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Owen, Andrew and Jamie — thank you.













THREATENING SKY













[ One ]



Owen

Dad ruined the quiet April afternoon by not being dead.

Ruined wasn’t as cold as it sounded, given that he’d gone to work one day more than a year ago but not come home. With his bank accounts untouched and the authorities unable to trace him, we’d presumed he was dead and that’s how we’d coped and lived.

And now we were a better, closer-knit family for the experience—my brothers and sisters, and me and my partner Andrew.

Sitting on the bench under the oak tree, I was enjoying the fresh air while proofreading a bunch of reports for Andrew. He was in Springfield with a client, and on days when he wasn’t in the office I usually worked from home because I’d be there when my youngest brother and sister got out of school. Except, today they were out enjoying their usual Friday ice creams with our amazing neighbour.

Jamie, with black earbuds plugging his ears, sat on the deck, fingers tapping his knees as he mouthed lyrics. He’d stopped singing out loud so much after Megan had told him he should do Show Choir. He was actually pretty good but I’d been appreciating the silence.

Megan stepped out onto the deck behind him. Seeing the total shock on her face got me immediately onto my feet. As I was starting to ask what was wrong, she said, ‘I… I was just talking to dad.’

‘Who?’ Because that word wasn’t really on the list of people I thought of these days.

Jamie obviously missed her words because he pulled out the closest earbud. ‘What?’

Megan shouted the repeat, making him hustle to his feet, stooping to pick up his phone when it dragged the other earbud out of his ear. He looked at me but I didn’t know what to say.

Our sister sat, hands gripping her knees. ‘I don’t even think he knew it was me and not Lisa.’

‘What… did he actually say?’ My gut was churning. Shit, dad was alive! And he’d contacted us! ‘You sure it was him?’

‘Yeah,’ Megan said, dully, and put her face in her hands.

‘Dumb ass,’ Jamie muttered but I reckoned it was a valid question, and my gut twisted further that it seemed like dad really had abandoned us back then.

Megan drew in a breath and looked up. ‘Can you guys sit?’

Jamie and I glanced at each other. Usually she’d just get on a higher step for the advantage, but she was obviously thrown. We sat either side and she said, ‘He said, “Hi kiddo, it’s your dad. I’m back.”’

‘Back?’ Jamie and I blurted together.

‘What did he mean “back”?’ I added.

‘I don’t know, he didn’t say. He asked how I was and said he’d call again later. And… hung up.’ Her indrawn breath shook.

For half a minute all we heard was our own breathing. Then Jamie asked when Andrew was getting home.

‘Really late,’ I said. ‘So he’s gonna go to the apartment then come over in the morning.’

‘No way he could come earlier?’

I shook my head.

Jamie nodded. ‘Well, okay, we’re on our own then. Done that before. Megs, did dad—’ He broke off and pulled a face. ‘Weird, saying that word.’

Megan bunched her shoulders.

Jamie finished his question. ‘Did he say he was here?’

‘Here?’

‘Yeah, in the area.’

Megan swallowed. ‘Didn’t say. God, what if he is? What if he comes around?’

‘He won’t,’ I said.

They looked at me.

‘Well, wouldn’t he have done that instead of phoning?’

Jamie shrugged. ‘Guess so.’

Megan was biting her lip. ‘What if he wants to live here again?’

‘No way!’ Jamie shot out, scowling as we both looked at him. ‘Oh, come on! You guys want that after so long?’

‘No,’ I said.

Megan shook her head with such force that we had to lean back from her whipping ponytail.

‘Then don’t look at me like that,’ Jamie growled, rising.

I got up too. ‘Calm down, we can’t overreact before we know what’s going on. Dad contacted us, that’s all.’

Jamie’s mouth opened but he didn’t echo, ‘That’s all?’ in an incredulous voice. I was as thrown as they were but somehow I was also being sensible. ‘Let’s just… be normal right now. Not tell Lisa and Matty yet.’

Right on cue, we heard the front door unlock and open, followed by the noise of happy kids. Megan leapt up and hurried inside.

Jamie and I looked at each other.

‘If this is a Friday the Thirteenth prank,’ he said, ‘I’m not fucking appreciating it.’

I cocked my head briefly, then realised it was that date. ‘Shit,’ I breathed.

‘What if he is coming back?’ Jamie asked hollowly.

I just shook my head, unable to get my thoughts and voice to work together.

Knew one thing though—I didn’t want dad back.

We’d gone through hell last year after he left us on our own, but after a hard slog we’d come out right side up. Now we were fully settled in our new life with Andrew as my partner and he as my siblings’ official guardian, and everything was really good.

Dad had the power to mess it up. Quite apart from what his return would do to everyone emotionally, my gut flipped at the possibility his return might sever Andrew’s guardianship. We’d still be partners but if that guardianship link was gone, what would happen to the others?

I nearly reached for my phone, but calling Andrew right now would only worry him. And I didn’t want him to cut his meeting short, like I knew he would.

Jamie was still with me on the deck, and he jerked when I said, ‘Do you think I should call the sergeant and tell him?’

Sergeant Morrison was our contact after dad failed to come home, and had remained so all through last year when I’d done some dumb things and ended up in hospital. We hadn’t had to contact him much these last few months.

‘What could we say? It was just a phone call.’

Jamie had this weird tone thing going on so I just said, ‘Yeah, okay’ and left it.

He fiddled with his earbuds and then went inside without another word.

I stood on the deck listening to the sound of Megan trying to corral sugar-dosed kids into a sort of calm. Probably should have helped, but instead I crossed back over to the bench and picked up the report and pencil.

Looking down at the papers I held I really didn’t see the words, just kept hearing Megan say she’d been talking to dad.

It really did feel like dad being alive had ruined the day. We’d been having a peaceful Friday afternoon, each doing whatever, and now I was sure that my brother and sister had dad on the mind as much as I did, totally forgetting their afternoon prior to the phone call. Pain and loss and anger were starting to break through the barrier that had kept me from even bothering to think about him recently.

Knowing he was alive and that he hadn’t contacted us made me sick.

Didn’t help that a tiny nag wiggled to life in my stomach about how he’d be when he heard about me and Andrew. I couldn’t recall dad showing any homophobia but a lot had happened since we’d last seen him so the little bundle of nerves remained.

I had to work hard not to ring Andrew just to hear the sound of his voice. In the end, I didn’t because I probably wouldn’t be able to keep the fact that something was up out of my own voice, and I really didn’t want to tell him over the phone what had happened.

And Jamie was right about not ringing Sergeant Morrison. It had just been a phone call, wasn’t much the police could do. And if he showed up…

I swallowed, tried not to let my imagination play out that scenario. To block it, I let recall unwind that Friday last January when dad left us.

We’d had no clue.

