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      ‘This isn’t an all-inclusive resort, you know,’ barked the dinner supervisor as she caught me attempting to smuggle a couple of extra bread rolls into my handbag from the stack at the end of the counter.

      ‘They’re for a lesson on the Irish famine.’ I attempted to style it out, painfully aware that our exchange was attracting the attention of a gaggle of sniggering Year Eleven boys. I’d never live it down if they found out that this was a particularly pathetic attempt at economising as part of my mission to boost the funds in my savings account, which was optimistically labelled ‘House deposit’. The introduction of free meals for teachers had been the school’s way of compensating us for the fact that we’d not had a pay rise in three years. Naturally, we’d all have preferred the pay rise, but if free food was on offer, I was determined to make the most of it. Unfortunately, it seemed that the dinner supervisor had other ideas.

      She looked back at me, the withering expression in her eyes enough to make the boldest sixth former want their mum. When she was certain that I was pinned to the spot by her gaze, she glanced across at the counter, making it clear what she wanted me to do.

      ‘Sorry,’ I muttered, putting the bread rolls back, and scurrying away to the teachers’ table at the far end of the canteen, the laugher of the Year Elevens following me across the room.

      ‘Surely living on stale bread from school isn’t going to make that much difference to you getting on the property ladder, Freya?’ said Leila, grinning at my sheepish expression as I sat down opposite her.

      I tried to signal to my work bestie to stop, but it was already too late. Her comment had been overheard by my head of department, Mr Rhys, a man who had an opinion on absolutely everything and liked to give it, even if he hadn’t been asked. When he was around, I lived in a confusing state of fear and irritation, which didn’t exactly make for a relaxing working environment.

      ‘Still struggling to buy a place, Miss Hutchinson?’ he said, the words muffled by the cottage pie which he was chewing. ‘Perhaps if you gave up the avocado toast and fancy coffees you wouldn’t find it such a challenge. Young people these days have all their priorities wrong. I was onto my second property by the time I was your age.’ He shook his fork in my direction as he emphasised his point, bits of half-chewed mince dropping from his mouth onto the table as he spoke.

      I fought so hard to stop my eyes rolling at his comment that they went watery. Had he seen house prices nowadays? By my calculations, it would take me approximately twenty-seven years of no coffees to get a deposit together by that means alone, by which time, of course, the goalposts would have changed again. And had he any idea how difficult it was saving anything at all when most of my wages went on overpriced rent and bills?

      ‘I’m allergic to avocados,’ I said in lieu of the angry speech I was too cowardly to deliver.

      ‘How’s your wife, Mr Rhys? And her family? They own that soft furnishings chain, don’t they?’ said Leila, sending the ghost of a wink in my direction.

      ‘She’s very well, thank you for asking,’ replied my boss, apparently unable to put two and two together to realise that the main reason he’d been onto his second property at the same stage in life as me was because he’d married an heiress. He then went on to tell us in great detail about his latest trip to the holiday home they owned on the coast. It seemed spectacularly unfair that some people had more than one property when I was still struggling to graduate beyond a rented room in a shared house.

      I concentrated hard on my food so I didn’t say something I’d regret later. Overbearing as my boss was, I had to keep him on side. He kept dropping hints about creating a new role of Deputy Head of Department, a position I sometimes let myself daydream about in more confident moments. I probably didn’t stand a chance of getting it, but it would be good to have the recognition of my hard work, and the very modest pay rise which would go along with the title.

      Mr Rhys carried on pontificating about his favourite theme of the falling standards of youth as he moved onto his second course of jelly and ice cream, both of which were such lurid colours that it didn’t bode well for the hyperactivity levels of our pupils this afternoon. Then at last he finished his meal and went off to supervise detention, leaving Leila and me with the table to ourselves.

      ‘I thought you were going to pour your water over his head when he started going on about “young people these day”,’ said Leila with a laugh. ‘Does he realise that he’s a walking, talking cliché?’

      ‘He’s never been particularly good at reading between the lines. He genuinely thinks it’s as easy as going to a mortgage adviser, asking for a loan, then collecting the keys of your dream home, whereas the last appointment I had, the guy struggled to keep a straight face while he was reviewing my application. Apparently I’m a “risk”. Never mind that I pay nearly twice in rent what I would on a mortgage, my lack of a megabucks deposit means that they don’t think I could afford one. It’s so frustrating. I spend all my time urging the kids to dream big, and telling them that if they work hard, they can achieve whatever they want. But I’m beginning to feel like I’m lying to them.’

