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Mum, put simply, this wouldn’t exist without you.

Thank you for never ever doubting I could do this, for

keeping my dreams alive when I had given up and for being

the first person I send every chapter to. I hope I, Arthur

and Teddy do you proud xx
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Chapter One

Arthur

EVERYTHING LOOKED AS perfect as it could for what might be their final family meal together. They hadn’t all been together since Arthur and his wife Madeleine had celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary last month. The ‘happiest, most perfect couple’ had been toasted and spoiled by friends and family at a lavish party thrown by their two children, Elizabeth and Patrick.

Today, Arthur had been up since 6 a.m. pacing the house. It had been another long night of broken sleep. Every time he managed to close his eyes, a new scenario entered his head, jolting him from his light doze with no mercy. He had eventually given up on finding any comfort in the single bed he now occupied. It had been two weeks but he wasn’t going to complain to Madeleine. His new double bed was ordered; it wouldn’t be much longer until it arrived. He spent much of the day in a bit of a daze, frequently glancing at the clock as he counted down the hours until dinner.

Madeleine smiled softly as she appeared in the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room. She was every bit as beautiful as when Arthur had first met her. His father, then mayor of Northbridge, had been particularly excited to present his son to Madeleine and her father, William Montgomery. The Montgomery family were practically royalty to the people of Northbridge. Arthur could still hear his mother clearly; ‘Money follows money, and the Montgomerys are money.’ Arthur imagined what his now deceased father and father-inlaw would make of what he was about to do. After all these years the thought still made his stomach churn.

‘Everything’s almost ready,’ Madeleine said. She walked over and stood beside her husband. ‘It all looks perfect.’

Arthur smiled. ‘I can’t thank you enough. I wouldn’t be doing this without you.’

‘Don’t worry, once tonight is over it’s a whole new beginning.’

She grabbed his hand and gave it a tight squeeze before returning to the kitchen. He knew she was right; he had told himself the exact same thing. This was the moment he had been waiting for, there was no turning back now. He pulled out the chair closest to him and sat down. He could feel his heart beating faster now. Arthur closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing.

In.

Out.

In.

Out.

The bright headlights lit up the dining room as the clock chimed the quarter hour. Arthur heard a car door slam shut. Elizabeth’s heels confirmed her arrival on the other side of the dining-room door before she pushed it open. It was impossible not to smile when Elizabeth entered a room. Arthur had always known she was destined for greatness. Even as a child she captivated people with her confidence and outgoing personality. That confidence had served her well as she had gone on to a successful career as a journalist; she was now well known for her opinion columns. Once she was old enough to realize that her mum was the editor of the local newspaper, she had been determined to follow in her footsteps. Arthur and Madeleine didn’t always agree with her opinions, but they knew that they had raised someone to stand firm behind what she believed in – even if this did occasionally lead to some tense discussions over the dinner table.

‘Hello, Daddy,’ she said, striding across the room to embrace Arthur. She kissed him on the cheek before sitting down on the chair next to him. ‘Where’s Mum?’

‘She’s in the kitchen putting the finishing touches to dinner.’

‘It all smells amazing. So, what’s all this in aid of?’

Arthur felt his chest tighten as he forced his mouth into a small smile.

‘Nothing to worry about, it’s just nice to spend some quality time together. Anyway, how is everything at home?’

‘You know what the girls are like,’ she sighed, happily latching onto Arthur’s change of subject. ‘It was Teddy’s first day at The Post today. He still wasn’t home when I left, but I’ll take that as a good sign.’

‘How do you think he’ll get on? He’s such a talented writer, just like his mum and grandmother.’

‘I know it and you know it, Dad. I hope this helps him realize it and gives him some direction in life again. Calling in a favour like this isn’t easy, especially when he’s refused it so many times.’

‘Don’t push him too hard, Lizzie. He said yes eventually. Let him find his own way, like we let you.’

Arthur poured himself a glass of water from the jug in the middle of the table.

‘How is Ralph doing?’

‘Good thanks, busy as always. He was a little disappointed not to be invited tonight, actually.’

‘I just wanted some time with you and your brother.’

‘I presume Patrick won’t be bringing Scarlett then?’

‘No, like I told you, it’s just the four of us tonight.’

‘Hello, Mum,’ Elizabeth said, turning around as Madeleine returned to the room carrying a bottle of wine.

‘Hello, darling, you’re looking lovely,’ Madeleine said, kissing her daughter on the cheek.

‘How was the town planning meeting today?’

‘Don’t get me started, I’ve a good mind to run for the council next year if they don’t start paying more attention to the local community. As for that MP of ours, nowhere to be seen.’

Arthur laughed, but he knew nothing would stop Madeleine once she had set her mind on it. After retiring, she had been approached to join every possible organization and committee. He was still in awe of how she found the time to juggle all her commitments.

‘This town would be bloody lucky to have you,’ Elizabeth said, as a second car pulled into the driveway. ‘Here’s Patrick. Only twenty-five minutes late, he’s making progress.’

It was almost time. He’d wait until after dessert. That’s what he and Madeleine had discussed and agreed upon. Perhaps they’d react better on full stomachs.

‘Evening all,’ Patrick said striding into the dining room. He threw his jacket over the back of the chair closest to him. ‘Before you say anything, Lizzie, I got caught up in traffic.’

