it. 
Feeling better safe than sorry was a good policy, James placed an ear to George’s office, spent several seconds listening. 
Nothing. 
Still, the nerves tingled across him like pins and needles, and he opened the door with the care of someone who thinks there might be a bucket of ice water above it, ready to tip, though he didn’t look up as he went in.
The office was empty or seemed to be. Though he knew it was silly, he glanced behind the door and ducked to see below the desk, as a father might check in the cupboard and beneath the bed for monsters.
See, nothing? Sleep sound, Jamesy.
His father’s words came at him like below zero winds, and he shivered. 
Be calm, James, be calm. 
His words this time. But he couldn’t be calm, even knowing he was alone. He was filled with the fear of anticipation, both for what he believed he was about to find, and for someone bursting in, finding him before he was ready. 
Determined to waste no more time, he stepped to the bookshelf and collected the largest volume - the charity’s success stories, valid until mid-2017. He began to thumb through the pages. 
There was Sema. Exactly where she had been before, and no surprise. She was perhaps a year, perhaps eighteen months younger than the real-life version, down in the canteen, but the difference looked greater. Five or ten years might have passed and all because of what had happened to her. What she had been through. 
Feeling that anger balloon begin to inflate once more, James dropped into the chair behind the desk, placing the book on the solid surface to prevent dropping it. 
This done, he turned to the beginning, flicking through the pages one at a time, taking in every face, every name, every description. Most of them smiled, delighted with the way their lives had turned around. All of them looked proud, as they had every right to. For most, looking into those contended eyes would have prompted a swell of happiness. For James, they made him want to cry.
Still flicking. Still taking in every face and looking for someone specifically. Someone he had seen before and -
There. 
The smile was not as broad as Sema’s, but it was there, and the pride in the eyes was the same. He read the name (AMBER MAY) and looked to the job description (BADMINTON INSTRUCTOR)
Heart pounding so hard he could feel it all the way down his arms, he turned the page and continued.  Kept going and going until -
Stop. 
The biggest smile yet. Hair in a ponytail falling over one shoulder. A birthmark over her left eye. Name: PENNY PHILLIPS, Occupation: POST OFFICE CASHIER.
His breathing was unsteady. Ragged as though something was tearing as it tried to escape his throat. He turned the page on Penny and kept going, stopping again on CAROL LANCE, INTERNAL SALES and a final time on a girl with cropped red hair, a slanted smile and a big thumbs up. He saw her name and profession and almost choked. 
He rose, holding the book. Looked up, saw the door hanging open and gave a little cry, dropping the volume on the desk with a thud.
“Having fun?”
George took a step into the room, that white-hot rage in his eyes, fists clenching and unclenching, readying themselves to finish the job they had started earlier. All that was missing was James’ neck to slide beneath those long fingers.
“You shouldn’t have come back.” 
George was gearing up to strike, and James was so stunned he was going to let it happen. At least, he was until George took another step and James realised the charity head had not come alone. 
“No.”
The word slipped out, and he wasn’t sure what he meant. He wasn’t looking at George now, instead staring at the pretty kid with her hands in her pockets. Becky wasn’t smiling. She looked confused, and a little frightened. Frightened of James. 
He sat back down. George wasn’t expecting the move, and the surprise bought James a couple of seconds. Trying with everything he had to retain his composure, he spun the book as George had once spun it to him, showing that smiling face to those at the door. 
“We need to talk.”
George stared. He was halfway across the room and could see the face and the name on the page. His eyes turned to James, and his mouth twitched as his mind warred over his decision. The angry bull approach, as per earlier, or something calmer. James looked at Becky again, and this seemed to make up the older man’s mind. He turned to the girl. 
“Becks, hon, go back downstairs and wait for me. I need to talk to James about something.”
“But -“
“Please. Do this for me, okay? I’ll be down real soon.”
The innocent girl gave another frightened glance to James, who wanted to tell her he wasn’t the monster here. Wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay, but couldn’t. He kept himself quiet as she nodded to George, and left the room.
Closing the door, George paused, keeping his head turned from James, breathing deeply, fighting to stay calm. 
“Strange time to work on your next success volume isn’t it?” James asked, still looking at the upside-down book. His voice was calmer than it had any right to be, but his anger was starting to make him sweat. He went to wipe his brow but George turned to face him, and he withdrew his hand, afraid it would look weak. 
“I don’t know what you think you know -“
“Yes you do,” James returned and almost laughed. Remembering how he had said something similar to Christina, and how she had cut him off in virtually the same way. He jabbed a finger at the book. 
“It’s about Alice Blue here, the local DJ. But not just her. It’s also about Amber and Penny and Carol and, I think, the girl you just sent back downstairs. 
“Oh, and of course, it’s about Sema.”
“You shouldn’t have come back,” George repeated. He was very pale, and his legs looked weak like he might collapse at any moment. James gestured to the plastic chair on the other side of the desk. 
“You should sit. You don’t look so good.”
“Fuck you. Get out of my office.”
James looked up. George had hold of the door handle, and it was clear he needed to sit, but wasn’t going to. Not now James had suggested it. Neither man wanted to give ground. 
“No, thank you. As for returning, I didn’t intend to. Christina made it as clear as you I was no longer welcome and I was leaving, would you believe it?
“Then, as I stopped for a rest, a car came along and out stepped Nikesh. Friendly man. Good man. Worried about his son. Made me realise you didn’t tell the police about Sema. Showed me you were a liar.”
“I’ve had enough of this. I’m calling the police.”
He stormed towards the desk and picked up the phone. Stared at James and James stared back without fear. 
“Go ahead. I can do this with an audience. I don’t mind. You know, I don’t think I’ve ever been this angry and being this angry does fire the soul with a bit of confidence. I’ll talk to you about this, and I’ll talk to them too, but please make a decision. That dial tone is annoying.”
In truth, he sounded more confident than he felt. His heart continued to hammer, and the struggle was balancing the need to decide what to say and when with trying to keep the delivery cool, and straight. No fearful wobbles, otherwise this wouldn’t go his way. 
George bought it. He placed the phone into its cradle and lowered himself into the plastic seat. 
“Why don’t you tell me what you think you know? I promise not to laugh until the end.”
James let that pass. 
“Nikesh drove me back into town, having learned you never told the cops about Sema, and wondering why. 
“At first I assumed you were protecting your son, but it was nothing like that, was it? I was too generous. Far too generous. Truth was you were doing the opposite. Hanging him out to dry. You made me believe you caught him sleeping with Sema but that wasn’t it at all. You never caught him. 
“He caught you.”
A twitch at the knuckles. George was thinking about killing him. Well, he could try, but James wasn’t going to stop. The anger was powering him now, pushing him on. He tapped the book. 
“She wasn’t the first, was she? Before that Luke caught you with Amber at the leisure centre, and Penny from the post office. Mark caught you with Carol from the call centre and Emma with Alice the DJ. A few weeks ago, Mohsin suspected you of sleeping with Becky, though I doubt he caught you. I’ll tell you what, you’re not very careful, are you? I can’t believe you’ve gone so long without being chucked in a cell.”
He thought about that. George hadn’t been protecting Luke, but the culprit had been protected. No way he could have lasted otherwise. 
“Mark and Emma kept their mouths shut, that helped. And I suppose Mohsin was only suspicious. Nothing more. Luke was your problem. His moral line demanded he speak up. He must have loved you because he didn’t the first couple of times. I guess he didn’t know they were charity girls.
“Different with Sema though. He’d been working with her, and when he found out what you did, he lost his temper. Confronted and beat you up. He was going to tell everyone, and you got afraid. You needed a way to deal with him, and you came up with the perfect solution. 
“Make Luke the abuser, and get him thrown out of the village. That way no one had to find out what a monster you were. It’s quite clever.”
George’s lips had become a thin line. His eyes wavered with hatred. Still thinking. Always thinking. But soon thought would lapse into anger and he would lash out. James would have to move fast if he did, and he twisted the office chair a little, giving him room to dive if he had to. He continued rolling the story in his mind and came to the crux of the matter. 
“Sema never attacked Mohsin. She ran right past without noticing he was there. Given what he almost did I might peg you as the attacker, but that can’t be right. Sema had come to find you. You’d turned her into a lovesick puppy, I guess by telling her you weren’t happy with Christina - that you didn’t love her. She came to find you and saw the two of you making love in a car by the roadside.
“It broke her heart, but that was her only crime. That’s why she was there. It had nothing to do with Luke.”
George stood, looked entirely lost, span a little then looked back at James, shaking his head too vigorously. 
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Anger like a spark touched his senses. 
“Fuck you. You’ve been abusing them. Abusing all those girls and maybe more. Thirty years you said you’ve been working here and how long has it been going on? How many have suffered?
“Actually, don’t tell me, I don’t want to feel any sicker than I already do. Just know this. You’ve been abusing these girls, and now Charlie’s gone missing. Maybe that’s your retribution. Your punishment.”
Without noticing, he had stood, and was screaming. He expected the dazed George to back off, but at the mention of Charlie a sharp focus returned to the monster, and he yelled right back. 
“How dare you. You come here on behalf of my son, and now you tell me Charlie’s disappearance is my fault?”
“I had nothing to do with Luke coming here. He came because he tried to do the right thing for once and you screwed him over. Turned on him and morphed him into the disgusting monster you are. Your affairs, your fucking these girls lost you Charlie.”
“No.” 
He came forward, as James had expected, but James had made plans based on sitting. Now he tried to move aside and got his foot caught on the leg of the chair, stumbling as a roaring George came at him, lashing out. The back of his hand crashed into James’ face, and he stumbled back, hitting the bookshelf and sliding onto his arse. George stood over him, inches away, dripping rage.  
“I have dedicated my life to helping these kids. I love every one of them, and Luke would have ruined that. You think the truth would have done anything for them? This place is nothing without me and if I take things a little further with a few of the girls then so what? I do not abuse them. I treat them like Queens, and they have all gone on to get jobs. To live happy lives.”
“They’re vulnerable kids,” James said, no longer screaming. Just tired with despair.
“They know what they’re getting into. We couldn’t let Luke ruin everything, and I won’t let you either. Everyone knows you’re with him. Everyone knows you’re scum. So you will run out of town, and things will go on as they are. I will help these kids and those that like me, and whom I like, we may be together. I may make them mine. And what will you do about it?”
Silence filled the room. James wasn’t going to say anything. Didn’t need to. 
“Oh, God, George.”
In the doorway stood whistling Ben. But he wasn’t whistling any more.
“Ben, listen -“ George tried, but his voice was alive with desperation, and besides, what could he say when he’d already given himself away?
“James, call the police.”
James started to rise and George span towards him -
“No -“
- Then back. 
“Ben, don’t be silly. Let’s be reasonable about this. This place needs me.”
“George, I’m sorry, but I’m arresting you on -“
“No -“ another scream. His hands came out, and he shoved Ben hard in the chest, crashing the officer against the door frame. Then he was moving, rushing out of the door and out of sight. 
Wasting no time, James jumped to his feet and ran, expecting to have to give chase but stopping right outside the office. 
Several steps ahead stood George, still and staring towards the doorway at the top of the stairs. Standing there, tears streaming down her face, was Sema. 
“Sema, darling, you need to go downstairs,” George tried. “It’s almost time for your speech.”
“Fuck the speech. You told me you loved me, but I don’t mean anything to you. I saw you with her in that car, and I know you’re sleeping with Becky. I know it.”
“Sema you need to stop.”
“I know you’ve been sleeping with other girls as well. I know everything.”
“Sema shut up.”
The voice was thunderous, and Sema stepped back as though it had physical force. Ben came out of the door and froze as James had. George began to stride down the corridor. 
“Get out of my way, Sema.”
“You broke my heart.”
James saw a glint and remembered the red he had seen in her hands downstairs. Realised what it was. 
“Sema, no.”
He was running as he spoke, but there was no chance. The red was clutched in her hand, a line of silver jutting past it. She brought it up as George reached her, vanishing the silver into his stomach. 
James stopped. Stared at her as George stepped back. Now her hand wasn’t just holding red but was covered in it. George turned, and that same red was spreading down his shirt and trousers. He gaped at James, shock and fear spread across his face, then fell, collapsing to his knees and onto his front. 
After that. But for the sounds of Sema’s thick, heavy and heartbroken sobs, there was silence. 




