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Chapter One
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Stevie had to knock twice before she heard footsteps approaching. Marsh opened the door, wearing an apron.

‘Stevie!’ He stepped aside to let her through. ‘You're early.’

‘I thought I'd come straight here from work. Is that okay?’ It felt like ages since she'd last seen him. He seemed older. Peering at him she decided there was a smattering of grey appearing in his thick brown hair. It made him look a bit more like their father.

She thrust the bottle of wine at him. ‘I got you this.’

‘Thanks.’ He took the bottle and gave her a curious look. ‘How are you? Are you all right?’

She nodded, no longer sure how to greet her brother. They had once known everything about each other, but since he'd got married things were ... different. At first it had been okay. They had spoken regularly and Stevie visited often, even helping with the redecorating. But lately, Marsh seemed more and more distant. When she did manage to speak to him, he seemed distracted.

‘Don't I get a hug?’

Stevie threw her arms around him and squeezed.

‘Are you sure you're okay?’ Marsh hugged her back. ‘You look a little sad.’

She wanted to howl ‘I miss you. I miss the flat. I miss being able to call you whenever I want. I miss you being all mine.’ But instead, she said, ‘I hate my crappy job. That's all.’

‘No luck with any of the applications then.’ He released her and ushered her towards the kitchen. ‘Come through and tell us about it. I've got to check on the oven.’

The kitchen was part of the new extension and was lovely and airy. The summer sun poured in through skylights, giving everything a warm glow. Pans simmered on the Rayburn. At the far end, Jane was arranging a salad. She looked up when Stevie and Marsh entered. ‘Hi Stevie.’

Jane's appearance made Stevie do a quick double take. Even though she was a little skinny, Jane had always been beautiful and healthy. Now she looked wan and tired. There were bluish shadows under her eyes and her cheekbones were more prominent. She was wearing a loose cotton shirt, which, Stevie was sure, hid more signs of lost weight.

‘Oh my God. Are you okay?’ The words were out before Stevie had time to censor them.

Jane cast a quick glance at Marsh. ‘I'm fine,’ she said. ‘I've just been a little ... poorly of late.’

Stevie glanced at Marsh, who was busying himself at the oven. She knew him well enough to know when he was avoiding eye contact. Something was going on. If Jane was ill, that would explain why Marsh was so preoccupied, but then, why hadn't he mentioned it? She turned back to Jane. ‘Is it something serious?’ she asked, pulling out a chair and sitting down, just in case it was.

Jane looked surprised. ‘No, nothing bad.’ She laughed. ‘Why? Do I really look that awful?’

There was nothing forced about Jane's laugh, which made Stevie relax a little. ‘Oh no, you look fine. Just tired. And pale.’

Jane nodded. ‘That sounds about right. I'm a little anaemic.’ She tapped the side of the salad bowl. ‘I think this is done. I'll just take it to the dining room.’

Once Jane had left, Stevie turned her attention to Marsh. ‘What's going on?’ she whispered. ‘Is Jane okay? She really doesn’t look well.’

Marsh's eyes darted to the doorway where Jane had disappeared. ‘Don't worry. She'll be fine in a few weeks.’ He looked as though he wanted to say more, but Jane returned.

‘Stevie, why don't you tell us what's going on with you?’ she said. ‘Do you want a cup of tea? Or wine?’

‘Wine please.’

‘I'll get it,’ said Marsh. ‘You sit down.’

‘Thank you my love.’ Jane slipped into a chair. She turned her attention to Stevie. ‘So, how's the job hunting?’

Stevie sighed. ‘Lousy. It's horrible. There's no one hiring in the events management sector. They're not even offering work experience.’

‘I can imagine,’ said Jane. ‘Most places are cutting back on entertaining at the moment, I guess. Our firm isn't having their usual summer client party thing this year, are they?’ she said to Marsh.

‘Nope,’ he replied, apparently too busy with what he was doing to elaborate.

‘Have you spoken to Louise?’ asked Jane. ‘She might need an assistant. You've worked for her before, haven't you?’