He’d dropped Lisa and Matty off first that morning, then the rest of us outside the high school. As I’d started to close the door with the usual, ‘See you later, Dad’ he’d called my name. Once I was leaning back in the car, he told me he was working late again, so we’d be on our own for the evening. He sounded apologetic, even though we were used to it.

‘Okay.’

‘Don’t bother saving any dinner for me,’ he said. ‘I’ll eat at work.’

I nodded.

‘Study hard.’

‘Don’t work too hard,’ I replied. ‘We’ll see you tomorrow.’

I hadn’t even watched the car pull away.

This was the same car in our garage now; a big lump that we passed each time we did the laundry. We hadn’t discovered it until later on Saturday. By then we’d just thought dad had had to stay even longer. He’d often said that being head-hunted for the role put the pressure on him to really perform, so extra extended hours weren’t new to us at all.

We weren’t that worried, either, when we tried to contact him and his phone went straight to messaging. It wasn’t always surprising. However, finding the car sort of nailed the point home that the absence wasn’t normal.

After a while we’d given up looking for the keys; didn’t matter anyway, since back then none of us could drive.

Still couldn’t, though Andrew had offered to teach me in his Mercedes. A smile curved my lips as I remembered his expression when I’d declined, telling him I was too afraid I’d put a ding in it. A sort of relief alongside amusement.

He hadn’t offered again.

The indrawn breath was ragged enough to startle me back to the present, and I sucked in a lungful of fresh air.

I tried to get back to the report but dad had destroyed my concentration. Crowding in my head were memories of how distant he’d been before he left, how miserable and hard that Christmas had been without mum, and how his disappearance had wrecked the fragile lives we’d still been putting back together.

Tagging along with those were the definitely unwanted memories of where I’d ended up in my attempt to keep my brothers and sisters and I together.

Dad would ring again, Megan had said, so I told myself to stop thinking about him until that happened. I took the report and pencil inside, and gave myself over to Lisa and Matty distracting me with their rambling, excited babble about their day. Which seemed twenty percent school and eighty percent ice cream.





Andrew

Jamie didn’t quip when Owen and I showed up in the kitchen—him in PJs with a sweatshirt over top, me dressed.

Probably because he knew I’d gone to my apartment last night instead of coming here and disturbing everyone with my late arrival. In any case, Owen and I didn’t always share the big bed when I stayed over; we kept apart so as not to make things awkward.

Though, in fact, Jamie didn’t mind us sharing since he’d usually take Owen’s room. I realised he really ought to have space for himself now, rather than continue to share with Mathew. Perhaps we needed to make some official rearrangements.

In any case, Jamie just asked how my meeting had been down in Springfield. While I answered, Owen tinkered with organising a pot of tea.

After a moment, Jamie said, ‘So, what do you think about dad?’

‘Pardon?’ I answered, fully surprised.

Hearing a clink of crockery, we both turned to look at Owen, and I realised there was something to that way-out-there question. Owen set a cup right side up then mopped up milk. His gaze caught mine and then swerved to his brother, who seemed kind of surprised.

‘Um,’ Owen said. ‘I haven’t…’ He pulled a face.

‘What’s this about your father?’

Owen came to the table but didn’t sit. ‘He rang yesterday. Megan spoke to him.’

I heard him, but also didn’t, since a sort of alarm was clanging in my head. Somehow I said, ‘I see.’

He and Jamie shared a glance, but for a long moment I didn’t know what to say or how to react. Their father had been gone well over a year, without any contact whatsoever, and suddenly he’d phoned?

I sat straighter. ‘Did he come here?’

The boys both shook their heads. Jamie indicated himself and Owen. ‘We didn’t speak to him. Just Megan.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘And what did he say?’

It was Jamie who told me what Megan had heard. Owen continued to stand at the end of the table, fingers pressing into the edge of it.

I was surprised no one had called or texted me about it, maybe even a little hurt, though I realised that I wouldn’t have been able to do anything anyway. And… the kids did have right to talk to their father. Holy hell, their father…

‘Andrew?’

I shifted, realising Jamie had stopped speaking. ‘Sorry, Jamie, I… I’m shocked,’ I said, expected they could tell. ‘How’s Megan? Do the kids know?’

‘Megan seems… okay,’ Owen said, though his blue-green eyes were dark with concern. ‘And we haven’t told Lisa and Matty. Megan said that he said he’d ring again, so we decided we shouldn’t tell them until we knew more.’

By his stiff stance, I could tell that Owen hoped his father wouldn’t make any further contact. I sensed nerves and fear, but wasn’t sure what over. Though… their father calling out of the blue after so long with them believing he was dead was certainly enough of a reason.

None of the kids had actually revealed to me what had gone on the day they’d been abandoned, so I put it on a mental check list to ask. I had a feeling that forewarned was to be forearmed in this instance.

I pulled in a quiet breath. ‘Did he leave a number to call?’

‘No,’ Jamie said. ‘Well, Megan didn’t say he did.’

He looked at Owen who just shrugged.

‘And no time frame for when he’d ring again or visit?’

Jamie shook his head. ‘Sorta sounded like he wasn’t actually in the area.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Presumably, if he was then he’d have dropped by.’ I felt incredibly uneasy over that.

Owen shifted; neither he nor Jamie looked comfortable either.





Owen

After a small silence, Andrew asked if we’d contacted Sergeant Morrison.

‘Why would we?’ Jamie asked. ‘It was just a phone call.’

Andrew raised a brow. ‘Didn’t he have resources looking for your father?’

Jamie and I shared a glance.

‘Give him a call, Owen,’ Andrew said.

I gave a nod but didn’t move, it sort of felt like doing so would make this whole thing true. He arched a brow at me, making me spout, ‘What, now?’

‘Better sooner than later.’

I hesitated a moment, feeling waves in my gut pick up like yesterday, then sighed and turned for the phone. I half hoped Sergeant Morrison wouldn’t be in the office on a Saturday morning, but the reception guy put me straight through.

‘Hello, Owen. I haven’t heard from you in a while, what can I do for you?’

‘Um, hi,’ I said. ‘Uh, dad’s back.’

‘Pardon?’ He sounded a lot more alert suddenly.

‘Um, well, not back back. He’s not here. And Jamie and I haven’t—’ I shut up a second to sort myself out, turned my back so I couldn’t see Andrew and my brother watching. ‘He phoned yesterday. Megan spoke to him. He said he was back. Did you know?’

Silence on the other end and I knew it wasn’t Sergeant Morrison just figuring out how to bluff. He sounded tired when he said, ‘Owen, if I knew your father was around why would I keep that from you?’

I imagined he had a hand over his face as he spoke, shoulders slumped. ‘I don’t know. Sorry, but… well, it’s a bit of a shock.’

