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This tale is for the people that look in the mirror and wish they could change what they see, what they feel, and who they are inside.

The parts of us that we label as ‘bad’ are a part of us for a reason. They are misunderstood; perhaps hidden, but they are ultimately what makes us shine brighter on those tougher days.

Without the dark parts, we are not whole, and our light cannot shine for everyone to see.


Prologue

 

I won’t ever forget that night. The sky was the blackest I'd ever seen, with the few stars that shone, struggling to cut through the darkness. No clouds were in sight to be moved by the shallow breeze, and there was a silence I'd never known before.

I couldn't remember why I was out in that part of the Woodland Society, but almost straight away my breath was stolen by its beauty. Minutes turned into an hour with ease, and I was drawn to the shimmering pool in the centre of the park. That’s where I saw you. 

Your fur was dark, and dusted with flecks of grey. It was so thick that I wished I could run my hand through it. Your figure cast a shadow across the water like a ghostly silhouette. I wanted to back away slowly, fear bubbling inside of me, but I was fixed in place as you drank from the pool.

Even when you sensed my presence and locked onto me with your crisp golden gaze, I couldn’t pull myself away from you. There was something about your being, your presence, it called to me like a lost loved one, as if my spirit had split in two, yearning to reconnect.

The light of the moon washed over you like a pale shadow, highlighting the flecks in your fur and the sharpened points that your alerted ears held. Even your fangs, shown briefly by your lifted lip, seemed to shine in the moon’s borrowed light.

I should have been afraid of you. I should have turned and ran, as fast as my legs could have carried me, but I didn’t move. Not out of fear, frozen in my place like a lost child afraid of the dark, but out of curiosity, out of intrigue. I wanted to get closer to you, not further away.

Lifting my foot slowly, I edged towards you, but you reacted in a way that came only naturally to you. One blink and you were gone.

Daily, I was reminded of that night. Every moment I found myself in the moonlight, or the times I found myself staring into space, I remembered the shape of your eyes and the golden hue of your irises.

It had been six months since that night, and I wondered where you were now. I wondered if I'd ever see you again.


One

 

Rain was falling from the sky so fast that it felt like a black cloud had swallowed the Woodland Society whole.

I loved listening to the rain as it hammered against the roof, wrapped up in a warm blanket, but I didn’t see the point of wasting everyone’s time. Mum was expecting me at work. ‘As soon as you are up’ she had said.  That usually meant a busy day, or rather one where the land owners, the Patricks, sent their lawyers to swing by to ‘see how things were going’.

The truth of the matter was, that our renting of the house, complete with its own acre of outside space, had come un-expectantly in the view of the Patrick’s.

Apparently the land that our house and bar were sitting on had been a part of the 50-acre woodland beyond it; owned by the Patrick’s family for generations. Melinda Patrick had been quite shocked to learn upon the death of her father, that he had sold the single acreage off, and my mother had been the sole interested party.

However, that didn’t mean that the land did actually belong to us; we rented it from the Patrick’s estate which remained in Melinda’s father’s name. The Patrick Estate had been fighting my mother and her lawyers for the whole of 6 months so far. I doubted whether they would give up any time soon.

According to them, their father had been unfit to make such decisions on his own and my mum had taken advantage of him. But she had seen the paperwork, the will of Melinda’s father, and he had been adamant that this single acreage of land should be kept separated. According to the paperwork, we had at least twelve months to stay.

I wondered, sometimes, what would have happened if the plot of land had never been sold to us. Would we have moved from London anyway? Though wondering about the what if’s now wasn’t going to get me moving.

A heavy sigh seeped from my lips as I pulled on a pair of denim shorts, and I dragged the oversized hoodie from my chair and pulled it over my head. Feeling my hair force itself from the bobble holding it back, I patted it down as best as I could, rolling the bobble onto my wrist, where I knew it would sit for the whole time of maybe an hour. Maybe less.

My hair was dark, shoulder length with heavy bangs, but I rarely left it down. It irritated my neck, made my skin feel as if something was crawling on it, and the humidity of the land definitely didn’t help. My mum’s hair was the same.

My grandad had always said I was the spitting image of her, but I never did see it, and now even when it was just the two of us, I thought less and less about the similarities that we shared as mother and daughter, and more and more about how quickly I could get away from this place.

I missed the heavy traffic, the cars beeping and revving as they soared past. The nights here were so quiet; with only the odd hoot of an owl or the scurrying of some woodland creature. Sometimes, I had to look up at the sky and imagine I was somewhere else for me to sleep, but I didn’t know why. Was it because I missed the structure, the routines of London life? Maybe I missed the few friends I had. Maybe I missed Zack…

No, I didn’t.

Pushing the thoughts aside, I jogged down the stairs, taking two at a time, barely registering a note of some kind stuck to the fridge. I ignored it, knowing that it would say something like ‘see you at the bar nice and early’ or something similar. 