      ‘You’ll get there one day,’ said Leila, unconvincingly.

      ‘Yes, but will it be before it’s time for me to move into a care home? That’s the real question. I swear every time I search on Rightmove, they add another zero on the end of the prices. I’m just grateful the school Wi-Fi won’t let me on the site anymore as it’s getting too depressing for words.’

      Leila scraped some of her excess chips onto my plate.

      ‘Have these to cheer you up. You know what you need? Something to take your mind off it all. When it’s meant to be, it will happen, trust me. And in the meantime, why don’t you allow yourself to have some fun and join me and the gang for the pub quiz tonight? We’re celebrating surviving the first week back.’

      I ate one of the chips and winced at the amount of vinegar Leila had doused it in.

      ‘I really shouldn’t,’ I said, the smug mortgage adviser’s face appearing before me as I remembered how high his eyebrows had risen as he’d read through my bank statements. It had been humiliating having to justify every tiny transaction, and he’d not even cracked a smile when I’d hastily explained that some money which Leila had transferred to me under the jokey reference ‘Hookers and poor decisions’ had actually been dosh she owed me for a Boxercise class we’d mistakenly signed up for. He had strongly implied that I needed to rein in my spending still further, which was going to be tough given that I spent most of my life behaving like a miserly hermit. But if I kept on turning down invitations to social events, people would eventually stop issuing them. I couldn’t sacrifice everything in my life for a potentially unattainable dream.

      Leila caught the note of hesitancy in my voice. ‘Come on, it’ll do you good to get out. And it’s a decent prize – a free meal – so it’s practically an investment. Besides, we could do with your expertise on the team. We’re got music and sport covered, but your general trivia knowledge will be a great help.’

      ‘And there was me thinking it was my company you were after.’ I laughed. ‘Go on then, anything to delay returning to my current hovel. The pub will be heated, right?’

      ‘Tell me you’re not rationing the heating too? I know it costs a bloody fortune and you might as well be burning actual money for warmth, but it was minus two this morning, Freya. You’ll only make yourself ill if you don’t put it on.’

      I sighed. ‘For once, this wasn’t my decision. Our landlord has the thermostat in his part of the house, and he’s seemingly completely impervious to the cold. He wandered into the kitchen the other morning dressed only in shorts and asked why the rest of us all had three jumpers on apiece. I’m seriously considering starting to wear a woolly hat indoors.’

      Leila pulled a face. ‘I imagine semi-naked Steve was enough to put everyone off their breakfast.’ She checked her watch. ‘Right, I’m going to have to love you and leave you. The Year Seven netball tournament is calling. Pray for me. See you at The Taps later.’

      I had my own challenge to face in the form of the Year Nine boys, who’d clearly all been given cans of extremely pungent body spray for Christmas and had applied it liberally. I made a mental note to warn my colleagues in the Chemistry department. If they lit a Bunsen burner around these lads, the whole school would be going up in smoke. The boys were in their usual ebullient mood, sniggering at in-jokes and trying to wind me up by moving their desks forward an inch every time I turned my back on them to write on the whiteboard. I pretended to be oblivious of their tricks and distracted them with a lively discussion on women’s suffrage. When the bell eventually rang to mark the end of the day, there were several more Emmeline Pankhurst fans in the room, but I was exhausted from the effort and fantasising about collapsing in a heap in a darkened room.

      Leila caught me trying to sneak from the staff room to the bicycle racks so I could ride straight home.

      ‘Oh no you don’t,’ she said. ‘All work and no play makes Freya’s friends sad for her. Come on. You’ll feel better once we’ve beaten the team from the posh PR firm down the road. I swear I spotted them using Google at the last quiz. It’s time they faced their comeuppance.’

      She looped her arm through mine and marched me around the corner to The Taps, the perfect venue for our little gang of teachers because it was too close to school for the sixth formers to dare venture in, and too new for the more traditional members of staff to bother with.

      She waved cheerily at the barman. ‘G&Ts all round, please, Rog. And make them doubles. We deserve it after the week we’ve had. My treat,’ she insisted as I started to protest.

      The quiz turned out to be a lot harder than I’d expected and it definitely brought out my competitive side. Our team hunched together in the corner, fierce whispers going back and forth as the answer paper filled up and the pile of empty glasses grew larger.

      While we were in the middle of a passionate debate over whether it was the first or second Harry Potter book where Harry and Ron crashed a car into a Whomping Willow, Leila seized my arm and pointed at the next table.