‘You’re here and that’s the most important thing,’ Madeleine said as she gave her son a kiss on the cheek. ‘Lizzie, could you please come and give me a hand in the kitchen?’

Patrick sat himself down on the vacated seat beside his father. Arthur couldn’t help but notice how tired he looked, but he wasn’t going to bring it up. After the breakdown of a previous relationship and the death of his best friend, his son had turned to alcohol. It was only when Madeleine had reached breaking point and begged him that he had agreed to go to a rehab facility. With his life now back on track, Patrick had thrown himself into work following Arthur’s retirement.

‘So, what’s going on? I figured it must be bad when you said I couldn’t bring Scarlett.’

‘How are things with you two?’

‘You know what, things are great. I really think she could be the one, Dad.’

Arthur smiled. Seeing Patrick happy after the last few years meant the world to him.

‘Well, you know what you need to do then, son. She’s a special lady, don’t let a day go by where you don’t make her feel that.’

Elizabeth reappeared carrying bowls of food.

‘If you’ve got two working legs, you could actually come and help, Patrick.’

‘I’m on my way, no need for the sarcasm,’ Patrick said, before turning back to his father. ‘I’ll never understand how she got two men to propose to her.’

Arthur tried to join in the chat and laughter as much as he could throughout dinner. Every so often he felt Madeleine’s bright green eyes on him from across the table. They were still filled with the same energy they had been when he first looked into them over fifty years earlier. Her freshly layered, snowy white hair framed her delicate features.

‘You’re on another planet tonight, Daddy. Do you want a top-up?’

‘Go on then, why not?’

Elizabeth stretched across and filled his glass. ‘There’s so much depth to the flavour of this one.’

Madeleine gave her glass a little shake. ‘It’s a little rich for me.’

‘She says after almost half a bottle.’

Arthur laughed loudly. It felt good to momentarily forget, even if it was fleeting. Patrick was slouched in his chair, one hand resting on his stomach. He had put on a little weight over the summer, which he was quick to put down to Scarlett’s good home cooking.

‘Mum, dinner was amazing. We have to do this more often if you’re going to spoil us like this.’

‘Forget more often, I want to know what’s going on and why we’re here tonight,’ Elizabeth said, before taking another sip from her almost empty glass. ‘I know you pair, there’s something. I’ve seen those glances at each other.’

‘You’re right,’ Arthur said, prompting all three heads to turn in his direction. ‘There is a reason we asked you to come here tonight.’

Madeleine reached across and held her hand out. Arthur took it, and their fingers knitted together. He squeezed it tightly.

‘Is something wrong?’ Elizabeth said. The mood in the room had shifted. Arthur hated hearing the sudden sense of panic in his daughter’s voice. He felt Madeleine’s wedding ring press into his finger as she gripped his hand even tighter.

‘Is Davina McCall about to arrive with our long-lost brother?’

‘Shut up, Patrick,’ Elizabeth hissed. ‘Daddy, please, what’s going on?’

Arthur took a deep breath.

‘Your mother and I will always love each other very much, but we are not together anymore and it’s not because we don’t still love each other very much.’

Arthur paused. His next few words would change everything. There was no stopping now as his two children stared back at him, their eyes wide with anticipation. He closed his eyes and allowed the words to finally leave his mouth.

‘The truth is, I’m gay.’






Chapter Two

Teddy

‘EDWARD MARSH?’

‘Hi, just Teddy is fine.’ He lurched forward awkwardly to shake the man’s hand. ‘Thanks for this opportunity, Mr Stone. It’s great to be here.’

‘Not at all. We’re delighted to have you join us. When Elizabeth Marsh says her son wants to be a journalist … well, she’s a persuasive woman, your mother.’

There it was. Teddy knew it wouldn’t take long; it would be the first of many mentions of his mum, Elizabeth Marsh, their cherished, award-winning columnist. It would no doubt be common knowledge already that she had had a private word and secured her only son a trainee reporter role. He was genuinely grateful for the chance to prove himself, even if it meant accepting that he needed a helping hand. That hadn’t been easy to stomach, but he knew he had no other choice. He needed to get his life back on track.

It felt strange to be sitting in a shirt and tie. The summer sunshine was beating through the large glass windows into the open-plan office. He had been directed to the desk belonging to Dylan Wicks. After a ten-minute wait, an out-of-breath Dylan had arrived carrying a steaming mug of coffee.

‘Forgot you were starting today,’ he said before taking a sip of his drink. ‘Right, so long story short, I’ll be your mentor over the next few months. Your mum was mine when I first started, so I’m sure you’ve a fair idea of what to expect here anyway. We don’t see her slumming it in the office much these days of course.’

Teddy knew all of this already, of course. Elizabeth had been quick to tell him all about how she had helped shape Dylan into the senior journalist he was now. She had made it very clear that he had big shoes to fill. She might have given him a foot in the door, but she still had high expectations.

‘Sit yourself down here.’ Dylan gestured to the desk next to him. ‘You might need a few phone calls with IT to get logged in, but we’ll get you sorted before the end of the day. Any questions?’

Teddy wracked his brain for something, anything to ask. He didn’t want Dylan to think he thought he knew everything.

‘Um, well, I was wondering—’

‘Sorry, are you Dylan by any chance?’

Both Dylan and Teddy looked up at the person who had interrupted them. He pushed his floppy brown hair back off his forehead. His cheeks looked slightly flushed, as if he had just completed a light workout.