I pushed my boots onto my bare feet, spreading my toes until they moved into their recognizable grooves. I glanced briefly in the hallway mirror as I passed. I could see the dark circles under my eyes straight away and decided not to linger, opening the door to the outside. 

The chill breeze made me shiver as I pulled my hood up, dashing out into the rain. Luckily the gravelled driveway wasn’t particularly long, and I ran under the wooden awning of the bar seating area, shaking off what loose moisture I could.

I quickly realised that there were two people I didn’t recognize standing with my mum; all of them seemed to be involved in a serious matter. I wondered if one of them was Melinda Patrick. After all, I had only seen her once from a distance in the six months that we’d been here. 

I inhaled a breath, wanting to give my mum some back up, but as she caught my eye, she signalled towards the bar where I saw someone waiting. He was tapping his fingers against the bar, his back straight, but his gaze didn’t move from looking forward. I headed over to him, meandering around the curved bar top, pulling my hood down to straighten my hair.

“Give me a whiskey on the rocks.”

A please would have been nice. I hadn’t even looked at him yet, but the drumming of his fingers only got louder. Turning to look at him, his expression didn’t seem too pleased. His eyes were dark; his hair too, shorter on the sides but longer on top. 

“Are you deaf?”

I realised I was staring straight at him and turned quickly, knowing that my cheeks could easily go red. I reached for the glass closest to me, adding in the ice before pouring the whiskey. A good choice of drink, I thought, but it reminded me of a night that I’d rather forget. Turning, I placed the glass on the bar, but he’d already lifted it to his lips before I had the chance to tell him the amount.

“Finally!” He closed his eyes, taking the drink in one, before slamming the empty glass against the wooden top.

I flinched, not expecting it. “That’ll be £5.60.”

“Sure, whatever.” He waved his hand in the air, as if brushing me off. “Give me another.”

What a dick. Who drinks first thing in the morning anyway? I sighed, getting him another drink before placing it next to the empty glass, but I didn’t let go of this one, and I waited.

He glared at me.

“That’ll be £5.60,” I worded clearly.

He leaned in, as if analysing me, but his eyes were hollow. I could feel his anger even from across the bar. “Do you know who I am?” he asked, his husky voice warming my ears.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Should I?”

He held my gaze longer, leaning in closer still. I thought I saw his lip curve ever so slightly, but he grabbed the glass from me anyway, downing the alcohol in one. 

“Hey!”

I looked over to my mum in a hope that she could come over, but she was still talking, and I realised the colour from her face had faded. Whoever she was talking to was saying things that she didn’t want to hear. Were they the Patricks after all? Maybe part of their legal team?

I’m drawn back to the bar as a £20 note was slammed against the wood. No please. No thank you. He really was a dick. 

“Thanks,” I muttered, as I took the money from him. I turned to put it through the old cashier we still used, counting his change into my hand, but as I turned to give it to him, I realised he was already walking away. “Hey, your change…”

He waved over his head without turning. “Keep it.” 

Whatever, I thought. At least he paid. More than was owed, in fact.

I watched him as he moved across the space, his muscular legs framed tightly within black jeans. I imagined his torso to be just as muscular, but the loose t-shirt he wore, tucked in at the front, left a lot to the imagination. He stepped out into the rain briefly, before jumping into his black jeep. I could see the rain drops soaking through to his skin, but then he went out of sight, and a moment later so too did his jeep.

The couple that my mum was talking to followed suit not long after, handing her some paperwork before turning to leave. They drove off in a crisp, clean, white Bentley.

Silence followed once the bar was empty.

I wondered who the dick from the bar was. The two others were women, obviously lawyers of Melinda Patrick. So had he come with them, but wanted to drive separately, or was it just a coincidence that they were there at the same time? I wondered how old he was.

“Who were they?” I asked.

Slumping into the closest seat next to her, mum seemed defeated. She slouched into the chair, as if hoping it would swallow her. “Melinda Patrick’s fancy lawyers from New York.”

I opened my mouth to ask about him, but I didn’t. “What did they say?” I asked instead.

Eventually, she looked up, holding my gaze. “They’ve given me one option to keep the house and the land.”

I thought she would seem happier. The last thing I had heard was that the Patricks’ were going to do everything they could to get the land off of us. At least they had budged a little. But when I held mum’s gaze, I realised that there must have been more conditions.

“What option?” I moved around the bar, lingering for her answer.

She leaned back in the chair. “If I am able to buy the land from them, it’s ours.”

“...Is that it?”

I didn’t get her defeated look, the shadow that was looming over her. Yeah it might have been a lot of money, but surely we could get there eventually. I thought of our house back in London; the small square garden with so many trees, bushes, and plants squeezed into its tiny space. I missed it there; every day I thought of the area, the house, my room, but if we sold it, we would have the money to buy this land. Something mum wanted so desperately. She didn’t want the London life anymore.

She forced a laugh. “The land is £150,000. The house and the bar is another £150,000.”

Wow, £300,000. 