      ‘The PR posh boys are at it again. Look at that guy on the bar stool Googling away on his mobile phone. Could he be any more obvious? Pathetic.’

      ‘I’ll go and have a word,’ I said, the combination of a double gin and tonic with a day of dealing with naughty schoolkids giving me an unaccustomed sense of self-confidence. I was in no mood to mess around.

      ‘Freya, don’t…’ hissed Leila as I strode across.

      I stood in front of the man and cleared my throat. ‘Hand it over,’ I said, fully in teacher mode. In fact, I only just managed to stop myself from telling him he should do his top button up and comb his hair so he didn’t look like he’d just got out of bed.

      He was so startled he started to do as instructed, before he caught himself.

      ‘I beg your pardon? Are you accusing me of cheating in the quiz? Because I certainly was not. I was checking my emails and…oh my goodness, Hutch, is it you?’

      Ηe rose from his seat, his face breaking into a huge grin. The smile was unmistakable, even though the last time I’d seen it its owner had been a gangly pre-teen, certainly not the stubbly, broad-shouldered man who stood before me now. But there was still that slight awkwardness in his tall frame, and his brown eyes were as warm and sparkling as they used to be – eyes full of mischief, our teachers always used to say, generally followed by an indulgent smile. Always mischief, never malice.

      ‘Charlie Humphries, I don’t believe it!’ There was a catch in my voice when I greeted him. It had been far too long since we’d spoken, and it was strange to hear my childhood nickname spoken in a resonant bass when the last time I’d heard him call me it his voice had been a ringing treble. I fought the urge to reach out and grasp his hand to check that he was real, and not a figment of my imagination. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you got a job in London after you finished travelling.’

      I felt a pang of nostalgia for the rose-tinted past when the pair of us had been so inseparable that I was frequently mistaken for his actual twin sister. When I’d had to move away because my mum got a new job, it had felt like the end of the world, but despite our grand vows to remain best friends no matter what, the pressures of distance and new friendship groups had meant we’d drifted apart, until as adults we’d become mere acquaintances who only kept in touch by following each other on social media. Our interactions on there were so rare that the algorithms didn’t even bother showing me updates about him anymore.

      ‘London? No thanks,’ said Charlie. ‘That’s my sister’s domain. I love visiting her there, but I’m always happy to jump back on the train to Yorkshire. Having done more than my fair share of country hopping, I can confidently say there’s no place like God’s own county. What are you up to nowadays? How have things been?’

      I laughed. ‘I think I’d probably be better off answering the first question rather than the second. If you’re wanting the full lowdown on how things have been since we were kids, we might be here all night. I’m teaching history, and working at the school down the road. My folks moved back too when they took early retirement. How about you? Are you working in PR now?’

      Charlie looked confused.

      I gestured at the blokes who were braying with laughter at the table near him, slapping each other on the back with pleasure at the dodgy addition one of them had scrawled on the photo of some poor woman in the picture round.

      Charlie pulled a face. ‘You think I’m with those guys? Thankfully not. I didn’t realise when I came in here to drown my sorrows that it was quiz night and by the time I did, I’d already got a drink, and this was the only place left to sit. No, I run my own agency, doing all the social media for various local businesses. I suppose it’s PR of a sort, but I like to think it’s a different art, more about engaging with customers on their level, and helping them to see the real people behind the brands. I can be creative and have some fun with it.’

      ‘Wow, good for you. How amazing to run your own business and be your own boss.’

      ‘You’d think,’ he said, looking suddenly downcast. I thought of his throwaway comment that he’d come in here to drown his sorrows and wondered if I should ask him more. But before I could say anything, Leila came across waving the answer sheet towards us.

      ‘Hello hello, who’s this then? And why is he distracting you from the serious task of winning our dinner?’

      Charlie held his hand out. ‘I’m Charlie, and I used to be Freya’s partner in crime. We were next to each other in the register at primary school thanks to our surnames, and we became known as Hutch and Humph…’

      ‘…The Terrible Twosome,’ I finished off for him with a laugh.

      Leila raised an eyebrow. ‘Freya as part of a “Terrible Twosome”? Now that I would love to hear more about. You must come and join us, Humph, and tell us all Freya’s dark secrets so we can use them to blackmail her when she eventually becomes headteacher.’

      I pulled a face at my friend’s generous ambition for me. Leila swiped her hand in the air as if brushing away my doubts. ‘She’s going to get there one day, sooner than she believes,’ she told Charlie. ‘Right, you look like the kind of guy who could contribute some useful knowledge to a quiz team. Ringers are always welcome. Better than Googling like the PR poshos, anyway.’

