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      ‘Uh, Soph?’

      At the desk across the aisle, Rachel Davis was frowning, a phone receiver pressed against her neck. ‘Don’t look now, but isn’t that your ex-husband outside?’

      Sophie Benfield felt the blood drain out of her face. She had just started to push her unfinished paperwork into pseudo-organised piles, in the hope that she could convince both Rachel and herself that she was on top of things. As she turned to look, Mick—or Big Mick, as he preferred be called—stood up from the adjacent cubicle and turned to follow her gaze out of the window at the street outside. At the sight of the man trying to cross the road, he frowned at Sophie, waiting for Rachel’s suspicion to be confirmed.

      ‘Yes,’ Sophie croaked, barely able to get the words out. ‘That’s him.’

      Jeremy, her regrettable second husband, stood precariously on the edge of the curb, flapping his hands at passing cars, as though it would compel them to stop and allow him to cross, despite the crossing being just fifty metres up the street.

      ‘What does he want this time?’ Mick asked.

      Sophie let out a little sigh. ‘Who knows? Just bad karma, maybe? Perhaps I stepped on a crack in the pavement or walked under a ladder.’

      ‘Would you like me to go and duff him up?’ Mick said, smiling innocently, as Rachel, in the middle of a call with a customer, followed the conversation with her eyes. ‘I don’t mind.’

      ‘He’s a karate black belt,’ Sophie said. ‘Or at least, he owns one. It’s quite likely he stole it or bought it on the internet, but I really wouldn’t want you to take the risk, not so close to your wedding.’

      Mick smiled. ‘Kirsten wouldn’t mind if I had the odd black eye,’ Mick said. ‘Not if I was protecting someone’s honour. She’d probably be happy about it. The only thing she’s strict about is how many doughnuts I get at lunch time.’

      Sophie smiled. ‘I only saw three today,’ she said. ‘You’re heading in the right direction.’

      ‘Thanks. Doing my best.’

      Rachel, sticking her tongue out at the receiver then rolling her eyes and letting out a sigh, hung up the phone and spun around on her chair.

      ‘You’d better get going. Do you want to sneak out the fire exit today?’

      Sophie watched the swirling icon on her shutting down computer screen as she pulled on her coat and slung her bag over her shoulder. ‘It’s okay, I’ll deal with him. Otherwise he’ll just show up again next week.’ She forced a smile. ‘I have a little stress to relieve, so it shouldn’t be difficult.’

      ‘Well, if you change your mind, just wave through the window. Oh, looks like he made it across.’

      Jeremy had turned to shake a fist at a car that had just sped past, leaving him in its wake with a severe blast on the horn. Sophie, readying herself for the upcoming confrontation, pushed through the doors onto the street, determined that her workmates wouldn’t have to witness yet another silly argument.

      ‘Jeremy … how wonderful to see you. What are you doing here?’

      Jeremiah Stanford III, as he liked strangers to address him, brushed a lock of conditioned dark brown hair out of his eyes and smiled a ravishing smile. It was the one that had charmed Sophie in the first place, one that even now—in hindsight—it was hard to get past. Jeremy had all the goods, no idea.

      ‘You look like a rabbit caught in headlights,’ he said. ‘Did I surprise you?’

      Sophie winced. ‘That’s the glare from your lemon yellow sweater. Another gift from your mother?’

      ‘It’s Angola rabbit. Hand woven. I got it at a bargain price.’

      ‘You’ve been shopping off Facebook ads again? Aren’t those rabbits Angora?’

      Jeremy looked momentarily crestfallen, but he shook it off with another swish of his hair. ‘That’s the other ones.’

      ‘So, what do you want? I’m sure you know I can only talk for a couple of minutes before I’m late to pick up the kids. If you really have to contact me, a phone call in the evening is much better.’

      ‘But you can convey so much more face to face,’ Jeremy said, brushing at his hair as though an imaginary breeze was blowing it across his face. ‘It goes like this. It’s just such a waste for us to be renting two places. It was only a minor disagreement. Wouldn’t it be better to get back together for the kids?’