My eyebrow raised. “But if we sold the London house…”

“I’ve been trying, Remi!” She stood up, pacing in no time at all. “And even if we sell the London house, that’ll only give us maybe £250,000. I can’t meet her demands.” She sighed, stopping to look back at me. “I guess your hopes of returning to London are going to come true after all.”

The sadness that punched in my stomach took my breath for a moment. I had hoped every day of the last six months that we could go back, but the pain in her face was too much for me to bear. I remembered stories that she had told me over the years, of when her parents had lived not too far from where we were now.

She had been happiest here, and when both of my grandparents had died only weeks apart, she had wanted nothing more than to pack up and move straight back here. I started to doubt whether I had given this place the chance I should have, and the thought of leaving without seeing you again squeezed my throat.

“Mum.”

She held my gaze.

“I don’t want to go back.”

She smirked. “We both know you want nothing more.”

“Yeah, but listen.” I walked towards her, reaching for her hand. “This is all you have ever wanted, and like you said, it’s a fresh start after everything in London.”

The flames flashed across my thoughts, causing a shiver to dance down my spine.

“What are we going to do?”

Squeezing my hand tight, I hoped she could see the sincerity in my eyes. “Melinda’s going on a business trip for fourteen days, and she’s given me until she comes back.”

“Okay, so what do we need to do in fourteen days?”

She immediately started to pace again, letting my hand fall free. “I’d have to go to London, lower the price and push for a sale. Then I’d have to go to York.”

“York?” Why? I thought.

“Before my father died, he put some money in a trust for us in the bank of York. I was saving it for our future here…”

Now that made sense. Nan and Grandad used to go to York on and off through the years, spreading their time evenly between there and here. Where we were living now wasn’t exactly where my grandparents had grown up together, but it was only several miles away. I felt like we needed to fight for this place, not just for us, but for them as well.

“Grandad would want us to stay here. He loved the woods.” I often thought of him whilst being in the Woodland Society, and I regretted that I hadn’t spent as much time with him as I should have. Between school, college, and all the trivial things like friends, boyfriends, and having a social life, I had let my anxieties, and the accompanying anger, separate me from him. 

“He did. He loved this place more than anything.”

I smiled. “So when do you leave?”

Mum stopped still. “We’ll leave tomorrow, I guess.”

“I’m not going.” Saying the words out loud made my anxiety pound in my chest. I had to swallow it back down before it started to spread. “I’m going to stay here and run the bar.”

She shook her head. “I’m not leaving you here on your own. What if something happened? What if—”

“Mum. If I run the bar I might be able to help raise a bit more money for us. Plus, you know Morgan is only a phone call away.”

I tried to think of something else to say, anything to stop my brain from kicking in. The idea of being alone in this place was damn scary, but if I opened the bar every day, kept busy, did what I could to help, it would all work out in the end. And who knew, there was always a chance that I could find some of the confidence I’d lost since what happened in London.

“Remi… are you sure you’ll be up to it?”

I smiled again. “I want to help you. I can’t hide forever, can I?”

She lunged at me then, catching me off guard, and she threw her arms around me. Her sobs were muffled by my shoulder. “I’m so proud of you.”

I hugged her back, but didn’t want to linger too long. Easing her away gently, I looked her in the eye. “If you leave soon, you should make it to London before evening traffic. You know how bad it gets.”

She wiped her face and nodded. “Can you keep an eye on the bar for me whilst I pack?”

As if I could say no. As if I would.

“Of course, I should really get used to my way around, right?” I stuck my tongue out playfully, and after a moment of her admiring my face, she turned and scurried towards the house. 

I breathed out, realising that I’d been holding it in for a moment. What had I gotten myself into?

It took her less than half an hour to come back, her two small suitcases bursting with clothes and shoes. She threw them into the boot of the Corsa, before moving the car closer to the bar. I waited for her on the edge of the decking, just about shielded by the last section of awning above my head. Her window moved down after a moment.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

I nodded, a widening smile stretching my lips. “Morgan’s number is on speed dial. I’ll call him if I need anything.”

“Call me if there’s an emergency though, okay! I’ll come straight back.”

 I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. “Mum, I’ll be fine. Get going.”

She sighed. “Okay. I hope it won't be more than a week.” She looked onto the passenger seat, checking for her map and phone, and then turned back. “I love you, Remi. Stay safe okay.”

“I will mum. I love you too. Drive safe okay. I’ll text you later.” I could feel my emotions bubbling under the surface, tears threatening to gather in the corners of my eyes, but I moved back as she pulled away, waving over my head until she was out of sight. 

I sighed quietly, as I turned to look over the bar. It was empty. Not a single customer. This was going to be a long week, but I’d promised I’d try and help out, and if running the bar for seven days was my way of doing that, then that was what I was going to do. 


Two

 

The next day had come around so fast.

I’d gotten up early, prepped the bar, wiped the tables, swept the floor. I’d even hand-washed every single glass that was on the wooden shelves behind the bar, and yet I’d only had two customers. It was midday already, and the rain was still falling, but I didn’t really know what to do with myself once I’d stopped. What did mum do when there were no customers and she’d cleaned every single thing?

