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Dear Reader,

This book can be read as a standalone, however please be advised that it gives major spoilers for previous books. The Dark Finds You was supposed to be the final book in a universe of inter-connected books and characters -  and if you are interested, please find below a suggested reading order - however, these characters were not quite finished with me and a follow up to this book The Dark Finds You – Part 2 is coming soon!

Many thanks for being here!

Chantelle Atkins

Suggested reading order:

The Boy With The Thorn In His Side – series

The Mess Of Me 

Elliot Pie’s Guide To Human Nature

The Holds End trilogy – series

At Night We Played In The Road

The Mess Of Us 

The Dark Finds You

The Dark Finds You Part 2
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1: Elliot
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‘Who the hell spends that much money on balloons for a bloody one-year-old? And not just any old balloons either! Look! One of those bloody stupid balloon arches. I mean, really? What the actual hell is wrong with people these days?’

Elliot made a noise that he hoped would serve as an answer but he did not look up from his phone. His thumb scrolled restlessly down the messages he had sent to Finn, all of them unanswered.

His mother growled and reached over the kitchen table to swat his phone down. ‘I am talking to you! Will you get off that bloody thing? You’re surgically attached to it, I swear.’

Elliot pulled his phone into his chest in a defensive gesture and sighed as he met his mother’s glaring eye. Her own phone was clutched in one hand and now that she had his attention, she jabbed a finger at the screen in utter fury.

‘Look at it. I mean, fine, if you’ve got more money than sense, splash out and buy your baby loads of toys or whatever, but a balloon arch? Do you know how much those useless things cost, Elliot? Everyone’s doing it these days, everyone.’

‘Who’s everyone?’ he asked wearily. He thought about asking whose Facebook pictures she was verbally abusing but he knew from experience that asking would drag him in deeper, so he tried a new tactic – offering just enough interest to stop her directing her anger at him.

‘Everyone,’ she declared, her gaze fixed on the screen. ‘And I just don’t get it. I don’t. They can’t play with the balloons, can they? They don’t last. They’re bad for the environment, aren’t they? It’s just plastic waste for no bloody reason. I just don’t get it. And don’t even get me started on cake smashes...’ She lowered the phone onto her swollen belly and rolled her eyes to the ceiling, shaking her head in despair. ‘I just don’t get it. It’s all changed so much.’

Elliot tucked his own phone away. She had now piqued his interest. ‘What’s a cake smash?’

Laura shifted slightly, her belly bumping the table. ‘Oh my God, listen to this. It’s insane. I just don’t get it.’ She leaned forward, patting the table hard with one hand. ‘You buy a cake, not just any cake, a big expensive birthday cake with layers and all sorts. Then you sit your one-year-old in front of it and let them just smash it up.’ She leaned back, eyes wide, head pulled into her neck. ‘I mean what the actual hell, Elliot? You’ve got so much money you buy a cake and let your baby smash it up?’ Before he could even ask why, Laura continued. ‘Then you get some expensive photographer in to take pictures of the whole event. So obviously, they have the baby dressed up in some totally unsuitable frilly dress or goddamn suit or something, and they take pictures while it gets itself covered in cake!’

Elliot frowned slowly as her words formed a mental picture in his mind. ‘I don’t get it either.’

‘Exactly,’ Laura agreed in triumph. ‘In my day you got told off for playing with your food!’

‘In my day we didn’t give cakes to babies,’ Elliot’s nan announced, sweeping into the kitchen with two-year-old Gabe on her hip. ‘Or give them balloons...’ she added as an afterthought, frowning slightly before turning her loving gaze back on the toddler.

She held him out in front of her, her eyes disappearing in the wrinkles that gathered around them whenever she smiled. Elliot smiled himself, despite his concerns for Finn. His nan really did love babies.

‘But this gorgeous little prince can have the moon on a stick for all I care!’ She nuzzled her nose against his and he squealed in delight.

‘Did he have a cake smash?’ Elliot asked as Andy Robinson strode in, sweeping random toys into his arms as he moved.

‘Don’t be daft,’ Andy told him, dumping the toys into the large black and white spotted baby bag he had carried in with him. He dropped it on the table and reached for Gabe. ‘I gotta get this little man back to his mum.’

‘Kiss for Nanna Laura!’ Elliot’s mother demanded, puckering her rosebud lips and leaning forward as far as her bump would allow.

Andy held the child on his hip and tipped him in for the kiss, before snatching up the baby bag and slinging it over one shoulder. He grabbed his keys from the china dish on the windowsill and planted a kiss on Laura’s head.

‘See you later. Bill!’ he let rip before he had even left the room. Elliot visibly winced at the harsh edge to what he liked to call Andy’s shouting voice; the voice he mostly reserved for his eighteen-year-old son, Bill. ‘Bill!’ he roared again from the hallway, yanking open the front door at the same time. ‘It’s half past bloody two! Get your lazy fuckin’ arse out of that bed before I come up and drag you out!’

There was silence in the kitchen. Elliot glanced at his mother who swapped a cautious glance with his nan, before tentative smiles appeared on both their faces in response to the noise of bedsprings creaking above them. There was a grunt followed by unintelligible words. Andy, satisfied, slammed out of the door and was gone.

Elliot’s nan let out a sigh before lifting her own bag onto her shoulder. ‘Happy families, eh?’ She winked at Laura and then leaned down to kiss her belly. ‘Now, you be good for your mother, okay little one? I am just going to eat you alive when you come out!’

‘Mum.’ Laura stared at her in disgust.

Elliot chuckled. ‘That’s very disturbing, Nan.’

She cackled as she reached over and ruffled his hair. ‘Get a haircut you heathen. See you all tomorrow.’

When she had gone, Laura breathed out and shook her head, but Elliot did not miss the corners of her mouth turning up briefly. She loved her mum as much as he did, and these days she was much better at showing it.

She stroked her belly, staring at the far wall. ‘I don’t know if I’ll be up to it,’ she said suddenly.

Elliot resisted the urge to send another message to Finn and put his phone down on the table. ‘What do you mean, up to it?’

‘Being a mother again,’ she said. ‘It was hard enough fourteen years ago with you. But everything’s changed so much, Elliot. People expect so much more from you these days.’

‘What people?’

She glanced at her phone but did not pick it up. ‘You know what I mean.’

He thought he did but decided to change the subject. ‘You’ll be fine.’

‘I’m so old!’

‘No, you’re not. You were young when you had me. Most people are only starting to have babies at your age these days.’

‘See what I mean?’ she replied. ‘It’s all changed so much. I won’t fit in.’

‘Fit into what?’

Laura waved a hand. ‘I don’t know. You know what I mean.’

Elliot nodded and picked his phone back up. He found Finn’s name and clicked on the messages he had ignored: Elliot asking if they could hang out; Elliot asking if he was home; Elliot asking if he wanted a sleepover. Ten messages in total over the last thirteen days. He didn’t want to stalk or harass his oldest friend, but what was going on? Had he been ghosted? And if so, why? What had he done wrong?