      ‘A minor disagreement?’ Sophie resisted the urge to swing for him. ‘I caught you with another woman, and I used it as a reason to divorce you. Not that I needed one.’

      Jeremy rolled his eyes as if to say, not this again. ‘I’ve told you. She seduced me. I was feeling fragile. You’d been neglecting me again.’

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry for having a job, a mortgage, and two kids to deal with—’

      Jeremy flapped a hand as though to knock away a pesky fly. ‘Why don’t we go and pick the kids up together today? Wouldn’t it make them happy to see both their parents standing outside the school gates?’

      ‘You’re their stepdad.’

      Jeremy winced. ‘You can be catlike,’ he said, wiping away an imaginary tear. ‘You turn this high street into the Serengeti with words like that.’

      Once, she had found his bizarre analogies hilarious. It was the substance beneath the narcissistic exoskeleton—or rather, the lack of it—which had eventually brought about their marital downfall. Jeremy, however, had since struggled to take no for an answer.

      ‘I have to go, Jeremy. While I’m sure Elizabeth won’t mind if she never sees me again, David will be watching for me. You know he gets upset when I’m late.’

      Jeremy nodded sagely. ‘The bipolar, I know. So tragic he’ll never lead a normal life.’

      Sophie stuffed her hands into her pockets to reduce the risk of her fingernails raking his face. She had to take a deep breath before she could reply without adding a few extra words for colour. ‘He’s not bipolar, nor is he autistic, nor any of the other labels the schools like to throw about. He’s very sensitive, that’s all. And he’s only nine; he’s still growing up. I have to go.’

      ‘Sophie, wait.’ Jeremy stepped in front of her as she went to cross the street.

      She gritted her teeth. He was using the same old stalling tactics he had generously employed during their marriage. Acting like the victim in order to make her late, so that somewhere along the line she was left apologising or making up for a situation he had caused.

      ‘Let’s just talk about it.’

      He wasn’t going to go away unless she pushed him in front of a car, and even then she’d probably end up taking him to hospital. ‘Okay,’ she said, finally pushing past him, certain she was making the wrong decision, but left with no other choice if she wanted to get to the school on time.

      Behind her, she heard him call her name. ‘Sophie … you’ve got a thread on the back of your jacket. I have a pair of scissors in my bag somewhere….’

      She ignored him and carried on, glad for the traffic noise to finally drown him out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            School Blues

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Her phone was buzzing in her pocket like a trapped centipede fighting to escape. She had parked her car a long way up Button Street, and halfway there it began to rain. Without an umbrella, she made it the rest of the way in a stumbling, hybrid walk-stagger, trying to protect her bag and the work she was taking home on one side while keeping her phone from bouncing free with the other. In the end she made a mess of it, making it all the way to her vehicle only to slip on a loose piece of paving and slide sideways against the wet car door, soaking her jacket and leaving a line of grime under her arm like a high water mark.

      Finally inside, with the heater chugging gently, she took a deep breath and answered the call.

      ‘Mrs. Benfield? It’s Bob Trafford here. The teaching head at your son’s school?’

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she stammered, too defeated to even feel anger at his use of Mrs, when she’d been divorced from her second marital nightmare for nearly a year. ‘I’m on my way. The traffic—’ was nowhere to be seen on the quiet residential road of Button Street, but Bob Trafford didn’t need to know that, ‘—oh, it was a nightmare. There are roadworks, and I think a car’s overturned….’

      ‘I wondered if you could come to my office for a few minutes before you take your son home,’ Trafford said with a tired sigh. ‘I’d really like to talk to you about something your son said.’

      ‘Oh, God, what is it?’

      ‘Nothing to worry yourself about, but I think we need to have a chat.’

      ‘Sure, sure. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’

      Her phone buzzed, almost making her drop it. An incoming call from Jeremy. She scowled; typical of him to pick the worst possible time. He just couldn’t take no for an answer.

