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Dear Reader,

This book can be read as a standalone, however please be advised that it gives major spoilers for The Mess Of Me, which is set two years earlier.

This book also fits into a bigger universe of inter-connected books and characters and if you are interested, please find below a suggested reading order.

Many thanks for being here!

Chantelle Atkins

Suggested reading order:

The Boy With The Thorn In His Side – series

The Mess Of Me 

Elliot Pie’s Guide To Human Nature

The Holds End trilogy – series

At Night We Played In The Road

The Mess Of Us 

The Dark Finds You – coming summer 2025!
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Dear World,

So, obviously we made a mess of it. Inevitably. Otherwise I wouldn’t be writing to you again, would I? Because I haven’t written to you for a while. I tried to give you up, you see. I tried to believe I had outgrown you. I mean, how many adults still write diaries?

And that’s what I am now, supposedly – a grown adult, a grown-up. And that’s what we have done, me and Joe. We have grown up. He grew taller. I didn’t. He grew broader. I grew anxious.

Eighteen years old. They threw us a joint 18th party, if you can believe that shit. Like we were still little kids. It’s a tradition, see. You hire out the social club, and your dad buys you your first pint and you pretend it really is your first and act sheepishly grateful. Then all your relatives and all their friends encourage you to get shit-faced until you throw up on yourself.

‘You’ll regret that in the morning,’ they all say, while laughing at you.

Joe’s dad sent him a hundred quid.

Joe’s stepdad gave him a beaten-up mini cooper that didn’t run.

My dad gave me fifty quid and you could tell by the look in his eye that it pained him to do so, and my mum gave me a shopping voucher. And then that was that.

I didn’t want to be an adult, I’ll just tell you that right now, World. I was never one of those kids in a hurry to grow up so I could do grown-up things. Being a grown-up always looked like shit to me. If I could go back to dirty knees and racing bikes down hills, I would. If I could go back to ignoring homework, smoking spliffs and traipsing over the fields to drink cider in the park, I would in a heartbeat.

But I can’t. Not now. I can’t do any of those things. They all thought we’d be okay if we stuck together but they were wrong. We made a big mess of everything, of ourselves and each other and we’re just left to swim in it, because we don’t need help anymore, because we’re eighteen. They’ve washed their hands of us. Job done.

Sometimes, World, I don’t know if I love Joe or hate him. Sometimes I don’t even know who he is. And I never did get to find out who I was. And maybe now, it’s too late?
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Dear World,

After I buy the pregnancy test from Boots – red-faced, hood up, eyes down, I shuffle across the high street and sit down in a café. I don’t know why. I feel so shaky and sick, I’m afraid even a strong smell will make me throw up. But I can’t go home, that’s the thing. Home isn’t home anymore, not since Mum lost the house and rented a one-bed flat with Les.

‘There’s room for you,’ was the first thing she said about it, before I could even ask. ‘It will always be your home. Your home is always with me.’

I could tell she meant it. She had tears of guilt in her eyes, for Christ’s sake. But a one-bed flat over a shop in the middle of the estate is not my home. I am untethered for the first time in my life. The tenuous connection between my mother and me feels old and frayed.

The café is too hot so I strip off my hoodie and fold it on my lap. Before I’ve even had time to look around, a waitress is at my side, notepad and pen poised for action. 

‘Just a coffee please,’ I tell her and she swans off again to get my order.

I take a look around. Mostly it’s old folk. Redchurch is pretty much a retirement town, I swear. There are tons of grey heads in here, all curled and fluffy – they make me think about my nan and my stomach lurches, a sudden jolt of pain and loss taking me by surprise.

I’m a fucking idiot.

You knew that already, didn’t you, World?

The waitress brings me my coffee and I hunch over it, eyes glazed for a moment, my head pounding. Reality is knocking at my mind, waiting to come inside, wanting to acknowledge the elephant in the room, the test in my bag – but I can’t let it, not yet. I’m happy bathing in unreality for now. Yes please, leave me here in a dream world.

That’s how I feel, World. Encased in dreams. Cocooned and swamped and heavy headed like a daisy in the morning, swollen with rain.

The door opens and two girls walk in pushing buggies. They park them by the door where there isn’t much room and in turn lift out their small charges, and I’m sure I can feel the instant disapproval from the grey brigade.