‘Elliot.’

He looked up. ‘Huh?’

‘You’re glued to that bloody thing. What’s the matter with you?’

‘Just Finn. He’s not answering messages.’

‘Why don’t you try the old-fashioned way?’

He frowned. ‘Huh?’

She smiled, the tiredness of late pregnancy showing in her face. ‘Go around and actually knock on his door.’

Elliot looked back at his phone, his thumb sliding across the screen to bring up Leah. His other hand slipped under his hair until his fingers met the ridge of a scab. He brought up their last few messages, though doing so made his stomach sink. Every message he had sent her had been answered with a one-word reply.

Elliot caught his nails under the scab and tried to lift it. His mother’s hand shot out, slapping his away from his head. He looked at her in dismay.

‘Don’t pick your head!’ she scolded him, eyebrows raised. He looked away and sighed. ‘You do that when you’re stressed,’ she said then, her tone softer. ‘What is it love?’ 

Elliot forced a smile and got up from his chair. ‘Do you want another cup of tea?’

‘I do actually. Can you make a coffee and take it up to Bill? Might help him wake up a bit.’

‘He came in really late...’ Elliot clicked on the kettle and got down two mugs. 

‘Well, he is technically an adult.’ 

Elliot waited for it.

‘Not that Andy treats him like one...’

There it was. 

Elliot got the milk from the fridge and splashed a measure into each mug while the kettle boiled. He plopped a teabag into his mother’s mug and a scoop of coffee followed by two sugars into Bill’s.

‘You’ve had a lot to deal with lately,’ his mother said then and he wished she wouldn’t use that softer tone. It always made him want to cry. He was fourteen now; years past crying like a baby. He was going to be an older brother. He had to stand up tall and stop messing around. 

‘I’m fine,’ he told her.

He heard her nails tapping against the tabletop as she searched for the right words. There are no right words, he wanted to tell her, not for the heavy stuff. There are just cups of tea and clumsy hugs and that will have to do. 

‘I miss him too,’ she added, a slight hitch to her voice.

Elliot didn’t want to look at her; didn’t want to see the shine of tears in her eyes. She had enough to deal with being pregnant, being part of a new family and all the drama that brought with it. He thought she was doing well. He thought that in many ways she was like a new person and bringing up Liam only reminded them of the person she used to be. He felt the familiar hardening inside him at the mention of his late uncle’s name.

I don’t miss him, he wanted to tell her, he left us, he chose out, so I don’t miss him and I don’t care.

When he remained in silence, pouring the hot water into the mugs, Laura sighed heavily from the table and changed the subject as he had hoped she would. ‘See if he’ll walk the dog with you,’ she suggested as he placed her mug beside her. ‘It’ll do him good to get out of the house.’

Elliot nodded and opened the door to whistle for Indie. The grey and white Staffordshire bull terrier lifted her head from where she was lying on the parched lawn, and her tongue lolled free, smiling back at him. She got up in a hurry, as ever eager to please, eager to be doing anything or going anywhere.

‘Come on then,’ he told her, raising his eyebrows at his mother as he picked up Bill’s coffee. ‘Let’s go.’
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2: Bill
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Bill woke up to pain but that was normal.

There was something soothingly familiar about tracking it down, working out what pain came from which area and for what reason. As usual there was a throbbing headache; a leftover, a reminder of the previous night’s indulgences. He smiled at that as he sat up in bed and let the rest of the pain drip through him. His neck was sore. A brief exploration suggested a few love bites. His ribs were sore. He didn’t know why. His left hand throbbed. He gazed down and saw a cut across his palm. He shrugged. He had no idea where that had come from. None of it was good but all of it told him he was still alive.

Bill sat for a few still moments with his head in his hands. He could hear whining and crying from one of the gardens outside. A dog yapped further away. A car screeched into the close. A crow squawked from a nearby tree. There were footsteps coming up the stairs and he dreaded the thought of seeing anyone until he was ready; knew they would see and sense and smell his shame all over him. He needed a chance to clean up. But there were no chances like that given here, where his angry restless dad was forever hammering on the door and telling him what a mess he had made of everything. There was always, get moving, wake up, get up, do something.

Bill didn’t want to do anything. Ever. Apart from all the things he had done last night. He saw a t-shirt on the floor, snagged it with one finger and tugged it over his head. His phone lay on his pillow, a green light blinking constantly. He grabbed it, swiped his thumb over the screen. Sean. He sighed, not wanting to reply; he knew how wild Sean got when he felt ignored. He bit his lip, scrolling with his thumb to other messages. Adam. Summer. His heart seemed to catch in his throat. He felt sick. There was a gentle tap on his door.

‘Yeah?’

The door opened cautiously and there was Elliot, all legs and arms and thick black hair, but before him was Indie, the pushiest dog he had ever known. She flung herself at Bill and then collapsed on the floor, all four legs wriggling madly as she grunted in pleasure. He laughed and patted her belly.

‘All right, Indie, you nutter.’

‘Coffee?’ Elliot asked tentatively, holding out a steaming mug. 

Bill raised his eyebrows, looked Elliot up and down. ‘Thanks.’ He took it and placed it on the bedside table.

Elliot was staring at him curiously. He pointed to his own neck. ‘Are you okay? You’ve got... something.’

Bill grinned and rubbed his neck. ‘It’s nothing. Did my dad send you up?’

‘No.’ Elliot shook his head and shuffled in a little closer. ‘My mum.’

‘Okay.’ The dog jumped on the bed, piling her face into Bill’s lap. As he drew his arms in to cradle her, he felt a sharp pain in his left shoulder. He winced and it came back to him in a fast-moving but blurred memory: hurtling to the floor, slamming his shoulder into the wall and his hand down into broken glass. He swallowed, forced a smile and patted the dog hard.

‘Um,’ Elliot said then, licking his lips and scratching at his head. ‘My mum wondered if you’d come for a walk with me and Indie.’

Bill resisted the urge to roll his eyes and groan, because he genuinely liked the kid. But it was always the same since Laura and Elliot moved in with them. His father was happier than he had ever been, yet was constantly treading on glass, terrified of messing up his new life, his new family. He tried hard with Elliot, too hard, and on the flip side, took all his anger out on Bill, who had let them all down yet again. Caught in the middle, Laura tried to smooth things over whenever Andy was out. Hence the coffee and the offer of a walk, no doubt meant to clear his head and wake him up. Get him doing something.

He kept his eyes on the dog and it was her smiling face that made his mind up for him. That and the way Elliot was picking at his head again. He did it constantly. Maybe the kid wanted to talk. He’d had a rough time of it since his uncle killed himself.

‘Yep, all right,’ Bill agreed, reaching for his coffee. ‘Give me five and I’ll meet you downstairs.’