‘Who’s asking?’

‘I’m Benjamin King, I’m starting training with you today.’

Dylan’s head spun towards Teddy as if he expected him to know what was going on.

‘That can’t be right. No one mentioned you to me. Let me just give upstairs a call.’

Teddy sat quietly, feeling increasingly awkward. It seemed that a communication failure had resulted in Dylan not being told that he was getting two trainees. He looked far from pleased at the discovery.

‘I’m just surprised,’ Dylan said, once Ben was sitting down on the other side of Teddy. ‘I presumed once your mum sorted it out for you that they wouldn’t bother with anyone else, I mean, after all why bother telling me …?’

Teddy felt his cheeks burn. Great, that was all he needed. A fellow trainee who had been forgotten about because his mum had pulled some strings.

‘Well, that was a bit of a waste of a morning,’ Dylan said after confirming that both Teddy and Ben would be working together under his guidance. ‘Two trainees; it’s like they don’t want me to do my own job.’

Teddy felt Ben lean across towards him. ‘That wasn’t exactly the warmest welcome, was it? I feel like a bit of a spare part now.’

‘Yeah, sorry, I didn’t know me being here would cause any hassle,’ Teddy said. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

‘Why would you?’ Ben said. ‘If my mum could click her fingers and make things happen, I wouldn’t worry about it either.’

Teddy stared at him, taken aback by the insinuation that he would happily trample over someone else for his own gain. Just as he was about to defend himself, Ben swung round in his chair to face him.

‘You can call me Ben by the way,’ he whispered, holding his hand out. He gripped Teddy’s tightly as he shook it, oblivious to the offence he had just caused. ‘So, Teddy Marsh, what’s your deal?’

‘Nothing much to tell. I’m just here to learn.’

Teddy wasn’t going to give much away to the newcomer.

Ben’s neat eyebrows were raised as he observed Teddy’s reaction to his questioning.

‘Keeping your cards close to your chest, eh? You’re a bit of a dark horse already.’

‘I’m not a dark horse. I just want to keep my head down and get on with things.’

‘Don’t let me get in the way.’ He smiled at him. Teddy couldn’t help but notice the deep dimples which formed on his cheeks as he did. His eyes drifted across Ben’s handsome face. A light stubble accentuated his perfectly chiselled jawline. Irritated, Teddy turned his eyes back towards his own screen.

Almost an hour later, Teddy felt his stomach rumble as he finished the task Dylan had set. He glanced at the clock on his screen; thankfully it was almost time for lunch. He thought of the sandwich he had packed into his bag that morning and wished he had remembered to ask Dylan if there was a fridge he could store it in. He didn’t want to take it out in front of Dylan and Ben now. It would be less awkward to slip off and eat it in private where no one would notice.

‘I’ve got a lunch meeting, so you two can …’ Dylan didn’t bother finishing the sentence before grabbing his phone and leaving the office.

‘Do you have any plans?’ Ben asked.

‘I’m meeting my friend.’ Teddy didn’t know why he said it. The words had escaped him before he had even had a chance to think it through.

‘Cool. Well, I’m going to go and introduce myself to people. Get to know a few names, you know?’

‘You are?’ Teddy said, surprised by Ben’s plan to ingratiate himself.

‘Yeah, can’t do any harm to say hello and let people know I’m here to learn and help as much as I can.’

Teddy stood up and grabbed his bag. He felt ridiculous at having caught himself in an awkward lie while Ben planned to get to know their new colleagues. He should really have thought ahead like that. ‘I probably won’t be that long, so I’ll see you when I get back.’

He quickly made his way to the toilets. If he ate his food quickly he could be back within a few minutes and claim his friend had to cancel at the very last minute. Teddy slipped into an empty cubicle and locked the door. He pulled out the small lunch box and unwrapped the ham and cheese sandwich he had made himself. After a number of hours trapped in his bag it wasn’t in the freshest of states. He imagined his mum scowling at him for hiding away instead of making as much effort as Ben to integrate. He washed down the tasteless, moist sandwich with a gulp of warm water from the bottle at the bottom of his bag. This was not the way he imagined his first day going, but there was still time to turn it around. He left the cubicle and stood in front of the mirror. His jet black hair was messy, but in a way that looked intentional. He checked his teeth for any bits of food.

‘I think you got it all.’

Teddy jumped as Ben came into view behind him in the mirror.

‘Oh, yeah, just checking.’

Teddy could feel his ears burn as he watched Ben disappear into a cubicle without another word. ‘I think you got it all,’ he muttered to himself, frowning. He hurried back from the toilet to his desk, hoping to compose himself before Ben returned. It was a couple of minutes later when he realized that Ben was now talking to someone else halfway down the office. It was impossible to hear the conversation, but he was sure that they had both looked in his direction at least twice.

‘Sorry about that,’ Ben said as he sat back down in his chair a few minutes later. ‘I was just chatting to Manoj, do you know him?’

‘No, what does he—’

Teddy stopped talking as he realized Ben was grinning broadly at him.

‘Is something wrong?’ Teddy braced himself for questions about why he had decided to eat lunch alone in the toilets.

‘Not at all. I was just wondering how long you were going to keep it a secret that your mum is Elizabeth Marsh?’

Teddy felt an immediate tightness in his chest.