      ‘I don’t want to intrude,’ said Charlie.

      ‘You wouldn’t be intruding,’ I hurried to reassure him, not wanting him to disappear off so soon after we had been reunited. ‘It would be nice to catch up. And trust me, once Leila’s got an idea into her head, there’s no saying no to her.’

      ‘Hello, Pot, this is the Kettle calling you black,’ retorted Leila. ‘Come on, Charlie, I think your speciality might be the music round, and that’s up next.’

      We settled back around our table and as Leila had predicted, Charlie turned out to have an excellent ear for song artists and an encyclopaedic knowledge of the years in which certain singles were hits. But although he seemed to be enjoying himself, I couldn’t help worrying about his reason for coming to the pub in the first place. It might be several years since we’d last spent time together, but I still cared for my old friend and wanted him to be happy.

      When the last round had been marked and the results announced – despite Leila’s protestations that they’d been cheating, we missed out on first place to the PR boys – I finally had the opportunity to ask Charlie what was up.

      ‘Penny for ’em,’ I said, echoing the phrase we had adopted as children from my grandfather, Arthur. He’d encountered us looking glum once while we were staring at our maths homework wondering why we had to learn how to do long division. We’d perked up no end when we thought he’d been offering us actual money for our thoughts, and bless him, he had then proved his status as Best Granddad Ever by giving us a shining pound coin each as he chuckled and told us not to worry too much about long division, we’d either get there eventually or a calculator would help us out in a mathematical crisis.

      Charlie smiled as I reminded him of the story. ‘Maybe if I’d saved that pound instead of spending it on sweets, then it would have started a habit which would hold me in good stead now. It’s nothing serious, definitely not life or death, but I guess it’s the death of a dream I’ve been nurturing.’ He sighed. ‘I was turned down for a loan today. Well, a mortgage actually. I’ve done everything I should have; I’ve moved back home with my parents so I could save a deposit, I have more than two years of books from my business proving that I have a regular income, but apparently it’s not enough. The guy actually had the cheek to say it would be easier to get a mortgage if I was applying for it as part of a couple. Let me tell you, it’s a bit harder to become part of a couple when you’re living at home and your mum and dad are there quizzing a date about her prospects and ambitions over breakfast.’

      ‘Tell me about it. I’m in a similar position, not living at home but…’

      ‘Don’t let her get started again,’ said Leila. ‘Freya, I love you very much, but you’ll admit it yourself that you can be a bit of a stuck record about the house thing. Don’t encourage her, Charlie.’

      ‘I know exactly how Freya feels,’ said Charlie. ‘It’s a tough situation to be in. It makes me feel like I’ve stalled somewhere along the route to being a proper grown-up.’

      I nodded in agreement.

      ‘You should be like me and acquire some relatives with more money than emotional intelligence so they try to purchase your affection in the form of a grace-and-favour one-bedroom flat,’ said Leila. ‘Not that I’m bitter about my family’s complete indifference to me as a human being, of course. Or failing that, do what that mortgage bloke told you, Charlie,’ she suggested. ‘You used to be the Terrible Twosome, why don’t you and Freya buy a house together? Cheers.’ And with that, she clinked her very full glass against our empty ones, downed her drink and disappeared off to the loo.

      ‘I think Leila might have had a few extra shots in between rounds,’ I said quietly to Charlie.

      ‘We did get married in the playground at school. Maybe it’s not such a foolish suggestion.’ He paused, keeping his expression completely straight. Then I saw the corner of his mouth twitching and he winked at me, making it very clear that he was joking.

      We both laughed at the idea. Charlie checked his watch. ‘Right, I should probably be going. It may not be a school night for you, but it is for me. I’ve got a side hustle showing people around houses for a local estate agent. It helps the savings, plus it means I get to hear about properties I won’t be able to buy before they even come on the market.’

      He leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. ‘See you later, Hutch. It’s been great catching up. Let’s not leave it so long next time, eh?’
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      By the time I’d got Leila safely back home – it took all of my persuasive abilities to stop her singing en route – and cycled back to my house, it was well past midnight. I cursed as I tried to get my key in the lock, the struggle more due to the fact that the outside light was broken again than to the G&Ts I’d consumed earlier in the evening. Although our landlord Steve lived on the premises, and was personally affected by the things which needed fixing, he still never went ahead and actually sorted them out. I’d even gone so far as to present him with a neatly itemised list, the required fixes colour-coded in order of priority, but he’d spilled his tea on it, probably deliberately, and that was the last of that.