Elliot grinned, nodded and walked away, still picking at his head. Indie leapt off the bed and trotted after him. Bill stuck out a leg and kicked his door shut. He leaned back, sipping the coffee and thinking about last night. He could piece together a bit but not much. They’d started at Sean’s place, he knew that, then moved on to his local pub. After that a bar in town but Bill had woken up in a flat in Belfield Park without Sean. He glanced at his phone realising that explained the phone calls and messages. 

He finished his coffee and stood, his head still swimming. He felt a lump in his pocket and pushed two fingers in to investigate. A small plastic package suggested he had scored last night – that explained the strange flat in Belfield Park. He exhaled slowly, wiping back his hair which needed a wash, before finishing the coffee and setting the mug back down. He found his boots and pulled them on. 

Elliot was waiting by the front door, Indie attached to a lead. He was picking relentlessly at his head and staring into space, but he jerked his hand away when Bill came down the stairs. Together, they left the house and walked onto the fields that surrounded the notorious Holds End estate.

Elliot let Indie off the lead and she trundled towards the hedges, nose down, tail wagging frantically. Bill slipped his hands into his pockets and felt a heavy air of sadness settle over him; and not just him, Elliot too. They were drenched in it, he realised with wonder, as they followed the curve of the fields away from the houses.

His phone buzzed in his hand and he took it out. A message from Sean glared back at him accusingly.

At least let me know you are alive!!!

Bill sighed through gritted teeth and typed a quick reply while Elliot side-eyed him curiously.

Yes. Call you later.

Instantly a reply bounced back.

Fucking selfish prick.

Yep, he thought to himself, glancing at the sky, and I warned you as much.

‘Is that your boyfriend?’ Elliot asked him shyly, the fingers of one hand already curled into his hair.

‘No, not exactly.’

‘My mum says you’re allergic to the word boyfriend or girlfriend.’

Bill grinned. ‘She’s very astute, your mum.’

‘My nan says you’re jammy, liking boys and girls. She says you’ve got your head screwed on right.’

Bill looked at him, eyebrows raised. ‘Really?’

‘Oh yeah.’ Elliot nodded, flicking a scab away and going back for more. ‘But don’t tell her I told you. I think she’s a little bit in love with you.’ He snorted laughter then bit his lip to control it.

Bill poked him with an elbow. ‘So what’s up with you anyway?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re all...’ Bill shrugged, searching for the right words. ‘I don’t know...gloomy.’ He pulled one hand out of his pocket and pointed at Elliot’s head. ‘You’re doing that picking thing.’

‘Oh.’ Elliot snatched his hand away, but not before Bill saw him examine his fingertips which were tacky with blood. 

Bill said nothing. What could you say? The kid had been through a lot. First, he gets abducted and nearly killed by his unhinged uncle, and then the uncle, who he apparently adored, goes and tops himself. It was horrible. And there were no words. The sadness settled over them again and they walked on in silence, approaching the skateboard park which was occupied by three listless looking teenagers. They skirted around the edge, seeking the cool of the shade.

‘It’s just my friend, Finn,’ Elliot said suddenly.

Bill looked his way. ‘What about him?’

Elliot breathed out slowly, his head hanging as he kicked at the dry grass. ‘He just never wants to hang out anymore and he never answers my messages either.’

‘Could be anything,’ shrugged Bill. ‘Is he busy? Does he have a job?’

‘No.’ Elliot shook his head. ‘Well, he had a paper round once.’

‘Doesn’t he live over there?’ Bill nodded at the blocks of flats close to the play park on the opposite side of the field.

‘Yeah,’ Elliot replied glumly.

‘Shall we call for him then? See what’s going on?’

Elliot stopped walking and glanced back to check on Indie. Bill watched him swallow thickly and nervously before his shoulders slumped and he nodded.

‘Okay then.’

‘Don’t worry. He’s probably just busy. Aren’t his parents divorced?’

‘Yeah. Neither of them care about him much.’

‘Maybe he’s with his mum or something.’

‘Maybe.’

‘Come on.’ Bill jerked his head and picked up the pace. They walked briskly across the field and around the park, where two small boys were being pushed on swings by a tired looking woman. Elliot clipped Indie’s lead back on and led Bill to the double doors at the bottom of the block. He looked miserable as he pressed the buzzer and waited. When there was no reply, he looked at Bill and shrugged. Bill reached past him and pressed it again.

‘You sure it even works?’

‘Think so.’

‘We could hang about. Wait for someone to come by and let us in.’

‘No, it’s okay.’ Elliot was backing off, shaking his head. ‘Let’s just walk the dog.’

‘All right then.’

They walked back around the park, now heading towards the houses. Bill smiled softly, remembering the times he had walked the same loop with Tess when she was alive. He remembered her racing after tennis balls and frisbees, never tiring. But she was gone now, just a memory, like a lot of other things. Like a lot of people too. Like his best friends Adam and Summer. Like his mother. He shook himself, pushed it all away, focused his gaze on the lively Indie who was always smiling, and on Elliot, who he was starting to think of as his brother. 

It was nice, he thought then, having a younger kid around again. Seeing his dad happy for once. The new baby on the way. A mixed-up family muddling through the best they could. It was better, he thought. He just wished that he was.

As they walked, Bill felt other pains coming to life. His wrists felt bruised. His lower back ached. He clutched for a moment at a bright flashback from last night: his face flying towards a brown and orange patterned carpet. Falling. Flying. Crashing. He shuddered and shoved it away. He didn’t need to know.

His phone buzzed again and this time it was a call worth answering. 

‘Hey, Danny.’ He glanced at Elliot, raised his eyebrows, held up a finger; just a minute.

‘Hey Bill, just checking you’re still on for tonight?’

Bill’s eyes widened in panic. Tonight? What about tonight? What was Danny talking about? 

‘Uh.’

‘The new drummer auditions?’ Danny prompted him. ‘You asked if you could use the stage.’

‘Oh!’ Bill pressed a hand to his forehead. ‘Yes! Shit, yes. If that’s okay, yes. Did we say four o’clock?’

‘Yep. How many do you have coming?’

‘Three?’ Bill closed his eyes, squinting through pain. ‘Think it was three.’

‘All right then. I’ll see you later.’

‘Cool. Thank you!’

Bill hung up and shoved the phone into his pocket. He shook his head at Elliot. ‘Forgot about that.’

Elliot was frowning. ‘What happened to your last drummer? The girl?’

‘Mali,’ nodded Bill. ‘Well Elliot, that is a long story you might be a bit young for.’

‘I’m fourteen,’ Elliot groaned. ‘Not a baby.’

Bill laughed softly. ‘Well okay. Just don’t tell your mum. I’ll give you the short clean version.’ He smirked at Elliot’s huge eyes. ‘She and I had a thing. We should not have had a thing because we are too alike and that never works, believe me. And we also had things with other people because we really shouldn’t have been having a thing. But to cut the sad long story short, she got a bit fucked up on drugs and decided to quit.’