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
Sirens tore through the peaceful quiet of the village, disturbing lazy Sunday afternoons and scattering birds to the winds. The lights and bright white of the cars ruined the aesthetic of this beautiful place. Such vehicles were for the cesspit of the city. James hated to see them here, but in three days this was the second time. 
Maybe city and village weren’t so different after all.
The men from the end of the 999 line did their jobs quickly and efficiently. The paramedics saw to George - compressing the wound and sliding him onto a stretcher and into the back of the ambulance. The cops saw to Sema. She was still sobbing and didn’t put up a fight. James watched as his friend, Officer Rickson, drew the handcuffs as a gunslinger draws his pistol. 
“You don’t need those.” 
The cop looked at the crying girl, then gave James a sneer. 
“‘Scuse me if I don’t take advice from you on how to do my job. Funny how you turn up and it all kicks off.”
James had plenty to say to that, but Ben appeared at his side before he could. 
“He’s right. Cuffs aren’t needed.” Turning the tone of his voice down to soft, and directing it to Sema: “You’re not going to cause any trouble, are you?”
Sema shook her head. Whispered something that might have been sorry, bowed her head and drifted back into silence. Ben gave Rickson a look and the less than friendly cop put the cuffs away. 
“Fine. You two stay here. I’ll be back.”
“Do bring your pad.”
Rickson ignored James. He grabbed Sema under the arm, squeezing a little too tight for James’ liking. He might have said something, but Ben saw him and shook his head. James settled for watching as Rickson dragged Sema away, hoping he wouldn’t be so rough at the station. 
“Wait here,” Ben said, pointing to the reception chairs. “I’m going to help deal with the kids. Then I’ll be back.”
He left to help handle the effort to get the kids gone unless they were occupying one of the rooms. A tough task, given the interest generated by the arriving ambulance and police car and made worse by the sight of the paramedics stretchering George away. 
James would have offered help, but the latest altercation had knackered him, and his back still ached. He dragged himself over to the chairs and dropped into one, hand over his eyes, staring into darkness. Trying not to think and struggling to keep Luke's face from his mind. 
My parents, man, they never cared one jot. I was their disappointment, their scapegoat. You can’t imagine what that’s like. 
But he had made scapegoating easy. Hard as it was for a mother to turn against her son, she knew Luke was a dealer. She no doubt knew he was responsible for the deaths of Katy and Alex, so what happened when George told her Luke had been sleeping with girls from the charity? And Mark wasn’t going to step up and defend the brother who killed the girl he loved, even if he knew his father had a habit of sleeping around. 
So Luke had been blamed, and that was wrong but didn’t change what had happened in the past. His desire to help Sema was laudable but didn’t absolve him for what had happened to Katy and Alex, nor excuse him kidnapping Charlie. He still needed to be found and stopped.
Footsteps approached. He opened his eyes expecting to see Ben but instead found Mac standing in the doorway, looking towards the open door out of which they had taken George. 
“Will he live?”
James remembered Megan asking the same question about Mohsin. He had cared more about what would happen there. But the answer here was the same. 
“I’ve no idea. I didn’t realise you were working. Lunch has passed.”
“I stayed on to help with the talk.”
“Then shouldn’t you be helping?”
She flinched. He regretted the words immediately.
“I’m sorry, I’m stressed and worn out. My back hurts, and I’m dealing with an everlasting headache of worry about Luke and Charlie. We don’t need to talk about any of that though. Mohsin’s waking tomorrow. You must be excited?”
She stepped further into the room, perching on the little table although there were several chairs free. She tilted her body towards him but didn’t allow their eyes to meet, still looking out of the door. 
“Dunno. Feels like I’ll never be excited again. Never be happy.”
“You have to stop blaming yourself.”
“Do I?”
“You didn’t do anything.”
“You think?”
“No, I told you, I know it was -“
He stopped. He had known it wasn’t her because he had known it was Sema, but now he didn’t know it was Sema. Was sure it wasn’t Sema. He stared at Mac. 
“If you’re saying -“
“I didn’t attack Mohsin.”
“But?”
“Who says there’s a but?”
“You did -“ and as she went to protest - “not verbally, but you said it.”
The table must have become too uncomfortable because she rose and sat in the seat next to him. Both stared ahead, facing the wall as though bouncing their conversation off it like a tennis ball. There were a few moments of silence. Then Mac began to cry. He let this go on half a minute, too awkward to do anything else, then forced himself to put an arm around her. 
“What’s wrong?”
She put her head against his shoulder, and he tried to relax. He’d never felt comfortable around criers, but this was okay. 
“You can tell me.”
“I’m in love.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“It is because tomorrow it comes to an end.”
“What about the chocolates?”
“Sometimes chocolates aren’t enough.”
“Mohsin isn’t going to blame you for what happened.”
“The attack doesn’t come into it.” She took her head from his shoulder, met his eye for the first time. “I’ve done something bad. Something worse than ask Mohsin to walk me home. I need to fix it.”
“What is it?”
She shook her head. Rose. 
“I have to go.”
“Wait, please.”
He took her wrist but didn’t pull hard. She slid from his grip but didn’t walk away. He rose and saw the hurt in her eyes. 
“Has this something to do with Charlie?”
“Leave it alone, James.”
“I can’t.”
“This has nothing to do with you.”
“It does now.”
“I have to go.”
He checked if Ben was coming, then went after her, rushing out the reception door and stopping her again. 
“Wait, wait.”
“I told you to leave it.”
“And I will, but -“ he slid his phone from his pocket. Held a finger to pause Mac and scrolled to the new contact section. Added her name and handed her the phone. “Add your details, and I’ll send you a text. No pressure, but if you want to talk, about anything, we can. I know that sounds stupid coming from a stranger but, sometimes -“
“It’s easier talking to a stranger.“
“Exactly.”
She stared at the phone as though she’d never seen one, then took it. He watched as she input her number then took the phone back and texted her. There was a bing, and she withdrew her phone, showing him the screen. 
“There, great. Give me a call whenever you want.”
“Goodbye, James.”
This time he didn’t stop her but did watch her go. Half expecting her to turn back, or change her mind about talking to him. But she didn’t. 
He watched until she was out of sight, then went back into the charity building. 
Wondering if he’d made a big mistake. 
 
By the time his latest interview with Rickson was over, James was ready to walk for eternity.
His back still banged, but his legs were worse. Cramped and irritated after too long sitting down. His jaw ached from telling his story again and again, and his head hurt from all the questions he could not yet answer. 
Would George live? Would he go to prison if he did? What would Christina say when she found out what he’d done? How long would it be before James was kicked out of the village? Was Luke close? Did he know everything that was going on? Had he attacked Mohsin personally? Was Charlie safe? Would they ever bring the missing boy home?
They rolled on repeat, flowing across his mind and flittering away like butterflies in the summer breeze. He began to feel sympathy for Luke and tried to drop kick it away. Tried to remember Alex and Katy, two people he had never known, and feel anger over what had happened to them. 
His mind clogged with thoughts and his eyes stuffed with visions, he had been paying no attention to where he was walking, but was not surprised when he looked up from staring at his shoes to find himself walking alongside closely packed trees leading to a carefully hidden shack. Ahead stood the familiar sights of Claire’s door, the mouth of the alley and the place where George had parked the car before making love to his wife. Sharon’s sofa was still present, but a sheet now covered it, presumably to protect it from the rain, rather than hide it from potential thieves. 
Somewhere a curtain flicked, and James looked up sharply. A shape moved in a window, and he felt a tremor, as though someone had walked across his grave. Looking at Claire’s door, he wondered if anyone had informed her about his relationship with Luke. Wondered what she would do if she believed he had something to do with her son’s disappearance. Didn’t think about it long, because it wasn’t a pleasant thought.
Speeding up, he moved down the road. Planning to pass the alley. This he might have achieved if not for the hooded gentleman walking towards him. He had passed people already today and thought he might do so again. Then the young man looked up, saw James. There was recognition there, and although James couldn’t see the man’s face, he could almost feel the smile. The hood quickened towards James. 
Ready to turn and return the way he had come, James heard more footsteps. Another hood behind. 
Horror attacked James, pumping adrenaline and fear through his body. He broke into a jog, turning as he made the alley. He would get through there, make it out the other side and run until he -
Stopped. Stepping into the alley he had expected a clear route to the other side, but instead found darkness. Two more shapes blocked his path, both hooded. From their figures, he guessed one was a man, one a woman. The man shape spoke. 
“Hey, James.”
The voice was familiar, but James had no time to ponder it. Turning, he thought he might be able to run. If he went fast enough, there was every chance he could reach Sharon’s, bang on the door, and get in. Maybe she hadn’t heard the update yet. Maybe he would be safe. 
He took one step towards freedom and the light vanished from that end of the alley, as though sucked away, displaced by the first two hoods. His heart went into overdrive. He wasn’t sure he had ever been so afraid. Turning again he saw the first man bending, picking up a brick. 
“This alley craves blood,” he said, his voice low, gruff. It sounded put on, but still, James recognised it. “It got a little on Friday night, but it wants more. It wants life. We’re going to give it yours.”
One of the hoods behind him chuckled. Even in James’ fear, he wanted to ask if these were the four who had attacked Mohsin. It was possible. He knew why they were here. He had targeted George, and now he was being targeted right back. Had Mohsin received the same treatment when he told George he knew about Becky? Had Luke only been spared the physical assault because he was a Barnes? James could hardly believe George’s parental compassion stretched that far, but it was not impossible. 
“Please -” he started, but got no further. 
All four hoods moved at once. Forgetting the two behind him, James raised his hands above his head, hoping to block the brick as it came swinging. 
Crash. He cried out as the brick crushed his hands, throwing them out the way. Again he tried to speak but again the brick came and, this time, he was on the floor. 
The kicking began. Three of them stomping him again and again. It was all bad, then something sharp hit his shoulder, and he felt true agony cascade through him. 
Twisting his head, he saw the source of that pain. A heeled shoe, lifting high and coming down again and again. Already his vision was blurring, but he saw the narrow ankle the heeled foot was attached to and couldn’t believe how much power it held. He spotted a rose tattoo, on the ankle, and thought it was ironic to have a symbol so beautiful on a leg used for such evil. 
He began to feel dizzy and would be unconscious before long. He tried to raise his hands but the brick came again, cracking down on them like a newly elected politician might crack down on crime. James fell still, tried to wait it out. 
Eventually, the kicking stopped. The three who had administered it stepped back. He could hear them, but the sound was fuzzy, distant. His ears picked up far off rushing water and his watering eyes just made out the shape of the man lowering towards him, blurred brick in his hands. 
One of those hands came away and grabbed James’ head, pulling him up so he was facing the guy. That face swam and blurred, but he realised it was Luke, then it changed, and he realised it wasn’t.
“You done messing.” 
“Yes,” James said through blood and pain. “Yes.”
“Not a question,” the guy said. “You done messing.”
He rose the brick above his head, holding it high and waiting until James looked at him. He saw the end of his life coming and let his head drop. He embraced the pain. Allowed it to cover him and, when he felt the hints of unconsciousness, jumped for it with open arms. The brick began to come but, before it could -




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
He seemed to float in darkness, interspersed with flashing circles of white light, projecting images and short films. Weird shit. Luke running down the road hand in hand with someone he first thought to be George but realised was Toby. Mark making love to James’ mother on a bouncy castle, while his father watched from the side, shoes on, crying his eyes out. Megan, approaching, eyes like headlamps to a frozen bunny. Her hand touching his face. 
“James… James?”
If this was death, he’d not cope long. The images came faster and faster. George and Christina screaming at each other in the car. Mohsin, holding up a little white pill, telling James to watch closely, and making it fade away. Chasing Charlie through the woods, begging him to come back. Amy, sitting on the sofa, mouth open, allowing Mark to feed her smarties. Megan again. Always Megan. The hand on his face and this time a little shake accompanying it. More visions, then more Megan, appearing more and more frequently. Her appearance filling more and more of the black until -
“James, wake up. I need to call an ambulance.”
Awareness blossomed. He realised what was happening and raised his hand, grabbing her wrist as she tried to leave. The black at the edges of his vision receded, taking the apparitions with it, peeling away like a collapsing film screen. After, there was only Megan, hovering over him, tears and fear on her face. She blurred and split, but he closed his eyes and tried again. Forcing himself to see. His hand remained on her wrist, though his grip was weak. He wasn’t dead, he noticed. There wasn’t much pain either, though he doubted that would last. 
“No ambulance.” His throat was sore, and the words were a nightmare. He wanted to tell her if this was death, seeing her made it all worth it, but the sentence was beyond him, and he didn’t know how she would react. He stuck with the ambulance line, waiting for her response. Desperate to hear her angel’s voice again, knowing it would make him stronger. Make him want to get up. To live. 
“Can you move?”
In response, he tried to stand. Shifting his arms behind him and pushing. It was agony, and he was unable to keep the groans inside, but he kept going. Megan gripped his arm as he came, lifting him with gentle hands. 
Once standing, he swayed, felt himself go. Megan grabbed one of his arms, and the other found the wall, pressing the brickwork as though sure it hid a secret passage. 
“Come on,” Megan said. “Let’s get you inside.”
 