They probably think it’s their café. Their time for peace and quiet and a perusal of the Daily Fail. I simmer with sudden resentment and frustration, and I watch the girls as they squeeze into a booth on the other side of the café. They look young. Late teens, maybe early twenties. They look similar too. Both with long dark hair, both big hipped and big bottomed. Both with made-up faces, and phones clutched in their hands. Is that what babies do to you, I think, watching them, expand your body parts, make you soft and full? Their babies look happy. One with dark hair, and one bald. They look around the same age. They drool and chatter as their mums squish them into highchairs.

Oblivious to the glares from the greys, the girls are happy, I think, bright-eyed and chatting non-stop, as if they haven’t seen each other in a while. I drink my coffee and watch out of the corner of my eye as they order toasted sandwiches and break off the crusts for the babies to chew on.

Suddenly, I can’t be in here anymore.

I get up in a panic and go to pay, accidentally kicking an old man’s extended foot as I hurry by. I mutter sorry and he just glares.

Outside, I tremble. A warm breeze coats my hot face and I decide to wander down to the quay. I feel like a ghost when I get there. I’ve escaped from the busy high street and I sit on a bench facing the water where boats and swans jostle for space. I’m invisible. I think, maybe everyone is if they want to be. If you don’t try too hard to be seen or heard. If you float, unanchored, undetermined.

That’s me.

But the test in my bag is a weight. An anchor. I’ve tried not to think about it since I took the last one but it’s all I can think about. Hands curl into fists inside the pockets of my hoodie. My breath feels forced and laboured. Around me, people stroll, old folk hand in hand, couples, mums and prams, children, tourists. And I’m a ghost, a wisp, a daydream sat on a bench with the weight of an impossible world in my bag.

I want to cry. But I can’t cry here.

I want to have a nervous breakdown. Am I allowed?

Will Joe have a nervous breakdown when he knows?

Joe is not who he used to be, World. Joe is... floundering. Like me, a shadow boy, untethered and unsure, caught between two realities. He has nightmares every night that make him scream and twist and beg and sob.

Joe is not ready to be a father.

Joe is not ready to be Joe.

A sob escapes. The enormity of it. Broken Joe and broken me and fragmented adulthood and childhood drifts away on a dream cloud and we call it back but it won’t come, it leaves us adrift.

I feel it like a solid cold truth in my belly. I’m sorry baby, I cannot be a mother.
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Dear Baby,

I don’t really have the right to address you, do I? I don’t deserve you. Tiny, new, precious thing. But I feel like all my thoughts, fears and emotions are centred around you now – the explosive inside of me waiting to go off. When I think at all, I think of you.

I shouldn’t get attached, but...

I went home after nearly breaking to pieces. I walked the whole way back to the flat in a kind of foggy stupor. The flat is above Londis, where Joe’s mum, Lorraine, still works. When she knew Mum had to sell the house because my dad is a dick, she started keeping her eye out for places nearby. The flat above the shop became available and Mum and Les really had no choice but to take it. I can’t blame them, but I really fucking hate it. Which sort of makes me hate them, and Lorraine of course, and my dad, which isn’t hard because he’s such an ignorant prick. I seem to hate a lot of people these days, which should probably worry me. Actually, if I think about it, I can’t really think of anyone I don’t hate...

Anyway, this is my home, baby, and has been for almost a year. Dad sold the family home, mostly for reasons attributed to him simply being a massive prick. That’s all I can say about him. I try my hardest not to think about him at all.

Mum, of course, made out it was all a good thing really. Ever the optimist, that one. They needed a fresh start anyway. Les wouldn’t have to hide under the bed anymore. They could be together now and not owe my dad anything. Blah, blah, blah.

She was kidding herself, obviously. I could see the pained look in her eyes on moving day. She had to get rid of most of her shit because the flat is so small. She lost everything really and walked around with this dazed little smile on her face. Make the best of it, became her mantra. I’ve got to admire her a bit for that.

She has been making the best of it her whole life, I guess. So, here we are. The exterior door opens into a tiny hallway and the stairs take you up to the flat. Another door opens into a small hallway where we all trip up over our own shoes because it’s so cramped. The hall leads into a lounge/kitchen/diner. It’s really one big room with a breakfast bar separating the kitchen from the lounge. Back in the hall, one door leads to the bathroom and the one beside it, into their bedroom.