Come to think of it, I’d rarely ever seen her sit down or stay in one place for too long. She was always rushing here and there, straightening the chairs, sweeping the decking outside. This place was her baby, and she did everything she could to make it shine as brightly as she could make it. She’d text me a couple of times already today, asking how things had been going. My phone vibrated again.

I hope everything is going okay. How’s the weather there now?

I leaned against the bar and looked outside. The rain was steady; not torrential, but enough to soak your hair or clothes if you were out in it. There was a cool breeze, but the temperature was in the high teens. It was still technically summer after all, being the first week of August. Mum had hoped that this week would be our busiest, but her hopes hadn’t turned into anything yet.

Everything’s fine :) It's still raining here, but the shorts aren’t going away yet! 

That’s my girl. You’ve got great legs, show them off. I am going to the estate agents now. Wish me luck.

Her message made me smile, but the self-conscious side of me reared its ugly head. I pushed it back down of course, glad that mum wasn’t here in person to see my awkwardness. Accepting compliments from other people, taking them in, believing them, and then replying in an acceptable way, were definitely things I hadn’t managed to accomplish yet.

Good luck. Let me know how it goes x

Pushing my phone back into my denim shorts didn’t leave me much space to sit down, the corner of the device jabbing into my hip. I pulled it out and discarded it on one of the shelves behind me, before returning to my perch.

The bar stools we currently owned weren’t exactly comfy, but the chairs for the tables were. They had cushion pads secured into their round seats that were perfect for long sessions of sitting. I’d already made a mental note to perch at one of the tables tomorrow, rather than the bar, and I could carry on with the assignment I still hadn’t finished for my A-levels. 

I’d been late to start college anyway because of having to re-sit my Maths and English for GCSE’s, and then when I’d finally started college the following year, that was when everything had gone wrong and I was pulled out. I could feel the heat of the fire even now, but I didn’t want to think about it, getting out of my seat. One final assignment and one essay separated me from finally being able to say I’d finished with education.

I started to wipe the bar with the duster in my hand, thinking of something I could base my final art piece on. I had until the beginning of October to finish the piece and hand it in. Luckily, I hadn’t needed to attend the local college. But I might have actually finished my assignment on time if I had.

With my anxiety going a little crazy and everything with the move, my mum had fought for me to have an opportunity to finish my course, without stressing me out any further. Something I should have thanked her for really, but I hadn’t been in the right headspace. I still wasn’t there yet; I still felt as if I needed to do something specific, something fated for me to do.

A silly thought really.

I heard footsteps, suddenly, and as I looked up, I saw two figures bursting out of the rain. The woman, dressed in a formal black skirt and white blouse, had done well to make it through the gravel with her high heels, and the umbrella that she was holding had shielded her well-kept hair and makeup perfectly. She seemed a little out of place here. More like a businesswoman of London, or an official figure passing through. The little girl, on the other hand, seemed perfectly at home. 

She was wearing a pair of blue denim dungarees, a bright pair of yellow wellies splashed with dirt and rain, and a bobble hat with the biggest fur pompom I’d ever seen, bouncing on the top. The grin across her face didn’t fade even when the woman motioned for her to sit at the nearest table. She sat too momentarily, but then her phone started ringing loudly, and she answered it on the second ring. 

I watched her look at her phone screen, lifting it to her ear before lowering it again. “Hello?” She moved from the table, lifting her phone into the air. “Hello?”

“You’ll get a better signal round the back,” I called to her.

She looked at me with such disgust I felt as if I had offended her in some way. She proceeded to stomp across the decking in her high heels, following the linear lines until her phone started ringing again. Grasping for it obsessively, she must have said ‘hello’ at least three times before a conversation continued. Even when she moved around the side of the bar and proceeded to stand under the furthest away piece of awning, I could still hear her trying to outdo the sound of the rain. 

I rolled my eyes, smug that I had never had trouble getting a signal here before. I wondered why, but didn’t really care to know the answer. As long as I could send messages and my mum’s messages came through, that’s all that mattered. I could imagine her driving straight back in a state of panic if she didn’t hear from me. 

“Hello.”

Pulled from my thoughts, I looked up to see that the little girl was now standing in front of the bar. She wasn’t quite tall enough to see over the height of it, but I could see the pompom on her rainbow coloured bobble hat. I leaned forwards to meet the biggest pair of blue eyes I’d ever seen, and she was grinning with such a smile that I noticed that her two front teeth were far bigger than any of the others.  Having lost a couple of her other smaller teeth, she had several gaps.

“Hi.” I didn’t know what else to say. This was the first time I’d seen a child in the bar.

I glanced to the side to see if the woman was on her way back yet, but she was still on the phone. She hadn’t looked back once. Was this little girl her daughter? Didn’t she think she should keep an eye on her?

“Can you help me, please?”