An eternity passed before Megan got James through her front door. He thought they might stop there, where he could collapse to the sofa and play sleep vs pain. But, as he tried to move into the living room she tugged his hand, sending a shot of pain so bad down his arm he was sure she must have torn it from the socket.
“Come on. Upstairs.”
This seemed like cruel punishment, but he was unable to argue. She pulled him again, and he had to bite his lip to stop a scream escaping. Then they were on the move, Megan standing at his back, hoping to catch him if he fell. A brave measure doomed to end with them both crashing to the bottom of the stairs. Thinking this would further harm their damaged relationship. He decided to put all his effort into not falling. 
It was a long way to the top, like an Everest climb, but more painful. By the end his breathing was heavy, his body trembling, but the aches were already fading. After all, it was only a kicking. 
On the upstairs landing, he paused, until Megan’s gentle touch led him to the room he had paced while the Barnes’ sat downstairs discussing Luke and Charlie. 
“Lie down.” As if he would do anything else. 
Moving from her arm, he found the bed and, using what caution he had, twisted and lay, releasing a long groan as he did. Half his body on, he lifted his legs, only for Megan to shoot forward and grab them. 
“Shoes.” 
When he only groaned again, she sat and took them off, before lifting his legs onto the bed, so he was lying flat. This done she stood, examining him as a painter examines a near-complete print. Eyes filled with sadness, she could only bare the sight a few moments, then she was gone. 
With nothing to do and no desire to move, James lay still, listening to her feet descending. Straining to follow their progress he aggravated his back, so gave up. It was a couple of minutes before he heard them again. The door opened, and Megan appeared holding a glass of water and a couple of pills. 
“These won’t help much, but seeing as you’re in too much pain to rest your forehead on Mark’s cabinet again, they’ll have to do.”
She held out the pills, and he gave a little chuckle which tried to snap his ribs on the way out. He remembered the incident with the cabinet and thought how funny it was that had happened just two days ago. 
Thanking her, he scrabbled to a half seated position, took the pills, and downed the water. Falling back he closed his eyes and tried to assess the damage. His back had been bad anyway, and the animals had focused the kicking there. If nothing was broken, it would at least be bruised. On top of that, his hand was killing where the brick had crushed it, and his shoulder was subject to a deep throb where the heel had caught him just right, but the situation could have been much worse had the guy had a second more before Megan arrived. 
“You saved my life.”
No response. Megan had taken the office chair and sat over him, one leg crossing the other. Her eyes still held that sadness, but they had room for more. Confusion, and a little annoyance. 
“You lied to me.” 
“I didn’t,” he tried, not believing it himself. “I just didn’t mention I knew -“
“Don’t. A lie of omission is still a lie, don’t they say?”
“Who’s they?”
She didn’t reply. Just sat there, one foot tapping, eyes never leaving him. Those hurt eyes. He couldn’t look at them but couldn’t look away. 
“I’m sorry. I never expected this to happen. It was a drop in visit to see Luke’s family. Then you hurt your ankle, and there was Mohsin and Charlie, but I could never have known. Never. And I never expected to meet you. God, meeting you could be the best and worst thing that’s ever happened to me.”
She tutted and shook her head, but her look suggested they were thinking the same. It felt so right when they were together, and sucked they couldn’t be. 
“One chance -” she held a finger aloft to indicate. “You tell me everything - the truth about Luke and why you’re here - or you get out. One chance.”
It was a chance he almost blew. His throat closed and he couldn’t speak, but he liked her. Could have loved her, and if speaking gave him a shot at forgiveness, he would take it. He remembered the story he had almost told her before and knew he had to now. That was where it began. The rest wouldn’t make sense without it. He forced himself higher on the bed and started.
“When I was 20 and home from university one summer, I saw something I wasn’t supposed to see. My mother having sex with my uncle - that is dad’s brother, not her’s. 
“I confronted her. Told her it had to stop, and she promised me it would, but begged me not to tell my father. I was uncomfortable with that. Knew he had a right to know but she could be very persuasive my mother, so I agreed.
“It was less than a week later I caught them again. This time I confronted my uncle, rather than her. Asked him to stop but he showed no remorse. Not one jot. He told me he wasn’t going to stop and warned me not to tell my dad. When I argued he hit me, knocked me down. Next, he was laughing at me, but he didn’t know my dad was in the house, listening at the stairs. He’s still laughing when the door opens, and there stands dad. I’d never seen him so angry.”
He stopped, struggling to go on. He could see it all, and it still made him want to cry. There was the blood, drenching dad’s clothes and hands. There were his haunted eyes, turning towards James who lay balled in a corner, crying, hating himself. 
You need to call the police, James. Tell them what I did.
James could have tried to say it all, but it would have been a struggle, so he skipped to the end. 
“Dad was arrested for murder and sentenced to life. After that, mum came to me screaming. She hit me and scratched me. Drew blood. Told me it was all my fault and the worst thing was she didn’t care what happened to my dad. She was grieving over my uncle.
“That makes me sick now, but at the time, I accepted her blame. It was all my fault.”
Tailing off again, noticing that talking was dimming the pain, relegating it to background noise. He rubbed his arms although he wasn’t cold and looked to Megan. Her eyes were fixed on him. Her mouth open a little, fascinated by his awful tale.
“It probably doesn’t sound relevant -“
“It does. It shows your mum kicked you out like Luke’s kicked him out. Made for great bonding material, I’d imagine.”
“It did. Though I didn’t meet him right away. I finished uni and started wandering. Worked three or four jobs before finding one I could settle in, slap bang in the middle of another faceless city - the one I’d run from, sans my mother. It was a purgatory existence. Days spent head down at work, evenings and nights locked up in my tiny flat.
“Funny thing is I wasn’t looking for company, but when company arrived, it came all at once. One week I met the girl I would begin dating, the next I met him. Luke.”
“And the photo was complete.”
He thought of the picture, remembering the day it had been taken. How happy he had been in that lead up to Christmas. Less than a week later it had all fallen apart. Fast and brutal, as it always was. 
“As I said, I met her, and we began dating, then met Luke. The three of us got on, but Luke and I became particularly close. Borne of our hatred for our families. We spent a lot of nights drinking and talking, but you know what’s weird?”
Megan shook her head. 
“He never once told me he had a son.”
Because he didn’t, said a voice in his head. But James didn’t mention that.
“We became a trio. Did everything and went everywhere together and all the time the warning signs were there, but I chose not to listen. When it comes to feeling included, I guess we always choose not to listen.”
He thought about George. Had the signs been there for him? Of course they had, and of course, he hadn’t wanted to see them. Maybe if he had then -
Pointless. Don’t think it. He closed his eyes. Searched for the strength to go on. When he opened them Megan still hadn’t moved.
“Luke had his temper, and so did I. We were connecting over all the worst things, and worse, my relationship wasn’t working. We weren’t right for each other. I could see that but didn’t want to let go. I’d found my trio and felt safe within it. I was afraid to be on my own again.
“Luke got on with my girlfriend just like a house on fire, but I never noticed. I thought I was the glue holding the group together and how stupid did that turn out to be?”
Maybe he didn’t need to tell the next bit. She could look into his eyes and see what it was, but it mattered. It was part of the whole, so he spilt. 
“I’d been away with work. Was supposed to be gone a week but they let us come home a day early. I was so excited. Came in with this big smile on my face and -“
He saw it all. The low light of the flat. The flickering of the scented candles. Laughter and soft music coming from the bedroom. His heart pounded recalling it, as it pounded then, and it was like walking through the door again. Catching them together. 
“They acted the reverse of what I would have expected. The girl I’d convinced myself I loved just sat there. Didn’t even seem sorry. It was Luke that rushed over. Everyone talks of how evil he is but he seemed honest then. Genuine, even with his trousers around his ankles. He was begging for forgiveness, and I shoved him and ran. I had no interest in talking to him then. Never thought I would again.”
He paused, and as though sensing the break in the story, his back and shoulder jolted with pain, and he flinched with a grimace. Megan rose, reaching out as though she could catch the pain, pull it away. But she couldn’t, and she sat without action. James tried to smile, waiting for the pain to settle. 
“Later, Luke called me. Asked to meet, and we did. Down by the riverbank.”
He arrives, and the water is rushing, forcing its way relentlessly between stone walls. Black and angry and unforgiving. 
“We argued. I wanted to apologise, but I was lost to rage. Screaming and shouting.”
You betrayed me. You fucking piece of -
“Then he lost his temper too, and that wasn’t in the plan.”
Fuck you. It was a huge mistake, and I’m trying to apologise. Why don’t you just -“
“It became a scuffle, then a fight. At one point I thought we would both fall into the river. Then we go the other way.  There’s some loose concrete on the ground.”
And of course, his dreams skip all the bits in the middle. Goes straight from Luke coming down the steps to -
“He took it. Brought it around and -“
Crack. 
He flinched. Megan’s hands went to her face. He couldn’t go on.  He heard the rushing icy water and felt as though he was tipping from the bed and the water below would drag him away.
“I thought I was going to die. I wanted to.”
“Oh my god.”
There were tears on her cheeks, and she hovered uncomfortably between sitting and standing. She didn’t seem to notice until he met her eyes. She dropped into her chair then stood right up. Came to the edge of the bed and took one of his hands in hers. His back spasmed a little with pain, but he tried not to show it. It was almost done now. 
“I came here because I wanted to see the family he hated so much. Wanted to see if they had turned him into what he was. Now I find a bit of both.”
“What do you mean?”
He told her about George, laid it all out and saw the horror cross her face. But he didn’t hold back. She wanted to know, and he wanted to tell her. 
“Luke was a drug dealer. He wasn’t a rapist.”
She had been on her knees and slid to her bum, legs to one side. Her fingers slipped, but she rearranged her arm so they could still hold hands. She tried to process this latest information. 
“I heard about the dealing, but I could never believe it. Back in school, Luke hated drugs. Would never take them. He had a go at me for trying weed, but he was selling on the side? Guess that’s a case of do as I say, not as I do.”
“Maybe. But you still think he’d stop after Katy died. Same way Mark stopped taking them.”
“If only he’d stop hanging out with users.”
It was another victim sentence of them being so comfortable around each other. More words she didn’t want to release but did because it was James. 
He rolled a little on his side, ignoring the pain. Thought initially of Amy, then new names popped into his head. 
“Shawn and Georgia.”
“Yeah, how’d you know about them?”
“Sharon.” He was thinking of the photo of the smiling twins. “They’re Shaw and Georgie? The ones you said Mark was seeing when he was supposed to be with his family.”
“Yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why he likes them.”
“You think he might be using?”
“I doubt it. If he is, he hides it well. But Shawn and Georgia certainly are. Same as Amy, it seems.”
Something occurred to him, and he sat up. It was a mistake. A bolt of pain shot through him, and he let out a long groan, falling back. 
“You need to sleep,” said Megan, and before he could argue. “No. Sleep. We can talk more whenever you get up.”
“What about Mark?”
“You let me deal with Mark.”
“Thank you.”
She smiled and kissed him on the forehead like a mother might kiss a son. In a way, he hated that. She closed the curtain and ensured the light was off, then left, closing the door softly behind her, and leaving James alone. 
He lay back, staring at the ceiling and breathing heavily. The pain was not so bad but was constant, and he didn’t think he could fall asleep. 
Within three minutes, he did. 
 
He is in a bar in the city where he used to live, across the table from the only friend he has, talking about something meaningless. He can’t remember the conversation, so the words are distorted, broken. This part is not essential. 
A man stumbles, falls into their table, and, with a mumbled sorry, staggers off. James assumes he is drunk, but Luke knows better. He’s seen the eyes and clocks it immediately. 
“Fucking druggie. Waste of breath.”
James agrees halfheartedly, though he has no strong views on the subject. He will buy another round, he declares. He knows it does not pay to be around Luke when his face darkens like that. The promise of drinks brightens the expression, and James thinks by the time he returns, the nastiness will be forgotten. 
“Get chips,” Luke calls, as James rises from the booth. Chips always cheer him up. Even more than booze.
Making his way towards the bar, he turns his head and sees the out of it guy sitting in the booth. He is sure he saw the man before, but now the face is different. This time it is one he recognises. 
Laughing. He looks across the booth the man - well, boy, has fallen into and sees a girl, also high, also staring at him. She gives him a big, wolf-like grin, and winks. 
“Hey, big man.”
Feeling fear prick him, he turns back to the bar, only now the floor is stretching, dragging the beer taps further and further away. A loud crack signals it’s tearing in half, and it is not just the bar. The whole image is breaking up, and something else is pushing through. More blur, then it begins to come into focus. He sees a white, uneven surface he thinks at first must be the moon. 
No, that’s not right. He realises he is looking at the ceiling in Mark’s spare bedroom. The dream is ending, and he is falling, falling, and any second now he will be -
 
Awake. The noises of the bar faded now the picture was gone, leaving James in silence. He thought about Luke, and how similar they had been. How connected he had felt to his friend. Two men from different backgrounds. One from a wealthy, happy family with a brother and sister. One from poor parents who split up and came together like magnets being tugged apart and released to crawl back into union again and again. No siblings. Just him.
They had both turned from their homes, angry about their treatment. Both felt betrayed and why? He knew what George had done but how about the rest? He played back more conversations, trying to recall what Luke had told him. Remembered snippets. Remembered that Luke had hated his whole family, bar one. Hadn’t he spoke of his sister a couple of times. Hadn’t he loved her?
I was protecting her, Jay. It all fell apart because I was defending her.
But he didn’t regret it. Not by the sound of his voice. He still loved her. Still missed her. James could see that in his eyes. Had seen it at the time and had been jealous. He’d never had any siblings to care for, to look after. What he wouldn’t have given for a little sister. 
Get chips.
Something wasn’t right. He felt okay lying down, but he couldn’t stay there. Fighting against the pain and the urge to pass out, he rose from where he was. Forcing himself up as his body creaked and groaned. He was sitting, then he swung his legs around and pulled himself to standing. 
It was hard. He felt weak and, at any moment, might have collapsed, but he breathed deep and looked ahead. Staggered forward like a drug addict in a bar had once done, collapsing into the office chair Megan had occupied, remembering. 
Mark keeps his work stuff in there. Very private. Even I’m not allowed in. 
Heart going, he tugged at the drawer, tried to pull it open, but it was locked. He tugged harder, considered breaking it although not sure he could. 
The door opened.
James backed away from the desk fast and almost knocked into Megan. She jumped, the glass in her hand almost went, and water sloshed over the side. She held on, then shoved it out for him to take, following this up with two pills. 
“What are you doing?” she said, stepping past him and sitting on the bed he had just risen from. 
“Nothing.” He popped the pills and drowned them. She continued to stare. It was clear he was not getting away with that answer. He thought it through, heart pounding. It was coming together.
“Mark’s not here?”
He was remembering the house they had viewed. Mark’s plans for the evening. The way he had reacted when James went for his bag to find the brochure. 
“No.” She glanced at the window. It was dark. She was expecting him back, though she wouldn’t say so to James. “What are you doing trying to look in his drawers. I told you, it’s private.”
“Of course, private.”
All of the memories coming back. He took another glance at the cabinet but couldn’t see anything. He turned to Megan, heart past his throat now, into his mouth. 
“What was his nickname as a kid?”
Megan stared. 
“Whose?”
“Mark’s.”
“Why?”
“Just tell me.”
“Beans, why?”
Get Chips.
Luke had loved chips. They had been the only thing to calm him. He’d loved chips as much as he had hated drugs. A lot of drug dealers probably felt contempt for people who took their product, but that’s not what this was. 
“Luke never dealt anyone drugs,” James said. 
“It was Mark.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
For a long time, there was silence, then Megan brushed down her jeans, and rose. 
“Get out.”
“Sorry,” James said, already regretting speaking so freely. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but that doesn’t make it untrue. He’s the one dealing Amy and the twins. Trina and Kieran too. Oh my God, that’s it.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Megan was hurting, he could see it, and it hurt him to see her that way, but he couldn’t stop. Not now he had seen the complete picture. 
“I was sure Amy had to be deep in with her dealer, and I was right, but I got the wrong brother. Made the wrong assumption when Christina told me Mark and Luke’s childhood nicknames. I’m an idiot.”
“Stop it.”
“But it was so obvious. So clear. Luke hated drugs, and Mark’s admitted he used to take them, so that was there. Then they argued over Trina and Kieran. Mark said he was telling Luke to stop dealing to them but what if it was the other way around? That could be right.”
“You’re guessing. Mark was trying to help them.”
“And he lied to you. He said he was seeing family, but he saw the twins. Why is he friends with them? You said yourself that doesn’t make sense -“
“But he is friends with them. He’s told me so.”
“But he could be their dealer.”
“He isn’t. Stop it.”
“Then there’s Amy. That’s the clincher. I should have been suspicious because she texts Beans, and he said he’d meet her right away but why would Luke risk it? Then I see you, and you tell me Mark had to leave on work business, but it wasn’t work. It was a Saturday -“
“ - Estate agents work on weekends -“
“ - The day after his nephew goes missing. Then I confront Amy, tell her I know about her and Luke, and what does she do? She’s nervous, and she calls her dealer. I knew she would, to warn him. Only she didn’t call Luke, did she? Because Luke wasn’t her dealer. Luke was never her dealer. She called Mark. Like she texted him on Saturday and Friday. She wasn’t there when Luke took Charlie, but that wasn’t set up. It was opportunistic. She went to meet Mark and Luke -“
“Shut up.” 
There were tear in her eyes. He had fallen so far into his hypothesis he had forgotten she was there. Now he saw her and stepped forward, arm outstretched. She jerked away, almost tripping onto the bed as she did. 
“Get out,” she repeated, voice dull, angry.
He had to leave but couldn’t. Couldn’t bear that look on her face and or her to think him some jealous liar.”
“If you look in that drawer I know you’ll find -”
“Get out, get out, get out.”
Now it was a scream, and she was coming for him. There was nothing he could do. She didn’t want to hear it. She wasn’t going to listen. Heart pounding, pain roaring, he turned as she screamed, and moved through the door, stumbling down the stairs as she followed and almost tripping out the door as he reached the outside world. 
“Meg, I don’t want this to -”
“Go,” she said, and there were tears in her eyes. “I don’t ever want to see you again.”
The door slammed, and he was alone in the dark.
 