      ‘I’ll be there soon,’ she said to Trafford, then hung up before he could say anything more.

      Jeremy was still trying to call. ‘Not now,’ Sophie muttered, trying and failing to get her key into the ignition. When you were late, it always seemed a thousand things transpired to make you more so. Closing her eyes and taking another deep breath, she finally managed to get the car to start, only to pull out into the road and find an old woman stumping across the road on a walker. Sophie moved automatically for the horn, stopping herself at the last moment. The last thing she needed was the old dear having a heart attack in the middle of the street. She’d then be faced with a choice of leaving tyre marks across the poor granny’s body or taking a three-mile detour back through the centre of town.

      She settled instead for giving the driver’s window a little head butt.
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      David, a nine-year-old cocktail of joy and exhaustion, was standing on the edge of the playground when she arrived, staring at a crack in the school wall and ignoring a handful of other kids playing football. Sophie gave him a wave as she pushed through the school gate, but he gave her a glum stare and turned back to whatever it was he was doing. At least the other children were leaving him alone; bullying had always been Sophie’s biggest fear. Watkins Road Primary was his third school in the last two years, and so far he hadn’t come home with any bruises, tears in his school clothes, or lewd messages scrawled across his books or school bag. Bob Trafford had promised her they kept a hard line on bullying, and so far, to his credit, Sophie hadn’t been disappointed. It was more than just the physical stuff, though; how was he fitting in? Did anyone talk to him other than to call him names? Was it possible he could finally make some friends?

      ‘Hey, sweetheart,’ she said, giving his shoulder a light rub. ‘I’m sorry I’m late.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ David said. ‘I found something.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      David pointed at the crack. ‘This little guy, he’s lost.’

      She realised he was pointing at an ant that was wandering back and forth in that way that ants do when they’re not marching in a column: running about seemingly aimlessly but no doubt as part of some greater master plan.

      ‘I’m sure he’ll find his way home sooner or later,’ she said.

      ‘He doesn’t want to,’ David said. ‘It was questioned why ants didn’t possess the same attitudes as humans, with some working hard, others doing nothing. Then a study showed that many of them don’t do what they’re supposed to, it’s just that we don’t notice because they’re so small. This little guy, he’s slacking off. He’s waiting for all the work to be done before he goes back home and reaps the spoils.’

      Sounds like someone I know, Sophie didn’t say. Instead, she patted David on the shoulder, and asked him if he’d be okay for a few minutes while she spoke to the headmaster.

      ‘He wants to tell you that I’m weird,’ David said.

      ‘I’m sure he doesn’t. He just wants a chat. Teachers always chat with the parents of their pupils.’

      ‘He’s not a teacher. He just sits in an office all day, telling kids off and talking on the phone.’

      Sophie grimaced. ‘Well, I suppose that’s partly true.’

      ‘It’s completely true.’

      ‘Well, anyway, I need to go and talk to him.’ She glanced up at the two on-duty teachers standing halfway across the playground. One gave her a sympathetic smile, the other nodded at the main entrance, then gave her a thumbs up, as though that would reassure her that everything was okay. She gave them what she hoped wasn’t too grim a smile, then headed for the doors.

      A box of Christmas decorations stood just inside the door, one piece of forlorn tinsel hanging from the door frame by a single piece of tape. It seemed a bit early, but that was the way of things now: as soon as Halloween was out of the way, it was full speed ahead to Christmas.

      She signed in at reception, where the clerk told her Mr. Trafford was waiting in his office. She gave his door a quick knock, then entered without waiting to be asked. Bob Trafford quickly folded away a newspaper and took his feet down off the desk.

      ‘Ah, Mrs. Benfield, I suppose the traffic must have eased up somewhat. Please have a seat.’

      ‘Um, it’s Ms. Benfield these days. What is this about?’