It's not a bad flat really. It’s quite cute. The lounge is big and the windows let in tons of light and it’s been decorated nicely and it’s affordable for them. I can tell that Mum and Les like it. The landlord lets us keep Gremlin, which is another bonus. For a couple, the flat is just fine. It’s a nice little home.

But then there’s me.

Taking up the sofa. No space of my own. My bags still packed. My presence strongly felt, even by me. I trip over myself in this place. I annoy myself. The only benefit right now is that I’ve just finished my A-Levels and have the place to myself when they’re at work. Once they’re home, the inevitable awkwardness begins. Les is a shambling red-faced man who tries and fails to connect with me. My fault, not his. I just can’t be bothered.

Mum is Mum. Desperate to please. Eyes full of guilt whenever she looks at me here because she knows as well as I do that I don’t belong.

I’m the problem.

I let myself in and scoop Gremlin up for a cuddle because damn it, I’m crying again. I get on the sofa with Gremlin on my chest and just let them come.

You can’t blame me. I’m pregnant.

Fuck!

I’m pregnant. Me. Of all people. Jesus fucking Christ...

I don’t need to take the second test I bought. I’ve missed my period and I know why. Me and Joe. And I sort of hate him right now.

Oh, baby...
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Dear Baby,

I’m still lying on the sofa when Mum gets in from work – she’s currently working as a cleaner at some offices in town. Another hour and Les will be here too. (I’m still not sure exactly what he does, but it’s something to do with phone sales...) Oh, fuck...Here we go.

‘Why are you crying?’ Mum demands right away, dropping her bag and hurrying straight over to me. ‘Lou, what is it? What’s wrong?’

She kneels beside me and grabs my hand into hers. I would stop crying if I could but I can’t. I’m a mess.

‘Lou, darling, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?’

God, I’ve got to say it, haven’t I? I can’t speak but I’ve got to tell her. I’ve got to do something about you. She’ll know what to do, won’t she? She’s my mum. I might be eighteen, but she’s still my mum. I’m still her child, right?

She’s scared, I can tell. She hasn’t seen me like this since that day at the hospital when Joe nearly died. But it makes me think about the other time I totally lost my shit like this. After Marianne’s god-awful party, when I got so drunk, I let her cut my arm, and Joe took me home. In his bed with him, under his duvet, I could not stop crying.

‘Come on, Lou,’ she says, patting my hand. ‘You can tell me. Come on, calm down, whatever it is, you can tell me.’

I can’t though, I can’t, I can’t...

I don’t know why but something makes her look at the floor and she picks up my Boots bag and then looks at me as if to measure my reaction, as if to confirm the bag is somehow involved. I can’t speak, I just cry, so she flicks open the bag and her eyes grow big and round when she sees the pregnancy test. She folds her hand around it crushing the bag shut, as if to erase it from reality. But she’s seen and I’ve seen her see it, so there is no going back.

‘Oh, Lou.’ One hand goes to her face, fingers pulling at her lip. She shakes her head and now she’s crying too. ‘Oh, Lou, are you? Are you?’

My mother’s lips stretch into a half-smile, half-grimace which is so absurd it makes me want to laugh out loud. Better than crying, maybe? Her expression is one of a woman who wants to cry herself but who also wants to be strong and supportive. It’s hilarious and I feel a giggle working its way up as I nod my head at her.

Instantly, she deflates.

Like a slow puncture on an old bike, my mother sinks in on herself, crumples and sags. Her hands are still holding mine but her grip is weak and shaky. I now feel the urge to comfort her. Almost automatically the tears dry up. I sit up straight and wipe my face on the sleeve of my hoodie, while she tries to rearrange her own face into something I can interpret as helpful. I rest my head in my hand and gaze at the Boots bag. 

‘I did one already,’ I tell her, taking several deep breaths to calm down.

‘When?’

‘A week ago. I thought I better do another.’

‘Well, yes you better,’ she says, patting my hand and getting abruptly to her feet. She blinks away the shininess in her eyes and plants her hands on her hips. She can’t quite meet my eye as she gestures to the bathroom. ‘Go on. No time like the present. You might not be. Tests can be wrong.’