He staggered along, the pain weights around his ankles, slowing his progress. If the animals who attacked him were near, they could finish him. He hadn’t the strength to fight back or the energy to worry. Only a light hope lingered that they were gone, and would not be returning.
The darkness was almost complete. He moved beneath the street lamps as Sunday crept towards Monday. What was it they always said in detective shows? The first 48 hours were crucial in any missing person’s case. For Charlie, that time was up. Whether the stat was accurate or not, the chances of finding the lost boy seemed to decrease with every passing second.  
Reversing the journey he had taken with Megan Friday night, he made his way towards the Barneses. This time stranded with thoughts of Mark and two people he had never met - Katy and Alex. Victims of another Barnes. Once again the wrong one. 
Luke was the village boogeyman. The monster under their collective beds, creeping out to abuse vulnerable girls and corrupt innocents with drugs that led to misery and death. More like a boogeyman than James had realised. Others created his deeds. Transposed on him to free Mark and George from guilt and blame. Like Frankenstein’s monster, they had driven him from the village, destroying him as he went. No wonder he was angry. No wonder he wanted revenge. 
James stepped onto the street where it had all begun. Walking the path from which he had fallen on Friday, he saw what he had seen then. Two women at war. Shouting at each other on the lawn. The battle was worse this time. The knives were out. He stepped over the curb and almost slipped again. Froze as Christina’s palm met Emma’s face and a crack like thunder tore through the quiet night.
Emma span and went to ground. Fearing a follow-up, James rushed across the street towards the fighters, ignoring his damaged body’s cries of protest as he went. 
There was no need. As he reached the opposite curb, Christina turned and stormed from her home, from her daughter, and from James, who jogged the remaining distance and extended a hand to Emma. 
“You okay?” 
“Better than you,” she said, taking his hand. “Been in a car accident?”
He tried a smile and fished for something witty to say but got no bites. As though he was the fish, Emma let him off the hook.
“Thank you.”
“No problem.” He jerked a finger over his shoulder. “What was that about?”
“Everyone’s stressed, and little bitch that I am, I told mother I care more about Luke than I do the rest of the family put together. Told her Charlie was better off with my brother than her.”
“Brave,” he noted, and they lapsed into silence until James pointed to the door. “Mind if I come in? I want to talk.”
She let him in, watching as he took the step with a wince and a hand swinging to his back as though a poisonous spider had jumped on it. 
“Looks painful,” Emma said. “Up.”
He did as he was told, taking on his second staircase since the attack. A little easier this time, but not much.
At the landing, he looked back to find himself alone. Sensing his legs’ desire to give out he clutched the bannister as though arm wrestling it, waiting for Emma’s directions.
“My room’s first left,” she called from downstairs, and he stepped into it as her feet ascended. 
“On the bed,” she said, stepping into the room and catching him going for the desk chair. “Take off your top. Lie on your front.”
“Bossy,” he muttered, but did as she said. Lifting his arms to remove his top was agony, but he persevered until it was over his head, at which point he became trapped. There was a second of panic then her hands were on him, lifting and chucking it away. This done, Emma nudged his butt, sending him sprawling face first into the bed.  
“Shit,” she said, tugging his shoes off and examining his back. “That’s going to look foul when it’s ripe. Don’t be a baby.”
“About the bruises?”
“No. About this.”
 Iced peas touched his back without delicacy, and he almost screamed. Clenching his fists he stayed still as possible, trying not to cry from a cold which nearly eclipsed the pain. 
“Brave boy.” 
He ignored her tone and remained quiet, fists clutching the pillow like a safety blanket. He was getting used to it when she moved the bag, causing another wave of horrifying cold to rush through him. 
“Lot of back to cover,” Emma said. “Should have brought more bags.”
For a while, neither of them spoke. James stayed steady. Kept his fists clenched as Emma moved the bag around his back. As he became accustomed to the cold, it began to help the pain. He could feel the swelling reduce, giving him a little more freedom to move, though he didn’t try to.
“Who did this?” she asked after a while. 
He thought about it. Played back the voice he had heard. Distorted by its owner (more to sound menacing than hide his identity, James thought) he had still recognised it at the time. Now he was sure. 
“That kid Kieran was one, and I suppose another had to be Trina. Don’t know about the other two, unless -“
He let it tail off. Unsure whether to proceed. Emma poked his back, and he cried with pain. 
“Unless what?”
“Don’t suppose you know if Trina has a rose tattoo on her ankle?”
“I don’t.” A pause, James was ready to let it go then: “But I know someone who does.”
“Who?”
“Nasty piece of work called Georgia. Know her?”
“I’ve heard stories.”
He remembered that heel coming down on his shoulder and flinched. Trina and Kieran, Georgia and Shawn. Remembered something Sharon had said. 
They still live around here, hanging around with troublemakers George will be familiar with. 
“Those four roll together, huh?”
“If that’s what the kids are calling it, sure.”
“I doubt that’s what the kids are calling it.”
He twisted his head a little, saw she was smiling kindly, looking at his back. Her hands moved, pulling up the ice and bringing it down, running it around his back, working on that swelling. 
“Why do you think they did it?”
“I don’t know.”
Not strictly true, and she knew it. He had suspected George when he knew only that Trina and Kieran were involved. They hung out at his charity, and he had dealt with them - Mac had said so. How quickly had he got to the hospital? In what state was he in? It would have been fast work to make a call and get them going, but not impossible. What had he promised them, if he had sent them? Money? Or did they do it for fun?
And if it wasn’t George… There were five people he believed Mark was dealing and he suspected four of them were his attackers. 
Mark had been the one to take his phone and find out his secret. James had wondered why but now he thought he knew. He had asked one too many questions. Had come too close to the truth. Finding the photo had been a win but if Mark knew he had come back, what lengths would he have gone to get rid of him again?
It was too much to think about. He pressed his face into the pillow and spent a few seconds trying not to before Emma spoke again. 
“What are you going to do?”
“Go to the police.”
No hesitation, because he was sure. He was scared. Frightened of these maniacs and what they might do next, but he wouldn’t be one of those people who became too afraid to act. The police was the right call. He would tell them everything he knew. That was the only play left. 
“Tomorrow,” Emma said. “I’ll take you.”
“Thank you.”
He placed his head back into the pillow, bit down as the ice seemed to hit a new spot and the shock took him all over again. He held in the scream and calmed down as the minutes passed. The soft voice above floated to him again. 
“So. Tell me what you know.”
He didn’t hesitate. Everything that had happened made him want to trust Emma. He had found her cold, unapproachable, but now he saw why. She loved her brother. It hurt that he was gone. He didn’t know how much she knew but told her anyway about George and Mark. He didn’t mention Alex, but if Emma didn’t know, she would connect the dots. 
“What does that mean for Charlie?” 
If she was emotional about the information, she didn’t show it. Then again, he had thought her good at hiding emotions since they’d met. 
“Sema and Amy had nothing to do with it. Sema was going to find George sleeping with Christina, and Amy was with Mark. Luke might have guessed. He must have waited until Amy was out of the way and then came in, took Charlie.”
“So he was working alone?”
“I guess,” James said. It seemed to make the most sense. Luke had never mentioned any other friends, and Emma had begged him to tell her where Luke was. No one was that good an actor.
“He loves you, you know?” James said, not sure if she wanted to hear it. “More than anyone.”
“Not enough to call.” There was real emotion in her voice. Real hurt. He thought she might say something else, but she lapsed into silence. 
“Was it just your back they got?” she asked, after a while. 
“Mostly.”
“Turn over.”
She got up and plucked his bags off the floor, placing them on her desk with care, so they wouldn’t fall. He did what he was told, turning. The cool of the ice pack remained, and his back felt better for it. He closed his eyes and didn’t open them until he felt the bed compress once more, Emma joining him again. 
“You’re a persistent guy, James. You keep going and going. No one else could have found what you did.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself.”
She stared at him. The sadness in her eyes humanised her. Made her pretty. He felt his heartbeat and, as though she could sense it, she lay a hand on his chest. He thought he should say something. That words were needed, but maybe he was wrong. She thought so. Rather than talk, she leaned down, laying her lips on his. 
The kiss was soft, gentle. Her lips lingered, then pulled away. Her eyes were close to his, and she waited to see what he was thinking. She must have realised because she leaned in again. This kiss was longer. More passionate and, as she kissed him, her hand snaked down his body, working to his jeans which she began to unbutton. 
“Emma,” breaking the kiss. “What if Christina comes home?”
“They won’t,” she whispered, kissing him again. His jeans were undone, and she pulled down his boxers with a little help, him working from underneath, pushing them away involuntarily. He twisted a little and felt a spasm of pain. 
“I won’t be much use.” 
“James?” 
“Yes?”
“Shut up.”
She slid on top of him, kissing him and, for his part, he did as he was told. 
 
Sometime later his eyes opened, moving him from blackness to darkness. He breathed as though he had just broken the surface of the water - then realised something. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he hadn’t woken from a dream. There had only been darkness. Sleep. Proper sleep. He felt groggy from waking but guessed he would be far more refreshed once he was up and about, even though he couldn’t have slept long. It was still dark. 
Ignoring the throbbing that ran through his body, demanding more painkillers, he reached out, looking for Emma by touch. Snatches of memory from the previous night came to him, and he found himself smiling. He had been wrong about her. They hadn’t connected like he and Megan, and she wasn’t as beautiful, but she was never the bitch he thought. Just damaged, and pained by her departing brother. She blamed the family she was left with, and that made her difficult. But last night she had cared for him. She had listened to him and believed him. She had looked after and given him his most fantastic night in a long time. There was a lot of dark stuff going on. Plenty to worry about. But, for the moment at least, James felt a little better.
“Hey, sleepy,” came a voice from nearby. James lifted his head and saw a shape in the darkness, sitting on a desk chair, holding something. As he looked her free hand reached over and flicked on the lamp, inviting an explosion of low light into the room. 
She was sitting. One leg crossed over the other, bottom half clad in a pair of undies so small he could only see a black line around her waist, top half wrapped in his shirt. She was eating a little, round chocolate.
“I thought I’d put your top on. Boys like that, right?”
“Right.” He kept his voice steady though she looked stunning in his shirt. He watched as she put a hand under the desk and released. A shiny wrapper which had held the chocolate escaped her clasp and floated to a bin like a butterfly losing flight. The now free hand came back and reached into a box beside her. As she pulled out another silver wrapped choc, he realised what the box was. 
“Sorry,” she said. “I saw these in your bag and couldn’t resist. Come, share. I’ll get fat.”
He should have been annoyed she had stolen, but he was in a calm mood, so brushed it off. Rising from the bed, he came to her and held out a hand. Smiling, she unwrapped the chocolate and stood. Ignoring his hand, she placed it directly in his mouth. He chewed and pulled a face. 
“Not nice?”
He shook his head. 
“How about this?”
She leaned in, her chocolate mouth meeting his. This he did like, and he found a hand reaching for her, pulling her into him. She put her arms around his neck, and he felt a strain in his back but ignored it. 
“I didn’t see you as a chocolate eater,” he said as the kiss ended. Somehow her free hand was on his crotch, making him want to pull her onto the bed again. Forget the pain. 
“I’m not usually,” she confessed. “Most chocolate I can take or leave, but these are special. They were Luke’s favourites. We used to share them all the time and now… I’m not even sure I like them, but they remind me of him. What made you buy them?”
“Nothing,” he said. “It was a random -“
Stop. Cold realisation rushed over him, wiping away any traces of pain but somehow this was worse. Because he hadn’t picked them at random. He had picked them up on recommendation. The recommendation of someone who had chosen a box for her lover.
“What’s wrong?”
“Luke wasn’t working alone,” he said, fear hitting him. 
“What do you mean?”
“He wasn’t working alone. He was working with the girl who loves him. 
“Mac.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
“You can’t leave without explaining.”
Emma was following him down the stairs. Half eaten chocolate in her hand, shorts on backwards, breasts exposed to the world. The last was James’ fault. He had almost torn the shirt from her back in his attempts to get dressed as fast as possible. In other circumstances, it could have been a move of passion. Now panic and the need to act trumped everything else. 
“I will. Later.” Reaching the door, he almost swung it into his face. “Call the police. Tell them Mac has been working with Luke. Do it now.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to find her.”
The sun was cresting the horizon, rising on a Monday that felt separated from the previous Friday by a century, rather than a weekend. The search for Charlie had stretched the days, turning them into years that felt as though they’d never end. But this mystery was about to come to a close.
He withdrew his phone. Pressed home, his mind in constant question and answer mode, with far more of the former. 
What was Mac doing with Mohsin? Why had she insisted he walk her home, only for him to be attacked? 
Off. Why had he turned it off?
Unless Mohsin was part of the plan. With Amy gone to Mark, Luke had slipped into his old house, and taken Charlie next door to where Mac was waiting. Mohsin could have been watching the street, roped into the action because he loved Mac, or because he was angry at George. Anger that may have got him attacked while he waited.
The logo flashed onto James’ screen. 
That worked. That fit. It didn’t matter that Mohsin was attacked. Not to Luke, who had already taken his son next door. 
Next door.  
That was the worst of it. All that time searching the woods and Charlie had been mere metres from where he started. They’d been so close but never stood a chance.
The phone rippled in his hand, and James lifted it to see one, two, three missed calls pop up. The first soon after he had crawled into bed with Emma. The latter two following hot on the first’s heels. He gripped the phone tight and kicked out at the nearest flower. Why had he turned his phone off? Why had he missed her call?
Another buzz, this time accompanied by a voicemail. Mac. After the final call. He had been racing towards her house and remained on his current trajectory, but slowed. 
“James. It’s Mac. I keep calling. Not sure why. I think it’s because you’re the only one from outside. The only one who hasn’t been stuck here your whole life. And I know you care. Know you do.”
A long pause. She was moving. Pacing maybe, There was something else in the background. Then she was talking again. 
“It’s Charlie. I’m going to find him, and bring him home. I don’t care what anyone says. I don’t care about love. This is more important. Please, I need your help. Call me, okay? Just call.”
The message ended. James imagined Princess Leia telling Obi-Wan he was her only hope via hologram. He sped up, running towards her house and ringing as he closed the gap. 
It seemed to go forever with no answer. By the time it stopped he was outside Megan’s, facing the alley where, for him, it had all began. He glanced up as he rang again. Was that the flick of a curtain at Megan’s bedroom window? Was she there, thinking of him? Wanting to talk. 
Fruitless thoughts pushed away. As the ringing droned on, he jogged through the alley and across the road to Mac’s, knocking with caution. Afraid of waking Claire next door.
No answer. He knocked harder. 
Still no answer. He let the phone ring out twice more and knocked again. 
Nothing. 
Stepping from the house, he re-listened to her voicemail. Closing his eyes and focusing not on the words, but the noises around her. As she paused her speech, he heard it. The rustling of leaves. The snapping of twigs.
She was in the woods.
Running. Calling again. Around the side of the house, past the tree line and into a darkness that defied the rising sun somewhere above. 
Still no answer. He slid the phone into his pocket and looked back toward the street. At the mouth of the alley was a shape. Blink, and it was gone. Probably nothing. No time to worry about it either way. Ignoring the tingling sensation down his back, he moved deeper into the woods. 
Darkness consumed him. The light of the oncoming day fought the leaves and sometimes won. But it was a pyrrhic victory. Any light that passed the final line of defence was nothing but a weak, broken ray, barely able to reach the path below, let alone light the way. 
Footsteps, somewhere nearby. He turned, wanting it to be Mac but knowing it wasn’t. The tingling raced across his body like a thousand delicate fingers. He waited in the dark, eyes closed, listening. 
The feet came fast. James opened his eyes to see the shape appear through the trees like a pouncing lion. He had enough time to register Luke with mad eyes and raised hands, a rock clutched by pale fingers then -
He dived to the side, envisioning a cool action hero swoop and getting a half roll that led into a tree.  
Sprawled in a heap, it was a challenge to rearrange himself into a position where he could leap up. As he did, Luke was coming again, swinging the rock and screaming. 
“Bastard.”
James ducked the first blow, span the second, then tripped avoiding the third, busting his shoulder on an aggressive trunk. From this position, he caught the crazy eyes and saw it was not Luke, but Mark.
“Bastard.” 
Again he lashed out with the rock, and James remembered a brick in an alley, concrete at the river bank.
A solid blow could have been fatal, but Mark was driven by anger that rendered him with the reflexes and aim of a drunk. Once James regained his senses and stopped panicking, he was able to avoid the blows, rolling left and right and jumping to his feet as Mark paused to draw in industrial amounts of oxygen. 
“Prick.” 
Realising his advantage, James waited as Mark dived again, before stepping aside at the last second. Mark slid past, flailing like a man on a tightrope. As he went, James found his attacker’s back and shoved, sending Mark headfirst to the hard ground. With shocked panting he rolled over, hands in the air, anger not diminished by this latest set back. A few seconds of this and his arms collapsed, exhausted, and tears sprang into his eyes.
“Fuck you,” he said, glaring at James. “You’re a monster.”
“I’m the monster?” James said with a short laugh. “I’m not the one sending his minions to attack people in alleys, leaving them like this -“ he turned and pulled up his shirt, not knowing if Mark would be able to see the damage and not caring. 
“Attack?” He sounded lost. Pathetic. “Who attacked you?”
“Trina, Kieran, Georgia, Shawn. Your people.”
“No, no, no. You’re the monster. You’re -“
“I’m not the one -“ James cut in, his voice rising of its own volition - “dealing to people I care about. Getting mine and my sister’s partners killed. Two dead already, Mark. How long before Amy goes the same way?”
“Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you.”
James turned. He was worried Mark might pass out and swallow his tongue, but it wasn’t top of his priorities. He had to find Mac. Had to go. 
“Luke killed Katy and Alex. Must have sent Trina to attack you as well.” 
James stopped but didn’t turn back. 
“Haven’t you put enough on your brother?” 
“He killed them, he did.” Mark tried to scramble up, and James spun. He collapsed again, shaking his head, eyes burning with tears. 
“Fine, I lied at the viewing. I was afraid you were going to find out, and I wanted to throw you off the scent. It’s true, okay? I was their dealer, but we were careful. Katy never had more than a line of an evening and Alex did a bit of weed. But they both died with a needle in their arm. That wasn’t me.”
“So Luke made them overdose?”
“They were drunk, passed out. Luke hates drug addicts. He wanted to punish them and punish me, so that’s what he did. 
“He got Katy himself. Mum caught him coming out and knew what he’d done, though she couldn’t prove it. Never told me either, not till after Alex, when I made her. Otherwise, I would have killed him long before he got the chance to hurt anyone else.  
“I used to deal Kieran and Trina as you said, but it was them he used with Alex. They weren’t invited to the party, but they were there. Someone saw them leave and I know they shoved in the needle. If I could have proved it, I would have got them, but I couldn’t. Bet he paid them to get you too, given you’re so desperate to get Charlie back. 
“He killed Katy and Alex and broke my heart. Broke Emma’s too. Now he’s coming for you and, for once, I’m rooting for him.”
He stopped, coughed up and pressed his face into the ground, thumping it. Then he was back, eyes redder than ever. 
“You think I’m a monster for blaming him, but he was monster enough on his own, your friend.”
“He’s not my friend,” James said, but he was thinking. Hearing again something Luke had said. 
I was protecting her, Jay. It all fell apart because I was defending her.
What did he do to protect Emma? Had he gone so far as to remove someone he believed to be a bad influence? Had he killed Alex and had that led to his eventual departure, as much as had finding out about George and Sema?
He shook his head. He was getting tangled up, but it didn’t matter. 
“I’m not interested in either of you anymore.”
Sick of it, he moved on, pressing through the trees with a pounding headache and an impending fear that it would be too -
Footsteps again. Taken by surprise James didn’t move fast enough and Mark’s bulk hit him, sending them both into a tree and onto the ground. There was a scrabble, and Mark came out on top. 
“I had it good,” he said, grabbing James by the throat, just as his father had. “Megan was right for me. We would have lasted. But you ruined everything. Everything.”
He released James’ throat and searched for something with which to attack him. Defying his weakness, James lashed out, punching Mark in the chin. With a scream, Mark came forward, headbutting James into dizziness.
“I’ll kill you for what you’ve done.”
His elbow came down, and James shifted to the side. This saved his nose but the side of his face jarred with pain. Mark punched him in the forehead, and the dizziness returned. Then he saw something. 
“Fuck you,” said Mark for the last time.
“Nah,” said James. “Fuck you.”
Mark caught it in James’ eyes. He turned and saw the branch, but it was too late. The massive instrument came across and smacked his cheek, tearing his skin and sending him flying, rolling off James and away.
He pulled himself up. Looked at the pale face of his saviour. 
“Thank you.”
The wide eyes of Megan looked past him to the body on the floor. Her whole frame trembled, and the branch fell. Her skin was ghost pale. 
“I’ve killed him.”
“You haven’t.”
As if to prove James right, Mark groaned and sat up, clutching his cheek as though it might flee his face. Megan squeaked and looked away, but James was unaffected. Mark would be fine, but his cheek had been torn, and his hand and neck dripped blood. 
“She’s killed me.”
“She hasn’t.” 
“I’ve called the police,” Megan said, voice quaking. “They’ll be here soon, so you had better go. They’re going to lock you up if you don’t.”
“Please, don’t,” Mark said, and he began to cry. For a few seconds, James watched this, but it didn’t matter. Nothing did except finding Mac and so, with one more look of disgust for Mark, he turned and made his way deeper into the woods. 
“Wait,” Megan called. She jogged after him, ignoring the shouts and screams of Mark as she went. Falling in step with him. “There’s stuff I need to say.”
“Later,” James said and, when Megan looked hurt, and as though she might say more, he continued: “we need to find Mac. She knows where Charlie is. She called me last night. I might be too late.”
Her face suggested plenty of follow up questions, but she didn’t ask one. Her eyes snapped ahead, and she walked alongside him in silence as he moved. Perhaps she wondered where he was going, as he had. Before Mark he had been walking at random, but not now. Where had Luke left the note? Where was the creepy place in the woods? Where might you arrange to meet someone privately? 
Creating a map in his head he sped up, jogging and then running through the trees with Megan just keeping up. With every step, he grew more afraid, and angrier at himself for turning his phone off. If he hadn’t, maybe he could have reached her in time. That thought was frightening. He didn’t want to have it, and yet he did. Somehow he already knew. 
Breaking into the clearing outside the shack he stopped. He had been planning his route through the scary building, but that wouldn’t be necessary. The moment they stepped out to face the side of the shack where he had slipped in the other night, they saw her. 
“Call the police,” he said to Megan, who gave a little cry. “Ambulance too.”
But he knew it was too late. Had known it was too late before he phoned Mac back. Because he hadn’t reacted in time. Had given her his number then hadn’t answered when she needed him. Someone was more responsible for Mac’s death than him, but only one person, and alone he held enough responsibility for a lifetime’s worth of guilt.
Behind him Megan disappeared behind a tree, hiding from the body and calling 999, but he approached. Feeling his heart stop, he stepped across the clearing. She lay on her back. Her face was the palest white, and her eyes were filled more with regret than fear. It broke his heart to look upon them. Whatever she had done before, she had died trying to do the right thing. 
The letter was draped across her chest. Lying over the place she had been stabbed, the white creating a contrast to the red that was almost artistic. Remembering every TV show he had ever seen with a murder, he knew he was not supposed to touch the note, but picked it up anyway. 
Behind him, he could hear the deep breathing of Megan, hidden behind her tree. He could feel the rising sun on his head and hear the rustling leaves under the wind of the morning. He ignored it all, flipping open the letter, reading the second he had seen from Luke in the last three days. 
 