I heard his indrawn breath. ‘I take it Mr Gordon is with you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can I speak to him then, please?’

‘He wasn’t here when—’

‘Owen.’

‘Okay, okay.’ I turned, setting the phone on the bench. ‘He wants to speak to you, Andrew.’

Andrew’s brows rose in surprise, but he got up from the table. I wanted to linger but he told me to get the others out of bed, that he’d make pancakes. He didn’t send Jamie off, but then my brother probably didn’t freak out as much as I did whenever the sergeant talked with Andrew.



He was done, of course, when I came back from ordering my brother and sisters up, and already involved in making the promised pancakes. Jamie was in the lounge on his phone, sorting something or other, but Andrew didn’t take the opportunity to fill me in.

I chose not to badger, instead set the table and then remembered that I’d earlier been making a pot of tea.

When Megan arrived out, Andrew didn’t ask her about the phone call, just checked that she was okay. She said she was, would know that me and/or Jamie had already filled Andrew in. She probably knew, though, that he wanted to hear her own thoughts at some point.

He didn’t reveal that we’d phoned the Sergeant, so Jamie and I kept mum on that too.

‘Owen.’

I glanced over my shoulder. Jamie jerked his chin at me and then sideways. ‘What d’you think he looks like now?’

‘What?’

He flicked a finger at the large portrait photo on the wall. I shifted so I could see it more clearly.

Whenever I actually thought of dad, I didn’t picture him any different from the photo. Except maybe tired, because he’d seemed that the last time I’d seen him. I looked now at his dark hair—mine, Jamie and Lisa’s shade—cut short, the bristles at his jaw. Mum had liked the five o’clock shadow. Dad was smiling, lips slightly parted, and his brown eyes seemed just as happy as his lips.

It hurt to look, to remember that just a few weeks after this moment we’d lost mum. And dad. I let out a breath and glanced at Jamie standing beside dad—same hair, same eyes, same sort of smile even. I hadn’t really noticed the resemblance until now. Well, probably we all resembled mum and dad in some way, but Jamie was suddenly very like him.

I turned to my brother; he stood looking at me like I was a bit slow or something, got an even more set expression when I looked him up and down. He’d been fourteen back then and looked so young, just a kid. Now he didn’t, even if he was still only sixteen. The hard lines in him were partly my fault. His teeth ground under my scrutiny and I said, ‘You could do with a haircut.’

Jamie’s gob dropped; he caught his breath and responded, ‘You’re the one wearing a freakin’ mop!’

Yeah, my hair in that portrait had been pretty sharp. I ran fingers through the mess now, grimacing when I hit a knot. Should probably get it cut some time.

Then Jamie said, ‘We look different—you and me. Guess dad will too.’

He probably would but I didn’t know quite how. Maybe grey hair or a full beard?

‘Reckon you have a different father, with those eyes.’

“Those eyes” went wide a second and Jamie clapped a hand over his mouth. That had been a joke long ago—the fact my blue-green colouring kinda came out of nowhere. Mum’s eyes were sky blue. Matty had them too, but mine were definitely more on the green side, darker.

I cleared my throat. ‘That’d be kinda handy.’ Still came out like a rasp.

Jamie mumbled an apology. I just shook my head.

We turned from the portrait as Lisa and Matty chased each other in one kitchen entrance and out the other. Megan hollered for order, having nearly dropped a plate of pancakes.





Andrew

Megan was calm talking about her father’s call and, when I asked, she told me he hadn’t been threatening. ‘Nothing like that, Andrew, though we…’ She pulled a face. ‘Probably we all acted like it. I don’t think Owen and Jamie want to see him any more than I do. Even though I do.’

‘Hon, it’s okay if you want to see him,’ I said softly. ‘He is your father.’ As much as that hurt to say, since even in this short time I really felt like Owen’s brothers and sisters were my kids. But, in fact, I wanted to meet the man too. I had my own opinions about him, but they were based on the belief that a man who abandoned his young children was no-good and had a lot to answer to.

What I’d gleaned from the kids themselves hadn’t openly painted him as mean and cruel in a physical or emotional manner. There’d been a few loud arguments with their mother in the month before she died but nothing they’d felt greatly worried about. And I understood that her death had been a terrible shock, but Mr Tremayne hadn’t been the only one dealing with that loss.

I suddenly realised Megan was looking at me. ‘Sorry, Megan, what did you say?’

She shrugged a shoulder. ‘Just that… well, I’m scared he’ll just come back like he hasn’t been away. He didn’t seem bothered by the gap when we talked.’

I drew breath. ‘We’ll just have to see how it pans out. I’ll remain your guardian. Sergeant Morrison confirmed that this morning. That sort of state doesn’t just dissolve. And,’ I added, ‘you’ll always have me, no matter what.’

Megan chewed on a fingernail, nodding, all the while looking like she struggled to hold back tears.

I found myself flattered that the three older kids didn’t seem enthusiastic about their father returning. It had more to it than just me, I knew, but I was still flattered.

Then Megan said she didn’t know how Lisa and Matty would be.

I inclined my head; her gaze was directed outside where her brothers and sister were playing tag. The younger pair had such endless energy! As we watched, I caught Megan’s quaking breath.

‘Honey.’

‘It’s thanks to you they’re like that,’ she whispered, lifting a hand briefly.

‘I didn’t put those piles of sugar on their pancakes.’

A tear slipped down her cheek, but I knew she meant them simply being happy and playing, and probably meant the older brothers more than Lisa and Mathew. I squeezed an arm around her shoulders. ‘It’ll be okay. We’ll work it out.’

As we watched, Lisa jumped onto Jamie’s back and he piggy-backed her around as she ordered him one way or the other after her laughing brothers.

My throat tightened as I hoped I wasn’t saying empty words.



# - # - #



Owen was rapidly losing ground in height to Jamie, but he was still tall enough to be scrunched on the bench. Possibly because he lay with his head on my thigh, a chin-to-chest angle that would likely give him a cricked neck. One leg was hooked up over the back of the bench and toes of the other foot were wedged into the ornate iron seat end.

Ostensibly, I was reading over notes from yesterday’s meeting but mostly I just watched Owen’s hair kinking on my leg when he shifted or his fingers folding creases in his sweatshirt. After all these months, I still had a total fascination with how he and his clothes interacted with each other.

And, though my left leg was going a little numb under his head, after being separated from him yesterday I appreciated his closeness now.

Especially after what I’d heard this morning.

‘I’m looking forward to meeting your father.’

Owen tilted his gaze up, ocean eyes more blue than green in the partial shade. He looked puzzled for a second, which wasn’t surprising since we’d both been silent the last twenty minutes or so and I’d spoken out of nowhere.

‘I won’t let you kids meet him alone, Owen,’ I murmured. ‘Not the first time anyway.’