‘Okay.’ I kind of like her telling me what to do and taking control. It’s like I’m a kid again and I can relax, knowing she knows what to do for the best.

I grab the bag and slouch off to the hallway. That’s when I hear her heavy and defeated sigh and with that noise alone, I can tell how crushed she is.

‘Oh Lou, what were you thinking?’

Good question.

I shrug and leave the room. I wonder if she would like me to tell her what I was really thinking that night. Because I know what night it was. My eighteenth. After the god-awful party we endured, we went back to the bed-sit on the Somerley estate that Joe now shares with his brother, Travis.

That happened after Leon was convicted of GBH and sent down. I don’t know, I guess Travis felt guilty. Used the time away from Leon’s toxic influence to take stock of his life. He got a job, a real job, for the first time ever. A delivery driver. He seems to like it. Also guilt-ridden and rightly so, Lorraine and Mick gave Travis and Joe the deposit for the bed-sit and I know Joe was wary at first. Wary of them all, but he also didn’t want to return home to live in the crazy house, so he agreed.

For the past two years, Joe has been doing his A-Levels and working weekends serving pastries at the Greggs in town.

Anyway, baby, that night we went back to the bed-sit. Joe gets the one bedroom while Travis gets the sofa, just like me. Guilt, see. But I don’t think Joe takes any comfort in it. In anything, if I’m honest.

And I was thinking, we’re drunk, so we’ll probably have sex but sex is still this sort of odd, embarrassing and awkward thing that we only ever do after a few drinks, so I needed to be drunker. That’s what I was thinking, baby. Don’t tell my mum.

So, we had a few more and rolled into bed and neither of us mentioned protection of any kind and neither of us thought about it in the morning either. 

Did we really not think at all?

Not even once consider the potential of you?

No. We didn’t. Too many other things to think about, baby. I’ll blame it on that. Everything comes back to that.

Remembering this, that night, our drunken stupidity, a fuck I can’t even remember, I sit on the loo and pee on another stick then hold my head in my hands and cry when it comes up positive. Mum hears my sobbing and stands outside the door.

‘Oh, Lou,’ I hear her saying as she cries too. ‘Oh Lou, it will be okay. It will all be okay.’

Mothers say that to their children, don’t they?

But I know she can’t fix this for me.

She can’t take back that night and make us use a condom, can she? She can’t undo you, baby.

You exist.
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Dear Baby,

Mum does her best. She goes straight into overprotective, nurturing, borderline panic mode. I’m ushered back onto the sofa and presented with a cup of tea. I’m hugged and kissed and cried over and then when she’s devoured her own tea, she takes my hand again and frowns at me.

‘What do you want to do? Have you got any idea?’

I open my mouth and close it again. What do I want to do? Apart from rewind time, that is, I don’t know. So, I tell her.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Have you told Joe yet?’

I shake my head. ‘God, no.’

‘But you have to,’ she says. ‘And soon. He needs to know. So, we can all sit down and discuss this together. We need to phone the doctor too. I’ll do that for you now.’

She starts to get up but I grab her hand. ‘What?’

‘You’re against the clock, Lou,’ Mum reminds me sternly. ‘If you don’t want to keep it, you need to see the doctor and if you do want to keep it, you need to see the doctor.’

She lifts her shoulders and drops them.

‘We should speak to Joe first,’ I say and she nods and sits back down. ‘I should speak to Joe.’

‘Okay.’ Mum spreads her hands over her knees. ‘Okay, okay. Plan of action. You tell Joe. You talk. Then we can call the doctor, okay?’ She shoots me a look, daring me to disagree.

‘Okay.’ I nod to shut her up. Then I drop my head into my hands and groan behind them. ‘God, Mum, I don’t want to tell him.’

‘But you have to. It won’t be easy but you have no choice.’ Her eyes run over me as she frowns and taps her fingers against her knees. ‘It takes two to tango,’ she says pointlessly. ‘It’s his problem too. He needs to know.’

I nod and drag my hands from my face. Mum is still looking at me, her expression confused and suspicious.

‘How do you think he will react?’

‘I don’t know.’ I lift and drop my hands. ‘That’s what worries me. He’s so unpredictable these days.’