I leaned forwards again to see her trying to climb one of the bar stools. “Hey, be careful!” I rushed around the bar, grabbing her as soon as I was close enough. “You shouldn’t climb you know; you might slip. Your wellies are all wet.” I made sure both of her feet were on the decking before letting her go, but her gaze drifted back to the high seat. 

“Is it naughty?” she asked quietly. Her bottom lip started to droop ever so slightly.

Oh no, I thought. Don’t cry, don’t cry!

I crouched down in front of her, her eye-line level with mine. “It’s too high up there. It’s not safe for you. Why don’t we sit you back at one of the tables?”

Her big blue eyes looked at me, shimmering with a thin layer of tears. “Big seats not allowed?”

I sighed, glancing back to the woman still having her conversation, before looking back at the little girl. Would it hurt if I stayed next to her?

“Here.” I leaned forwards slowly, cupping my hands underneath her arms, before I lifted her onto the seat. The grin across her face came soaring back, and she started to kick her legs backwards and forwards, clearly amused that she couldn’t touch the ground.

“Big seats allowed,” she cheered.

I smiled. “Only if someone is next to you, okay?”

“Like you next to me?”

“Yes, like me.”

I pushed in the chair, hoping that if she was as close to the bar as possible, there was less chance of her slipping off, but I stayed by her. I leaned against the bar, checking again to see if the woman was coming back. She wasn’t. If anything, she seemed less likely to come back at all now that she had perched on one of the tables underneath the awning. 

“Bar dusty…?”

I looked at the little girl and realised her gaze was fixed on the yellow duster in my hand. I moved it towards her and she instinctively reached for it, before starting to dust the top of the bar. What a cute kid.

“Are you helping me clean?” I jested.

She nodded excitedly, and I smiled back. The least I could do was help her, right?

I reached over to grab a second duster, making sure that she didn’t move, and then I carried on dusting. She giggled as I started, copying the movements that I was making, and it went on like that for a couple of minutes before she seemed to slouch in her chair. 

“You okay?” I asked her.

She exaggerated a little sigh. “I’m thirsty.”

“You’re thirsty?” I glanced at the clock hanging behind the bar to see that it was 12.55. “Have you eaten today?”

The confused expression across her face made me think she didn’t understand.

“Are you hungry?” I asked her.

She nodded in reply, her bottom lip protruding ever so slightly from the other. 

Looking back to the woman, I managed to grab her attention by waving in the air, but she responded by raising her hand and signalling for ‘five more minutes’. I sighed, but smiled as the little girl looked at me. I wondered if the woman was her mother, or maybe a child minder. Whatever she was, she didn’t seem very interested in what she was doing. 

“How ‘bout I make you a sandwich?”

The little girl smiled.

“You’re gonna have to get down though, okay?” I hoped that the tears wouldn’t start again, but I was pleasantly surprised by her response.

“Big chair not allowed without you?”

“Exactly.”

It warmed my core somewhat to know that I’d taught her something, however trivial it was. She extended her arms outwards and I lifted her gently to the floor, her yellow wellies squeaking against the decking. She giggled and made her way to the nearest table, clambering up one of the chairs, before sitting up straight waiting. At least I could still keep an eye on her when I was behind the bar. 

I made my way to the shelves, selecting a bottle of water for her, and then proceeded to find her something to eat. In truth, there wasn’t much to choose from. There was an apple, a couple pieces of old bread, and some chocolate. I decided that the apple was the better choice. I started to cut it into pieces and placed them into a plastic bowl from the bar, taking it over to her once it was done. 

“Sorry, no sandwich. Is an apple okay?”

I put the bowl and bottle down, and watched as she grabbed the drink first. She guzzled it faster than I had expected, droplets of water dripping from her chin. I grabbed a napkin from the table and placed it onto her lap, luckily just before a chunk of apple landed onto her dungarees. One piece was already in her mouth, with another in her hand, and the sight made me smile. She must have been hungry after all. 

Pulling the chair out that was opposite her, I checked once more on the woman, not at all surprised that she showed no signs of coming back. I rolled my eyes, watching as the little girl reached for another piece of apple.

“What’s your name?” I asked, taking in the blue of her irises.

“Phoebe.”

I smiled. “That’s a pretty name. My name’s Remi.”

Her little eyebrows scrunched up at first, as if questioning that I was saying my name right, but after a moment or two she was focused on the last piece of apple instead, forcing it into her mouth. She seemed to chew that one the longest, taking another gulp of her water once it had gone.

“So, is that mummy?” I asked her, signalling to the woman outside.

She scowled. “No, mummy is on holiday. That’s Darla.”

“Darla? Does she look after you sometimes?”

She nodded but seemed irritated, disappointed almost that it was true. 

“Does Darla talk on the phone a lot?”

She nodded again, drinking some of her water. “Lucas doesn’t like it.”

“Lucas?” I wondered if that was her father, or a stepfather, but then wouldn’t she call him daddy? “Who’s Lucas, Phoebe?”

“My big brother.” The shine across her face was clear when she said his name. I could clearly see the fondness she had for him, but I wondered where he was. 