‘Shit!’

‘Yeah.’ Bill nodded grimly. ‘There wasn’t much she said no to. It caught up to her in the end. Which totally sucks because despite being a disastrous person, she was the best fucking drummer ever. Seriously. I’m still hoping she gets better and comes back.’

‘But in the meantime, you need a new one?’

‘If we want to get back on tour and make an album, yeah. Can’t do any of that without a drummer.’

‘That’s good then,’ grinned Elliot. ‘Any chance I can come?’

‘To Chaos?’ laughed Bill. ‘No, no way. You’re underage. I’ll record the auditions for you and show you later.’

Elliot nodded and looked glum again. He started to pick his head and then took his hand away and folded his arms tightly. 

‘Your friend,’ sighed Bill. ‘Did you have a fight or anything? A falling out?’

‘Nope. Nothing like that. He’s just been...’ Elliot sighed heavily and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Weird. Not around. I’m starting to think he’s gone off me. Not my friend anymore. Leah too.’

‘Leah? I thought you three were joined at the hip at one point.’

‘Yeah,’ gulped Elliot. ‘We were. But things change, I guess.’

‘Call round tomorrow,’ Bill said, nudging him. ‘Keep trying. Might as well have it out with him and find out what’s wrong.’

Elliot nodded and Bill felt a momentary surge of genuine grown-up pride. He thought back to all the times his older brother Pete had tried to give him advice. He had ignored almost all of it. But then he sobered; he had no right giving anyone advice, he realised. Not when he was still fucking up his own life in a glorious fashion. Not when he had messed up the tour and delayed the album and pissed off the manager. Not when they were a drummer down and uncomfortably close to a full band break-up. Not when he had fooled his family with sobriety only to replace alcohol with drugs. Not when the two people he truly loved had moved about as far away from him as it was possible to get.

They turned the corner into the close, passing the house Elliot used to live in with his mother and when Bill saw Sean’s Audi parked in the driveway of his house, his stomach flipped over and he froze so instantly, Elliot walked into the back of him.

‘Shit,’ he said.
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3: Laura
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It was hard to put her finger on what she disliked about Sean. She had to keep reminding herself that it was none of her business. Bill was eighteen, an adult, and he was not her son, not her responsibility. Plus, Andy liked Sean, which further suggested that she ought to keep her opinions to herself.

Was it his car? A sleek black Audi with tinted windows and a personalised number plate. What kind of egocentric twat has a personalised number plate she had almost sneered at Andy after the first time Bill brought Sean home. She’d had to bite her lip when Andy had gripped her arm and leaned in, a huge smile on his face. ‘Well, he’s all right, isn’t he?’

Course he is on the surface, she had later hissed to her mother, he has good clothes and hair, a smart new car, good manners. There was nothing unlikable about him. He seemed even a tad old-fashioned, shaking hands and asking considerate questions. A bit too eager to please, Laura had mused, but what else could you criticise? He had a good job. A professional tour manager, which was what she knew had most impressed Andy. He had worked with good bands, well-known bands. And he had met Bill on the circuit and had ended up offering to manage their tour. A tour that had ended in the drummer being hospitalised and Bill returning home with his tail between his legs and something else, something badly wrong with him.

Without his two best friends, he seemed lost, thought Laura. But Andy seemed too easily impressed with the smooth-talking tour manager, a man who reeked of wealth, a man who was used to getting what he wanted. It bewildered her but looking at Sean – who had turned up claiming he was genuinely worried about Bill – Laura felt it again, a jarring distrust. He was leaning by the window, chewing on a thumb nail, his other arm around his waist. Wearing soft looking jeans, baggy, almost but not quite disguising the well-muscled physique beneath, and an equally expensive looking white t-shirt – he screamed ‘planned effortlessness’.

Laura carried over the cup of coffee she had just made for him and held it out over her belly. He turned from the window quickly, using both hands to smother the mug and take it from her.

‘Thank you. So much.’

Sean returned his anxious gaze to the window. ‘What is it you’re so worried about?’ she asked, coming to his side.

‘Oh.’ He smiled at her shyly. ‘I’m silly, I really am. I’m worrying over nothing. You said he was fine. I’ll just annoy him by being here. I’ll drink this.’ He lifted the mug to his mouth and slurped quickly. ‘Then I’ll go. Leave him in peace.’

‘You can stay as long as you like. He won’t be long.’

‘Oh. All right. It’ll be good to see him. Make sure he’s okay.’

‘He seemed okay.’ Laura shrugged beside him. ‘Normal Bill, as far as I could tell. Just popped out for a walk with Elliot and the dog. Seemed fine.’

‘Okay, okay.’ Sean nodded, his mouth hidden by the rim of the mug. ‘I know. I’m just being silly. But it’s just last night...’ He looked down at her, a grimace on his face. 

‘What?’

‘Well,’ Sean floundered, tearing his eyes back to the street outside. ‘Well, it’s nothing really. Just, he can be a bit wild sometimes. You probably all know that.’

I don’t know him at all, Laura thought to herself, not really. But I do think Andy is unnecessarily hard on him. I think he is lost, but who am I to say anything? To interfere?

She nodded at the road. ‘Oh look. Here they are.’

Sean instantly brightened. ‘Oh, wow. That’s great. Okay.’

They watched as Bill and Elliot approached the house. The pair were conversing easily, a genuine warmth obvious on both their faces. Laura smiled, feeling moved by how well they were getting on. Elliot finally had a family, she often thought, a real proper messy loving family. 

‘Hey,’ Bill grunted when he walked in. 

Elliot closed the door and unclipped Indie, who waddled towards Sean then changed her mind when he held out a hand to her. She bypassed Laura and trotted into the kitchen. That’s it then, Laura thought, staring back at Sean, if the dog doesn’t like him, I know I’m right.

Sean was grinning at Bill but there was something off about it, something weirdly hungry and antagonistic. Laura moved towards the kitchen, gesturing to Elliot, but keeping her eyes on Sean. The way he’d slipped his hands loosely into his pockets and was leaning back on his heels, chin low and smile broad, as if to release a great barking laugh. But there was something stiff about the posture, something unnatural. And there was no warmth in that smile. There was only ice in his eyes.

‘Hey, sorry,’ he gushed to Bill. ‘I was just so worried, silly me. You know what I’m like. Just wanted to check you got home all right. You vanished on me last night.’

Bill had a frown on his face and Laura thought he looked confused. He seemed stiff too, she thought, like he didn’t trust his own instincts. His eyes were fixed on Sean but she couldn’t read them.

‘Sorry about that.’ He gave a small nod. ‘I don’t know what happened.’