Mum nods in silent understanding. She’s in agreement with Lorraine and Mick who claim Joe is not the boy he used to be. They all say it like it’s his fault, like it’s a choice he made. But it’s not. That’s just their way of avoiding more guilt.

Joe is not the same. I know that more than anyone. I guess that’s what happens when someone beats your head in. The information gets diluted and fragmented. What heals is not what it was before. What remains is different. Changed.

Leon’s fault. Leon scrambled his brains.

‘You need to do it soon,’ Mum says, biting her lips and rocking forward slightly.

‘I know.’

‘Really soon,’ she goes on.

‘I’m seeing him later.’

‘You’ll be okay?’ She meets my eye, panicked. ‘I can come with you. Stay with you.’

‘I’ll be okay,’ I tell her.

We sit for a while in silence. I imagine she’s fighting tears and feeling massively disappointed in me. Dreading telling Lorraine and Mick and my dad. But I can’t worry about that. I have to worry about me and Joe. And you.

‘Do it before you change your mind,’ Mum advises me finally, releasing a great juddering sigh and getting to her feet. She looks dazed and worn out. I feel a twinge of guilt and get up.

‘I’ll go now. He’ll be home from work. I’ll have dinner there.’

I sense her relief. She and Les can breathe easier when I’m out. They can move around their home without tripping over me.

‘Good luck,’ she tells me softly as I leave.
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Dear Baby,

I’m not sure how I do it, but I do. Did you ever have a moment like that, one of pure dread? Like before an exam, only a million times worse? I don’t suppose you have, not yet. You’re just a ball of cells. Maybe more by now. Maybe you’ve got arms and legs.

Shut up! Shut up, shut up, shut up.

But that’s how it is, Baby. I walk over there, leaving our estate via the bridge over the bypass, the same one Joe was nearly thrown off when he was drug-running for Leon. I traipse down the metal steps on the other side onto the Somerley estate and it’s like I’m in a dream.

That weird feeling of heavy, sick dread and no escape. Walking deliberately towards something you are terrified of. No one holds a gun to my head, yet here I go. One foot in front of the other. It feels like insanity and it is.

As I turn towards Joe’s street, my phone goes off – a message from Marianne. I always get this lurching feeling in my guts when I see her name. So now I feel even sicker. Even more on edge. Christ, imagine telling her about this!

Our friendship has cooled, resurfaced, cooled and resurfaced repeatedly over the last two years. After her suicide attempt, she came back stronger. I think it was the knowledge that Leon had saved her life that boosted her. I truly believe she is in love with that creep.

So, there’s that between us.

Among many other unsaid, lingering things... I guess the real problem is I just don’t trust her. 

Want to meet later? I’ve got a tub of Ben and Jerry’s and some old movies!

I can’t answer her right now so I put my phone away, briefly puzzling over our bizarre friendship. Sometimes I simply loathe the girl; other times I really enjoy her company. As for Joe, well, he’s never trusted her and never forgiven her for that one crazy night.

I approach the block of flats – the very same block I went with him to sell drugs. He and Travis have a flat on the ground floor, and in the car park I can see his knackered old Mini. 

On the weekends, Mick comes over and tinkers with it for him because it needs a lot of work. Sometimes Joe just lets him and sometimes he goes out and helps him. I can’t imagine they have a lot to say to each other, Mick being the monosyllabic caveman that he is. I guess it’s that good old guilt at work again. Travis is convinced the car is doomed to fail and I can’t say I disagree with him. There are only so many times you can patch something up.

Here I go. I stare down at my dusty Converse as I cross the car park. My hands are balled up in the pockets of my hoodie. My legs are bare in denim shorts. The summer after A-Levels stretches out before me and beyond that, an undecided horizon.

Not for Joe or Marianne, mind you. They have it all settled. But me? No clue. No plan. Just a big dose of can’t-be-arsed mixed with a genuine helping of pure terror. And now this.

You, baby.

My teeth chatter as I press the buzzer and wait for Joe to let me in. I look back over my shoulder and imagine spinning around and tearing back across the carpark, back to the bridge and over the other side.

‘Hello?’ Joe’s voice sounds over the intercom.

‘It’s me,’ I say before I can chicken out and run.

He lets me in. The corridor smells of cat piss and curry. I hurry down to the last door on the right and Joe has it open for me, and there he is: the boy I both love and hate, my best friend, (maybe my only friend), the boy who knows me better than anyone, who’s stuck by me, the boy I lost my virginity to and accidentally made a baby with.