‘Oh, erm, it’s just not something I like to bring up.’

‘I should’ve known when Dylan mentioned your mum sorting your place here. You’re practically guaranteed a job.’

‘You can think that all you want. I’m here because I want to work and learn, same as you.’

Ben rolled his eyes. ‘Come on, they already forgot I was coming. I bet it didn’t happen to you. Did they forget to roll out the red carpet?’

‘You’ve got a lot to say for yourself.’

‘Hey, I’m just saying what other people are thinking. And yeah, I worked my ass off to get this chance and then find out they forgot about me on my first day. It’s not a great feeling.’

‘That’s not my fault,’ Teddy said. ‘You and the rest of them can think it all you want. As I said, I’m here to learn.’

‘As long as you know I’m here to get the job I want. At least I know I’m going into the competition as the underdog now.’

‘What? This isn’t a competition,’ Teddy said, but suddenly feeling less confident in his response, quickly added, ‘Is it?’

‘Unofficially, I guess. After the traineeship there’s usually a job. If there’s two of us, it’s likely one of us will be heading home unemployed. And I can’t let that happen.’

As far as Teddy had been concerned, this was nothing more than a chance to learn the ropes and experience life in the newsroom. Now here he was, in competition with someone he had just met, for a job he wasn’t even sure he wanted. It took every ounce of restraint not to leave his desk and phone his mum. He realized she hadn’t told him so that he would finally accept the offer.

Dylan seemed oblivious to any tension between the pair as he returned from his lunch meeting. At one point Teddy was sure he had almost forgotten that they were there altogether, only remembering to set them a task when one of his colleagues stopped by to introduce herself. Teddy was even more sure that he had heard a noise come from Ben’s direction when he had responded to her request to say hello to his mum for her. She had, at least, highlighted that she knew who he was in a more subtle manner. He could tolerate that if he had to. It was something of a relief when Dylan finally said that they both could call it a day.

‘Any plans for tonight?’ Ben asked, breaking the silence as they both stood waiting for the lift.

‘I’m just going to meet a couple of friends now. They work close by. What about you?’

‘That sounds nice. I’m just heading ho … back to my flat first and then going to a gig.’

‘Do you live alone?’

‘I just moved into a little studio. Nothing fancy. Are you planning to move into the city?’

‘No, I’ll stay at home in Northbridge and get the train in.’

The doors opened allowing a large group of people to push their way into the lift. They stood in silence until it reached the ground floor. As they made their way through the foyer Teddy spotted his best friends Shakeel and Lexie standing outside, deep in conversation.

‘Well, I’m heading this way. Bye,’ he said, turning to head in the opposite direction as quickly as possible without waiting for a response.

‘Come on, I need a drink,’ he said to the pair, glancing over his shoulder to confirm that Ben was still watching him.






Chapter Three

Arthur

THE ROOM WAS silent. It was as if nobody dared breathe in the seconds which followed.

It was done; he had said the words out loud, there was no taking them back now. He looked intently at his two children. Patrick stood up, shaking his head slowly.

‘Is there a punchline to this? I don’t get it.’

‘It’s true. Please can you sit, Patrick.’ Madeleine was soft-spoken, but they knew when she was serious. Anyone who had ever worked for her knew when Madeleine was not to be argued with. As she had requested, Patrick sat back down. Neither he nor Elizabeth looked in Arthur’s direction, instead directing their attention to Madeleine.

‘You knew about this?’ Elizabeth said.

‘I’ve known for a while, yes. That is not what is important here, though, this is about your father telling you something very personal.’

‘I think we have a right to know what the hell is going on and why you are tolerating this.’

‘No, Elizabeth, you don’t. All you need to know is that I am here beside your father and asking you to listen to and love him because he is still the same man. He is still your dad.’

Elizabeth put her head in her hands.

‘I cannot believe what I’m hearing. You’ve been married fifty years and you’re sitting there like he’s just told you that he forgot to buy milk.’

‘That’s enough,’ Arthur said. ‘Don’t start on your mother. She doesn’t deserve your anger.’

‘This isn’t anger. This is confusion,’ she said, before turning back to Madeleine. ‘You can come and stay at my house, Mum. Stay as long as you need to.’

‘I won’t be leaving my home, Elizabeth. And neither will your father.’

Patrick was silent, taking in every word, his hazel eyes darting between the two women like he was watching an intense Wimbledon final.

‘Can you say something? Why are you just sitting there mute as per usual? Talk some sense into her!’ Elizabeth shouted at her brother.

‘What am I supposed to do? We can’t force Mum to do anything she doesn’t want to do.’

Arthur could see his daughter was growing more and more frustrated. Her neck and the top of her chest were breaking out in a blotchy red rash.

‘Lizzie, please. Let me explain,’ he said, reaching out his right hand to touch her.

‘Don’t you dare Lizzie me. Don’t even touch me. I can’t believe this. Everything is just one big lie.’

‘I need you to understand that I never wanted to hurt any of you, especially your mum.’

‘Why now? What reason is possibly good enough to destroy the life you had? All of our lives.’

Arthur hesitated. There it was; the question he had been dreading the most. The answer he needed to get right more than any other he would give.

‘I couldn’t live another day not being who I am. I know … I know that will sound too simplistic and ridiculous to you, but I had to do this now.’