Stevie propped her elbows on the table and put her chin in her hands. ‘Yeah. I've asked. She can't afford one.’

Marsh put a glass of wine in front of Stevie.

Stevie took a sip and felt the liquid warm her mouth. ‘I'm so fed up, I'd do it for free, to be honest, just to get out of the shitty envelope opening job I'm in.’

Marsh handed a hot drink to Jane and dropped into a chair next to her. ‘Is that a good idea? How are you doing for money?’ He leaned forward, his forehead furrowed.

Stevie laughed. This was familiar territory. Until last year, Marsh had managed her trust fund. Just her rotten luck that the year that she'd finally turned twenty-one and gained control of her inheritance, the stock market should collapse, leaving her with much less money than she'd been expecting.

‘I'm making enough to buy food and pay the council tax,’ she said. ‘But only just.’

Marsh frowned. ‘Perhaps you should think about an alternative career. You know, something that pays a little better. You could—’

Stevie rolled her eyes. ‘Marsh, we've been through this. I'm going to spend a year trying to get into the event management thing and then I'll have a rethink. You agreed that would be no worse than taking a gap year like all my friends did.’

‘But—’

‘Besides,’ Jane cut in, ‘it's nice to give your dreams a chance. You never know where it might take you.’ She smiled. ‘Life is so much more pleasant if you're doing something you love.’

Marsh smiled at his wife. He picked up her hand and laid a kiss on the back of it. There was such intimacy in the gesture that Stevie had to look away.

‘I suppose you're right,’ said Marsh. He turned to his sister. ‘But only a year, right? You don't want to be drifting for ages and suddenly find you're thirty.’

‘Oh Marsh, stop being such a fuddy duddy!’ said Stevie. ‘I'm not totally stupid.’

‘I never said you were,’ said Marsh, falling into the pattern of their regular argument. ‘But you do—’

He was interrupted by someone rapping on the door. ‘Oh no.’ He jumped to his feet. ‘That'll be Louise and Jim. Dinner's nowhere near ready.’

Jane started to stand, but Stevie beat her to it. ‘I'll get it,’ she said. She sped for the door, leaving Jane to calm Marsh down.

Dinner was fun. When Marsh had first become Stevie's guardian he had been just twenty-one and at university. For a short time, Stevie had moved into his student house, which he'd shared with some friends, including Jim and Louise. Louise had been particularly kind to Stevie and the two of them remained firm friends, even after Marsh used the money his parents left him to buy a flat where he and Stevie could live.

Louise had left working for a successful event organising company to set up on her own, just before the credit crunch hit. Stevie had worked for her one summer. Inevitably, the conversation turned to work.

‘It's so unbelievably boring,’ said Stevie. ‘I'm folding paper all day. I can feel my brain dying by degrees.’ She took a big sip of wine. ‘To make things worse, there's this horrible man who's worked there since he was sixteen who keeps asking me out. When he finally got the message that I wasn't playing hard to get and really wasn't interested, he told everyone that I asked him out and he turned me down.’

Louise looked uncomfortable. ‘I wish I could help you,’ she said. ‘I really do. But I really can't afford an assistant right now. All I can offer is a good reference.’

‘Mind you,’ said Jim. ‘You're good enough that you've had to turn people down.’ Tall, ginger-haired and jovial, Jim was a patent agent in the same firm as Marsh and Jane.

Stevie raised her eyebrows.

‘It was a charity job in Oxford,’ Louise explained, giving her husband an annoyed glance. ‘It was too far away and not enough money.’

Stevie nodded. No sense in working for nothing. ‘I'll keep looking until my year is up and then I'll take whatever boring job I can get.’ She fixed her eyes on Louise. ‘I've got a good chance of making it work, Lou, haven't I?’

Louise nodded. ‘It's a very competitive environment at the moment. It's hard to make a name for yourself.’

There was a pause. Marsh frowned. 

‘Shall we have dessert?’ Jane asked.

‘I'll get it.’ Marsh laid a hand on his wife's arm. ‘You sit down.’