‘Hunh.’ He began the careful process of gathering himself into a tidy sit beside me. Poking a finger into his jeans, he said, ‘You don’t have to if you don’t want to. We’ll probably be alright.’

I managed a small smile when he lifted his face to me. ‘I want to be present,’ I said. ‘And I am the kids’ guardian.’ That gave me legal right to keep an eye on proceedings.

Owen cocked his head, one eye closed as he obviously read around and beyond my words. Didn’t speak, just nodded. Then he twined fingers with my paper-free hand. ‘Thanks.’

After a short moment I ventured, ‘You don’t want to see him, do you?’

His fingers tightened on mine just a bit and I wasn’t really sure he’d answer. His gaze remained somewhere on the grass, but then he let out a short sigh. ‘It’s stupid, I guess, but I’d rather not know where he was, pretend instead that he was just… dead. It’s easier.’ He inclined his head. ‘Was easier. Now all that stuff keeps coming back, the time after mum died. It’s… hard.’

I released my hand so I could hug him to my shoulder, pleased and worried he’d told me that. Pleased because he was such a hoarder of his feelings, worried because this sort of stress could make him vulnerable to nightmares. ‘Talk to me, Angel,’ I murmured.

He cast me a sort of “your funeral” gaze, but stayed silent. Then he said, ‘I’m worried about how Lisa and Matty will be.’

‘Megan said the same thing,’ I told him. ‘Do you think they’ll be scared?’

Owen shook his dark head. ‘No. Well, actually, I don’t know. None of us talk about him now, not even when mum’s mentioned. We’ve all kind of lived like he died.’ He looked at me. ‘When you and I first met, dad had only been gone two months but Lisa and Matty had already stopped asking about him by then.’ He shrugged in my embrace, obviously wasn’t quite sure how to think.

After a moment I said, ‘But… you miss him?’

Owen eyed me. ‘No.’

I lifted a brow.

‘Well, maybe,’ he said, sounding puzzled about it. ‘I don’t know. No,’ he added, with a head shake. ‘Not now anyway, now that I know he’s not dead and that he really did just run out on us.’ He shifted straighter on the bench, hooked my arm over his head so he could hold my hand in his lap between both of his. ‘But… the others… I don’t know, Andrew.’

I’d thrown him with that question. My “you” had been all encompassing initially but I had been interested to hear his response.

‘It would be no surprise if you or they did, Owen,’ I told him. ‘Even if you’ve not felt it openly. But… is that what you’re worried about with Lisa and Matty?’

His fingernails traced sharply down my thumb, but he shook his head. ‘I guess I just don’t know how they’ll be. Not scared, I don’t think, but to have him show up out of the blue…’ His lips curved into a smile and he said wryly he didn’t know how he’d be either.

That was understandable. I said we’d tell the kids once we’d had further contact from their father. Hopefully, before he showed up physically, all of his children would be in a better head space about his reappearance.

Owen did his long nod, so I knew his thoughts lay somewhere else. I just sat patiently and, eventually, he said, ‘That day he left he dropped us off at school like nothing was up. Said he’d be late home so not to save dinner for him.’

‘And that wasn’t unusual, his being late home?’

‘No. Not even back home. In New Zealand,’ he added after a second. A rueful smile curved his lips. ‘We had no clue. He’d been working long hours, said he felt he had to because he was head-hunted for the job. That was even before mum died, actually.’ He let out a soft breath. ‘Definitely looked tired a lot, but that day he seemed somehow better. Remembering’s made me think that maybe he’d come to some sort of decision.’ I watched his brows knit. ‘Don’t think he wanted to be around us much.’

I couldn’t prevent my breath sucking in at the pain in his voice.

Owen glanced at me. ‘You’ve seen that picture enough. Megan and Matty have hair like mum’s, and Matty’s got the same blue eyes. I think—’ He cut himself off.

Yes, a resemblance would have been tough but to abandon children because if it? The man should have hugged the memories closer. And I had looked at that portrait a lot—mostly Owen and his brilliant smile that day—and had noticed how much or how little the kids looked like their parents.

‘I’m sure he will explain everything.’ Trying to be encouraging even as an uncharacteristically mean thought crossed my mind—that the man get himself rolled by a bus. I winced.

After a while I asked directly something that had been niggling since I’d heard the news and gotten their responses, verbal or otherwise. ‘Owen, was your father heavy-handed with you kids?’

‘He wasn’t around enough to be heavy-handed,’ he responded.

I looked at him, ensuring he knew it wasn’t a good enough answer.

He inclined his head. ‘Yelled like any parent,’ he said. ‘More after mum died, usually about stupid no-nothing things. Niggled now I think about it, like he wanted us to yell back, but…’ He shook his head. ‘He didn’t hit any of us. At least, I don’t think he did. Not me anyway. Jamie pushed him close once or twice.’

I straightened.

‘He didn’t, Andrew,’ Owen said quickly.

‘Okay,’ I said after a moment. And then I asked if he—or the others—had told Sergeant Morrison what their father’s behaviour had been like before his disappearance.

‘Yeah, I think so, though maybe not the niggling bit.’

I left it at that, and had a sudden thought about Jamie. If any of the kids could push a parent it was him with his antagonistic, button-pressing attitude. He’d lost that attitude with me, but in those early weeks…

Hell, that kid had pushed me close out of sheer frustration. And Owen had hit him, I recalled. Not that terrible hallway fight that they’d had, but an earlier argument. Owen hadn’t explained what or how, but obviously Jamie had pressed the right button that day.

I brought Owen’s hand to my lips. He arched a brow, and I smiled at him.

I would have sat with him all afternoon, but my mind turned toward dinner. We’d have two extras at the table: Alana and Jamie’s girlfriend, Sarah. Pizzas would have been a breeze, but I’d decided a good old sit-down roast and vegetables was better. Though the beef wouldn’t take forever, it was probably time I prepared it, and get the kids away from the TV and onto the job of potato peeling.

As I started to shift, picking up my notebook from between my knees, Owen said, ‘I reckon your storage unit needs a spring clean.’

I found myself stuck in a half rise as if I needed to stay still in order to get my brain working. Didn’t help so I straightened and said, ‘What? The unit? I don’t—’

Owen shook his head at me, lips curving. ‘Was that too subtle for you?’

Now I felt somewhat alarmed, casting about in my mind for something I must have forgotten. Owen laughed, got up on his toes and kissed my cheek. Leaned in a little longer than normal and a light bulb flashed on in my head.

He smiled, as if he realised I was finally on the same page. ‘I thought maybe…’

‘Maybe?’ I prompted rougher than expected.

He seemed suddenly too shy to finish the sentence but bit on a finger, staring full into my eyes.

‘You’re a hell of a tease, you know that?’ I pulled the finger away from his mouth, brought it to my own for a kiss.