‘Had to? You didn’t have to do anything. Are you saying you’ve spent fifty years lying to yourself? To Mum?’

‘I wasn’t lying. I love your mum more than I can ever explain. She’s the best friend I’ve ever had. We’ve had an incredible life together and been blessed with both of you, but that doesn’t change who I am, who I have been my whole life.’

His voice was beginning to crack. He took a sip from the glass of water in front of him.

‘Is there someone else? Are you cheating on Mum? I swear to God, if—’

‘I’m not, I promise you that. I would never do that.’

‘So why? Why now? It doesn’t make any sense.’

‘I know it’s hard to get your head around, but I’m seventy-nine, you’re all grown-up and living your lives and I … well, I just couldn’t go on another day not being true to myself. To all of you.’

‘Bullshit. This is all for you. How could you do this to all of us? What am I supposed to tell the kids? Did you even stop to think about your grandchildren?’

‘Don’t speak for me or them, Elizabeth,’ Madeleine interjected. ‘I know what I’m doing. I understand you’re shocked and angry, but don’t be on my behalf. We grew up in different times. Your father did what he had to do and gave me the best life. You don’t get to stand in our house and judge him.’

‘None of this makes any sense. You’ve both lost your minds. I have to get out of here.’

‘Please, Elizabeth—’

‘No! I feel sick. I need to go. I feel like I can’t breathe.’

‘Don’t leave like this. I’m still your dad.’

‘Dad?!’ she repeated incredulously. ‘No, you’re not. Not anymore. I’d rather you were dead. You’re dead to me.’

‘Stop it, Lizzie,’ Patrick said, reaching out to her. She slapped away his hand.

‘I mean it. Stay away from me and stay away from my family.’

Without another word, Elizabeth pulled her jacket off the back of the chair and stormed from the room. Nobody spoke as they heard the front door bang shut, quickly followed by the sound of her car pulling out of the driveway.

‘Are you okay, Patrick?’ Arthur asked. ‘Is there anything you need to say or even ask?’

‘I’ve a lot of questions, but to be honest, I don’t really know where to start.’

‘That’s perfectly understandable. I’m here whenever you’re ready.’

‘Are you really both going to live here?’

‘Your mum has been very kind and said I can stay. We’re in separate rooms, but we’re getting used to the new arrangement.’

‘This is a lot to take in. I can’t believe this has all been going on and you’re both just sitting here with each other.’

‘We still love each other, Patrick,’ Madeleine said. ‘It’s a different kind of love, but hopefully one day you and Elizabeth will learn to understand that.’

Patrick stood up from his chair.

‘Maybe. Look, I’m sorry, I have to go. I … I just can’t do this right now.’

Madeleine squeezed Arthur’s hand as their son left the room. The night had gone as badly as he had feared.






Chapter Four

Teddy

TEDDY, SHAKEEL AND Lexie found themselves in a cute little pub near the office called the Mayflower. Once they had drinks, Teddy brought them up to speed on his first day. By the time he was finished, Lexie was smirking at him.

‘Come on, Teddy. I’ve only known you a few years and even I know this is classic you,’ she said.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘You assume someone is going to judge you for who you are and you make them the enemy before they even have a chance to show you who they are. You did the same thing when you met me, even though I’d no idea who your mother was!’

‘Not this time. This guy is so full of himself, making little remarks … you should have heard him. It’s not my fault they forgot to tell Dylan he was coming, is it?’

Teddy understood what Lexie was saying, but more often than not, he was right about people judging him. They didn’t need to remind him who his mum was or take the opportunity to grill him on his life choices just because she chose to write about hers.

‘Can you find this guy on Instagram?’ Lexie said, interrupting them. ‘I want to see if he’s hot.’

‘Not as hot as he probably thinks he is,’ Teddy said as he took the phone and typed in Ben’s name, instantly recognizing him in his profile picture. He clicked on it and scrolled through the few images he had shared.

‘Gimme a look then’ Lexie said, grabbing the phone back and beginning to browse through the profile.

‘Hmm. Lots of selfies. No family. No pets. Most importantly no boyfriend or girlfriend. I can only see one problem, I’m afraid.’

‘What?’

‘He’s obviously way out of your league.’

‘Excuse me, I thought I was going for a drink with my friends. Have you seen them?’

‘Look at him, Shak!’ Lexie said, thrusting the phone towards him.

Shakeel stared at the screen for just a couple of seconds before half-heartedly shrugging his shoulders. Teddy couldn’t help but grin at Shakeel having his back. If there was one person he could always rely on, it was Shakeel. Their friendship had only grown stronger as they entered their teenage years and both came to realize that they were gay. Confiding in each other had made those years tolerable, and when Shakeel left for university Teddy struggled as he found himself without his best friend. When Teddy’s dad passed away suddenly, Shakeel had made several serious offers to drop out of his first year and come back to support him. Teddy had shut down the very notion of him doing something so drastic, but it had meant the world to him, even if he didn’t know how to show it.

‘I think Teddy can do better,’ Shakeel said, as Teddy beamed back at him.

‘Oh come on, you don’t think he’s hot either?’ Lexie sighed. ‘There goes your opportunity for an office romance, Teddy.’

‘No chance. This guy is going to be a bloody nightmare to deal with, I can feel it.’

Teddy’s phone was vibrating. It was his mum. He wasn’t in the mood to talk to her right now so he stuffed it into his pocket.