‘See what I mean?’ Sean turned his eyes to Laura, who in turn tore her own gaze from Bill. Sean was smiling, wrinkles crinkled around his eyes. ‘What I said about being wild? Just bloody goes and vanishes on me then doesn’t answer my calls.’ He rolled his eyes in despair. ‘God, doesn’t even think I might be worried.’ He stepped towards Bill, towered over him. ‘Anyway, shall we do something? I’m off today.’

‘Uh. Yeah... Okay then.’

Bill seemed dazed, Laura thought. She fought the unreasonable urge to go and grab his hand. He waved at her and Elliot who was at her side. ‘See you later.’

‘Don’t forget the drummer auditions!’ Elliot called after him, his tone slightly panicked.

‘Course not.’ Bill looked over his shoulder. ‘And I’ll record them for you.’

‘I’ll drop him off myself,’ grinned Sean, hastily passing his mug back to Laura. ‘I’d like to see the drummers too. Big decision to make, new drummer.’

They waved again then left.

Laura sagged with a sigh and gazed at Elliot. ‘I don’t like that guy but don’t tell anyone.’

‘I don’t like him either,’ Elliot replied. ‘And I won’t tell anyone.’

Laura smiled gratefully, tousled his hair with one hand and leaned into the kitchen to place Sean’s unfinished cup of coffee on the table. ‘Come here a minute,’ she said to Elliot, taking his hand and leading him over to the sofa.

He yawned as he moved, and she remembered that was another thing she was worried about lately – he always seemed tired, sad and weary, old before his time. She supposed it was only to be expected but she didn’t want to let it drift on for too long before she addressed it with him.

‘What?’ he asked, plonking down beside her. She kept hold of his hand and he eyed it warily.

‘Just wanted to check in with you.’ Laura shifted to face him as far as the belly would allow. ‘And we don’t get much peace in this house, do we? Thought I’d grab the chance while everyone is out.’

Andy’s youngest, Emily, lived with her mother and her toddler son Gabe nearby. They saw a lot of her though and Andy was always on hand to babysit his grandson. Laura smiled when she thought about this. He was a hands-on sort of grandparent and by all accounts, had been a similar sort of parent; picking up the pieces when his ex-wife Vivienne walked out on them all. Of course Andy had his flaws and Laura was all too aware of them, but she loved the way he protected his family. 

Everything he did was fast and hard and borderline angry, but everything he did, he did so with intense love. She was grateful to him for enveloping her and Elliot so deeply and firmly into the family and she was relieved that all three of his children had accepted and welcomed them, often hinting that both her and her son were good for Andy.

But everything had changed so fast. Elliot looked as lost as she was sure Bill felt. She held onto his hand and did not want to let go.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked him, leaning forward. ‘I just need to check in on you. Things haven’t been easy for you. All the changes. I just want to make sure you’re doing all right.’

‘Yes,’ he replied with a firm nod and another yawn. ‘You don’t have to worry, Mum. I like living here with Andy and Bill.’

‘It’s all gone really well,’ she agreed, suddenly feeling like she might cry. Those damn unpredictable pregnancy hormones. ‘And I’m so pleased with how well you’ve adjusted. I’ve been so proud of you, Elliot. And you get on so well with Andy and Bill. But it’s been fast, you have to admit that. I think my head’s still spinning!’ She laughed and he smiled cautiously in return. She squeezed his hand. ‘I always thought you’d make a lovely brother and now you’re a younger brother and about to be an older one too.’

‘I’m excited,’ he told her, his smile growing. ‘I really am.’

‘I know you are. But a year ago you and me were living in our own house and Liam had just... left us. Right after buying you a bloody puppy.’ Laura looked away, blinking back tears now, feeling her chest shudder with them. ‘I’d only just started seeing Andy then three months later I find out I’m pregnant and me and you move in here. It’s been a whirlwind, Els, that’s all. A real whirlwind.’

‘I know, Mum.’ He squeezed her hand back. ‘But a good one. And I’m fine, really.’

Laura sniffed, tried to control herself. Talking about Liam was something they avoided. The house was too busy, too crazy, and the baby kept them focused on something brighter. That was a good thing, but sometimes Laura wanted to return to her grief, her anger. She missed that familiar rage and despair she had once lived with. She wanted to scream at her brother, throw things at him.

‘I think I need to visit the grave,’ she said suddenly, looking back at Elliot. ‘I haven’t in ages and I think I should.’

‘Okay, Mum.’

‘You don’t have to come but you can if you like. I know it’s not easy, going there.’

Elliot nodded and a silence settled between them. She was picturing the grave, the basic headstone, Liam Pie: son, brother, uncle, forever. Her mother went to his grave daily, covering it in flowers to let him know he was loved and missed. 

‘Do you think he’s with Millie now?’ Elliot asked in a small voice.

Laura swallowed then exhaled slowly. ‘I don’t know if I believe in all that, love.’

‘No. Me either.’

‘I’d like to, though. It sounds nice, I suppose. Like a happy ending.’

‘I think that was what Liam wanted,’ said Elliot, and when she looked at him, he was frowning heavily, his eyes squinting, his mouth pursed, like he was trying to figure something out. 

‘To be with Millie?’ she prompted.

He nodded. ‘Yeah.’

Laura waited, wondering if he would say more, finally break down and tell her what had passed between he and Liam during their time out in the open. The memory filled her with drumming panic but her memories were different to his. Hers involved the old house, the one she had entombed herself in to escape the darkness of the outside world, to escape people. Her memories were of her and her mother clinging to each other in fear while the police searched the house and threw endless questions at them. Laura’s memories were of blind cold fear that she would never see her son again. Elliot’s were entirely different, but he never talked about it.

‘You can talk to me, you know,’ she told him then, leaning back into the sofa and slipping one arm around his shoulders. ‘Any time you like. You do know that, don’t you?’

‘Course I do.’ He settled back beside her, sinking wearily. ‘But I’m okay,’ he asserted, glancing her way. ‘I’m just worried about Finn.’

Laura nodded and wiped away a stray tear. ‘Did you call for him?’

‘Yeah, Bill came with me. There was no one home.’

‘Must be out then.’

‘Yeah, but where? I haven’t seen him out for ages.’

‘Used to think he was surgically attached to that bike of his,’ mused Laura, picturing Finn with his dirty blond hair and grubby school uniform, pedalling his rusty BMX all over the estate. ‘He was always out on it. Never home.’

‘It’s just weird,’ said Elliot, biting at his lip. ‘If he’s not out on his bike and he’s not with me, and he’s not at home, where the hell is he?’

‘You tried his phone again?’

Elliot moved his arm, pushed his hand into the pocket of his jeans. She noticed that they were looking a little short in the leg again and wanted to joke at him for growing too fast. But he looked so sad, she thought, so lost. He showed her the phone and sighed.

‘Nothing. He never answers it.’

‘That is weird. You two didn’t fall out or anything? When was the last time you actually saw him?’

He shrugged. ‘I saw him at school... but then he was off the last two weeks. That’s when I started messaging and calling to meet up and he didn’t answer.’