And before he can say anything, I burst into tears.

Joe looks confused and a heavy frown furrows his forehead. Then he looks annoyed but I don’t want to judge him for that. Looking annoyed is his default expression lately.

‘What the hell, Carling?’

Now I’m annoyed. I push past him and navigate the tiny hallway to reach the lounge. He calls me Carling like I’m a mate, just a mate, and it winds me up. So much for sympathy and understanding. Well, he did this too. He didn’t once mention protection that night either. The lounge is square and grey. I don’t know who thought mid-grey was an acceptable paint colour for a living space, but I can’t see Travis or Joe doing anything to brighten it up, ever.

There’s a sofa bed under the window that looks out onto the car park, and a tiny kitchenette to the left. To the right, the one bedroom with a separate bathroom attached. I sit on the edge of the sofa, surrounded by Travis’s sleeping bag and pillows. The carpet is littered with empty beer bottles and overflowing ashtrays. It smells strongly of weed despite all the windows being open. On the opposite wall is a knackered pine cabinet donated by Lorraine on top of which sits a rather large flat-screen TV. Set in front of the TV is a huge blue beanbag, the Play Station and the controls. Joe’s drum kit is the only other thing in the room, wedged in between the sofa bed and the wall.

He shuffles in, wearing jeans and his Greggs t-shirt, rubbing at his weary eyes and his unexpected cuteness makes me want to hit him and kiss him all at once. I’ve stifled my tears as best I can.

‘We need to talk,’ I say before he can get a word in. I wrap my arms around my body and look him in the eye. I see wonder in his face, dread maybe, but mostly confusion. ‘It’s serious,’ I add, gulping. He shuffles closer, his somewhat clumsy, over-thought-out movements reminding me of the damage Leon inflicted on his brain and I want to hug him again. Sometimes he seems so vulnerable, I think I want to wrap my arms around him and make everything okay. Make it back the way it used to be.

Dear baby, I’ll be brave because I have to be. I blurt it out because he has to know, there is no way around that, I have to tell him.

‘I’m pregnant.’
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Dear Baby,

Joe is your father. But he is just a boy. A damaged, altered boy. He sits beside me, frozen. Your father, to me, is very handsome. He has beautiful hazel eyes and ridiculous lashes. Imagine the cuteness and vulnerability of a rabbit or a deer and you’d be close. They are my favourite thing about him. His hair is a darker brown than his eyes. He’s grown it longer. He looks a little scruffy most days which also makes me feel sad.

Sat next to him, I forget my own emotions and feel his. I soak them up like a sponge and absorb them into my body. He is frowning deeply with his mouth hanging open. He has a scar above his top lip and another below the bottom. When Leon nearly killed him, he split both lips open and they had to stitch them back together. The scar below is worse. He has another above his left eyebrow – almost an inch long – another tear in his flesh that had to be stitched, it is bright white on his rapidly paling face. He has stubble. Needs a shave.

He doesn’t say anything because there are no words.

I wonder how many pregnancies brought this very reaction. Did mine? Did Joe’s? Finally, he blinks and shakes himself a little. He turns his head so slowly I swear I hear the tendons in his neck creak. And he stares at the floor, his mouth still hanging open. 

I clasp my hands between my knees and lean forward. His hair drops over his eyes. His shoulders sag.

‘It was that night,’ I say suddenly, wanting to fill the silence. ‘Our party. We didn’t use anything. It was that night.’

‘When did you find out?’ His voice is hoarse and slow.

‘Today. For sure. I mean I did a test a week ago.’

‘A week ago?’ I nod. I lean forward a bit more, trying to see his face. ‘Are you sure?’ he asks.

‘Yes, I’m sure.’ I start to cry again. I pull my legs up and hug them as I sink back into the sofa.

And now it’s my turn to run out of words. Because there are too many. I don’t know which ones to trust, which ones to reach for, which ones will be the right ones.

Joe sits there like that for an agonising succession of minutes and then finally he turns and looks at me and does the one thing I need him to do more than anything. He reaches for me and slips his arms around me and buries his head in my chest.

I think he’s crying too.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ I say into his soft hair.