‘Honestly, you pair, I want to bang your heads together. You’re twenty-one, get out there and start having some bloody fun!’

‘We’ve been through this, Lex.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Lexie teased. ‘I know. But why? Why couldn’t you just go home tonight, rip the Band-Aid off and just tell everyone you like guys?’

If only things could be that simple. He’d come close to having the coming-out conversation with his mum several times, but had always talked himself out of it. No one else could understand his justification for delaying it and God knows they had tried to on numerous occasions. But whether she intended to or not, Elizabeth put enormous pressure on her family to live up to her high expectations. She had frequently talked about longing for Teddy to bring home ‘a nice girl’ and even written multiple columns on her excitement about the thought of having grandchildren. Bringing home a boy he liked would only give her something else to write about.

Shakeel, on the other hand, had still only been on a handful of dates, much to Lexie’s disappointment. Despite all of his fears surrounding coming out, Shakeel’s family had been nothing but supportive, with both his mum and dad joining a local group to meet other LGBTQIA+ parents. The only time he heard Shakeel complain about them – much to Lexie’s amusement – was when his mum was pressuring him to meet a ‘nice, clever boy’. Shakeel and Lexie had met at university. Trusting Shakeel’s judgement of her as a friend, Teddy had also grown close to her during his frequent visits, so he was thrilled when she decided to move to the city for work. Despite encouragement from them both, though, Teddy still wasn’t ready to tell his mum he was gay, even if Shakeel’s experience had given him fresh hope.

‘Sorry, guys, I have to go. I’ve a few things to pick up before I go home,’ Shakeel said suddenly, jumping up from his seat. ‘I should be able to do something at the weekend if you still wanna see that movie?’

‘You’re on,’ Teddy said.

‘Great, it’s a date.’

‘It’s a what?’ Lexie laughed as the colour rose in Shakeel’s cheeks.

‘I didn’t mean … I just …’

‘I’m only messing, Shak. Does this mean I can tag along?’

‘Of course you can, right, Shak?’ Teddy said.

‘Uhm yeah … of course … just an expression,’ Shakeel stammered.

Lexie waited until Shakeel was out the door before turning to Teddy.

‘That guy needs to get laid. I know you both do, but it’s been nearly a year since Marcus.’

‘We don’t all have our own flat to do as we please, Lex.’

‘Yeah, because that’s what he’s waiting for.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean? What’s he waiting for?’

‘Nothing, I don’t know, I just think he needs to have some fun. Let loose. Both of you need to. Anyway, like I was saying, you’re going to go straight home to tell your Mum you’re gay and get this over and done with for all our sakes.’

It was just after 9 p.m. when Teddy climbed out of his taxi, still laughing at the prospect of following Lexie’s order of announcing his sexuality the minute he got home. There was no denying that it would be a quick and easy way of getting it over and done with. He could just walk in, blurt it out and head straight for the stairs. He gripped the door handle. ‘You can do this,’ he said to himself. ‘It’s only a few words.’

He pushed the handle down and stepped into the brightly lit hallway. The moment he walked in he knew that the words would never leave his mouth in such a situation. Lexie was just going to have to wait a little longer.

‘Hello, I’m home.’ He hung his jacket on the coat rack inside the entrance hall.

‘I’m in here,’ Eleanor shouted from the living room. The TV was on, but she was glued to her phone. She was three years older than him and the eldest of the three siblings.

‘Still nothing from Mum?’ Teddy asked as he stood in the doorway. He had expected her to be back from his grandparents’ house by now.

‘Not a word. I thought she might text to put us out of our misery. The longer she’s there, the more worried I am.’

‘I know, I was really trying not to dwell on it today. I didn’t want to overthink it and then find out it’s nothing.’

‘We’ll just have to wait and deal with whatever it is when we know more,’ Eleanor said. ‘Anyway, how was day one at Elizabeth Marsh HQ?’

‘Don’t even joke! Everyone knew who I was as soon as I walked in the door. And I’m stuck working with this know-it-all who hates me already.’

‘Just be on your best behaviour. You know mum has eyes and ears all over that place. She’ll know what you’re doing before you’ve even done it.’

The thought of it made his stomach churn. This was exactly what Lexie didn’t truly understand. As much as he loved his mum, he now felt like he had walked into a perfectly set trap. This was exactly why he had turned down the offer of help several times. He’d only caved and accepted it after another day of applying for jobs he knew he didn’t really want. With Shakeel and Lexie both enjoying their new careers, he didn’t want to be left behind any longer.

‘She’s home!’ Evangelina shouted from the upstairs landing, making both him and Eleanor jump. Their younger sister came bounding down the stairs, pulling on her fluffy pink dressing gown as she did.

‘Has she texted either of you?’

‘No, we’ve heard nothing at all.’

The three of them stood waiting in the entrance hall, exchanging concerned glances as they heard the car door slam shut.

The front door swung open as their mother walked in and spotted her welcoming committee.

The streaks of mascara down her face failed to hide her red and blotchy cheeks.

‘Mummy? Are you okay? Come on, sit down,’ Eleanor said, rushing forward. ‘Teddy, grab a chair.’ Teddy didn’t move. His mum was shaking her head.

‘It’s fine, it’s fine. I don’t need to sit down.’

‘What’s going on? Is something wrong with Nan or Grandad?’