‘Was he ill then?’

‘Don’t know. Must have been.’

‘He didn’t answer you at all? Elliot, we’re one week into the summer holiday, so that means you haven’t seen him in three weeks?’

‘I know.’

‘When did he last answer a message?’ she asked.

He checked his phone. ‘Thirteen days ago,’ he confirmed. ‘Just saying he was busy.’

‘And the other messages?’

‘Most the time he doesn’t reply and when he does, he says he’s busy.’

She heard the crack in his voice and pulled him to her side, letting his head rest on her shoulder. ‘Oh, Elliot.’

‘I must have done something wrong, Mum.’

‘I don’t think so, love. Not if you didn’t fall out. Have you spoken to Leah? You three were inseparable at one point.’

He sniffed and wiped his nose on his hand. ‘She’s about but she’s been busy too. She has a job now at Asda.’

‘Oh yeah, I’ve seen her in the evenings, stacking shelves. Seems okay. I always say hi.’

He nodded. ‘Yeah, but then she sleeps the next day because she’s tired so I hardly see her either.’

‘Oh Elliot,’ she said again, wrapping her other arm around him. ‘Try not to take it personally. Sometimes, I hate to say it, but sometimes at your age people do start growing apart. You’re all getting older. You’ll be staring Year Ten in September. There’s been so much to cope with.’

‘Maybe.’

‘It could be that. Leah is tired and busy. She suddenly seems a lot older, doesn’t she? Noticed that when I spoke to her. Girls mature faster than boys, you know. I’m sure she’s just tired and doesn’t mean to upset you. But you should call her, arrange to go around and check everything’s okay. You should do that, love.’

‘I will,’ Elliot agreed, putting his hand over his mouth and yawning again.

‘And as for Finn, all you can do is keep trying. He’s not had the best home-life over the years, has he? Maybe he’s wandered off a bit, found his own way. Might be at his mum’s more than he was? I don’t know, Els, and it’s wrong of him not to answer you, but it sounds like he’s got something on his mind.’ She dropped her head against his. ‘Keep trying because that’s what friends do. Don’t give up on him.’

‘I won’t.’

They were silent for a few more minutes and then looked up as Andy’s car roared into the close. Elliot lifted his head and Indie dashed over to the front door. He came in, slamming it behind him like he always did, shoving his cap backwards before tipping it forwards again.

‘Hello, hello, hello,’ he greeted them, letting Indie throw herself at him first. ‘Everything all right?’ Andy straightened up, peered at them in concern. ‘Something happened?’

‘No, no.’ Laura smiled to reassure him. ‘Elliot’s just worried about one of his friends. We were just having a bit of mother and son time.’

‘Ah, that’s lovely that is,’ grinned Andy, ruffling Elliot’s hair as he walked past him into the kitchen. ‘Might as well before the baby arrives,’ he added. ‘Gonna be chaos in here soon! Least we’ve had the practice with Gabe, eh?’

‘Yes,’ agreed Laura, winking at Elliot. ‘Emily okay?’

‘Yep, up to her neck in coursework. Gabe fell asleep on the drive over so she might get a few more hours to herself before he wakes up. She’s a good kid keeping that up with a toddler.’

‘She is,’ Laura replied. ‘On her own too. It’s not easy.’

‘Anyone want tea?’

‘Go on then. Elliot?’

He shook his head, pressed his palms into his knees and forced his lanky frame up from the sofa. ‘Gonna go up to my room for a bit.’

‘Was thinking about a takeaway later,’ said Andy, appearing in the doorway with the milk in one hand. ‘You two up for that?’

‘Sure,’ nodded Elliot. ‘Sounds good.’

Andy grinned at Laura. ‘Baby shopping before that though, right?’

‘No rush,’ she told him, patting her belly. ‘Maybe after lunch.’

‘Sounds great. Where’s Bill?’

Laura flinched, noting the instant hardness in his voice. His eyes too, harder and darker, his smile gone.

‘Sean turned up. He went with him.’

‘Oh,’ Andy brightened. ‘That’s all right then. Stops him wallowing in his pit anyway. You managed to get him up then.’

‘Elliot did. They walked the dog together then Sean was here when they got back.’

‘Nice,’ nodded Andy, flashing a grin before disappearing back into the kitchen. ‘That’s good to hear. God knows what time he rolled in last night, but I don’t worry so much when he’s with Sean.’

Laura raised her eyebrows at Elliot, he raised his back, and they both smiled.
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4: Danny
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Danny watched from the bar as the band set up on stage. It appeared to be going smoothly and for a moment he marvelled in the beauty of it: of musicians handling their kit with grace and ease, plugging in cables, fixing microphones, tuning up instruments. Watching them so familiar with their equipment always made him feel a little nostalgic, a little wistful. As a teenager he had often daydreamed about being in a band, thrashing a guitar and belting out songs. It must feel like magic, he mused.

Instead, he had his club. He smoothed his palms across the shiny surface of the bar and gazed around at the ground floor. The cleaners had packed up and left an hour ago and the carpets were spotless, the seating areas washed down and set up ready for tonight’s revellers. The stage looked huge, looming out of the shadows directly opposite the curved bar. The grey brick walls were covered in framed black and white photos of all the greats: Bob Dylan, Jim Morrison, Janis Joplin, Aretha Franklin, Jimi Hendrix, The Beatles, The Beach Boys, The Clash, The Smiths, Nirvana, Oasis... 

His smile widened as he scanned each one. He still added to them, nailed up new ones whenever he was impressed or touched by music. He refused to stay stuck in the past, searching out new music, up and coming bands, trying to keep up with it all.

Danny’s gaze moved on, following the winding curve of the black steel staircase that led up to his DJ stand. Sometimes it still seemed unreal that he used to bounce around like a lunatic in this very club when he was a teenager. He’d climb those steps, desperately passing on important song requests to the DJ. And now it was all his. His club, his music. He sobered up slightly then, a little lurch in his gut reminding him that it had all come at a cost. That everything always did and that try as hard as you like, you could never quite escape the darkness you came from.

The first drummer was on the stage. A young boy, maybe fourteen or fifteen with a shaved head and a ring through his nose. The rest of the band were chatting to him, trying to put him at ease as he seated himself behind the drum kit. The kid looked pale and clammy, close to vomiting. Danny picked up a glass and started to dry it with a cloth.

‘Okay, show us what you can do.’ The lead guitarist, Jimmy, was holding up both hands in what looked like a soothing gesture. The kid’s head bobbed up and down in a nervous nod. He dropped his drumsticks then picked them back up. ‘Anything you like,’ Jimmy added. ‘Then we’ll try a few other things. Okay? You good?’

‘No good,’ a voice stated behind Danny as the shaven-headed kid started to play.