      ‘Ah, well, it’s about David. He’s … what’s the best way to say this? He’s been spreading rumours.’

      All sorts of nightmare scenarios flooded through Sophie’s mind. The bullied turned bully. The underdog turned aggressor. Had David hounded someone into changing schools, broken someone’s spirit with vicious lies?

      ‘What kind of rumours? I can have a word—’

      ‘About the school,’ Trafford said, grimacing. ‘He’s been saying bad things about the school.’

      Sophie almost slapped her forehead. ‘You brought me into your office to tell me that? Is that it? When has a child not said bad things about their school? I remember telling all my friends the school cellar was full of frogs—’

      ‘We’ve got no trouble with frogs. It’s a little more complicated than that.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He’s been telling the other children not to drink the water.’

      Sophie couldn’t think of anything to say. She stared, openmouthed at Bob Trafford as he squirmed in his seat.

      ‘You see, there are some poor families in the area whose kids fill their flasks from the sinks,’ he said. ‘One little girl believed him and had a serious case of dehydration after P.E. She fainted in art and Mr. Harris, the art teacher, had to give her some of his tea.’

      Sophie rolled her eyes. ‘What a saint.’

      ‘I know.’ Bob Trafford picked at a fingernail. ‘And David kicked off a fuss at lunchtime, telling several kids in the school dinner queue that their plates had been washed in contaminated water. One refused to eat anything, while a couple of others worked themselves up into such a state that we had to sit them in the school office.’

      ‘Where, no doubt, some wonderful teacher offered to donate their sandwiches?’

      ‘The form teacher of year three, Mr. Swift, did try, but they weren’t into cheese and piccalilli. We had to call their parents.’

      ‘So what you want me to do is get David to shut up about the water? Is that right?’ Sophie leaned forward. ‘Because it’s easier said than done, once he gets an idea into his head. It might be better if I just keep him at home for a few days—’

      Bob Trafford gave a frantic shake of his head. ‘No, no. It’s not that. Mr. Williams, who teaches science, decided to run a cupful of the water through his instruments, and it revealed a trace of detergent.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘We got in touch with the council and it turns out the local water authority had a contamination incident yesterday. They were trying to stay hush about it, but thanks to David and a couple of teachers who couldn’t keep their mouths shut, you’ll be hearing about it on the evening news.’

      Sophie was speechless. All she could do was give a little shake of her head.

      ‘So, I’m afraid that until this is sorted, the school will be closed until further notice. A letter has gone home to parents and a notification has gone up on the school website.’ Bob Trafford leaned forward, frowning.

      ‘What I’d really love to find out, though, is how on earth did David know?’
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      David, of course, had nothing much to say about it, as though it was already old news and no longer of any interest. With a familiar skill far too advanced for a normal nine-year-old, he deflected Sophie’s attempts to ask about what had happened by focusing on practically anything else.

      ‘We were learning about sloths in science class today,’ he said, ignoring another attempt to break through the stronghold of his defenses. ‘Did you know that a sloth can hold its breath for up to forty minutes?’

      Sophie grimaced. ‘No, I didn’t know that.’

      ‘Neither did Mr. Jones. He didn’t believe me, so I told him to check on Google. All the kids laughed. Mr. Jones called me a smarty pants.’

      Sophie wondered how helicoptery it would be to complain about Mr. Jones’s conduct, or whether she should just let it go. “Smarty pants” was some way short of the “annoying brainiac” a teacher at David’s last school had used, with somewhat less of a sense of affection, shortly before taking an employment break for stress.

      ‘The quelea bird of South Saharan regions flocks in groups of up to a million individuals,’ David said.

      ‘I didn’t know that.’

      David, sitting behind her, but leaning forward as though keen to get out, gave a nod that suggested he had already known. ‘It’s considered a pest, but is also a local delicacy. It’s caught in large nets and deep fried.’

      ‘Sounds, um, delicious.’