‘Shit,’ he murmurs.

I place my hand on the back of his head. I remember the swelling, the bandages, the scars. I remember his battered face and swollen features. My fingers slip through his hair. It’s so very soft and smells faintly of smoke.

‘Shit,’ he says again, louder. ‘Oh shit, Lou. Bloody fucking hell. What the fuck...’

‘I can’t have a baby,’ I say. ‘We can’t, can we? We just turned eighteen. We’re kids!’

‘We’re a mess,’ he says, lifting his head.

I look into his eyes and feel the strongest desire to hold his face in my hands and press my mouth to his. I agree with him. We are a mess. A total mess. Both of us. Fucked up mess. No clue. No money. No life.

‘We can’t,’ I say, staring at him.

‘Do you want to?’ he asks me.

‘We can’t!’

‘But do you want to?’

‘That’s not the point...’ I splutter. ‘We can’t. We can’t! This can’t happen. We can’t, Joe.’

‘Whatever you want to do,’ he says, wiping his face with one hand.

He’s just being nice. It’s still mostly what he does, though maybe a bit less these days. There’s a sad song playing from the record player and I want to ask what it is but I can’t speak. Suddenly, I feel like I’ve done what I came to do, and I should leave now.

We can’t talk about this yet. He needs time alone to think and so do I. I fold my arms and look down and my tears cease. Joe gets off me and stands up. He wipes his face and sinks his hands into his pockets and for a moment I’m staring up at him, thinking how fucking sexy he looks when he’s emotional. We are just looking at each other, speechless, frozen, spinning in the strangest moment of our lives, ever. None of the previous shit compares to this.

Words bubble up and pop and dissipate; emotion builds and fades and builds again until I don’t think I can stand the pressure.

‘Jesus Christ...’ he mutters and I nod.

Then the door opens and Travis walks in. For a moment he stops and stares at us and he must be thinking, what the fuck? That’s the exact expression on his face – what the fuck? He’s wearing jeans and a grey Nike t-shirt and has an old grey and blue checked shirt tied around his waist. I guess it must be his day off because he’s holding a pack of Carlsberg beer. He looks from Joe to me and back again.

‘Is everything okay?’

Joe visibly attempts to pull himself together. He palms his face roughly and forces a tight grin as he nods and averts his eyes. I want the floor to open and allow me an escape route.

‘Yeah, course,’ Joe says, frowning at me.

Travis is frowning at me too. I can’t bear it. I can’t bear this heavy secret in the air between Joe and me. And I can’t bear the undeniable weight of the attraction I still feel for Travis every time I see him.

I get up quickly. ‘I was just going.’

‘Okay,’ he says and steps to one side. ‘You two sure you’re okay?’

We look at each other, questioning. No. Not now. Not yet.

‘Yeah, fine,’ Joe asserts.

‘It’s not about Leon, is it?’ Travis asks.

Joe shakes his head quickly and firmly, and the hard warning look he shoots Travis leads me to believe they hold a secret too. Something Joe has not told me. Travis clamps his lips shut and stares at the floor.

I head for the door. Joe follows and I feel his hand drop onto my shoulder in the hallway. ‘I’ll call you later.’

I look back. ‘Okay. I’m sorry...’

He half smiles. ‘I’m sorry too.’ He winks. I almost cry again because I need that wink so much. ‘I love you, Carling.’

‘Love you too.’

I close the door behind me and head home.
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Dear Baby,

Joe is true to his word. He calls me later when I am alone on the sofa, after Mum has taken Les off to bed. Two more anxious looking humans you could never hope to see. Mum has obviously told him. But there’s nothing else to be said right now. My mum is operating a check list. Joe – done. Next, doctors.

I don’t expect she’s planned much further ahead than that. But before she goes off to bed, she pecks me on the cheek and tells me she loves me.

‘I’ll support you,’ she says. ‘You know that, don’t you? Whatever you decide to do, I’ll support you.’

Kind, brave words. Motherly words.

I lie on the sofa in the dark and tears wet my cheeks and Gremlin is a warm ball curled up under my arm. My phone beeps twice. One is Marianne reminding me that I ignored her earlier and one is Joe asking if I’m still awake. I type back, yes and he phones me as promised.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asks.

He is somehow easier to talk to when he’s not right in front of me conflicting me with sexy hostility.