You missed your chance. 
 
Charlie and I are gone forever. 
 
Don’t bother looking. 
 
Luke. 




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
In Limbo.
James would have left that morning, had the option been available. Should have gone days ago, slipping from the village’s grasp. But the little community had continued to throw the rope and James had clung on. Desperate to feel part of something. Family. Community. Relationship. 
By the time he realised the rope in his hands was not lifeline but noose, it was too late. He was ensnared. Trapped.  
The image of Mac would not leave him. 
Another body. Not such a gruesome imprint on his mind as Mohsin’s, but somehow worse. The blood and darkness had drained the reality of that situation. Turned it into a scene from any one of a thousand TV shows James had watched. 
Not so with Mac. The cold eyes, pale skin and lost expression under the light of the encroaching morning had seared a haunting picture into his memory. A sight to inspire utter misery, with a desire to run fast and never to stop. James might well have done this. 
The police had other ideas. 
Reminiscent of the night Mohsin was attacked, they held him for over an hour, firing the same questions at him on repeat. As they circled the story, stuck in some time loop, the world changed around them. The sun continued to climb, as though attempting to distance itself from the scene below. Men in blue gloves turned up to examine the body. Forensics. That was it.
The process took a long time, and the men in blue gloves were still poking, prodding and photographing when James and Megan were invited into a police car heading for the station. They’d told their story a thousand times. Time to tell it a thousand more. This go round though, he was able to add more. To tell them about his attack, about who he believed to be responsible, and everything he believed Mark Barnes to be guilty of.
They listened, recorded, took notes. Would they proceed with any of it? Would anyone be arrested? He didn’t know and didn’t care. 
He just wanted it done. 
They released him soon after midday. There had been no breakfast, and the scent of the nearest cafe taunted his groaning belly, though he knew he couldn’t eat.
Instead, he crunched through the village, infuriating words of the police haunting him. 
Don’t go far. We may need to speak again.
Not that this tied him to the village. He could set up in a hotel in the nearest town. Wait for the call that would pull him back or release him. This he would do, but first, a couple more people to see. One last pull on the rope around his neck, praying it would still be loose enough to remove afterwards. 
First Megan, who had been released from the station before him. He gave her five minutes, and three knocks, before giving up, hoping she was out, rather than ignoring him. 
Over to the Barnes’ home. The last place he wanted to go, but he owed Emma an explanation. It was she who would be most affected by Luke’s final actions, and he had fled without a word earlier that day. Not to mention his bags, which he had left behind. Nothing too important in there, but still worth reclaiming.
The nerves came like a swarm of bees as he approached the house, and he covered in the honey of insecurity. His fears sensed weakness and put on a show for him. Conjuring images of the door swinging open to reveal Mark and George waiting. As his foot found the step to the real entrance, the show had him dragged inside by the conjuring, screaming as the door slammed shut.
Through the spirits of his mind, he sent his fist, knocking on the door and producing a sound so distant it might have come from another world. From somewhere in that world came footsteps, tracing hardwood floors, reaching for him. A tall, slim shadow appeared behind frosted glass, and he took a step back in spite of himself as the door swung open.
“Hello, James,” said Christina, swaying a little and sporting an unnatural smile. “So glad you could pop by. Please, come in.”
He was given no chance to announce he was here for Emma, and Emma alone. Christina had hardly finished speaking before she twirled from James, disappearing into the house with the door left wide. Though he had little desire to stick around, his manners prohibited him leaving the invitation unanswered, and he found his feet overriding the protestations of his head as they stepped over the threshold. 
Following Christina into the kitchen, he found her perched on an island stool, almost empty glass of wine in her hand, one empty and one half-empty bottle before her. As he entered, she drained her glass. 
“Drink?” she asked, pulling the live bottle towards her. 
“No, thank you.”
“Have a drink.”
She lifted the bottle, glanced across the table and noticed there was only one glass available. Giggling, her eyes went to the cupboard. She didn’t look as though she wanted to go. 
“Don’t worry about it. I’m not here to drink. I was hoping to catch Emma.”
“My daughter is out,” Christina said, rising. “And a good hostess never lets her guests go drinkless. My mother taught me that.”
She went for the cupboard, stumbling en route and grabbing the handle as though it was a handhold on the side of a building from which she had been falling. Pulling it open she managed to get him a glass, almost causing the remainder to avalanche as she did. 
As she returned, he came to the edge of the island, watching as she emptied the bottle into the two glasses, sliding him the new one and gesturing to a stool. 
“Sit.”
He didn’t. She waited, then waved a hand and shook her head. 
“My mother would have despaired,” she said, taking her seat with none of the grace she was known for. “A hostess’ job is to ensure all guests have a drink at all times. That dinner is cooked to perfection. That conversation never runs stale.
“A mother’s job,” she continued, giving a light hiccup as she did, “is to ensure her children grow to be respectful, valuable members of society, loved and respected within their community. To guide them into jobs at the right company and relationships with the right partner.” 
She twisted her hand in a practised wine swirling motion. One that would have been well executed had the glass not been full. As it was, wine slopped over the side and onto her hands. He watched as it dripped from one finger to the next, on its Odyssey. Christina didn’t seem to notice.
“I was always a wonderful hostess. Ask anyone. I’m known for throwing the best parties, best dinners. Best anything.
“I wanted to be a wonderful mother too. Ever since I was a little girl that was all I wanted, and I did what I could. Always tried.” 
Across her lax features bitterness began to break out like hives, no longer contained by her medicinal consumption of alcohol. When she turned to James, it was with ugly distaste.
“My children were so bright in their youth. So full of potential. If they could have learned their lessons, they would have been perfect. An honour to their father and me.”
At this, James could not help but snort with derision. The bitterness grew. She spat her next word. 
“What?”
“George, was no saint, was he?”
She refused to bite. 
“A rapist. A man who sat in his little office and abused the girls he was supposed to protect. And you’re surprised his children didn’t want to honour him.”
At this Christina chuckled, and James felt himself tense. He watched her drink and gripped the island as though trying to crack it. 
“We are none of us perfect,” Christina said. “And I would never ask for perfection. 
“George, for example. I caught him with one of his whores early on, and he was quite horrified. Thought I would kick him out. Take the boys - this was pre-Emma. He cried. Poor man. 
“I set him straight. Told him he could have as many affairs as he wished, with whomever he wished. He is, after all, a man, and men do have their habit of straying. I had no interest in stopping that.
“That look,” she said, laughing and pointing. “But you see, perception is reality. Everyone believed George was the perfect husband, perfect father, perfect man, so he was. That was all I ever asked from him and my children.
“Mark understood. After Katy, anyway. But Luke never could. I never envisioned a world where I would have to drive one of my children away, but in the end, Luke left me no choice. He wanted the world to know the Barneses were abusing girls, and drug dealing, and I, accommodating mother that I am, gave him what he desired.”
James released the island. Almost went for Christina. Could see his hands around her throat, squeezing, forcing the life out of her. She had done this. Had turned the village against her son. Had made him a monster.
“He was the only one,” James said, shaking, almost crying. “He was the only one with any heart.”
“Ideals,” Christina said, waving a hand as if it were nothing. “What use are they? Nobody looks at the idealistic and applauds. They see a troublemaker and walk in the opposite direction. Perfection is nothing more than smoke and mirrors. George understood that. As did Mark. That’s why they could stay and build their lives. At least, until you came along. I should have known you were friends with Luke from the start. You’re so alike.”
How that would have hurt a day ago. Now, it didn’t seem so bad, and how stupid had he been? Christina was right. Perfection was smoke and mirrors. A trick and he had fallen for it. They hadn’t had to try. He wanted to see a perfect family, and so allowed himself to see one. Now down it came like a tumbling wall, threatening to crush him beneath the rubble of the Barnes’ he had built.
“Do you even care about Charlie?” 
“In so far as I have to,” Christina said, displaying no hint of humanity. “He is believed to be my grandson, so I act as though he is. Though it would have been easier with him gone. George cared. Deeply. That was his great weakness. It made things difficult. 
“Not that it matters. We thought we were good, clear skies ahead but then it came. The black sheep’s shadow, crawling over our peaceful village, darkening everything. When it rained, that rain was you. His acolyte, drowning everything we built.”
Another chuckle and a wave of her hands at his face. Another gulp of the wine.  
“No, I know, he didn’t send you, but that doesn’t matter. You did his bidding whether he asked you to or not. You exposed us and tore down everything I have worked so hard for. Emma, too, had a hand. Her continual attempts to embarrass me. Now my husband lies in hospital and will be thrown in prison as soon as he is well. My son is fleeing drug charges, and I am drinking like a lush.
“Congratulations. Well done. It’s over.”
She finished her drink and James stepped around the table. He wanted to hurt her. To take her head and crash it into the island. She felt none of the pain she had inflicted, and he wanted to make her feel it. 
But he didn’t. 
“Charlie is gone and thank God. Away from your poison, I have to believe he is better off. Mac stayed, and look what happened. Mohsin is awake and think yourself lucky because if he had died, that would have been on you. Everything that’s happened. It’s on you. I want you to know that.”
Christina stared into her glass. Ran her finger around the rim. Looked to his. Still full. 
“Are you going to drink that?”
He stepped back. She rose and took the glass. 
“I shall not miss you, James. You came here and tore everything apart. A mother’s job is image management for her family. A job I have handled with aplomb in difficult circumstances all these years, but now, I will never rebuild what I had, and that means there is nothing left for me. I only hope that something awful befalls you.”
She rose his glass in cheers and took a long, deep drink. 
“Would you like me to show you out?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
This time, Megan opened and led him to her bedroom. His mind overflowed with images of what might be about to happen until she opened the door, revealing a suitcase stuffed almost to the brim with clothes. 
“I’m sorry for kicking you out. Dismissing you. Once you were gone, I couldn’t stop thinking. Couldn’t sleep. I had no idea where Mark was, and after a while, I couldn’t take it anymore. 
“I broke into his private drawer -” she held up two dresses, examining one then the other. “It was full of money and drugs. Weed, mostly, but other stuff, too. I don’t know what - it wasn’t labelled.”
One of the dresses was tossed aside. The other shoved in the case without care. One hand remained on the mountain of clothes, the other went to her face, covering her eyes. Her fingers pressed against her temples as she fought back tears. 
“Fucking prick.”
He recoiled a little, as though she had aimed the words at him. A smile was thrown his way, to show this wasn’t the case, then she disappeared into the bathroom. James resisted the urge to follow, remaining by the bedroom door as she began chucking bits into a toiletries bag in the en-suite.
“He came home eventually. Never drank much, did Mark, but he was drunk last night. Must have been getting to him. All this Charlie stuff and with him trying to keep up his fucking double life. 
“He came in and saw me. Saw the drugs on the bed and flipped, screaming at me, like I was in the wrong. He was screaming and screaming and -“ she came out of the bathroom to the foot of the bed, holding the toiletries bag ahead of her as though it were a full nappy - “he was here, and he hit me. Knocked me to the ground and I thought; ‘this is it.’ I was sure he was going to kill me.” 
She lowered her arm. Chucked the toiletries bag into her case as she had the dress. Turned and faced the window. 
“Then he looked out, onto the street,” she said, her voice quiet. “I tried to say something, but he stepped right over me. Stormed out of the house. I heard the door slam and ran to the window, but by the time I reached it, there was only him, jogging down the alley. 
“I tried to tell myself it was nothing but I knew that was a lie. I knew he’d seen you.”
Lifting a hand like he was trying to catch a slow moving object, he stepped forward, then stopped. In return, she granted him a wearied, pained smile, then turned away. Closed her case and pressed hard. Began trying to zip it up.
“You came up in the fight,” she said, now at war with the case and not getting far. “I said you’d told me about the drugs and he asked me if I loved you.”
His hopes soared -
“I said no.”
- and plummeted. 
“I said I didn’t love him and he hated that, even though he doesn’t love me either. Said he needed me over and over, but never that he loved me. At least he didn’t lie. At least he had the decency to - ah.”
Her finger slipped from the immovable zip and dragged across the metal teeth. She pulled back and glared at the case as though it had bitten her, and James, unable to stand by any longer, came forward.
She might have thought he had come to kiss her, the look she gave him, but he pressed his hands flat on the lid of the case and tried to crush the monster mess of clothes beneath. This done, she was able to tug again, and the zip began to slide along. 
Together, with much huffing and puffing and a bit of swearing - mostly from Megan - they managed to close it, falling onto the bed once done, panting and staring at the ceiling as though recovering from a passionate lovemaking session. 
“Where are you going?” 
“To my parents, in Scotland.”
“To stay?”
“God no. I couldn’t put up with them more than a month or so. I need to escape, regroup, then start again. I’ll come back to collect the rest of my stuff then I’m off to start a new life with a new job and new friends. Somewhere I can forget all this.” She waved a hand to signal the woods cloaked village in which they lay. 
They stared at the ceiling. Their breath returned, but they didn’t move. Their bodies were close, their arms almost touching. James wanted to take her hand but couldn’t. Instead, he spoke words braver than he would have thought himself capable of. 
“You can stay with me.” 
Like it was no big deal, though he was sure his heart would give him away, bursting through his chest like Alien.  
“Yeah?” she said, rolling onto her side. 
“Yeah,” mimicking her move, bringing them face to face.
“As friends?”
A clench in his chest.
“Sure.”
“Sure,” she repeated. “We’d just do friends.”
There was silence, and he didn’t know if he was supposed to say something else. Considered it, but, before he could, she leaned in, pressing her lips against his. 
It was the most wonderful kiss of his entire life, lasting both a thousand years and a split second, dragging him into another place from which he never wanted to escape. When it broke, he felt some part of him leave with her, as though she had sucked out his soul. 
“It’d never be just friends,” she said.
“Fine by me.”
“But not me.” She smiled, tears in her eyes, a hand rested on his cheek. “We’ve known each other three days, during highly emotional circumstances. Do I have feelings for you? Yes, but that’s not good. I have feelings no one should have until months after meeting. Until you’ve really got to know each other. 
“I’d love to say yes, and run back to your city and your bed, but I won’t. I need to get away. Not just from this village but from everything until this point. I need to start again. 
“You can understand that, can’t you?”
He could understand, which was annoying. Since the moment they met he had felt the spark, and now, with that kiss, he didn’t know if he could bear to let her go. Thoughts of kidnap sprang to mind, and it was alarming how difficult they were to laugh off. But he prevailed and managed a long sigh. 
“I understand,” he said. “I guess we’ll just have to make love the once before you go.”
“My taxi will be here in a minute.”
“I can make that work.”
She gave him a playful slap. 
“Be useful. Help me take my case downstairs.”
He nodded, yes miss, and did so, dragging the suitcase downstairs and only almost falling once. This done, they stood by the door, and she surprised him by kissing him again, this time for longer. Their lips locked in their own world until somewhere, a thousand miles away, the horn of a taxi blared. 
“I’m glad I met you,” she said. “Even with all this horribleness.”
“I’m glad I met you too,” he said, feeling lame. “Once you’re gone, I’ll be on my way too, and I won’t be sorry to let this place go. Not without you in it.”
She nodded, then remembered something. 
“Emma was here earlier. Go see her before you go, will you? I think she’d like it.”
He nodded with discomfort, trying to guess if Emma had told Megan about their exploits the previous night. He decided not to ask. 
“Mohsin is meeting her this afternoon. Against doctors recommendation I hear. After that, though, she said she was going to look you up. Maybe make yourself available is all.”
He told her he would, then carried her case onto the porch where the cabbie took it from him, lugging it to the car, leaving Megan and James to take one last look around. 