‘Why don't you get another bottle of wine?’ Jane nodded towards Jim's empty glass. She herself had been drinking fruit juice all evening. They disappeared into the kitchen together. Everyone else watched them leave.

As soon as they were out of earshot, Stevie leaned towards Louise. ‘Do you think something's wrong with Jane? She looks awful.’

‘She does,’ said Louise. ‘And, she was drinking fruit juice all evening ...’

‘It's not anything serious, like cancer. I asked Marsh.’

Louise stared at her. ‘Cancer?’

‘It's not that. Marsh said ...’ Stevie stopped. Louise was grinning at her. ‘What?’

‘There might be another explanation,’ said Louise. ‘She's looking ill, she's not drinking ...’ She nodded expectantly at Stevie, prompting her to make a connection.

Before Stevie could answer, Jane and Marsh returned. Jane carrying a bottle of champagne and Marsh a large dish of crumble.

‘We were just commenting,’ said Louise, giving Stevie a meaningful glance, ‘that Jane's looking a bit pale. Is everything okay?’

Marsh put the crumble down and went over to stand next to his wife. ‘Actually,’ he said. ‘We've got something to tell you.’

Jane grinned. ‘We're having a baby.’

Louise and Jim were on their feet at once, hugging and kissing the expectant parents. For a moment, Stevie was unable to move. Marsh was going to be a father. It had been hard enough when he'd found a wife. She already felt the space between them growing as he became more and more a husband, and less and less her brother. How much worse would it be with a child? Looking up, she saw Marsh watching her. She forced a smile and stood up. ‘Congratulations.’ She gave him a hug. She struggled for something more to say, but couldn't think of anything. So she gave Jane a gentle hug and a kiss instead and returned to her seat.

‘How far along are you?’ asked Louise. She was a mother of three and expert on pregnancy.

‘Twelve weeks,’ said Jane. ‘We had our scan yesterday.’

Twelve weeks. The words clanged into Stevie's heart. Three months. Marsh had known about this huge change in their lives for three whole months and not told her. There was once a time when she would have been the first to know about anything that went on in his life, just as he would of hers. Three whole months. No wonder he'd sounded like he was avoiding her. It was because he had been.

Stevie gulped down a mouthful of wine. She knew she would lose her brother to other people eventually. But she hadn't been prepared for it to happen so quickly or for the separation to feel so complete.

Eventually, they got round to eating the crumble, but Stevie didn't really taste it. Inside her, long buried feelings were clawing their way to the surface. She couldn't bring herself to look at Marsh. She focused on her wine glass instead, drinking far more than she should.

As everyone helped clear up, Stevie found Marsh taking her elbow and steering her into the living room.

‘Stevie,’ he said.

She forced her head up to meet his eyes. ‘Marsh.’

‘Are you okay?’

‘Never better,’ she said, flatly. ‘My brother's going to be a daddy ...’ She tried to beam at him, but her face wouldn’t obey. She rubbed her forehead and sighed. ‘Although, I'd have expected to know about it a little sooner.’

For a moment Marsh didn't say anything. ‘I'm sorry. It's been really difficult. Jane's been so ill and she had a lot of bleeding and we weren't sure the pregnancy was going to hold.’

‘And you thought it was better not to tell me? And what if something had gone wrong? Didn't you think I might want to know what was upsetting you? I know I'm not the world's most brilliant person, but I'm family. We used to tell each other everything, Marsh. Everything.’

Marsh gave her a small smile. ‘Well, not everything.’

Somehow him trying to make a joke of it, made it worse. The anger that she had been trying to keep at bay boiled up. Stevie shook her arm free from his grip. ‘Three months! And I had to find out the same time as Louise and Jim. Three. Months.’

‘Stevie, we didn't tell anyone. You're the first people we told.’

‘What about Jane's family? I bet you told her mother.’

His silence told her everything she needed to know.

‘Congratulations, Marsh. I'm sure you'll make a great dad.’ She turned and headed towards the hallway.

‘Stevie, where are you going?’

‘Home.’