‘Like shit,’ I tell him. ‘Like I’ve been hit by a truck. Like my eyes are on fire, I’ve cried so much.’

‘You’re so dramatic,’ he laughs softly in response.

‘True though. What about you?’

I imagine that he probably smoked a shit ton of weed with Travis and fell asleep for a bit.

‘Same,’ he replies.

I sigh. 

‘It’s not the worst thing in the world,’ he says then.

‘What?’

‘It’s not,’ he repeats. ‘Mum was our age when she had Leon. It’s not the end of the world. It doesn’t have to be the end of our lives.’

I am stunned. ‘Doesn’t it?’

‘It could be the start of new ones,’ Joe says.

I sit up a bit. ‘Have you told anyone?’

‘Just Travis. Hope that’s okay. You?’

I close my eyes. I cannot believe he told Travis, but fuck... I growl slightly. ‘Just Mum.’

‘What does she reckon?’

‘That she’ll support me no matter what.’

‘Cool.’

‘What do you think Lorraine and Mick will say?’

Joe laughs in my ear and I can tell by the sound of it that he is still a little high. ‘I dunno. I don’t care, Lou. It’s not their life. It’s ours.’

‘We’re too young,’ I say, biting my lip.

‘Who says? There’s no rules.’

‘We’re too messed up,’ I remind him.

That husky, smoke-tinged laugh again. ‘Speak for yourself, Carling. I’m a perfectly normal, functioning human being.’

‘Yeah? What about University? Jobs? Money?’

‘We’ll figure it out. You don’t want to go to Uni anyway.’

He’s right about that. ‘That’s not the point,’ I reply. ‘How would we do it?’

‘Like everyone else,’ he says calmly. ‘One day at a time.’

I’m quiet for a while. Joe still surprises me sometimes. And every time he does, my love for him gallops harder and faster. And that’s a really scary thing, baby.

When you love someone too much.... It’s... like being a raw wound.

‘What did Travis mean earlier? About Leon?’ I want to change the subject for a bit. Joe and I can sleep on it. On you, baby. We can talk again tomorrow and the day after that too. But he’s given me something I didn’t even know I wanted. 

‘Oh,’ he says and his tone is different now. His volume lowers but his tone hardens. Leon. The ever-present elephant in our lives. He’s been standing patiently in the corner for two years. ‘I was gonna tell you but then...’

‘What is it?’

‘He’s... he’s getting out in two weeks.’

I feel the air around me grow colder. It’s like the room moves away from me. The walls, the furniture, the warmth, the colour. It all floats away and I’m alone and cold.

‘Oh.’

‘We knew it was coming...’

‘Yeah, we did.’

‘So...’ He trails off.

I bite my lip and wonder how it must feel for him. His own brother nearly killed him. If it hadn’t been for me and Travis, he probably would have succeeded. And now he’s getting out of prison and coming home?

‘Maybe he won’t come back here,’ I say.

Joe laughs. ‘Course he will.’

Yeah, I think, course he will.

‘It will be okay,’ I tell him but I don’t believe it.

‘I’m meant to be telling you that,’ Joe sighs. ‘Day off tomorrow,’ he says then, his tone brighter again. ‘You and me?’

‘Good plan.’

‘Okay. Listen, I better go.’

‘Yeah, okay, me too,’ I say, hearing him yawn. 

We hang up and I lie there for a while, hands folded over my belly. Over you.

Baby, what are you doing to me? To us? My mind is spinning. I close my eyes. I am so dizzy. Mum says she will support me, whatever happens. Joe says, what’s the big deal? We can do this, he says. It brightens me, momentarily. It blossoms inside of me. But it’s a pipe dream and Joe is stoned. And Joe lives in a tiny bedsit with his dodgy stoner brother and his even dodgier brother, the one who bashed his brains in, is getting out of prison and coming back.

I go cold again, picturing Leon in my mind. Tall and broad, every muscle honed and defined. Nothing of Joe in him. Nothing of anyone. Inhuman, in my opinion.

Leon, back here. I feel sick. 

My phone beeps again and I pick it up and swipe my thumb across the screen. It’s Marianne.

I actually really need to talk to you.

Sorry, bad day! Tomorrow?

Thank you. I’m a
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