“It feels finished,” Megan said. “But it isn’t for Claire. Never will be, if they can't find Charlie.”
She looked towards the alley with tears in her eyes. Her hand found James’ as she continued. 
“She told me once how scared she had been to become a mother. Her mum left when she was a baby, and her dad was abusive. She thought it might run in the family. That she would do the same.
“Then Charlie came along, and she fell so completely in love. She realised she would never hurt him.”
James pulled her into his arms. He was worried about Claire but knew there was nothing they could do. The plan was to speak words of comfort, but something was niggling at him. 
“Did her father live around here?” he asked.
A shake of the head. 
“Claire ran away from home, didn’t you know? Turned up here, thirteen years old, afraid and hungry. Went to the same place all the lost kids go. EKC. Found a teenage boy working there after school. Luke. That was how they met.”
“I didn’t know.”
 James stared down the alley as though it were a porthole. Shaking off the malaise he spun Megan to face him, looked her in the eyes. 
“There’s nothing you can do. Move on. Have a good life. Try to forget. You deserve that.”
She nodded, kissed him again, probably for the last time, and they said goodbye to the backdrop of a cabbie coughing his annoyance. 
Then she was slipping into the back of the cab, and the car was driving away. Watching it should have made him feel defeated, empty, but he was distracted. His head muddled with mystery again.
It was something she had said. Something that had caught his mind and was spinning it around. Something he had never considered, but made perfect sense. 
He turned from the place once occupied by Megan and began to jog, getting his phone out as he went and ordering a taxi to meet him on the road by the B&B, knowing he wanted to be moving for as long as possible before getting into it. 
It arrived on time, and there was no traffic between there and the hospital.
Almost tripping as he flew out, he belted up the hospital stairs and made it three steps into the lobby before someone yelled at him to slow down. He apologised and walked to the desk. 
“Could you tell me where George Barnes is, please?”
He had to lie and say he was family but decided it was necessary. Megan’s words continued to buzz in the back of his mind. He had told her it was done for her, as it was supposed to be done for him. Except now he wasn’t sure. Now he was thinking there were still a couple of pieces missing. 
He needed confirmation. 
There were no police posted at George’s door, as James had thought there might be, but the fallen charity head did have his own room. 
James stepped inside, his hands slipping on the door handle as he did. He approached the bed and looked at the man lying there, eyes open, staring at the ceiling. 
For a second, James thought George had passed away, then the older man turned his head, and James jumped. Now the sounds of the room reached him, and he looked to the heart monitor, beating steadily away. He looked back to George. 
“Hello.”
“What do you want?”
The voice was croaky, pained. He looked angry and miserable, but so far as James was concerned, he got lucky. The stabbing might have killed him but, although it seemed as though he was a way from recovery, James was sure he was going to be okay. There would be pain, but that was far less punishment than he deserved. 
George was still staring at him. Neither of them had any interest in small talk. James wanted to get this done and get out. 
He needed to know. 
“I wanted to ask you about your son.”
George sighed. 
“Which one?”
James took a deep breath, sat in the chair beside George’s bed and stared into the Barnes father’s eyes, searching. 
“Your youngest son. 
“I want to ask you about Charlie.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Nikesh didn’t know where Mohsin and Emma were meeting. He tried to tell James how displeased he was that Mohsin had left hospital at all, but James was running before he could get halfway through his first sentence. 
There was no one at the Barnes house, but that didn’t surprise him. Only way any Barneses were home would be if he didn't check. 
He knew where they were. Had left George knowing where they were. This was Emma, a fan of the dramatic. She knew what the shack meant to the village. What it had meant to the brother she had loved. 
She had asked Mohsin to meet her there, out of the way. Somewhere they could talk. 
Once more into the woods he went, flinching at the memories of Mark’s attack. He kept moving. Pushing towards the shack, ignoring the fingers of fear that touched the base of his spine and back of his neck as he did. 
Mac was gone, but he would see her anyway. The body sprawled before him, a sick reminder of what he couldn’t do. Of how he had missed her call, and his chance to save her. 
He broke into the clearing and there she was, but it was worse than imagined. On either side of Mac, the boys stood like sentries. One a few years older than the other and both he knew, though one he had never met. Charlie on the left, Toby on the right. 
Neither smiled. 
From somewhere beyond he could hear Luke’s laughter, and decided now was not the time to go mad. He had things to do before insanity took him.
 Defying the visions he walked on, stepping first through the police tape which surrounded the shack, then the spirits themselves, dispersing them like vapour. This achieved, he found the frame he had once slipped through. Wanting to combat the fear, he pressed on without thinking, shoving his leg over the ledge and climbing in. 
Had anyone been waiting for him they would have had an easy time taking him out. A quick blow to the head and he would have been out of action, allowing them free reign to chop him up and cast his body to the winds. Uninterrupted by any late arriving heroes. 
Ignoring this possibility, he stepped into the kitchen and was indeed attacked, but not by any person. The strong scent of fuel reached his nose, clogging it and making him choke. Shoving his head back outside he took lungfuls of air, then returned. This time forcing himself to stay. 
It was not as bad as it had first seemed. The shock of it had been enough to make him feel as though he was choking but, while it was strong, he could breathe, and he did not think it would kill him. 
The scary thing was not the breathing, but the implications of why the dark substance was on the floor in the first place. Following its trail, he found the user had not been reserved. It was poured in patches across the kitchen floor and the front hall, by the door as well as beside and in front of the stairs, the latter of which marked the beginning of it’s long clamber to the hallway above. 
It may have covered the boards up here too, but James was distracted by the woman standing at the top of the stairs. By her side was a chair, not seated, but leaning back, lodged under a handle, blocking the door to the room in which James had found Luke’s note. 
She looked at him, turning a box of matches in her hands. Before spotting him, she had looked miserable. Now she smiled.  
“I’ve been to see George,” he said. “I understand now. You lied to me at the beginning, and it took me in the wrong direction. Maybe if you hadn’t, we could have saved Charlie by now.”
“Don’t be a child. Nothing would have changed.”
She reached for the floor, and he jumped as though she was going for a gun. Instead what she picked up made him smirk, in spite of everything. 
“Drinking from the bottle? What would your mother say?”
“She would not approve.” 
James began up the stairs, stepping over puddles and trying not to get any splashes on his jeans. It would be a nightmare to get the smell out.
 “No further,” Christina said, three steps from the top. “Why don’t you tell me what you managed to find out? I can act impressed.”
She was slurring her words. Not in her senses. He reckoned if he ran he could take her before she struck a match, but it was a risk. 
Better to keep her occupied. Try find an excuse to come towards her and deal with it that way. 
“I found out about a girl who came to this village twelve years ago. Scared and alone she came where all the homeless girls and boys go - to EKC. 
“Here she was lucky enough to meet Luke, a boy she liked. One she might eventually fall in love with. But he wasn’t the only one she found. She met George and, as he had done with so many girls before, he used his influence and position to manipulate her. To bed her. 
“I’m not sure of the finer details. George didn’t want to talk too much about it. But I know at some point she fell pregnant by him and, not wanting to lose his newborn, he let his son date her. They convinced Luke the boy was his so they could stay close.
“From what I hear you weren’t too keen on the situation, but George wouldn’t budge. He wanted his son, and you couldn’t face the prospect of the scandal created by George leaving, so you let it go on. I bet you didn’t think you’d get to make use of it a few years later.”
He paused, taking a step forward, moving up one. As he did, she held out a trembling finger, took another swig of wine, and told him to get down. He relinquished the step, annoyed she had pushed him back, but continuing his story. 
“Again, I’m not sure on the details, but I believe, after Luke caught George sleeping with Sema, and in his fury, he vented to Claire. Only she didn’t understand, so let slip Charlie wasn’t his, but George’s. Devastated his son was actually his half-brother, he went to confront George. The argument and beating formed part of the reason you turned the village and your precious community against him. It was the beginning of the end for poor Luke.”
“It didn’t have to be that way. If he could only have understood.”
“But he didn’t. So George came to you, and you did what you do best. What was it you said? ‘A mother’s job is image management.’ Because that’s how you saw yourself, an image manager. Maybe it didn’t occur to you that you weren’t only protecting your family image, but tying up a bunch of loose ends that threatened to get you in a lot of trouble.”
“That so?”
“That is so -“ he pointed to the bottle again - “it came from your mother, didn’t it? You talk about her a lot. First time we met you brought her up talking to George about how Emma was supposed to be playing host.”
Our daughter was supposed to be looking after him, but apparently, she’s forgotten how to be a good hostess. Imagine what my mother would say?
“Everything you learned about motherhood and womanhood you learned from her - shall not drink beer, shall not let conversation go stale at a party, shall keep the drinks circulating, shall not let children or husband embarrass the family name - and you’ve stuck stridently to it. Times move on but not you. Why would you when you have such a perfect example to follow? A timeless example.”
“Speak with sarcasm all you want. My mother’s beliefs are timeless.”
“Well, they’ve certainly ended well for you.”
He looked at the flammable liquid around him, then let his eyes fall on the bottle. She subconsciously began to shift it behind her back, then stopped herself. Drinking in pretence that she was not bothered by his comments. 
“But things were tough for you, weren’t they? You were dealt a rough hand. Maybe you think all men are cheats, but George took it to some lengths, abusing underage girls he was supposed to be protecting, even impregnating one.
“Then two of your children end up dating drug users, and that’s even worse because, while George is happy to try and hide his actions, your children are in love. They are loud and proud about their relationships and what does a mother so keen on image management do about that? How to draw them back in line?
“Mark came first. I’m guessing you knew he had drugs hidden in his sock draw - cliche that it was - but waited until they were useful to you. Then came the party, and you ‘found them’ and banned him from going, knowing Katy still would. That sorted, all you had to do was pay someone to get her very drunk and ensure she overdosed. You wouldn’t have done it yourself, and Trina and Kieran would have been too young at the time, but I’m guessing you drew from a similar well. Tell me if I’m getting any of this wrong, by the way.”
“You think you’re very clever, don’t you?”
She took a swig of wine and James took a step. This time she didn’t notice, and he was two steps away rather than three. His heart thudded as he focused on the box of matches. She swung the bottle of wine, and he went on as though nothing had happened.
“Not clever, disgusted. Though I suppose congratulations are in order because it worked. Mark was suitably devastated by your actions to fall in line, and you were able to neatly push him to Megan. Someone you could approve of, even if you didn’t much like her.”
“Full points for effectiveness then, but not for inventiveness. Few years later and this time Emma’s dating the drug addict, and you think ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ and go for the same trick again. This time though, you’re not so careful. You use Trina and Kieran to do your dirty work, but someone sees them. I’m not if sure that’s how Luke found out, but he did, didn’t he? 
“He told me his downfall came when he tried to protect his sister. I thought that might be because he was responsible for killing Alex, but he wasn’t. You did it, and he found out. He confronted you and so you conspired to have him removed. He became the abuser, freeing George and the drug dealer, freeing Mark. You even went so far as to tell the in line son Luke was responsible for killing Katy and Alex, to ensure that never came back to you. 
“It was all very well done. Congratulations”
A shrug, very modest. 
“I’m a mother. I did what I had to do.”
No remorse in her voice. She believed her actions were reasonable. The way she discussed them made him burn with rage. To her, murdering was okay so long as it directed her children down her path. 
He wanted to charge her but held.
“Still no points for inventiveness though. The apple never falls far from the tree and, for you, it all comes back to your mother. I wonder, while you were ensuring Emma lost the brother she loved, did you remember how your mother did the same to you?”
Sudden rage twisted Christina’s face and, before she could catch herself, she had taken a big, sloppy step forward, landing her foot so close to the edge of the stairs he thought for a second she might slip and plummet towards him. That would have solved his problems but wasn’t to be. She saw what she was doing and stepped back, wobbling a little but with eyes fixed firmly on him. He didn’t try to take another step. 
“How did you - ah, Sharon.” He nodded. She took another swig. “I didn’t understand at the time. I was not much more than a child. Now though, I know my mother did what was right for the family.”
“But you loved your brother.”
“See, you’re the child. Time to grow up, James.”
At this, he put his head in his hand. 
“You’re crazy. Crazy. Even if I accept you couldn’t bear your children being with drug addicts, you think it’s acceptable for your mother to disown her son for loving an Asian girl? That was sickening then, but it’s 2018 don’t you understand? But this was your mothers way so on you plough. 
“Sure, Mohsin was a pain, getting suspicious of George, asking questions and refusing to back down, but that wasn’t the worst of it, was it? That wasn’t why you attacked him? You couldn’t stand the thought of your daughter being with an Asian man. That’s why you did it yourself, rather than get your stooges involved.”
“I would not expect you to understand my values, nor do I much care if you do.”
“You make me sick.”
To this, Christina didn’t respond. Her eyes kept on him, and the bottle remained hanging by her side. She didn’t take another drink. James felt himself swaying, as though drunk on the horror of it all. He stared at the woman he had respected so much, remembered how he had wished his mother could be like her. How wrong had he been?
“You’re lucky you chose the green dress that night,” he said, and Christina cocked her head in a questioning manner. “Of course you weren’t expecting Charlie to be kidnapped, and the spotlight to shine on the street. How glad you must have been George was in a car with Claire, fucking up an alibi. I saw the two of them though. Saw his suit and her dress. Only she was wearing green too. If you’d worn something else, maybe I wouldn’t have been fooled.”
But he didn’t think that was true. He had believed because he wanted to. Had the dress been a different colour, he no doubt still would have found a way. He turned to the door, pointed at the chair. 
“I told you Mohsin was awake. I guess that was a mistake. Now he has to go. Emma’s a lost cause so what, you’d kill your daughter? You might regret that when you wake up hungover in the morning.” 
Christina raised her bottle, swigged deeply from it, drank and drank until it was all gone. She chucked it without noticing he was now only one step from the top. 
“There won’t be any more mornings. For me, or any of us.”
“One thing I don’t understand.” 
The box slid open. Her fingers were on the match. He was poised, ready to go, but this he needed to know. 
“Why did you kill Mac?”
“Oh, James. Luke killed Mac.”
“No. Luke disappeared the first night. He had achieved what he needed to, and there was no one to stick around for. Nothing since then has involved him. I should have known as soon as I saw the note. Different handwriting to the first. So why do it? Why kill her?”
“That,” Christina said, “is knowledge you will have to go without.”
James was stunned. He had expected answers. He paused, and that might have been fatal. 
She plucked a match from the box. Then he was moving. Diving up the last step and barrelling towards her as she went to strike it.
Crash. 
They hit the wall, sending the match and box flying. He kicked the chair from the door as he went after Christina, scrabbling to grab what she had lost.
“Now’s the time to get out.” 
Once more Christina had the match and box in her hand and was standing. 
He charged again as the door burst open. He grabbed her, and they grappled as she screamed and cried and demanded he release her. 
“I did everything. Everything for them.”
Behind them, someone was calling, and she was tugging and scratching at his eyes. As she went for one last strike of the match, he pulled her with all his might, and they fell. 
He hit the bannister and knew it would not save them. In this old house, nothing was sturdy. 
Their weight took the bannister out. He felt it crumple and they were falling, tumbling over the edge and down the side, crashing to the ground below. 
Here he lay, his world fading out of focus, his head swimming yet again and as he fell into unconsciousness, he could hear only Christina, whispering beside him, saying the same words again and again. 
“I did my best for my family. I did my best for my family. I did my best for my -“