She gave a small, hoarse laugh, her throat struggling to produce any kind of sound.

‘After all these years. You think you know someone.’

‘Mum, please, you’re not making any sense. What’s wrong? Is it Grandad Arthur?’

‘I never want to hear that man’s name in this house again. You won’t talk to him. You won’t see him.’

‘Why? What’s he done?’ Teddy asked.

‘Your grandfather has decided that after fifty years of marriage he’s just had enough.’

‘What? That doesn’t make any sense. Why would he do that?’

‘Well, that’s the best bit,’ she said, her eyes widening. ‘He’s decided to tell us that he’s … that he’s gay.’

Teddy stood frozen to the spot. He felt completely numb. All connection between his brain and body had been lost. In every potential coming-out scenario he had run through in his head over the last few years, the one thing he had not accounted for was the possibility of being beaten to it by his grandad.






Chapter Five

Arthur

ARTHUR WOKE WITH a start. Luna stared at him; her blue eyes closing again as he reached out and stroked her. She purred softly, snuggling down so that her head rested on his knee. He’d dozed off in the large armchair at some point, he couldn’t be sure when. Time seemed to have become meaningless since Elizabeth had stormed from the house hours earlier. Madeleine, once she had stopped crying, had stayed with him in the lounge for a while, but had since gone upstairs to bed. She had insisted that he should do the same thing, but he knew there was no point. He’d be fine here, especially now that Luna had come to join him.

Every so often he drifted off, Luna’s soft purring helping to ease him into the lightest of sleeps. They didn’t last long. Images of Elizabeth’s disgusted face would cause him to sit up with a jolt. Her angry words echoed in his ears. The still silence of the darkness only served to make each one sound louder as he replayed them over and over again. He had known it was going to be difficult, but no amount of running through the moment in his head had prepared him for her reaction.

Madeleine made every effort to try and coax Arthur out of the house in the days after the dinner.

‘Why don’t you come with me and help out?’ she suggested hopefully. She had been volunteering at the local food bank for the last ten years. But Arthur wasn’t going to leave the house. If he did, it was guaranteed to be the moment the phone rang. He sat in the same armchair closest to the landline telephone. His mobile sat on the small table beside it. He only reluctantly left the chair to go to the bathroom or to the kitchen to eat.

‘I’ve got something for you,’ Madeleine said, setting a bag down on the table beside him.

Intrigued, Arthur opened it up and pulled out the magazine inside. It was a copy of a magazine called Gay Life. He had seen it in the newsagent’s before when browsing the magazines. He felt his cheeks burn as he opened it to a page featuring an attractive male model wearing only a pair of tight briefs.

‘Don’t worry, there are articles in there for you to read, not just pictures of men in their pants.’ Madeleine grinned.

‘You didn’t have to do this,’ Arthur said, setting the magazine down. ‘Thank you. I don’t think I’d ever be brave enough to buy this for myself.’

‘You won’t have to. I’ve bought you a subscription.’

Arthur could feel his eyes begin to fill with tears. He had never allowed himself to imagine the most perfect scenario of having Madeleine’s support while he navigated living as an out gay man.

‘I don’t know what I did to deserve you, Madeleine Edwards. You’ve been there at two of the hardest moments of my life and here you are still standing by me. You know I have no regrets about our incredible life together, don’t you?’

‘I know, Arthur. It doesn’t matter what anyone else says or thinks. I know that you saved me from a life I didn’t want and I’ll be forever grateful.’

With tears in their eyes, Arthur took Madeleine by the hand and brought her to her feet. She rested her head on his shoulder and he held her tight.

Later that afternoon, the telephone finally did ring. In his rush to answer it, Arthur knocked over his glass of water. He had drifted off in the armchair with the magazine open on his lap.

‘Hello, hello, Arthur Edwards speaking,’ he said, grabbing the receiver.

‘Grandad. It’s Teddy.’

The crushing disappointment that it was neither Patrick nor Elizabeth on the other end of the line was quickly replaced by delight at hearing from his grandson.

‘Teddy, it’s so good to hear from you.’

‘I’m sorry it’s taken me all week to get in touch. Are you okay?’

‘I’ve had better weeks. Does your mum know you’re calling?’

‘No, not that it matters. Look, I just wanted to check you’ll be at home tomorrow. I’m going to come round.’

‘Are you sure that’s a good idea? Your mum won’t be happy.’

‘Don’t be silly, Grandad. Just don’t mention it to anyone and I’ll see you and Nan tomorrow.’

Teddy’s call was short, but it meant the world to Arthur. His grandson had made contact and was planning to visit. He wouldn’t do that if he was angry, would he? Arthur shook his head. No. He’d sounded concerned about him. Elizabeth would be furious if she found out. He might be twenty-one, but Teddy did still live under her roof. There were twenty-four hours before Teddy would be there though; a lot could happen between now and then.

‘Maybe Elizabeth will come with Teddy,’ Arthur said to Madeleine as they discussed the impending visit. She nodded along in silence, clearly not wanting to commit to the theory.

‘I have to go into town, would you come with me?’

Madeleine had taken the opportunity of good news to spring the idea of having him join her as she ran several errands. He knew it was intentional, but it didn’t matter.

‘Let me just put on the call divert in case Lizzie calls the landline.’