Surely if he was an older child he would have had to still be with them, but if he was much older, then shouldn’t he be looking after her himself? Who was I to judge?

Everyone had their own lives to live, their own paths to follow. I just thought it was such a shame that Phoebe was stuck with Darla.

“Excuse me, what do you think you’re doing?” 

I looked over to see that Darla was storming towards our table. She didn’t look impressed at all.

I pushed to my feet. “Sorry,” I replied quickly, “she was hungry and thirsty.”

“How dare you interfere!” She grabbed Phoebe by the hand, pulling her from her chair. “If you come near her again, I’m calling the police!”

“I’m sorry,” I stuttered. “I was just keeping an eye on her.”

Darla proceeded to storm across the floor, dragging Phoebe with her, tears streaming down the little girl’s face. I didn’t know what to do, what to say. Should I have stuck up for myself? Told her that she wasn’t doing her job properly?

Phoebe looked back just as she was thrown into the car seat in the back of the black Audi outside, and she waved. I waved back, hoping that she saw before the door was closed. The car drove off at such a speed that the gravel was thrown in all sorts of directions. I breathed out.

So much for having an easy week running the bar. But I did have some ideas for my art project, and later that day, I made sure to jot them down in a place that I wouldn’t forget.

In my room, there was a large board that I had all sorts of things pinned to. There were sticky notes of varying sizes and colours, even pieces of paper being held up by bent up paperclips. I had old photos of my grandparents, one of my mum, some of past pets and friends I’d left behind in London. There were a few gaps where I’d ripped old photos down, mostly of Zack and the London house, but I was doing my best to fill the spaces.

I lifted a piece of lined paper and pinned it into one of them, reading the notes again.

1.Yellow

2. Grey/ Charcoal

3. Rainbow

4. Blue.

I smiled, thinking of Phoebe. I hoped that she was okay, and that Darla had been spending more time paying attention to her, but I doubted I’d see them again. I should have pushed it out of mind before my anxiety clambered to leach onto the memory, but I loved the little girl’s spirit. She was such a great inspiration for my art piece.

The assignment was to study the use and meaning of colour. A pretty simple task for the plain-minded, the ones who saw everything as black and white, or ‘the world is what you make it’ kind of people, but for me it was so difficult to keep on one line of thought at a time.

I’d suffered with some degree of anxiety for as long as I could remember. Social situations were a nightmare for me, and I struggled not to obsess over negative thoughts and emotions, but I felt the older I became the more I had a grasp on the things going on in my head. I wanted to see the colours of the world. I wanted to use as much colour as I could in my final piece.

The yellow of Phoebe’s wellies stuck with me the most, the blue of her eyes, the multicolour of her winter bobble hat, and then the grey of the rain being ever-present. They were perfect examples of colour, though I didn’t feel as if I was at the stage of putting paint to canvas yet.

For now, I would just keep adding to my notes, and write up the accompanying essay when I could conjure up the mental energy. Considering I hadn’t done much today, the first day had been eventful, and I was tired.

I messaged my mum goodnight, knowing that I’d catch up on anything I’d missed tomorrow, before getting into bed. That was the first night, in a long time, that I’d fallen asleep straight away, and it seemed like hours that I dreamt of you. The gold in your irises was a colour that I longed to see in reality.

I wondered if I’d see you again. I felt like I would. I felt like I was destined to.


Three

 

I’d never thought of food shopping as a difficult task, or one that needed any kind of pre-thought or planning, but the supermarket loomed over me as I approached the entrance doors. My skin felt clammy, and it felt as if I was going in for an interview or special meeting, when in fact I’d been there hundreds of times and I wasn’t going in for anything important in any way. I was here to do the food shop, and yet my brain felt like mush, as if my slate of memory had been wiped clean.

I started one aisle at a time; acting like some kind of professional shopper, reading the labels and the products, checking prices, as well as avoiding collisions between my trolley and other shoppers. My phone was a semi distraction, notifications popping up every few minutes telling me of different things happening in the social media world, but it was also helping, as I’d already written a makeshift list of all the things we needed.

The trolley soon started to fill, especially when I added three loaves of bread, a 24 pack of bottled water, a multipack of various crisps, and four boxes of pizzas. Chips were soon thrown in too, as well as wraps, cakes, some biscuits, and some prebaked baguettes. My stomach was growling in anticipation for the egg and sausage baguette that I had planned for my late breakfast/ early dinner. It had been so long since I had cooked anything, but I was actually looking forward to having a go to see what meals I could come up with.

Choosing a good range of vegetables and salad bits, I’d pretty much done when my phone vibrated. I was already checking my list to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, but I froze when I caught sight of Zack’s name in a message notification. My heart started to drum, and I looked around quickly to check that he wasn’t there. Not that he would have been.

Stop being stupid, I told myself. He was sent to prison. There could be no way that he would be in the same supermarket as me hundreds of miles away.