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
Mohsin was by James’ side when he woke. That was weird. They had yet to speak more than a few words to each other. First Mohsin had been hospitalised. Now James. 
He knew he was in hospital. Could tell by the bright lights glaring off-white walls, the septic smell in the air, the constant beep, beep, beep of the heart monitors, and the rough feel of the cheap sheets cocooning him. He was one meal from completing the five sense hospital experience. Or maybe an orally taken pill. That would do it. 
“Good to see you again,” Mohsin said, and James returned the sentiment. 
Although the man above him looked tired and weak, he was okay. Recovering from the attack. The only good news James could take from all this. 
 “Christina?” he asked. His throat was sore, but he was feeling okay. No doubt down to the morphine. Or perhaps he had suffered so much pain over the last couple of days he had become immune. He liked that idea but didn’t suppose it would be the case. 
“She’s fine. Healthwise, anyway. Doc's checking her over now, and by the end of the week, she'll be in a cell. Emma has two brothers on the run, and in a matter of days, she’ll be looking at both parents locked up. It’s been quite a weekend.”
“Good,” James said, then, off Mohsin’s look: “that Christina and George could go to jail. Maybe the girls at EKC will be safe from abuse, and you and Emma can be together.”
Mohsin laughed at this, then held up a hand in defence.
“It’s true about the girls at EKC, and I thank you for getting that out in the open. But Emma and I are not going to be together.”
“Why not? You seemed pretty keen when she dragged you upstairs at the party on Friday, and you met at the shack last night.”
As he asked this, he remembered his theory about Mo working with Mac and Luke. Goosebumps ran along his arm, and he shifted in discomfort. 
Mohsin didn’t notice. He was smiling as though James was simple.
“The night I was attacked I was asking Emma about her father. I told her what I found and asked for her help, which she promised me. We met at the shack to talk about her mother. She wanted to know if Christina attacked me and I was happy to confirm. But us, dating? Please. I thought I had a chance with Mac -“ at this he broke off, saddened by his loss. He would feel that for now. Maybe not once he had a chance to think about how she had used him while seeing Luke on the side if that was the case. “But me and Emma are nothing more than friends. I’m not her type.”
“No?”
James wasn’t sure how he felt about this. He had been falling for Megan and was sure Emma held only contempt for him. But he remembered the night they had spent together. How things seemed to change. Could feelings develop there? He wasn’t sure and tried to push the thought away, looking instead at the screen of Mohsin’s phone, now being held inches from his face.
“Look.”
“What is it?” James asked. 
“A double date. Me and Sasha - my ex - Emma and -“
“Alex.” 
He reached forward. Took the phone. Stared at the screen and the picture in front of him. Wondering if the horrors of this weekend would ever end. If only he had never fallen off that curb. He would have seen the warring women, got scared, and walked away. 
None of this would have happened to him.   
“We’ve never been more than friends,” Mohsin was saying, but James was no longer listening. His heart was pounding, and it was showing on the heart monitor. Mohsin looked at it and put down his phone. 
“Are you okay? Shall I get a nurse?”
“I’m fine. I just need some rest.”
Mohsin wasn’t sure, but he stood, and they said their goodbyes. Then James was alone, lying in his bed, distressed and filled with fear. 
He could see it now, the final piece of the puzzle falling into place, but he didn’t want to see it. Was afraid to see it. Because of what it meant to him. 
Eventually, a doctor came, and he was given something that would help him sleep. He was grateful for it. Monday night was closing in. Another day was done, and even as the dark thoughts turned within, all he wanted to do was -
 
Rushing water. On and on and never-ending. It crashes through the dark, hitting the stone walls, some of it flicking onto the banks. All the time interspersed with -
The beep of the hospital monitor, erratic, first fast, then slow as James tries to settle, as he sees -
Luke, walking down the steps, approaching with a morbid expression and darkness in his eyes. He lowers his hood and says -
“Hello, James.”
Still, the water crashes, but that wasn’t Luke’s voice. He steps forward and holds out a hand. James doesn’t want to take it, but he isn’t in control. His arm lifts, their palms touch. Luke squeezes, except it isn’t Luke, it’s -
“Emma?”
“Yeah, it’s me.”
One hand has his, and the other comes towards his chest except it isn’t hers it’s -
Luke’s again. The palm on James’ chest and he can’t fight. He is being shoved back, and he feels the slippery surface beneath him. Hears the water, louder than ever, and knows it is hungry. Another step back and this time there is nothing to land on, and he is -
He jerked at the sensation of falling and felt pain stab at him. This woke him a little and he was able to hold onto the present for a second, though he knew it wouldn’t last long. Above him Emma sat, watching. Her hand hovering where she tried to touch his chest. He shuffled towards her, and she lowered her hand, touching him. It was soft but troubling. He thought about the picture Mohsin showed him. About Katy and Alex. The difference between cocaine and weed.
“The reason your mum killed Alex… it had nothing to do with drugs, did it?”
“Doubtful.”
“Mohsin showed me a picture. You two together. You looked a cute couple.”
To this she said nothing. Still held his hand but the other came away from her chest. Dropped by her side, limp. He stared at it a few seconds, then met her eyes again. 
“You took Charlie, didn’t you?”
“What makes you think that?”
“Lots of reasons. It’s true, isn’t it?”
He needed her to say it. Was desperate for her to confess before he slipped away. Because he was falling again. Slipping into memories and over the beep, beep, beep of the heart monitor there was -
Water rushing onwards. Hungry water. Black water and -
Bright white walls that seemed to be splattered with -
Blood. It’s on the floor too, and his dad is hovering over the body of his uncle. Sobbing. James sees what he is going to do and wants to shout out, but all he can do is wonder why it smells so strongly of -
Antiseptic, mixed with Emma’s perfume. Not just that though, he can smell -
The woods, long ago. The sweat of two boys running and playing, away from everything, except, the mood is turning, an argument brewing and -
He was drifting. 
“Emma, please.”
“I spoke to Megan. She told me about your last meeting with Luke. Tell me what happened. Tell me how you know I was involved.”
“Lots of reasons. I saw the picture and -“
“The truth. Last chance.”
The pounding water. The fight. Luke is screaming and screaming and -
“I know. I know because -“
He didn’t want to see it, but it paraded in the back of his mind. He looked at Emma and knew she saw it too. 
“When did you last speak to your brother?”
“Three months ago. He stopped calling.”
“Yeah. Yeah. I suppose that makes sense.”
“How do you know I kidnapped Charlie?”
“I know because it has to be you because he can’t have been involved.”
She continued to stare. He looked away, felt sleep grab at him. 
“Luke can’t have done it, because I killed him.”