He took hold of her arm and looked as if he was about to object, but changed his mind. ‘Let me call you a taxi. You're too drunk to walk home alone.’

‘I don't need a taxi.’ She picked up her jacket. ‘I can look after myself.’ She tried to put her arm into a sleeve and missed.

Marsh shook his head. ‘You're overreacting.’ He held the jacket for her so that she could shrug it on.

Stevie spun round and nearly fell over. ‘Am I? I don't think I am. You think about it. If it had been the other way around, how would you feel?’

‘I said I was sorry, Stevie. It's ...’

Stevie stopped him with an upraised hand. ‘Save it for someone who cares.’ She opened the door and lurched out.

‘Stevie.’ He followed her out and took her arm. With his free hand he used his phone to order a taxi. ‘Sit.’

Stevie sank onto the concrete steps. Marsh sat beside her. She turned her back to him.

‘I'm not going to try and reason with you when you're in this sort of mood,’ said Marsh, speaking to the back of her head. ‘I'll come see you tomorrow, when you're sober.’

Stevie said nothing. They sat there in silence until the taxi arrived.






Stevie slit open another envelope with the letter opener. Her eyes scanned for the name of the client and she stapled and tossed the papers into the correct pile without engaging her brain. She'd been at work for four hours and had lost the will to live about three hours and fifty-five minutes ago. Her head hurt from the night before and her anger with Marsh was simmering away inside her. How could he keep something so important from her? Okay, Marsh loved his wife and wanted to spend time with her, but he would never keep secrets from Stevie. Not without prompting. At least, he wouldn’t have before. The world was different now. She gutted another envelope and wrenched the letter out.

A movement at the edge of her vision made her jump. She turned to find Gloria, the line supervisor, standing just behind her shoulder. Gloria reached across, hooked the last letter with a red painted nail and checked that it was in the correct pile. It was. There was a slight tightening of the over-glossed lips.

Stevie pulled her earphones out. ‘Can I help you?’ she said, as sweetly as she could manage.

Gloria's eyes narrowed while she tried to figure out if Stevie was insulting her. ‘Lunch break.’

‘That's great. Thank you.’ Stevie smiled an insincere smile and popped the finger protectors off. ‘I appreciate the personal service.’

The line manager tapped her clipboard. ‘One hour,’ she said.

‘Of course.’

In a bid to cheer herself up, Stevie splashed out cash she didn't have on sushi and a magazine. When she returned to the lunchroom there was already a group having their lunch, discussing Dragon's Den. Stevie sat at the other end of the table, where the Formica had chipped off in a large triangle, and turned her music up to drown out the conversation. She loved Dragon's Den. She and Marsh used to watch it together.

She squeezed the lemon over her sushi and gasped as the lemon juice stung a paper cut on her finger. That would teach her to take her thimble off in a fit of misguided rebellion. She stuck the fingertip in her mouth to suck the lemon off. There was a collective snigger from the men at the other end of the room. She rolled her eyes. This job was beyond awful. If only she had something else to go to, she'd walk out of there in a minute.

Something chimed in the back of her mind. She tried to think back to the conversation before Marsh's announcement. There had been something else. Something Louise had said about a job in Oxford that she’d turned down. If she could just get one job, it would be a start. She picked up her phone and sent off an email.

She nodded to herself. That's what she could do. If she organised the event in Oxford for minimum pay, she could use it as experience. Maybe even meet some other people who might become clients. Okay, it wasn't as good as getting a job with an established company and moving up, but there was nothing wrong with freelance. She could start small and build herself up. Why had she not thought of this before? The very thought cheered her up. So much so, that she was almost smiling when she opened her magazine.

One of the boys from across the room came up to Stevie.

‘Hey Steph?’

‘Stevie.’ She corrected him automatically, without bothering to lower her magazine. He was going to ask her out. Again.

‘You doing anything Friday night?’

‘Washing my hair.’

‘Is that what you do every Friday night?’

‘Yes.’

‘Except last Friday night, right?’

She lowered the magazine a fraction and looked at him. Where was this going?