I felt as if the heat of the air suddenly warmed, the hairs on the back of my neck reaching for more air, and I realised my hand was shaking. Flashes of the fire burst into my thoughts, but I tried to push them aside. The memory, the heat, it all became too much.

Wrestling with my cardigan, I threw it haphazardly onto my trolley as I reached up to stretch the neck of my pale t-shirt. It felt so tight. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I tried to focus on something, anything, and then I saw a figure I recognised.

“You don’t look so good.”

Staggering forwards, I tried to let go of the anxious breath I was holding, as Morgan approached me. He was a well-built man, taking up my whole focus in no time at all. He took hold of both of my arms gently, but the way he curled his fingers around pulled me to look at him.

“Breath, Remi.”

I held his gaze, realising there was no rhythm to my breathing at all. Changing that was my first priority. If all my months of therapy had taught me anything, it was that sorting my breathing out during a panic attack was the first point of call, but I didn’t remember the numbers, the amount of seconds for each stage. I guessed. 

Starting to count, I inhaled for four, held it for six, and then exhaled for five. I couldn’t remember if that was right, whether the numbers or the times were wrong, but I started to notice that my heartbeat had slowed down. I repeated it again, noticing how my eyes started to focus. I repeated it again, Morgan’s gentle grip still grounding me well.

“Better?”

I looked at Morgan. “I just got a text from Zack,” I murmured.

“I thought as much.” He let go of my arms, happy that I could hold my own weight now. “I called by the house to tell you this morning, but you weren’t there.”

“He’s out?” The pain from my memory sat as a lump in my throat. “It’s only been nine months,” I stuttered.

He nodded, closing his eyes for a second. “Yes, he’s still adamant that he didn’t do it, and with only witness statements tying him to the scene, he’s out on bail.”

“Great.” I didn’t know what else to say.

“You don’t have to worry though. He’s not going to find you.”

What reassurance, I thought. No one realised what he was capable of the first time, now look where we were.

“Shall I ring your mum?”

“No!” I shrieked.

He seemed taken aback, pushing me to explain quickly.

“She’s gone back to London to try and sell the house. She’ll be back in a few days. I’ll be fine.”

He eyed me sceptically, and I imagined that at that moment I looked as far from fine as I possibly could, but it was just the shock. I had always planned to block Zack’s number and delete him permanently, but with the move and everything, it had obviously slipped under the radar. I did it straight away, deleting his message without opening it, blocking his number without a second thought.

I turned my phone to show Morgan. “See. Gone. I’ll be fine.”

“If I’m not ringing Anna, I’m calling by later to check on you.”

I opened my mouth to argue—I was nineteen, I didn’t need a babysitter—but the look in his eye clearly showed his unwillingness to budge. I sighed. “Okay.”

“And I’ll be checking on you every day whilst your mum is away.”

Great. If only I could find a bodyguard with a click of my fingers. I forced a smile, knowing that Morgan was only doing his job. 

“I’ll give you a lift home.”

That I didn’t argue with. I didn’t really fancy trying to fit all of the food on the back of my little scooter, and with Morgan’s pick-up truck I’d have no problem fitting me, the shopping, and my scooter in the back.

“Thanks,” I said with a smile.

We went through the cashier in little time, and everything fit perfectly in the back of Morgan’s truck, no surprise there. He’d known our family for at least 15 years, maybe longer, but in all the times I could remember he had always driven a red pickup truck. I’d always joked that he thought he was living in America. All he’d need was a cowboy hat and some boots, and he would fit right in over there. The thought made me laugh.

“What are you chuckling about?” he asked, securing my scooter with some thick straps.

“Nothing,” I said, jumping in.

He followed me a moment later, securing his belt before pulling away. 

“Thanks.” The word came out as a hesitant mumble, but I really had meant it. I turned to him to make sure he was listening. “Thanks for helping me.”

The grin across his face was a picture, and I could imagine him with his cowboy hat, chewing a piece of straw, bowing his head to greet a pretty lady. I laughed again.

“How are you settling now?”

“Good,” I replied, “everything just takes time, right?”

“You can’t rush anything, kiddo. A lot of stuff happened in London, and just because you moved away, doesn’t mean you haven’t got some stuff left over.”

Tell me about it, I thought.

He was right though, and he was always so wise with his words. I thought a lot of him considering he’d saved my life. Jumping into a fire couldn’t have been an easy thing for him to do, but he had, and he’d stayed close to us after it all too. If I was being honest, I’d always thought that he and my mum had something going on. Not that that was something I would have asked.

I’d always wondered how it was that he had been able to transfer to the police force nearer to us after we’d moved. But I’d never asked that, and he’d never offered. I thought maybe it was time.

“So…” I fidgeted in my seat. “You and my mum, huh?”

He lifted his eyebrow with a grin. “Something to say?”

I tried to keep a straight face, but I failed miserably. “I always wondered, you know… neither of you have ever said anything, so…”

“I can neither confirm nor deny such ideas.”