Danny jumped then rolled his eyes, shoulders sagging. He could have told Sean he didn’t like being crept up on, but he was pretty sure Sean would still do it. He had helped himself to a bottle of beer and tipped it up, slurping noisily as he flicked a hand at the rookie drummer.

‘Help yourself,’ Danny muttered with a little shake of his head.

Sean lowered the bottle and winced at the band. ‘Ouch. He really is no good. Knew it as soon as he walked in.’

Danny did not reply. He moved up the bar away from Sean, taking the glass and the cloth with him. He didn’t think the kid was so bad. Just nervous with everyone watching. Jimmy, Tom and Bill were looking on, hands in pockets, nodding along to the beat. Danny could see them swapping looks every now and again as they attempted to suss out what the others were thinking. Not bad, was Danny’s opinion, but nowhere close to Mali. He tucked the glass away and grabbed another to dry. He’d seen that one coming a mile off but it didn’t make it any less tragic. He’d even tried to warn her and the others. I’ve been there, he’d told them, and once you’re that far gone it’s almost impossible to get back out.

‘Shame about Mali,’ Sean said then, closing the gap between them. ‘She really drove the music, you know. Bill’s voice and her drums were the sound of the band. They were the band.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘I don’t see how they’re gonna get past this.’

Danny lifted his shoulders and dropped them. He side-eyed Sean, as usual not liking what he saw, yet not really knowing why. There was just something arrogant about him, he supposed, something darkly familiar that set his teeth on edge.

‘They’ll keep looking until they find the right one,’ he replied gruffly.

‘Well it’s not that one,’ Sean grimaced, pointing at the kid with his bottle. The kid had dropped his drumsticks again and one had rolled off the stage. ‘He’s too nervy. Can’t have that on stage or in the studio. Can’t let nerves get the best of you.’

Danny rolled his eyes again and turned away with a sigh. Jimmy had fetched the drumstick and was leaning over the kid, smiling widely and gesturing with his hands. He was a good guy, Jimmy – obsessive about music and playing the guitar. 

Danny thought Sean was wrong about Bill and Mali being the band. Mali was amazing but in Danny’s opinion, they’d find another just as good. Bill was obviously irreplaceable but so was Jimmy. If anyone was The Rebel Anthem, it was him. 

Bill wandered over, eyebrows raised, shaking his head. Sean leaned over the bar as if it were his. He ran a finger along his neck in a cutting gesture. Bill nodded and looked back over his shoulder.

‘Hope the next one is better.’ He checked his watch. ‘He’s late.’

Sean passed him the beer, which in Danny’s opinion was a bullshit move because everyone knew Bill had a problem with alcohol. But who was he to say anything? He breathed out slowly, then checked his own watch. How much longer did he have to put up with this arsehole in his club?

Bill shook his head at Sean. ‘Nah. Thanks.’

Danny looked up with a relieved smile. ‘Just got to be patient,’ he said. ‘The right one will come along.’

‘Mali will be impossible to beat,’ said Sean with certainty. ‘How’s she doing anyway?’

‘Not sure,’ shrugged Bill. ‘Haven’t heard from her.’

Sean frowned. ‘You’re not staying in touch? Bill, that’s kind of shitty.’

Bill folded his arms across the bar and met Sean’s eye. ‘She’s in rehab.’

‘Yeah, exactly. Thought you were friends. More than friends when the mood took you.’ He winked at Danny who shook his head at him. The guy was gross. 

Bill sighed and looked away. ‘Whatever.’

‘Don’t give me that teenage crap,’ Sean snapped, putting the beer bottle down with a slight bang. 

‘What?’ Bill glared at him. 

Sean looked at Danny again and threw up his hands. The guy was in his late twenties – too old for Bill in Danny’s opinion, but again, who was he to say anything – and Danny couldn’t help feeling the guy kept trying to pull him into something.

‘Bloody moody self-obsessed teenage crap,’ he said, turning a broad shoulder to block Bill out as he stepped closer to Danny again. He rolled his eyes, grinning like a worn-out parent. ‘I’ve had that all day, you know. Had a wild one last night and I’m copping crap all day. Someone needs to go to bed on time, know what I mean?’

Danny stared at him blankly. He had no idea what to say in response so he said nothing. He narrowed his eyes slightly and looked back at the stage, where the nervous kid was having another tentative go, thanks to Jimmy’s encouragement.

Sean checked his watch. ‘How much longer will this take?’ he asked, looking at Bill now as he walked around the bar to join him. ‘I’m kind of hungry.’

‘Go then,’ Bill replied, glancing briefly at Danny before fixing his gaze on the bar top.

‘Go?’ There was that snappy tone again. Danny exhaled and shook his head slightly. He’d never understood people who argued in public. It just made everyone else feel awkward. Sean tapped the bar with his hand, hard. ‘Go? Right fine, I fucking will if you’re gonna be like that. You can make your own way home.’

He glared at Bill for a long moment – long enough to make Danny feel even more uncomfortable, then he gave up with a long sigh and walked away. Danny watched as Sean approached the band, grabbed his jacket from the edge of the stage, conversed with Jimmy and Tom for a few minutes, then finally walked casually out of the club.

Danny bit his lip physically to stop himself saying what he really thought. Instead, he looked at Bill and felt that jolt of concern again. He wasn’t sure he would consider he and Bill friends – there were decades between them – but he couldn’t help feeling a certain attachment to him, a weary concern that left him frustrated. He often wanted to scream at the kid, shake him even, but he would back away every time. They were associates, he guessed, brought together by the love of music. He ran a club that played live music and Bill was an extremely talented singer in a local band. He was in no position to offer life advice unless asked.

‘Good on you,’ he said instead, nodding at the untouched beer. ‘Must be hard.’

Bill gazed at the bottle for a long moment, then sighed. ‘Nah.’

Danny bit his lip again, tugging at it with his teeth. It is hard, he wanted to argue, and it’s going to get even harder if you keep swapping booze for drugs, because that’s what it is, isn’t it? Was this the moment to say something? To start with Mali and lead on from there? He scratched his neck, fighting for the right thing to say whilst wondering if he ought to say anything at all.

He looked back at the stage, where the nervous kid was standing up, smiling a bit now, laughing with Jimmy, then looked back at Bill, solemn and hunched, quiet. Why was he over here, not over there sussing out the potential drummer? Maybe he did want to talk. Maybe this was his way of instigating it. He knew Danny would never give him a drink, not these days, so why else had he slouched over?

He opened his mouth, decided to say something about Sean and young love, or opposites attract, but it all sounded like bullshit, so he snapped his mouth shut. Slightly desperate, he looked back on the previous night. He saw himself up in the DJ booth, throwing out song after song, keeping them dancing and moving and he remembered how he had seen something else from up there. Something among the vibrant crowd. Dark shadows who slipped between them, fearless, relentless. He threw the cloth down and placed his hands on the bar and felt like he was losing control.

‘Bill, can I ask you something?’