‘Chris says you spent it banging each other's brains out.’ He grinned, making his spots crowd together on his cheeks.

Stevie glanced over to see Chris smirking at her from across the room. She raised her magazine again.

Before anyone could come up with a retort, Gloria materialised. ‘Your hour's up,’ she said, stopping in front of Stevie.

Stevie glanced at her phone. She still had ten minutes to go. This was one of Gloria's power games. It was no longer funny.

‘I've got ten minutes.’

Gloria leaned forward, her face close enough for Stevie to see the cracks in her foundation. ‘Listen. I'm the manager around here. And I say that your time is up.’

‘That's not––’

‘I don't like your attitude, young lady. Now get back to work before I report you.’ Stevie stared at the woman. It was unbelievable that such bullying went on. Gloria met her gaze.

‘I could report you for bullying,’ said Stevie.

‘What bullying?’ Gloria turned to the men who were watching with interest. ‘Do you see any bullying lads?’ The men all shook their heads and focused on their meals. Gloria turned back to Stevie, triumphant.

Stevie blinked. Gloria smiled and turned away.

Anger that had been bubbling inside her all day coalesced into a point. Stevie decided she'd had enough. She picked up a leaflet that had come with her magazine. It was white on the reverse side.

‘Gloria?’ she said. ‘Can I borrow your pen a moment, please?’

Gloria half turned. ‘Certainly not. Get back to work.’

Stevie sighed and fished a pen out of her pocket. She wrote I QUIT on the back of the flyer, and signed and dated it. She plonked the paper down on top of Gloria's precious clipboard and walked past her.

‘You're supposed to give one day's written notice,’ Gloria shouted after her.

Stevie didn't stop. What were they going to do? Sack her?

* * * *
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Tom pressed his fingertips to his temple. The migraine radiated from the side of his head, pain branching into his eye-sockets and jaw. He gritted his teeth and looked back at his computer screen. Nope. It was no use. He needed a break. That was one of the things the doctor had suggested. More frequent breaks from the screen. That and getting some rest. He rubbed his temples again and sighed. Maybe food would help. It was lunchtime, near enough.

He messaged Olivia.

He had known Olivia Gornall since primary school, when they’d got into an argument and he’d announced that if she wasn’t a girl, he’d have thumped her. Og being the scrappy maniac that she was, had called him sexist and pushed him over. He’d grabbed her arm and they’d both ended up in the mud. They’d been best friends ever since. 

When she’d got a job in the legal department of the same firm as him and he’d taken her to the pub to meet his colleagues, some of the more macho guys had found it hard to believe that he could be best friends with a girl he wasn’t sleeping with. But one night of being out-drunk, out-cursed and generally out-bloked by Og, soon sorted out the doubters.

Tom: 

Og. Lunch?

Oliva: 

Meet you by the lifts in ten.

Ten minutes. He may as well take a look at that email from his mother that he’d been putting off. 


From: Dr Evelyn Blackwood 
To: Tom Blackwood 
Hello Darling. Guess what, Dan's latest paper is going to be published in another journal. What a coup for his publication record. It will stand him in good stead with this new funding application he's involved in. I must open a bottle of wine when he's next around.
Will you be coming home this weekend? It's just that the lawn needs doing again.
Mum


Tom clenched his jaw so tightly that his teeth ground together. It was always about Dan. Bloody Dan. Not content with being older, Dan had to be cleverer and taller and best at everything. Tom might have made it onto his mother’s radar if he’d been the one that settled down and started a family first, but bloody Dan managed to do that about two minutes after graduating from university too. 

Remembering the doctor’s comments about mindfulness and breathing, which he had scoffed at at the time, Tom took a deep breath and let it out before replying asking his mother to pass on his congratulations to his big brother. Then he locked his computer, grabbed a jacket and strode out to meet Og.

She looked up from her phone. 'Pub?' she said, by way of greeting.

'Perfect.' Tom pressed the button to call the lift. 