‘Who’s the tease?’

I grinned and let him go. When I didn’t speak, he cocked his dark head, hair bending against his shoulder.

‘Today is very much out,’ I said, waggling a finger. ‘I’ve got a roast to concentrate on. But tomorrow… Well, sure, I’m happy to check out the unit if you are.’

Owen stuck out his tongue, looked very okay with that suggestion, then sank back to the bench, apparently content. I had to get inside before he got me more hot and bothered. We tried not to need to go do something about our wants and needs when others were around.

His chuckle behind me soothed my soul.







[ Two ]


Owen

On Wednesday, we managed to convince Andrew that he didn’t need to be around when we told Lisa and Matty about dad’s return and that we’d jacked up a visit for this coming Saturday.

It was dumb on the one hand because he was their guardian but good on the other in case my main worry became real—that they’d instantly be all about dad and forget that he’d abandoned them, forget how wonderful Andrew had been. Megan, Jamie and me could handle that if they did, but I didn’t want Andrew to have to face it. The little ones weren’t going to get the enormity of dad’s return straight off, what it might mean for Andrew.

Maybe he wondered all this himself because it didn’t take a lot of hard talk from us before he went home (sort of handily, a night when he didn’t normally stay anyway). He had us promise to call him if things went awry.

Jamie snorted. ‘Owen’s gonna call you even if they don’t. Just make sure he mentions how it all went.’

I didn’t comment but felt my face heating at his side way of hinting that what we talked about didn’t involve anyone but ourselves.

Andrew rolled his eyes, then grinned at me, making the heat worse. I told him to go away. He went, chuckling.


Lisa and Matty were squabbling over a puzzle they were completing when I told them to settle down because we had some news.

They totally ignored me, so Jamie released a piercing wolf-whistle. Certainly got their attention, though Lisa complained about the noise.

‘Yeah, well,’ Megan said, without sympathy, ‘if you’d done as Owen said then Jamie would have kept that to himself.’ She gave him a push and he exaggerated his stagger.

‘Guys, come on,’ I said. ‘We’re not a circus.’

‘Yes, Dad,’ Matty spouted.

Jamie and Megan went about as still as I did, and we locked gazes. I gave a half shrug. ‘Um, about dad. He’s coming around on Saturday.’

Total silence in response to that as my youngest brother and sister just looked at me. Then they looked at Jamie and Megan.

‘Dad?’ Lisa said. ‘Our dad?’

‘You’ve only got one of—’ Jamie cleared his throat. ‘The one that ran out on us, yeah, him.’

‘Jamie,’ Megan murmured.

Jamie lifted his hands but clearly wasn’t going to apologise. Since I didn’t think he had to, I kept silent when Megan lifted her brows at me as if I should be telling him off. My gaze was on Lisa, because she was looking at me, head cocked, like she didn’t quite compute.

Then Matty said, ‘Dad’s back’ in this kind of wonder-filled voice, and whacked Lisa on the arm, shouting, ‘Dad’s back!’ in her ear.

She retaliated with a good blow herself. ‘Don’t hit me, you dork.’

Next thing, they were doing one of those flailing-hand slapping fights. I sat down beside Megan as she said, ‘We should probably stop this.’

‘Shit, no,’ Jamie said, amused, and I shook my head in agreement.

Megan scowled at us both and then stood, crossed to Matty and Lisa and yanked them apart. ‘Behave!’

‘She hit me,’ Matty pouted.

‘Because you hit her first, you twit,’ Megan said. ‘Go sit over there with Owen.’

She probably would have dragged him if he’d not moved, then took his seat. ‘Now, honestly, I don’t know what that was about but hitting each other is childish. You, shut up,’ she delivered at Jamie as he opened his mouth.

Jamie grinned but stayed silent.

Then Lisa said, ‘Is dad really back? Have you seen him?’

‘No, we’ve not seen him,’ Megan said. ‘But we’ve spoken to him.’ She didn’t say which of us or even when. ‘And he’s going to come around on Saturday.’

Lisa’s eyes widened with excitement and then Matty said, ‘But we’re going to the museum on Saturday.’

‘Yep,’ I said, ‘and that’s still the plan.’

‘Are we meeting dad there?’ Lisa asked.

I shook my head. ‘Dad will be here, with us and Andrew. You guys will be at the museum.’

‘But that’s… I want to see dad.’

‘And you will, Lis,’ I told her with a smile. ‘But not Saturday. We can’t cancel with Mr and Mrs Carter. They’ve already paid for the tickets, remember?’

‘Yeah, and I want to see the sub,’ Matty piped up.

‘You’ve seen it a million times,’ Lisa complained.

‘So?’

There was no easy comeback to that, but Lisa said she didn’t want to see the stupid submarine.

‘You don’t have to,’ Megan said. ‘But you do need to go, Lis, just to make sure he comes home. Or even manages to get to dinner.’

The Carters were taking Lisa and Matty out to eat after visiting the Museum of Science and Industry. I don’t know how they didn’t go nuts with such a visit but I appreciated that they’d always been good with our youngest siblings.

There seemed to be only two things that could divert Matty about sub talk, and eating was one of them. Hearing him chatter now, I half wondered if he’d already totally forgotten what we’d been discussing. I looked at Megan and Jamie; they both had a sort of let’s run with this expression going on and so we did. By the end of it, even Lisa’s enthusiasm for the outing had returned.

Thankfully, because I’d be able to report truthfully to Andrew that the reveal had gone okay. Guess we could have kept this first visit entirely secret, but it’d be our luck dad would mention it when we all got together and then there’d probably be big fall-out from the kids. Easier to manage things this way.



Jamie

God, it was like we were attending a funeral or something, the atmosphere was that grim. And we looked it too—Owen, Megan and me. No one seemed able to call up any enthusiasm for seeing dad.

Which was weird because it was dad and he was back.

But he was back after walking out on us, back after more than a year of no communication. How were we supposed to act? I think we were all relieved he was alive, but I was sure there was no reason in the world that’d cover what he’d done.

Unless he’d been held hostage by terrorists all this time.

About as unlikely as mum pulling off a phoenix-from-the-ashes move. Wincing, I realised my gaze had been on the small vase on the writing desk. The desk had been one of the few furniture items to come to the States with us. It’d seemed a good place for her ashes, but meant that we kind of avoided that area of the lounge.

Except, when I glanced back, I noticed the desk was dust-free. Maybe Megan had done that.

She sat now on the couch, gaze on her hands squished between her knees. I couldn’t even bring myself to quip she looked like she was outside the principal’s office after doing something naughty. With her long blonde hair tied out of the way, I could see that she was chewing her lip.