Bill’s head snapped up. ‘Yeah. What?’

Danny turned up one hand, gestured to the club beyond. ‘Mali, when she was in the band, did she ever score from anyone here?’

Bill’s head tilted slightly. ‘I don’t know. Why?’

Danny smiled but he could tell the kid was lying. He did know and the answer was yes. He waved a hand. ‘Just been worried about it lately, that’s all. I’ve tried over the years to keep this place as clean as possible.’

‘How clean can any nightclub be?’ Bill asked, with a certain amount of scorn in his tone.

Danny lifted his hands and dropped them. ‘Fair point.’ He grinned slightly, hoping to put Bill at ease. This wasn’t going to be an interrogation or a lecture, but he couldn’t just say nothing. Not about this. ‘But it’s important to me,’ he went on, watching the stage as the nervous kid hopped down and shook hands with Jimmy. ‘Keeping dealers out. Keeping people safe from all that. You know why, right? You get it?’

To this, Bill nodded and there was no scorn in his voice when he replied, ‘Yeah, you told me. You used to be an addict.’

‘Big time,’ nodded Danny. ‘First weed, then speed, then heroin. That’s no joke. And it’s not just that, it’s the people behind it all, Bill. Being addicted to something is half the problem, being under the control of the people who sell it is another. They’re the scum of the earth, as far as I’m concerned.’

‘And you don’t want them in your club?’

Danny shook his head. ‘Nope. Not if I can help it.’

Bill sighed as he looked over his shoulder. They both watched the nervous kid striding away with a faint smile on his face.

‘Well I don’t know,’ said Bill. ‘Mali never had any trouble getting her hands on what she wanted. If she got it here, I don’t know, man. I really don’t.’

‘Okay, okay.’ Danny flashed him a smile. ‘No worries. Just thought I’d ask. What did you think of that kid? Any hope?’

Bill groaned softly. ‘Not much, no. Where the hell is the other one?’

Danny pushed away from the bar, patting his back pocket. ‘Fancy a smoke?’

Bill grinned and nodded.
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5: Leon
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‘Are they rivals?’ Joe asked on the drive to Chaos.

Leon glanced at him – a quick look up and down to ascertain the kid was nervous. Really fucking nervous. He took a deep breath before answering. His stomach, as usual, filled with fizzing nerves and the ever-present fear of being found out.

‘Nah. They’re literally the only two clubs left in the whole fucking area. They don’t need to worry about competing with each other. Besides, they’re totally different, right?’

His younger brother shrugged, his eyes fixed on the road ahead. ‘Dunno. Never been to either.’

To this, Leon rolled his eyes dramatically and snorted. ‘Kids today. You don’t know how to live.’

Joe did not reply but Leon could imagine what he was thinking – that Leon had lived enough for both of them. Leon swallowed guilt and cleared his throat.

‘You nervous?’

Joe nodded. ‘Yep.’

‘Don’t be. You’re really good.’

He felt Joe’s eyes on him then. A long cool look that no doubt translated to, how the hell would you know? He shifted in his seat and nodded at the turning ahead. ‘There it is.’

From the corner of his eye, Leon watched Joe lift in his seat, straining against the seatbelt to glimpse the infamous nightclub. He had to admit it cut an imposing figure on the grimy landscape as it loomed up in the windscreen before them. Three storeys high, whitewashed paintwork and a kind of secret knowing in its silent windows. The music was renowned. Not one bad song was the mantra, the catchphrase, the promise. The live bands were electric, unforgettable, not least the one his kid brother was about to audition for. And the owner, the DJ, was an ex-con who spent seven years in jail for stabbing his abusive stepfather to death. The place had a reputation for good reason.

It's a small world, Leon thought as he swerved the car around to the car park at the back and parked it in thick shadows. He’d grown up with the stories too, heard them passed around the corridors at school, felt the morbid awe in the air all around him. A killer had lived among them. And so had an abused kid who finally snapped, depending on which way you looked at it.

He swallowed thickly again, killing the engine and the lights as Joe retrieved his drumsticks from the floor. Guilt was a heavy living thing constricting his chest and making every breath much harder than it needed to be. I should be used to it, he thought, glancing again at his brother, the things I’ve done. Guilt was something you only felt once you allowed yourself to care and sometimes, he regretted letting it in. There was a time he had held his youngest brother to the bathroom wall and punched him repeatedly until he was close to death. He hadn’t cared about Joe then; he’d only cared about the thousands of pounds of cocaine Joe had just flushed down the toilet. He’d only cared about the men who would now own him until he repaid the debt. What had changed? He still didn’t know.

Joe opened the door and Leon caught his arm. Instantly he saw the fear and suspicion flaring in Joe’s hazel eyes. He smiled tightly and let go of his arm. ‘Good luck,’ he nodded. ‘I was gonna say good luck.’

Joe breathed out slowly through his nostrils, his lips clamped together. He climbed out of the car and slammed the door behind him. Leon closed his eyes for a moment. He could do this again and again: help Joe, support Joe, be there for Joe any way he could, but he would never get rid of that look, that fear. He would never be able to change what he had done.

He got out the other side and saw two figures leaning against the back door, smoking.

‘Is that him?’ Joe whispered, suddenly at his side, drumsticks clutched to his chest. 

Leon stared at the two figures, trying to make them out. Then he nodded. ‘Yeah, the older one. That’s Danny.’

‘Wow.’ 

Leon looked at Joe and saw he was biting his lower lip, his eyes wide. He nudged him with an elbow. ‘Chill out. You’re not auditioning for him.’

‘But it’s his club... And, you know.’ Joe leaned closer, putting up a hand to shield his awed words. ‘He killed someone.’

And I nearly killed you, Leon thought. He shrugged and pocketed his hands, affecting a tough casual look, the one that had got him this far relatively unscathed.

‘Long time ago,’ he reminded his brother. 

‘Who’s the other one?’

Leon elbowed Joe and nodded. ‘Come on.’

They started across the car park and as they neared the club, the two men straightened up and the older one, Danny, threw down his cigarette butt and nodded.

‘Audition?’ he called out and Joe nodded in return.

‘Yeah, I’m Joe. Hi.’

Danny smiled. It was a warm smile, one that put Joe at ease. He looked at Leon, shrugged and grinned and Leon looked back, frowning now at the other man, who was really just a boy. Maybe eighteen or nineteen, the same age as Joe. It dawned on him then that they had crossed paths before. Just once. He saw the boy taking him in and he saw the same realisation hitting him. Just once, Leon thought again, just last night.

‘Nice to meet you, Joe.’ Danny held out a hand and Joe took it, shoving his drumsticks under one arm. ‘I’m Danny. I’m just the owner of the club so you don’t need to be nervous of me. It’s this fella you need to impress.’ Danny raised his eyebrows at Bill who was still staring at Leon.

‘You too, thanks,’ gushed Joe, all smiles now that he was with like-minded people
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