The pub was already fairly busy. Tom grabbed a table and Olivia went over to the bar to order. She always got served faster than he did. Tom dropped his jacket over the back of his chair and rolled his shoulders, trying to relieve some tension. The pain above his eyes was soothed a little by the dimmer lighting inside the pub. He rubbed a knuckle over his brow, trying to ease the pain.

Og returned with two coffees and a flag for their food order. Tom noticed the two guys at the table next to them turn to check out Og. That happened a lot around her. Tall, with short spiky hair and long legs, Olivia tended to attract the sort of men who were only after one thing. One of the guys spotted Tom and looked away. He got that a lot too – people thinking that there was something going on between him and Og. Not a chance.

At one point in their teens, when Og had stopped being one of the boys and turned into a girl, there had been a few months of awkwardness that had ended in a snog, which freaked them both out so much that they decided never to go there again. After that, their relationship had never wavered from the platonic.

Og slid into the seat opposite him. 'So, what’s going on?' 

'Where do you want to start,' said Tom. 'Mum just emailed me to tell me that golden boy is getting something published in another journal.'

Og raised an eyebrow over her coffee cup. 'So what?'

'What do you mean, so what? I tell Mum about the Doha job and I get “that's nice dear”. Dan gets his name in a magazine and she's telling everyone.'

Og gave a theatrical sigh and put down her cup. 'We’ve been through this. Evelyn's an academic, so she understands what Dan does. The business world ... not so much. Don't take it to heart.' She grinned. 'How is Dangerous Dan these days?'

'He's off gathering beetles or something again.' Tom waved a hand dismissively. 'They've left poor Alice with Mum again. Why did they have her if they're just going to ignore the poor kid?' He rubbed a knuckle into his forehead again.

'Headache?' said Og. 'Did you have your doctor’s appointment? What did they say?' She poked his shoulder. 'Is it old age catching up with you?'

'I'm only six months older than you. Cheeky cow.' He smiled and immediately felt a little better. 'The doc says the headaches are probably caused by stress. Apparently, if I take it easy, the headaches and insomnia will go away. He even offered to sign me off for a month. But I can’t do that, so he's given me some sleeping pills so that at least I can sleep a couple of nights.

'Wait, wait. Why, exactly, can’t you take some time off? Sounds like you need it.'

'Don’t be stupid. I can't take time off now. I've got two weeks to wrap up this project. And then I have to prepare my pitch for the Doha job. Dhidre is going for it too.'

Og pulled a face. 'Oh, you’ve got to do a good job then. You can’t be beaten by a woman who wears white stilettos.'

Tom stared at her. What kind of a criticism was that? 

‘What?' said Og. 'I can speak girl.'

'O... kay.'

A waiter brought the food. A burger and chips for Tom and a pasta dish for Og. For a few minutes their conversation stopped as they both concentrated on eating. 

Og tore off a piece of garlic bread. 'What happened with that other job you applied for?' 

Tom groaned. 'Lambert Kassel. I’ve got a second interview on Friday.' 

Og looked impressed.

'I'd much rather get the Doha job,' he said. 'More money. More kudos.'

'Yeah, but you said you’d enjoy the LK job more. Money and kudos isn’t everything, you know.'

Tom put his cutlery down with exaggerated care and stared at her. 'Who are you and what have you done with Og?'

She pointed her fork at him. 'Shut up and eat your food.'

Tom grinned. 'Anyway,' he said. 'How are things with you? How are your brothers?' 






* * * *
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By the time Stevie reached her building, the feeling of elation had started to wear off. Leaving the job was all well and good, but that meant she had to find something else to do to pay the bills. She scowled as she jabbed the button on the lift. Life as an independent adult was turning out to be more difficult than she'd expected. First Marsh got married, then the recession ate her trust fund, she couldn't find a job that didn't suck and her brother was keeping secrets from her. What else could go wrong?

She walked down her corridor, sorting through her keys for the right one. She put the key in the lock. It didn't turn. She tried it again. Then, she carefully turned the door knob. The door opened. Stevie stopped and stared at it for a moment. She was sure she'd locked it when she left. Cautiously, her finger on her phone ready to dial 999, she pushed the door open.