      David fell quiet as they passed the tall, outside wall of a power station, and Sophie breathed a sigh of relief at the few seconds of respite. It wouldn’t last long; they were nearly at Elizabeth’s comprehensive, and once her daughter was in the car, no doubt the sibling fireworks would start.

      Outside, it had begun raining again. They passed a billboard where someone had given up posting a Coca Cola Christmas advert halfway, leaving Father Christmas slumped drunkenly over the pavement, a bottle of fizzing Coke in his hand.

      ‘What do you want for Christmas?’ she asked David, trying to summon some enthusiasm into her voice.

      ‘A caribou,’ he said. ‘Did you know, that caribou is the word for reindeer in North America?’

      ‘How about a train set?’

      ‘Magnetic levitation?’

      Sophie smiled. ‘I’m not sure if Argos sell those yet.’

      ‘The maglev train that serves Pudong Airport from central Shanghai reaches speeds of four hundred and thirty kilometres an hour,’ David said. ‘But only on weekends. During the week it peaks at three hundred and ten.’

      ‘How much is that in miles?’ Sophie said.

      ‘It’s—’

      ‘Look, there’s your sister. Oh dear, looks like she forgot her umbrella again.’

      Elizabeth always made Sophie smile, despite the scowl on her fourteen-year-old daughter’s face. Their resemblance was uncanny, right down to the attitude at the same awkward age; it was like looking at a teenage version of herself. Even the arguments they had, over the most stupid things, reminded her of those she’d had twenty-odd years ago with her own mother.

      She pulled the car into the curb, where Elizabeth was standing huddled with several other kids under a bus shelter just outside the school gate.

      ‘Hello, darling,’ Sophie called, winding down the window, aware there was literally nothing she could say or do not to be hated. Elizabeth would have walked home if she could, but it was five miles from school to door through one of the less savoury parts of town. After another kid had been mugged—ironically by some kids from a rough local primary—the school had insisted that parents who could should pick up their kids, and for the rest there was a long, meandering school bus route. Elizabeth had insisted on the bus, but Sophie, a single mother with a mortgage, had refused to pay, so after a couple of days of arguments, Elizabeth had grudgingly accepted her fate.

      Without a word, Elizabeth opened the passenger door and climbed inside.

      ‘How was school?’

      No answer.

      ‘You know, every year, more than thirty thousand umbrellas are left on the London Underground—’

      Elizabeth twisted in her seat to glare at her younger brother. ‘Shut up.’

      As Sophie pulled back into traffic, it was at least a relief to know her daughter could still speak.

      ‘That means, that over ten years, that’s—’

      Elizabeth turned sharply to Sophie. ‘Mum, can you please drop him down the nearest mine shaft? I’m a laughing stock thanks to him.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘One of his stupid friends is Kelly Oakes’ brother. They’re poor so they go home for lunch and Kelly found out about the crap he was saying—’

      ‘Language!’

      ‘Oh, God, Alcatraz!’ Elizabeth tried to knee the glove box, but missed by a couple of inches when the seatbelt lock kicked in. ‘So everyone knows I’m the one with the weirdo brother, who made up—’

      ‘He didn’t make it up. They found chemicals in the water. David’s school is closed until further notice. Yours might be too, but I haven’t heard yet.’

      ‘So it’s better that my brother’s some kind of clairvoyant? I’ll have people wanting me to read their palms. Oh, God, life sucks.’

      ‘Just tell the first couple they’ll get some horrible disease that turns their hair blue, and then the rest will leave you alone.’

      ‘It’s not funny, Mum.’

      ‘I’m sorry, love.’

      ‘Can you just drive?’

      David began to hum to himself in the back as they hit town centre traffic. Sophie braced herself for an argument, but Elizabeth pulled an iPod from her bag and plugged headphones into her ears. Just as she reached for the play button, Sophie leaned over and put a hand over hers.

      ‘Where did you get that?’

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes. ‘Dad gave it to me.’

      ‘Jeremy? When did you see him?’