Arthur and Madeleine had lived in Northbridge their whole lives. They had considered leaving in the early days of their marriage, but the death of Madeleine’s younger sister in a car accident had put an end to that conversation. Her parents, William and Alice, were never quite the same after Gracie’s death. The birth of their granddaughter, Elizabeth, had helped, but as the years went by, Arthur and Madeleine’s dream of escaping the clutches of the town faded away. That wasn’t to say they hadn’t had a happy life in Northbridge; they would both greatly dispute that. Arthur kept his distance from his own parents, but they were still a part of Elizabeth and Patrick’s lives until they both passed away in the early 1980s. It was only over the last month that Arthur had been thinking about his parents more frequently.

Arthur sighed as they drove past the old town hall. ‘You are nothing like your father,’ Madeleine reassured him. ‘For a start, you would accept Elizabeth and Patrick no matter who they loved.’

Arthur knew in his heart that this was true, but the older he got the more he considered the position he had put his father in almost sixty years ago. Madeleine knew what was going on his head without him needing to say a word.

‘Stop dwelling on it, Arthur. You know, even back then, that you would never have done what that man did. It was beyond cruel.’

Even now, Madeleine was still thinking the best of him.

He watched out the window as they drove through town. Friday afternoons had always been busy in Northbridge. The weekly farmer’s market wasn’t as big as it used to be, but it still brought crowds to town. They pulled into a parking space outside the butcher’s. Every Friday, Madeleine would visit and collect her order of meat for the weekend. The great-grandson of the man who had served their parents owned it now. Northbridge was built on businesses handed down over the generations. Arthur was guilty of it himself, having retired and handed the reins of the company he had inherited and expanded to Patrick. Arthur watched from the car as several people stopped Madeleine in the street to say hello. Every so often he was convinced that someone would walk past the car and stare at him for longer than they should have. Madeleine emerged just a couple of minutes later carrying two large bags of meat.

‘I got young Henry to give me some pork chops. We could see if Teddy wants to stay for tea,’ she explained, setting the bags carefully on the back seat.

They drove to the other end of town, parking as close to the newsagent’s as possible.

Arthur hesitated when Madeleine asked him to come in with her, but before he could talk himself out of it, he had unbuckled his seat belt and stepped out of the car. He didn’t even know why he felt nervous. It wasn’t like he was front page news or suddenly had a flashing rainbow sign above his head. He was just Arthur; the same person people had always known. He followed Madeleine as they entered the large shop. She left him browsing the shelves of brightly coloured books as she went to use the post office at the back of the shop. He hadn’t ever been much of a reader. He had found himself listening to one of Madeleine’s audiobooks one night and discovered how much he enjoyed the experience. Now he relied upon her recommendations and help to add new books to his mobile. Arthur moved on to the large display of magazines.

Photos of celebrities he didn’t recognize lined the shelves. In the past he had found himself learning names he would see on the covers just to repeat them back to a bewildered Elizabeth.

‘How on earth did you hear about that?’ she would exclaim when he mentioned a scandal that he knew absolutely nothing more about. It was always worth it to see her kick off a fifteen-minute monologue about the celebrity and the chain of events which had led to the latest dramatic headlines. She would typically end by insisting that she was only casually following whatever was going on, just in case she needed to reference it in her latest column. The same issue of Gay Life which now sat in his living room was staring back at him. He still couldn’t believe Madeleine had come in and bought it for him. His eyes widened as he saw another magazine with the words THE SEX ISSUE emblazoned across the cover, protecting the modesty of three seemingly naked men.

‘Anything else you’d like to get while we’re here?’

‘Oh no, no, nothing at all,’ Arthur said, spinning round to see Madeleine beside him. ‘Did you get everything sorted?’

‘All taken care of. It was Cicely’s granddaughter who served me – you know, the one who lives in that new development – she was asking after you.’

‘Really? Why? Did she know something?’ Arthur felt a sudden flutter in his stomach.

‘No, nothing, she was just being friendly. Nobody knows anything, Arthur.’

Just as they were about to leave the shop, the door swung open. Elizabeth stepped inside and let it close behind her before she noticed that her parents were standing right in front of her. Without as much as a word, she turned in her high black heels and reached for the handle again.

‘Lizzie, please!’ Arthur called after her. ‘Don’t walk out on us.’

‘I’m walking out on you, not Mum.’

‘Then talk to her. You’re hurting your mother for no reason.’

Elizabeth looked directly at him. She pulled off her large black sunglasses; her eyes wide and filled with fury.

‘I’m hurting Mum? You’ve got some nerve to stand there and say that to me. I don’t know why she is walking around with you like everything is totally normal, but I won’t be joining in this charade.’

‘Please don’t do this here, Lizzie,’ Madeleine whispered, glancing around the shop to make sure no one was paying attention.

‘Why not? If Dad wants to rip this family apart to be whoever he thinks he is, shouldn’t he be proud of that?’

She threw her hands in the air and raised her voice. ‘Hi, everybody, have you all met my father, stalwart of the community, Mr Arthur Edwards, newly out of the closet and ready to live his own life!’

She stormed from the shop, slamming the door behind her. Arthur and Madeleine stood in shocked silence. Arthur heard a small cough behind him and looked round to see Cicely’s granddaughter, her perfectly manicured eyebrows raised so high that they threatened to leave her forehead. There was nothing he could say or do; they both knew his secret would be town gossip within the hour.
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