Owen sat on the armchair pretending to read. I hadn’t seen him turn a page in half an hour; no doubt the day of dad’s disappearance was running through his head. I stared long enough to make him look up, but he didn’t.

Andrew called my name from the kitchen, making us all jerk. ‘Yeah?’

‘Open one of the doors, will you? Let in some fresh air.’

I gave a nod and unlatched one of the French doors. Catching the fresh breeze rushing in, I realised how stuffy the room had been. I kind of expected Owen to push past me since he’d been acting like a claustrophobe all day, but when I glanced over my shoulder he was still on the chair and accepting a mug from Andrew. Megan took the other one, a smile lighting up her face briefly.

Regretting that I’d not wanted a drink, since at least they had something occupy them, I came to sit on the other couch so we made a sort of circle. ‘Why does this feel like a funeral?’

Megan spluttered in her drink, wiped her mouth. Owen just looked at me. Over his shoulder, Andrew’s brows knitted just a bit as he came back with his own mug.

‘Well, it does,’ I said. ‘It’s weird, I feel… stuck. Like I’m on a conveyor belt and can’t get off.’

‘Me too,’ Owen said, watching Andrew take a seat beside Megan.

I knew he worried about dad’s reaction to Andrew, but we’d agreed to keep their relationship out of this first visit and just represent Andrew as guardian. That’d work as long as Owen could keep his worry hidden. Andrew, himself, looked like he’d put on a mask. No real chance that he’d slip.

Hauling in a long breath, I said, ‘I feel guilty too, that I’m not looking forward to this.’

Andrew didn’t comment and when I looked at my brother and sister I saw the same feeling in their gazes.

‘He left us,’ Megan whispered.

‘He was gone before that,’ Owen said, and I heard pain. Not so much over what he’d done to keep us afloat but that dad had only been a shadow those months before he walked out.

That Christmas really had been one to forget.

I cleared my throat, spouted a word of agreement.

Silence after that, and because we were so quiet we heard the vehicle pull into the drive. Megan leapt up, cup in hand. ‘Back in a sec.’

She was gone down the hall before anyone could say or do anything about it. Owen and I stared guiltily at each other.

‘I don’t know how to do this,’ he said with a croak.

‘Me neither,’ I told him.

Andrew rose, making us jump up too. ‘You don’t have to do this, if you don’t want.’

Owen’s smile was weak. ‘Don’t want,’ he mumbled. ‘But need to.’

His gaze came my way and I nodded. ‘We… do it like we agreed. Pretend he’s just back from a long holiday.’

It had seemed a good plan at the time, but now I wasn’t sure we’d pull it off. I glanced at Andrew; he smiled encouragingly but, beyond that, I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

The doorbell made me and Owen jump.

‘I’ll get it,’ Andrew said. ‘Owen, go put the jug on again. Jamie, find Megan.’

His calm orders got us moving.


It was crazy how much dad hadn’t changed. He must have, because we all had, but he didn’t look any different. Even had the same stubble as in the portrait. He smiled and his brown eyes seemed to sparkle. He seemed genuinely pleased to see us, and he gave Andrew a decent handshake and greeting.

Andrew was polite back, but who knew where his thoughts really were?

Dad’s genuine friendliness knocked a bit off our nerves, and Megan’s eyes were bright when she stepped back from his hug. He held his hand out to me and I went to shake it, not overly resisting when he pulled me into his embrace.

‘You’ve grown, Kid,’ he murmured. ‘Look at you.’ He held me at arms’ length. I mumbled something and smiled, found myself a little weirded out how strong his accent sounded. More American than I could ever remember.

Dad turned to Owen. ‘Hey, Owen.’

‘Hey, Dad.’

Owen sounded normal but he stiffened as dad moved toward him. His unease at people crowding his space or touching him stemmed from the brutal attack he’d suffered last year, and we usually managed to shield him from these situations.

Didn’t know how to with dad, and I think Owen realised he couldn’t not hug back. It was minimal though and I saw his fingers trembling as they pulled apart.

‘Almost finished your schooling, huh? What’re your plans?’

My brother went still, looked like he was struggling to breathe. Andrew shifted, mouth opening, then Owen said, ‘I’m working, Dad, not studying.’

‘Oh?’

Owen looked at me, letting me see the what do I say? panic in his eyes.

‘Hey, Dad,’ I said. ‘Come sit outside, standing here’s dumb.’

Dad gave a laugh. ‘Sure, Jamie, lead the way. After you, Mr Gordon.’

‘No, you go ahead,’ Andrew said with a smile. ‘I’ll make some drinks. Coffee? Tea?’

‘Owen knows what I like,’ dad said, ruffling my brother’s hair and then stepping away.

I guess he didn’t see Owen’s face or he’d have commented about how sick he suddenly looked.

‘Go, Jamie,’ Andrew said quietly. ‘You too, sweetheart,’ he added to Megan. ‘We’ll be right there.’

I grabbed Megan’s wrist and tugged her after me, not wanting to give her the opportunity to bolt down the hall again.

Dad gazed about as he headed for the open door, but he wouldn’t have seen anything new. I wondered what he thought when he saw that big family photo, if he even noticed he’d not seen his youngest children yet, or what he felt when he glanced at the writing desk.

Outside, instead of taking a seat at the table, he stood on the edge of the deck and drew in a long breath. ‘That tree could do with a trim.’

Megan choked on a breath, and I didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t come out annoyed. I sat on the bench, watching him, and Megan dropped down beside me. Dad didn’t turn to look at us until she asked how he’d been. He pivoted, head slightly cocked. ‘Well, Megan, well.’

‘That’s good.’

I could feel her tension building, like she wanted to scream something and was desperately holding it back.

‘So, Owen’s working?’ Dad glanced through the window into the lounge, brows creased.

‘How’s that surprising, Dad? You left us with—’ I shifted sideways at the elbow in my side. Dared myself to continue but knew it best not to. Instead I said, ‘He sucked at school anyway.’ Shrugged.

Actually Owen hadn’t but I was hoping a tiny speck of humour might—

Dad’s face showed he didn’t seem that thrilled, by me or Owen I wasn’t sure.

Megan pulled her ponytail over her shoulder and started to braid it. ‘He works with Andrew at his architecture firm. The rest of us are in school, doing really well too. Would you believe that Jamie’s an honour’s student this year?’

‘Hey,’ I grumbled.

Dad’s brows inched up but he seemed to forget Owen after that, engaging us with school talk—academically and sportingly. Normal talk, so much so that it almost felt like a Saturday afternoon of old. Grief flushed through at how much I’d missed that. And yet I still preferred Andrew over dad right now, and that made me feel guilty because right here and now our dad was talking to us and it was like all those months hadn’t gone by.