I looked at him, leaning forwards quickly. “Oh my God, you and my mum??” I realised the excitement was taking over my body, and I shuddered realising what I was actually suggesting. I didn’t want to imagine the thoughts entering my head.

We both laughed after a moment. To tell the truth, I couldn’t stop smiling even when we got back home. I loved spending time with Morgan, he really was a solid guy. Maybe someday I wished that he could be part of the family, but that clearly wasn’t something that he, nor my mum, wanted to address at the moment.

Maybe they had been a thing in the past, but had decided against it? Or maybe they were in the secretive hook up stage and didn’t want anyone to know? I shrugged the thought off and carried my bags into the kitchen.

Morgan helped me bring in the rest of the shopping, before lifting my scooter from his truck. The metal foot on it was broken so he leaned it against the brick, hovering in the doorway. I didn’t even notice him come in until I’d moved from the fridge, and he had a photo from the hallway in his hand. 

“That was my favourite dress.” I smiled as he looked at me, knowing perfectly well which photo he was looking at.

At the end of the first year of college, I remembered the girls had wanted to throw a party as I’d never had the chance to attend my school prom. I had argued against it for weeks of course, but when they had surprised me with a date and time, I’d had no choice except to buy a dress for the occasion.

It had been black, tight around the body, but loose from the waist down. I’d worn flat pumps with it, which all of the girls had obviously disagreed with, but there had been no way that I had been wearing any kind of heel, let alone stilettos or anything of the sort. I had the best night.

“Clothes can be replaced, Remi, but the memories are what’s important. Look at everything you’ve achieved.”

I held his gaze. “Thanks, Morgan. You should come round when mum’s back, stay for tea or something.”

He nudged me playfully, before returning the photo to the sideboard. “You’ll be seeing a lot more of me soon kiddo.”

My heart danced a little. That in his own words was definitely a confirmation that he was dating my mum, or wanting to at least. 

“Need anything else?” he asked, stopping in the doorway.

I shook my head. “All good. I’d better open the bar soon, I can’t earn money if it's closed now, can I?”

We laughed and I waved him off once he was back in his truck. I knew I’d hear from him later on that day but I didn’t mind. The only thing that mattered right now was getting cleaned up and getting down to the bar. I couldn’t believe it was already 1:30. Where were the days going?

I rushed up the stairs, heading straight for my wardrobe, discarding the shorts and the slouch t-shirt I was wearing on the floor next to my door. Most of my clothes were dark, blacks and greys, with a few blues in there too, but today I felt like something brighter. Reaching for a red t-shirt, I pulled it over my head and let it settle, the one side dropping off my shoulder. I chose the palest pair of blue jeans I owned, pulling them on to hug my thighs and hips. I felt good. 

Choosing my footwear was easy, as my favourite pumps were always heaped at the door. I wiggled my toes to make sure they were just right, and then I glanced in the mirror nearest the front door. My hair wasn’t too bad, and I gave it a few pats to make sure no stray pieces were sticking out.

As I turned, my loose top moved to the side a little more, and I saw the hint of a scar, causing a lump of doubt to build in my stomach, but I ignored it, positioning my t-shirt to hang off the opposite shoulder instead, and then headed for the bar.

It wasn’t actually raining today, which made a nice change. The air felt lighter, the ground not smothered in puddles and shallow streams. I could still smell the dampness in the air which always lingered from the nearby woodland, but I’d never swap that for anything. It was a unique smell all of its own, like the beach had its salty spice, the woods had its airborne warmth. 

It didn’t take me long to wipe down the tables and the bar, and I’d served two people in the first hour. I was surprised to see several cars coming and going up the one gravel track, but if that meant more customers, I wasn’t complaining. I even served a family, wanting a muffin and some cool drinks, and I started to think that my plan was working. The more I could make whilst mum was away the better chance we had of not leaving. I’d had enough of moving from place to place, I was going to make this work. I had to.

Like always, the time lingered a little in the mid-afternoon, but I was happy to say that I’d served more than a handful of people, which made a nice change. I washed the glasses thoroughly before leaving them to dry, and I took a moment to look over the bar, absorbing the smell of the woods, the sounds of the birds rustling in the trees.

I could see why my mum had wanted to come back, but I wondered why I hadn’t spent time here as a child. Why had mum never brought me here? Why had we only ever seen grandad in York, or at home?

“Hello?”

I’m pulled from my thoughts by a little voice. I looked over the bar to see Phoebe’s small face. She’s smiling from ear to ear, this time wearing a blue hat with a very large faux fur pompom. 

“Phoebe?”

I looked up, expecting to see Darla with her ear attached to a phone, her focus anywhere else except the child that she was supposed to be minding, but I didn't. I didn’t see her anywhere. Moving around the bar, thinking that she was parked out of sight, I looked across the gravel to see no cars. Where the hell was she?

I focused on Phoebe, leaning down to be at the same level as her. “Phoebe, where’s Darla?”

She simply shrugged in response. 

cover.jpeg
C. Warner-Thompson









images/image.png
C. Warner-Thompson