‘Oh good, you're home.’

‘Marsh? What the hell are you doing in my flat?’ She went in and slammed the door shut behind her.

‘You weren't here, so I let myself in.’ He produced the spare keys from his pocket. ‘Just like I told you, in my message.’

There had been several messages from him. She had deleted them without reading them. She had to get those keys off him. If she wasn't allowed to know about his wife's pregnancy, he shouldn't be allowed to have a spare key to her flat.

‘What do you want?’ She threw her bag into the corner.

‘I wanted to apologise.’ He took a step towards her.

Stevie held up a hand. ‘I'm not really interested, Marsh.’ She'd had enough of the whole day. She was feeling angry, tired and starting to panic slightly. All she wanted right now was to sit in front of the telly and eat ice cream.

‘Look. I know I hurt—’

‘I said I'm not interested.’ She put her hand on the door to open it. ‘I'm not having the best of days, so can you kindly get out of my flat?’

Marsh stared at her. ‘What's wrong?’ he said. ‘Other than our little argument, I mean.’

How did he do that? How could he tell that anything had happened?

‘Nothing.’

Marsh's eyes narrowed. ‘Is it something to do with work?’

She hesitated. Only for a fraction of a second, but it was long enough for her brother to jump to conclusions.

‘What's happened?’ He studied her. When she didn't reply, he said, ‘Oh no. You've been sacked. Haven't you?’

‘No. I haven't been sacked.’ She looked away. ‘I quit. Actually.’

‘Stevie!’

‘I'll get another job. I can look after myself.’

Marsh didn't look convinced. ‘Clearly, you can't. This is the third job this month.’

‘This is the third job this month.’ Stevie mimicked him. ‘Stop treating me like a child.’

‘Stop acting like one then.’

That was what he always said. She had never found a suitable retort to that. Stevie wrenched the door open. ‘You have no right to come in here and tell me how to live my life. You're not my guardian anymore. And after the way you've treated me, I don't even want to call you my brother anymore. Now get out of my flat.’

For a moment Marshall looked like he'd been stung. Then anger flared in his eyes. ‘Fine.’ He picked up his coat and briefcase. ‘Don't come to me when you need help.’

‘And give me back my spare key.’

He threw it onto the kitchen counter as he walked out. The door slammed. Stevie stood still and listened to the sound of his footsteps receding. It was only when she was sure he'd gone that she let herself burst into tears.
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Chapter Two
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From: Tom Blackwood

To: Louise Edwards

Hi Lou

My mother tells me that you’ve found someone who might be mad enough to take on organising her event. Just wanted to say thank you. 

I assume this person is happy to do it on the cheap. Are they any good?


From: Louise Edwards

To: Tom Blackwood

Stevie is just starting out, so she’ll take a smaller fee. She doesn’t have much solo experience, but she has done work for me in the past and I can vouch for her being a bright, flexible and honest person.

Lou




––––––––
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Tom frowned. He noticed that she hadn’t answered his question. On the one hand, his mother was getting desperate. On the other hand, there was something about Louise’s evasiveness that made him uneasy... and why did the name ‘Stevie’ ring a bell? He fired off another email to Lou asking for more details. 


From: Louise Edwards

To: Tom Blackwood

Really, not much else to tell you. Except, you might remember her. She’s Marshall’s sister. 



Tom stared at the email. ‘Shit.’

He remembered her alright and, more to the point, he remembered Marshall. The last thing he wanted was to come back into contact with Marshall or any of his family.

Tom scowled at the screen. Louise had already been in touch with his mother. All he could do was hope that Stevie would be too expensive or do something to put his mother off. The headache that he’d been ignoring all afternoon surged up with a vengeance.

No. It was too risky. He pulled out a couple of painkillers and swallowed them with his tepid coffee. There was nothing for it. He would have to go down to Oxford and handle it himself.