Dad didn’t sit at the table until Andrew and Owen came out with a couple of trays. Cups, a coffee pot and a teapot, a jug of milk and a bowl of sugar. I swivelled around properly on the bench, making Megan do the same. Dad walked around to take the seat opposite me, watching as Owen made his coffee—milk, a teaspoon of sugar, the coffee. Stirred, then another teaspoon of sugar and stirred again.

I actually hated the fact that Owen remembered that and that he was doing it. Dad could have made his own drink!

Andrew sat on dad’s side, meaning Owen sank beside Megan. I caught Andrew’s gaze briefly and he seemed calm, but I kinda got the feeling that was over the seating arrangements. We three kids could easily leave the table if need be.

I was kinda worried that Andrew even had those thoughts, but I guess he’d listened to us enough over the past week to be on the wary side for this meeting and I, for one, appreciated his protectiveness.

‘Thanks, Kid,’ dad said as Owen shifted the cup across the table.

Owen didn’t respond.

Turned out dad was the only one drinking coffee, so I moved the pot closer to him with the sugar. The rest of us didn’t have sugar in our tea.

None of us seemed able to break the silence and then dad said, ‘You kids look well. Megan, you’ve become a beautiful young woman.’

She started, red rushing up her face. Nothing came out when she opened her mouth.

‘And you two.’ Dad nodded at Owen then me. ‘Handsome young men.’

Yeah, me and Owen couldn’t speak either. What did you say to that kind of comment coming from a father who’d been gone for so long?

And then dad thanked Andrew—using ‘Mr Gordon’—for looking after us, his children. Andrew cleared his throat. ‘As I always will, Mr Tremayne. And it has been no chore.’

Owen’s gaze was riveted to his mug but I knew he heard the faint edge in Andrew’s tone as clearly as I did. I thought he’d say something or even that Andrew wasn’t his guardian, but he remained silent.

‘How long’s my son been working for you?’

The question held curiosity but Owen jerked up, expression an indecipherable mix of weird. He opened his mouth, but Andrew said, ‘Several months now. A damn good appointment on my part, as my colleagues tell me.’

They might, I had no idea, but I reckoned Andrew was working to diffuse the situation a little. He even managed a smile that didn’t look put on. Owen’s return smile seemed slightly embarrassed.

‘Owen’s always had a good level head on his shoulders,’ dad said, looking across at him. ‘So that may be true, Mr Gordon, but I’d have thought a finished education was a better step.’

‘Yeah, probably,’ Owen responded, ‘but I don’t regret working instead of studying.’

How he said that and not a blast of other stuff, I don’t know. I was fighting to keep my mouth shut, stunned at how dad didn’t seem to realise why Owen was working instead of studying. Andrew sat stiff, probably made himself reach for the teapot to regain some normalcy. Owen picked up his own mug and drank, then held it out to be refilled too.

Between us Megan seemed to be breathing shallowly, and then she wiped at an eye. She didn’t hide the fact her eyes were wet from dad, who’d looked her way.

‘You okay, Megan?’ His tone was soft.

I thought she might bluff, but she said, ‘No’ in a wavy voice. ‘Dad, Owen didn’t stay in school because of you, because you walked out on us. We didn’t exactly have money for stuff.’

‘Megan,’ Owen warned.

‘Well, it’s true,’ she said.

‘Yeah, but—’ He cut off; guess he didn’t want a fight.

Megan knuckled her eyes, apologising at the table.

Dad didn’t mention Owen or his education, simply said, ‘I’m sorry about that.’ Didn’t go into any explanation of why or where, or even why he’d come back.

None of us asked, though we were dying to know. It was like there was some barrier on bringing that stuff up here and now.

Dad poured more coffee. My brother’s eyes narrowed as he watched him stir in sugar. I was so sure he was about to burst or something, but he kept silent.

Until dad had taken his latest mouthful.

‘What are your plans, Dad?’

‘Pardon?’

‘Plans,’ Owen said. ‘Are you back? Are you just visiting? What do you want?’

Across from him, Andrew sat a little straighter but dad barely reacted, physically anyway. ‘I’m back,’ he said. ‘Or, I will be. I’ve some things to sort out.’

‘But not here, right?’ I asked as Owen and Megan opened their mouths. ‘I mean here at home.’ Pointed into the table. ‘You can’t expect we’re okay with that.’

Dad looked surprised by that comment.

‘Come on, Dad,’ I said. ‘You walked out on us more than a year ago. Everything is different. We’re different.’ I thumbed between me and my sister and brother. ‘We need some time to get used to this.’ I glanced over at Andrew, who gave the barest nod. Most of his attention was on Owen, who sat hunched now, like he was readying himself to run.

Dad blinked and then sat back. ‘I guess— Well, you’re right, Jamie. We’ll need to come at this slowly.’ He smiled, dragging my memory to before mum died.

Megan pulled in a shaky breath.

Dad glanced at Andrew. ‘There are definitely things we need to work out.’

‘This is true,’ Andrew agreed. ‘And perhaps you’ll come to dinner one night this coming week.’

Dad nodded. ‘I’d appreciate seeing my other kids.’

So, he had realised Lisa and Matty weren’t here. Wonder when it was that he’d twigged.

‘Where are they, by the way? I’m surprised they’re not here.’

‘Prearranged museum visit,’ Andrew responded. ‘No matter how many times Matty’s seen that sub, he treats every time like the first.’

‘Sub?’

‘At the MSI, Dad,’ I said. ‘There’s a German U-boat there. Matty’s nuts about it.’

‘Huh,’ dad said, smiling. ‘Kid still likes water stuff.’

Well, something remembered.

‘They won’t be home until later,’ Owen spoke. ‘He makes a whole day of it, including dinner.’

‘They didn’t go by themselves…’

‘Of course not,’ Owen said. ‘Mr and Mrs Carter took them. Our neighbours, remember?’ he added when dad looked blank.

‘Oh… right.’ After a moment dad said he’d enjoy doing dinner sometime soon.

Which at least seemed to mean he wouldn’t try to stay tonight.

Everyone agreed, Megan trying out a smile even, and Tuesday night was chosen.

Then dad asked, off-hand, if Lisa and Matty had known about today’s visit.

‘They did,’ Andrew told him with a nod. ‘But since the tickets were pre-purchased we thought it best not to waste the Carters’ time and money.’

Owen buried his face in his mug, so I reckoned he was fighting against spouting the truth—that the sub and dinner had more pull than dad.

‘Ah, I see. Understandable.’

Dad seemed put out, but I wondered how he had thought today would go as if nothing was odd. As if he hadn’t been gone all this time. Had he really thought we’d just be here with welcome arms because he was our father?

I snorted and yanked my cup of cool tea to my mouth.

‘Well, I should go,’ he said. ‘Long list of things to start sorting.’ He turned to Andrew who rose when he did. ‘Thank you again for looking after my children, Mr Gordon.’