      ‘He took me out of school after lunch the other day.’

      ‘What? You know he’s not allowed to do that.’

      ‘The headmaster said it was okay.’

      Sophie thumped the steering wheel. She opened her mouth to speak, but bit her tongue. Her daughter wasn’t the problem; it was Jeremy. She needed to stamp him out of their lives once and for all.

      ‘If he buys you anything, you tell me at once in future,’ she said. ‘Is that understood?’

      Elizabeth sighed. ‘Yes, Mum.’

      They drove on in silence for a couple more minutes, before Elizabeth shifted in her seat and said, ‘Mum, David’s fallen asleep.’

      Sophie suppressed a groan. It was a habit David had; almost as though his brain needed to be constantly active or it shut down. The problem was that unless Sophie could get him to wake up again quickly, he would be wide awake and wanting attention in the middle of the night. Glancing out of the window, she realised she’d already passed the video shop, and it would take too much time to turn around and go back. Either she’d have to stay up or leave her Netflix app at David’s mercy. She sometimes wondered if that was where he got all his information.

      At least they were nearly home. Small mercies—

      ‘Mum, is that Dad standing outside our house? Why’s he got a suitcase? Look, he’s getting soaked. Why doesn’t he just stand under the bus shelter?’

      Sometimes Sophie just wished her life would explode and get things over with. She had hoped that Elizabeth was playing a cruel joke, aware of Sophie’s current feelings for Jeremy, but nope. There he was, standing by the curb, a suitcase at his side and no sign of an umbrella—even though the local bus shelter was no more than twenty feet away—a forlorn but hopeful look on his face like a traumatised soldier just returned from war.

      It was tempting just to stamp on the accelerator and mow him down, but knowing Sophie’s luck, she would do more damage to the car.

      She pulled up just past him. ‘Stay in the car,’ she hissed to Elizabeth, glaring at her daughter with a look that for once appeared to have the desired effect.

      ‘Can I play on your phone?’

      ‘Anything. Just stay here.’

      She tossed her bag at Elizabeth and got out, for once thankful that David was sleeping.

      ‘What do you think you’re doing here?’ she said, marching up to Jeremy, heedless of the rain already soaking her shoulders. ‘You don’t live here anymore, and much as I would like to believe it, I can’t imagine you’re just passing—’

      ‘Tiffany threw me out,’ Jeremy said.

      ‘The stripper?’

      ‘She’s an exotic dancer.’

      ‘Oh, big difference. What happened this time? She opened her eyes?’

      ‘You really can be so cruel,’ he said. ‘Cutting a man when he’s down. Don’t you have a soul?’

      Sophie shook her head. ‘When it concerns you, no. My heart is as black as a lump of coal. If I could set it on fire and use it to burn out your eyes, I would.’

      Jeremy sighed. ‘And after all the good times we had—’

      ‘There were like, five good times in our entire marriage. Don’t you dare act like that with me. You were rarely there, and when you were, you were the biggest pain in the—’

      ‘Just for tonight,’ Jeremy said. ‘You know how weak my constitution is. Huddled in an alleyway, dysentery would kill me. And I’m practically penniless. It’s your charity, a bridge, or the streets.’

      ‘Or one of the fifty other women you were seeing behind my back? Can’t you pester one of them?’

      Jeremy stared at her as though her words were bouncing off a screen in between them. Sophie wondered why she bothered. It had always been this way. Jeremy heard only what he wanted to hear.

      ‘It’s not really about us, is it?’ he said. ‘It’s about the children. You think I let them down. Look, let me just stay tonight and tomorrow I’ll find somewhere else. It’ll give us a chance to talk about visitation—’

      ‘What visitation?’

      ‘Oh, Sophie—’

      ‘Mum!’

      She turned at the sound of Elizabeth’s voice. Her daughter was leaning out of the passenger window.

      ‘David’s having an episode!’ Then, as though her brother and his troubles were something easily compartmentalised, she added, ‘Oh
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