* * * *
[image: ]


It was the sort of dream where she knew she was asleep, but she couldn't wake herself up. Stevie walked into the hall of the house she had grown up in. Looking down, she could see her pale legs appearing from under the grey school skirt. The house was exactly as she remembered. The nice portrait photo of her and Marsh had pride of place in the hall. A photo taken outside Marsh's student house was tucked next to the frame. There were shoes collected under the coat rack. Post on the bottom step.

The photo was taken the last time they'd all been together. They'd gone to see Marsh at uni and were standing outside his student house. Less than a year later, her parents were dead.

Stevie looked up at the stairs, a feeling of dread starting to rise in her chest. She didn't want to go up, but her feet moved of their own accord. Her heart beat faster. Her hands felt clammy. She tried to stop, but her feet kept going.

As she got near the top, her sense of panic increased until she was breathing in shallow gasps. ‘It's a dream,’ she said, and tried to pinch herself. Her feet took her onward. Onward. Into her parents' bedroom. Onward. To the foot of their bed. And there they were. Lying peacefully side-by-side in their best clothes. Each with a lily held in white-gloved hands.

Tears slid down Stevie's face and she knew she was crying for real. They were her parents, but not her parents. The thing that animated them, that made them more than just their bodies, was gone. She tried to study their faces and found them curiously formless. She knew they had eyes, noses, mouths in the right places, but she couldn't remember the detail of any of them. Each year, it became harder and harder to recall. Rarely, when she was least expecting it, something would trigger a memory so strong that it would knock her off her feet – a waft of aftershave, the clink of a wedding ring against a china cup, the smell of lapsang souchong – and then, just as quickly, they'd be gone.

Slowly, she backed away from the figures on the bed, half wishing, half dreading that they would sit up. Once she reached the door, she was able to run. She turned and fled to Marsh's room. Marsh. The only one she had left. He was lying on his back, white gloved fingers interlaced on his chest. Stevie reached forward, her hands shaking. Fingers outstretched, she reached towards his cheek. His skin was drained of colour. She stared at his chest, there was no sign of him breathing. Her fingertips were millimetres away from his face. Trembling, she leaned closer.

She woke up with her arms held out in front of her. Her face was hot and wet from crying. To be awake was a relief, but the realisation that her parents really were dead was always savage. She curled up into a ball and reached, as she always did, for her phone. It was turned off. Stevie frowned. She never turned her phone off. As she turned it back on and let the glow light up the hollow she'd made under the duvet, she remembered. She was avoiding Marsh's phone calls. As the phone came to life, she saw that there was another missed call from him.

Her hands were still shaking as she dialled in his number. Her memory was faster than the address book. Her thumb hovered over the dial button and she thought of him, in bed with his warm pregnant wife. He wouldn't drag himself out of bed to come and comfort her now.

She stared at the phone, debating. Finally, she hit cancel. She was alone now. All alone. She would have to learn to live with it. She threw the phone to the bottom of the bed, curled up tighter and started to cry all over again.

The next morning, Stevie woke up with a headache. She took two paracetamol and finally looked at her messages. There were four voicemail messages and three texts from Marsh, all of which she deleted without opening. There was also a message from Dr Evelyn Blackwood, suggesting she came up on Saturday to meet her.

Stevie stared thoughtfully at the message. Louise had made it clear that there wasn't much money involved in the venture. However, it was a break. And a break was just what she needed, in every sense of the word. Oxford would be quite fun to explore. It would almost be a holiday.

Louise had also mentioned that Dr Blackwood’s son was a certain Tom Blackwood who had lived in the same shared house as Lou, Jim and Marsh. Stevie cringed. She’d had a terrible crush on Tom when she was thirteen. But that was a long time ago ... and she would be working for his mum, not him. She probably wouldn’t even see him.

She drew her shoulders back and sat up straighter. If she was to be all alone in the world, she might as well make a go of looking after herself. After all, she'd looked after her stressed out brother while he was doing his qualifying exams and managed to take her own GCSEs at the same time. If she could look after two of them, surely she could manage on her own. This project of Dr Blackwood's could give her just the opportunity she needed. It also meant that she'd be spending a lot of time away from London, which made it even less likely that Marsh would catch her. That would show him.
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