‘It’s been no problem,’ Andrew said.

The handshake wasn’t any longer than normal but it looked like they were testing each other.

Owen stood. ‘Do you still like turkey, Dad?’

He and Andrew dropped hands, both turning to Owen which had probably been his ploy.

‘I do, Owen, yes.’

‘Cool, we’ll try to find one for Tuesday.’

When he stepped out from the bench, turning his back, he missed dad’s smile. Almost genuine, except I also saw the side glance at Andrew. I reckoned he was already thinking about severing the guardianship.

Megan got up, let dad hug her. I stayed seated, and he eventually just ruffled my hair.

‘See you kids Tuesday.’

‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘Bye,’ Megan said, with a small smile.

Dad followed Owen into the house, Andrew walking after them. After a second Megan plonked back onto the bench. We didn’t speak for a few minutes but as Owen stepped back onto the deck Megan said, ‘I didn’t enjoy that.’

Owen looked startled a second like he wasn’t actually with us, and then shrugged. ‘Went better than I thought.’

‘You must have had low expectations,’ I said, half serious, half joking.

He cleared his throat, looked up at the clouds—lines of them heading lake-wards. ‘I thought he’d want to stay.’

‘He does,’ I said, making Owen look at me. ‘You didn’t get that? He wants back.’

‘I meant tonight,’ he mumbled.

‘Yeah, well, reckon he realised that wasn’t gonna happen. But I bet he’s already thinking about how to cut Andrew’s guardianship.’

‘He can’t do that,’ Megan said beside me.

‘He’s our dad,’ I responded with an edge.

‘So?’ Her edge was sharper than mine.

I changed the subject. ‘Weird how he went on about your job, Owen.’

His smile was weak, but he looked appreciative as he said, ‘Think Megan set him right on that.’

‘Someone had to,’ she said defensively. ‘Why did you guys stay so silent?’

‘No point in starting an argument, Sis,’ I said. ‘Dad doesn’t seem to get what his leaving meant, or what his return means. I didn’t think we should hammer that out first visit.’ I looked at Owen. ‘Right?’

He seemed to take an age to agree with me. Megan went stiff. ‘Are you just gonna let him back in?’

‘No,’ Owen said, cold and definite. ‘But we have to be sensible, Megan. If we…’ He paused as Andrew joined us. ‘Being all angry about things won’t help. We can’t give him the advantage.’

He looked at Andrew, but he stayed silent as if unsure what to say. Or, maybe he felt like he shouldn’t get into this conversation because it was between us and about our dad. So I deliberately changed that. ‘He’s gonna try to break your guardianship.’

Andrew’s brows came together, possibly because my words sent Megan inhaling a shocked breath. He didn’t deny it though. ‘Yes, I believe he will.’

‘That’s not fair!’ Megan whispered. ‘He’s been gone ages. How can he even think about that?’

‘Because he is your parent,’ Andrew said.

Owen squinted at him and I arched a brow. Parent seemed an odd word.

‘Some parent,’ I muttered.

‘Fucking A,’ Megan growled, shoved me hard when I nudged her for swearing.

As I saved myself from falling off the bench, she jumped up, told us we all sucked and launched into the house. Andrew looked after her but didn’t move; Owen had a hand curved at his elbow. ‘I should—’

‘Leave her alone. That’s what you should do.’

Andrew looked in two minds about listening to that advice, but I backed my brother. Megan needed time to sort through what was in her head. He squeezed Owen’s hand then peeled his fingers off his arm. Shifting around to his original seat he asked how we were.

‘Pissed,’ I said.

‘I don’t know,’ Owen said.

We looked at each other and he asked why I was pissed.

‘How are you even asking me that?’ I asked back. ‘Aren’t you? That was a ridiculous meeting and dad treated you like a little kid with that coffee.’ I poked a finger at the coffee pot.

Owen looked surprised, glancing at Andrew as if for support but he didn’t speak. My brother rubbed an eye. ‘Well, of course I’m angry over how he seems to think nothing’s wrong but I…’ He sank to the bench. Looked into his mug then straightened. ‘I don’t know what to feel other than that. Except… I feel like I’ve been in a fight.’

He rubbed his eye again, then leaned his elbows on the table and set his face into his hands, obscuring himself from us.

‘Yeah, well.’ I glanced at Andrew. ‘You break each other’s bones?’

‘Pardon?’

Owen didn’t look up.

‘With that handshake.’

Andrew grimaced, looked over his hand. ‘Nothing broken. Just a little bit of power play, I suspect.’

‘How are you so calm?’

‘I’m not especially, Jamie.’ He glanced at Owen as he lifted his head then looked back at me. ‘But going off the deep end won’t help anyone, and he may be your father but his return doesn’t wipe a legal guardianship just like that. He’ll need to go through appropriate channels and that will take time.’

‘Would a judge back him?’ Owen asked quietly.

‘It’s impossible to say,’ Andrew replied.

‘No way!’ I said. ‘Nobody would back him over you. Who’d be so… stupid to do that?’

‘Nothing is set in stone, Jamie.’

‘Are you sick of being our guardian?’ That came out before I could stop it.

‘What? No!’

‘Well, I just— I don’t—’ I rose. ‘Fuck it, I’m going over to Sean’s.’

Andrew called my name.

‘I’ll be back for dinner,’ I said but didn’t look back. More fuck-it that my eyes were stinging.



Owen

I was pretty sure that, by eight o’clock, Matty had asked each of us separately what dad had looked like.

Didn’t think he was trying to catch us out in what we told him, just that now the sub visit and dinner were over he’d turned his excitement to dad and kept wanting to hear about him.

It was wearing thin; I heard Megan growl she’d already told him twice and to go ask someone else. He asked Andrew.

‘I can only tell you want I saw, Kiddo,’ Andrew said, sounding apologetic. ‘I can’t really compare.’

‘I know that,’ Matty responded. ‘But at least you won’t tell me he still looks just like that.’ He pointed at the family portrait.

That logic must have made sense in his brain.

Andrew humoured him and described dad. So well, in fact, that it was like he was describing him for a sketch artist, but Matty was lapping it up.

In the end, Jamie, who’d been listening to music while doing some homework, pulled out his earbuds and said, ‘Matty, he really did look just like that portrait, even the bristles on his face.’

‘But we look different.’

‘Yeah, but we…’ Jamie caught my gaze, clearly regretted interrupting. Probably also regretted coming home from his friend’s place.

I just shrugged.

‘Mathew,’ Andrew said, recapturing our little brother’s attention. ‘Your dad does look like that portrait, but I’m sure he’s changed too. However… if I was seeing that portrait just now, I’d recognise your father.’

‘But it’s been ages,’ Matty said.

Jamie mouthed Fucking A at me. I told Matty that we were



