CHAPTER THIRTY
 
Stories can be doctored. Dreams, too. 
For the first time, James dreams the truth, as best as he can. He feels it all as it was the first time, and it is far worse than any nightmare could ever be. 
He is at the river bank. The water is racing. Luke is yelling. 
“Fuck you. It was a huge mistake, and I’m trying to apologise. Why don’t you accept it and move on?“
The words are spat with venom. Real anger and hatred. The moment they are out the face that expelled them crumples into misery yet again. 
“I’m sorry, James, I’m sorry. I never meant to.”
“Fuck you. Fuck you.”
The anger is building now. Like a black snowball it rolls, growing in size with every turn. Quickly, it is becoming too large to manage. Before long, it will be unstoppable. 
“This was not some slip and fall. This was no mistake. You had music and candles. You waited until I was out of town and you seduced her. Bedded her. You -“
“Fell in love with her. James, I’ve fallen in love with her. I never wanted that to happen. You’re my mate -“
“No. You’re lying. Lying.”
“I’m not. I know it’s hard, but you two weren’t right for each other. You weren’t working. James, listen to me, I love her. I love her.”
“No.”
The anger is reaching critical mass. He rushes forward, shoves Luke hard. The move takes his betraying friend by surprise. He slips, goes over almost comically, landing on his back and smacking his head. 
For a moment, he is still, and the shock is a block in the road, holding the rolling ball of anger. James steps towards his friend with panic touching his heart. 
“Luke, are you -“
Luke moves fast. Rising to his feet like a magician and swinging a fist. James barely has time to register its arrival, and he is spinning from impact, his jaw roaring in pain. He falls, and as his hand stops him going all the way, he feels more pain shoot up his arm. 
He looks to the betrayer’s face but sees only a foot crashing towards him. It hits his shoulder, and now he does collapse onto wet concrete. He looks at his friend and sees all apologies and regrets are over. The anger has built-in Luke as it has in James and he is about to lose it. 
“Fuck you. I’ve tried to apologise, and you don’t want to listen. You want to attack me well fuck you -“
His foot again. It hits James in his stomach, and he folds. If something has been holding James’ anger, the foot knocks such blockage from its path. Now it is rolling faster than ever, growing vaster than ever. He remembers only two times he has felt this angry. A laughing boy and a laughing man. Toby, who pretended to be his friend then mocked him behind his back. Uncle, who took his mother then laughed in James’ face about it.
He sees them both at once. In the woods, he shoves Toby hard and watches him roll over and over down the hill. In his father’s bedroom, he is on the floor, but takes the metal picture frame and swings it. Toby lands, head hitting a rock. Uncle falls, smacking the bedside table. In both cases blood spits in anger towards James. 
From the woods, he runs. Terror touching his eyes and fear touching his heart. Would have run from the bedroom, too, but his uncle is laughing at him still, although there is blood at his skull. He continues to laugh as James sees red and falls, landing on uncle and bringing the frame down again and again and he is crying and screaming until rough hands pull him away. Drag him and snatch the picture frame. James stares into the eyes of the man who raised him and realises what he has done, far too late to fix it. He promises himself he will never lose his temper like that again but years later, by the roaring river -
Luke’s foot swings again. With a yell, James catches it, pulls hard and fast. Luke slips for a second time and goes to ground. Now Luke shouts and scrabbles round. Pulls himself to his feet and almost slips again as he does. By the time he gets steady and turns James is up too, half aware that there is something wet and heavy in his hands. 
“I’m going to be with her James. I love her, and I’m going to -“
James swings without thought. The picture frame hits Luke around the side of the head. It is not big, but large enough to send Luke to ground again. Large enough to draw a lot of blood. The wounded’s hand clutches the place where the blood is flowing. Soon the white of his skin is red too. His hair is fast becoming matted with it, and his neck looks like a stone slab beneath a cursed water feature as the blood trickles over it. It is far worse than with his uncle, and James stares at the picture frame, horrified. Except, this is no picture frame. It is a chunk of concrete, and it has done far more damage. 
James looks into the eyes of his victim. They are full of hatred, but weakening with each passing second. He does not talk, but James does. 
“I’m sorry. Oh God, I’m so sorry. Let me help.”
And he wants to. He really wants to. He has dropped to the concrete, and he begins to lower himself towards Luke. 
But Luke has other ideas. 
He screams a word that James cannot make out and comes forward. A blood streaked hand hits James, and he falls, hitting the wet slabs of the bank yet again. Luke is standing above him, covered in blood and looking quite mad. He leaps forward and, out of instinct, James lifts his legs and kicks. 
He catches Luke, but awkwardly on the shoulder, rather than chest. He had intended only to knock Luke back, but instead, the bleeding man spins to the side. James rolls out of the way and comes up on his knees. He sees Luke land and thinks he will be okay. 
He is wrong. From the chest up, Luke is still on the bank. But his bottom half has dipped into the hungry water, and now the current is dragging him down and across.
In a mad moment, those weak, terrified eyes remind James of Mufasa from The Lion King, and it makes him hesitate. Later he will wonder if this is what did it, or if it was already too late. 
Remembering himself, he rushes forward, but Luke is already falling. He slips from the bank and by the time James drops to his knees at the water’s edge it is as though no one but him was ever there. Certainly, there is no sign of Luke in the water, and the blood on the bank is fast being washed away by the rain. 
James is alone, staring into his shattered reflection in the roaring current below. He knows what he has done, for the time being, and he begins to cry but, with the downpour from above, and the raging water below, the world does not notice. 
He is empty. He is broken. 
He is -
 
Alone. 
The room was dim, silent if you discounted the standard hospital chorus of beeps, steps and coughs. Not to mention his ever pounding heart. 
Like a postmodern artist, his dream had painted his forehead with sweat, and his entire body felt cold and clammy. Moving to pull the thin, scratchy sheets closer around him, he looked to the chair at his bedside. 
Empty now, but hadn’t someone been there? 
His mind stretched into the past, but he overshot recent times and landed on the riverside again. Saw Luke slip beneath the bank, watched the blood run with the rain over the edge and into the water. Yanking his mind back he remembered Mohsin at his side. It was a blurred, distorted memory but he pulled snatches of conversation back. And there had been something else. What?
A phone. That was it. There had been a picture and -
Now he remembered. Saw the phone again and the two couples on it. Alex. He had seen that then Mohsin had left, and he had slept. 
He closed his eyes. The riverside came, and he opened them before it could reach him. More of the recent past slipped from whatever prison was holding it. Now he saw her, sitting at his side, holding his hand. She had questioned him, and as he slid into sleep he had said -
The door opened, and James almost dived from the bed. Perhaps, if he had been stronger - and if the drugs hadn’t still been working their way through his system, holding him back - he would have. Emma stopped at the door, noticing his skittishness, then kicked it shut and dropped into the chair beside him. In her hands were two paper cups and she held one up. 
“I bought coffee. Hopefully better than the crap in that cafe.”
She placed his on the side, and he could smell it, and feel its warmth, but if he had drunk any, it would have come straight back up. He was afraid.
“What are you going to do?”
She didn’t answer right away. Her eyes trailed the equipment around him. As though searching for the plug she could remove to end his life. When her eyes returned to his, they were unsatisfied. 
“I’d kill you if I could.”
“I never wanted to hurt him.”
“Bit late for that.”
“Believe me. It’s why I came here. I left home and travelled, but I had this dream every night. I was back at the riverbank, only this time it was him who attacked me, sometimes with the right item, sometimes with a brick or even a lamp or a photo frame. Whatever… no matter what, I would be attacked, and I would fall. He would kick me in the river then -
“I woke. I always woke and, although I knew it was a dream it felt as though I had survived, and if I could, maybe him too.
“Don’t you see? I was desperate. I came here clinging to that hope and what do I find? That Luke is alive. You might think I couldn’t believe that, but I did because I needed to. I needed him to be alive so  -“
“Stop.”
The word was firm but held back a tidal wave of grief. James looked at Emma, paused, then nodded. This wasn’t what she needed, and for all of five seconds, he was going to leave it. Then he looked at her again. 
“Your turn.”
“What?”
“Confessions. I know I was in a drug-addled state, but I confessed. I opened my soul and let my darkest secret out so… your turn.”
“I’ve done nothing.”
“You have, and I don’t blame you. You loved Luke, and your family conspired to ruin him. With that and what happened to Alex, it’s no wonder you wanted to punish them. You did look a cute couple. I only wish I’d seen that picture sooner. Or if she’d been called Rachel, not Alex, that would have done it, but I didn’t think.”
“Maybe you’re a homophobe.”
“I hope not.” 
Her expression was still dark. Her coffee still clutched in her hand, but he didn’t think she had drunk any.
“Where’s Charlie?”
“How should I know?”
“Come on Emma. Like I said. It’s your turn.”
She rose. His hand caught her arm.
“Just listen. I’ll tell you what I think happened and you can correct me if I’m wrong, okay? Come on, sit down.”
He released her hand, still expecting her to walk away. He would have let her go if she did. He didn’t have the strength to stop her. But she didn’t walk. She turned slowly and placed her full coffee next to his. Then sat, and stared at him wordlessly. He took this as consent to go on. 
“Okay, so Luke is driven out of town, and you are left hating your family, wanting to punish them and how can you do that? Well, Luke knew all their secrets, and I’m guessing you did too, only, unlike him, you’d never wanted to get involved. Guess it didn’t bother you until it affected the two people you cared about most - Alex and Luke.
“So you start to put together the perfect revenge. You’re going to show the world who your family really are, but you’re not just going to announce it. Too risky. You’ve seen what your mother can do when confronted head-on, so you think, what if you make them do it to themselves? Hey, that would do it, and the plan is born. 
“Next up, you seduce Mac. I don’t know if you really loved her, but I’m guessing not. You needed her because she lived next door, and you couldn’t do it alone. You made her fall in love with you, and you got her to agree to kidnap Charlie on the night in question.
“That isn’t enough though. What you need is for the family to be around the area and preferably incriminating themselves as it happens. Some of them take care of themselves - you know, for example, if you do it on the night of a family party, your dad will find an excuse to take Claire home and bed her - or, um, car her - so that’s fine, but what about the rest?
“For Mark, it’s a case of playing on his dealing. You secure tickets to a show you know Sharon, the village babysitter, will love and gift them to her, pretending you won them. Then, when Claire can’t find a babysitter, you suggest Amy. 
“Babysitting, I guess, is pretty dull, so you know Amy will want drugs, but you need to ensure Mark will leave when called. That’s achieved by dropping something into conversation with Megan that will cause an argument, and lead to him storming out, and that sorts Mark. 
“For Christina, you play on her prejudices. I’m guessing you’d already had her suspect you were seeing Mohsin, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you put him onto your father and Becky. Then on the night of the party, you take him up to your bedroom, knowing your mother, already angry, will flip, and act. In terms of getting them into place, you’ve had Mac seduce Mo, and she asks him to walk her home. Christina follows and where is the obvious place to attack… the alley.”
She didn’t comment. Just sat and watched as their two coffees began to grow cold. 
“You took Charlie next door that night, and afterwards everything went off without a hitch. I’m guessing you didn’t expect me to turn up but you would have pointed someone in the right direction to ensure your family imploded, then you could sit back and watch. Revenge complete. It could have been perfect. 
“Problem is, as always, the human variable. In your case it was Mac. She felt guilty, and I’m guessing she began falling apart right away. You got angry, and she tried to make it right by buying you those chocolates. The ones that reminded you of Luke. I’m sure you tried your best to keep her in line, but it wasn’t working and in the end -“
A pause, he tried to catch a hint of emotion in her eyes, but if it was there, she was hiding it well. 
“This is why I think you can’t have loved her. You were afraid she would call me, so you turned my phone off while pretending to put my bags on your desk, then slept with me as a distraction.”
“You’re welcome.”
It was the first thing she’d said in a while, and he had to fight to contain the anger so he could go on. 
“Before that, I saw you arguing with Christina. I’m guessing you were coming clean. You knew Mac was going to ruin everything, so you told your mum about your latest lover, and warned her what was to transpire, knowing the famous image manager would jump into action. Knowing she would -“
He stopped. Once more the body floated before him, and he felt tears touch his eyes. Such a sweet girl. So kind. She had been manipulated and used and when she tried to do the right thing -
“She didn’t deserve that.”
“I know.”
“But why did it come to that? Why couldn’t you have found another way? I was rushing around trying to find out what I could and getting no closer. You could have helped me push it in your direction. Brought me to the truth of your family sooner but you never did. You stepped out of the way and let it go on and on until Mac couldn’t take it anymore. You drove her to a position where she was running into the woods and -
“No.”
Barely more than a whisper, as it came to him. 
“You didn’t help me at all and more than that.”
A memory. He had rushed from the shack note in hand and stopped. A flutter in the trees. There had been someone. He had written it off as more ghosts, but it wasn’t. 
“It was you, come to collect the note you had left in the shack before someone found it. Why would you do that?”
More tears in his eyes, although it should have been her ready to cry. He needed to push on, but it was impossible. He was standing in the shop with Mac again, and he spoke the words she had, as though her spirit was speaking through him.  
“I saw Mohsin and Emma together, and I was jealous. I knew it didn’t mean anything, but I couldn’t let go of that stupid pathetic jealousy. So we argued, and he ran. That’s why it happened.”
He was so sure he’d understood that, but he hadn’t. 
“It was you she was jealous of, wasn’t it? You she argued with back at the house and when she says he ran…”
Finally, it hit him, and he realised he’d been holding it back.
“Charlie died, didn’t he? The plan was to return him safe after your family’s downfall, but you couldn’t do that once he was dead. You didn’t want to bring any more attention to the situation. You just wanted it over. Isn’t that right?”
Emma tried to hold that statue pose, but it was beginning to break. To crack and fall apart like stone under thousands of years of a wave’s constant attack. 
Soon she would spill.
“When she went looking for Charlie, to bring him back, she didn’t intend to bring him back alive, did she? She was sick with her part in it and wanted to return the body to his family. To his mother.
“Oh, God.”
And now he was crying. Really crying. He lifted a hand and wiped his eyes, but it would be difficult to stop. It wasn’t just for Charlie, but Mac too, and Luke and his uncle and Toby. All the people who had died because they couldn’t control themselves, or their anger.
“You took a girl who loved you and a little boy who trusted you and killed them both. All as part of some revenge plot? What I did was wrong. It was foul. But at least it was thoughtless. I’m not defending myself but what you did was calculated. Cruel. Vindictive. It was -“
“That’s enough.” 
Her voice was quiet but carried enough strength to silence him. There was something in her eyes he found unnerving. He had expected misery, guilt, or even anger, but saw none. Instead, there was cold detachment. The look of a deranged killer.
“Mac was supposed to keep Charlie calm. She failed. She was supposed to hold it together. She failed. She knew I had no interest in Mohsin but wouldn’t let it go. We fought, and Charlie ran. I caught him on the stairs. I tried to stop him, but he fell. Broke his neck. Died. 
“It was an accident. Nobody’s fault. I told Mac that but she refused to help deal with the body, so I did it alone. It will never be found.
“All I ever wanted was justice for my brother. Your pathetic, childish anger has robbed me the chance of seeing him again, but those who betrayed him will be punished. I will have to settle for that. I cannot see you in prison for the same reason you cannot tell the police about Charlie. We know too much. I take it you would like to see me killed for doing away with the boy?”
“I would.”
“As I would like to kill you for murdering my brother,” she said, pulling her bag over her shoulder and standing. “I guess we will both be disappointed. You are leaving the village today. I take it?”
“I am.”
“Never to return?”
“Not a chance.”
“Good,” she said and, without another word she swept past the curtain and away, leaving James lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking back over the darkness in his past. Realising he had solved the mystery and every question that had come with it except one. 
A question that would likely plague him forever:
Was it worth it?
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