      I went into the kitchen and cursed yet again as I realised that one of my housemates had left the sink full of washing up and the fridge door wide open. I fought the urge to tidy up. Although I was itching to make everything spick and span, if I carried on doing it, everyone else would be even less likely to bother pulling their weight. It was about time the rest of the household stopped assuming it was my responsibility because I was the only female.

      I heaved my heavy bag of marking into my bedroom and started getting ready for bed. It had been a long day and I was more than ready to crash out. As I brushed my hair I thought about the encounter with Charlie. It had been good to see him again. And it was reassuring to know that I wasn’t the only person in this situation. He was lucky that he could move back home to save up. My parents had downsized into a development exclusively for over-55s, and it was quite a while until I’d fulfil that criteria.

      I turned off the main light and then got into bed, pulling my two duvets up and hugging my three hot water bottles to me in the vain hope that my nest would remain cosy enough for me to get a good night’s sleep. Steve was too stingy for double-glazing, and the only place my bed could fit in the room was right underneath the windowsill, exactly where the worst of the draughts were. But despite the unwanted air-conditioning, I still managed to fall asleep pretty quickly thanks to the sheer exhaustion which came from a long day dealing with unruly teenagers.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start a couple of hours later to the terrifying realisation that I was no longer alone in my room. Despite the light from the street lamps which was seeping through the thin curtains, I couldn’t make out whose silhouette I could see against my wardrobe doors. But I could hear the sound of their heavy breathing, and I could smell the thick stench of their body odour mixed with a beery vapour. I lay frozen in position, too terrified to even draw breath. What should I do? I knew I’d locked the front door when I came in, but the guys weren’t always diligent about it. The house was in a studenty area of Leeds, slightly cheaper to rent because of it, but it meant that it was an attractive prospect for burglars looking for easy pickings and rooms full of gadgets and expensive tech. We’d avoided any incidents so far, but now it seemed our luck had run out. Was my room their first target? Or had they already ransacked the rest of the house?

      The floor creaked as the intruder moved a step closer to the bed. And that’s when my imagination went into overdrive. What if this wasn’t a thief after a laptop, but an attacker after something much worse? However thick my duvets might be, they wouldn’t do much good against someone armed with a weapon. If I screamed, would any of my housemates pay attention to it? And if they did, would they have time to react before the intruder lunged towards me? Were they even at home to hear my call for help? My phone was on the other side of the room, plugged in to charge, so there was no way I could dial 999, even if I could remember what you’re meant to do on a silent call to alert the authorities that you’re not a prankster but actually someone in need of help.

      The intruder took another step closer, then the mattress groaned as he sat down on the end of the bed. I swallowed the bile which was rising in my throat. Every receptor in my body was on high alert, my limbs clenched in horrified reaction. I knew I needed to move, to get away and find safety, but sheer terror paralysed me, the stuff of nightmares come to life in horrifying reality. In slow motion I saw the shadow of his arm as he reached towards me, rough fingers pulling at the duvets which I was gripping up to my chin.

      ‘Freya,’ said the intruder, his slurry voice growing closer as he started to lean towards me.

      The proximity of his face to mine finally gave me the impetus to get moving. With a strangled yelp I let go of the duvets and thrust the base of my hand upwards. I’m not sure what it came into contact with, but it gave him enough of a shock to make him let out a cry and move a vital inch back. I leaped up and grabbed the nearest thing to hand which happened to be one of my hot water bottles and thumped it against my attacker’s back before I thudded to the floor and stumbled over to the door.

      ‘Freya, whadyadoin, isssme, Theve,’ groaned the intruder.

      I jabbed my elbow against the light switch, my hand on the doorknob ready to make my escape. As light flooded the room, my eyes processed what my ears had failed to register. My landlord Steve was sprawled on the bed, his hand pressed against his cheek, which if I’m not very much mistaken had the imprint of my palm on it.

      ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, Steve?’ I yelled, my fear morphing from stranger danger into a different kind of horror.

      ‘Sorry, wrong room,’ he stuttered.

      ‘Wrong room? Do you really expect me to fall for that blatant lie?’ I yelled, the adrenalin giving an unexpected power to my voice. ‘Your room is on the top floor and funnily enough is way nicer than my ground-floor dive. There’s no way you could mistake the two.’

      He let out an indeterminable jumble of sounds, none of which sounded like an apology. He was obviously completely rat-arsed, but that was still no excuse for what he’d done. He wasn’t saying it, but I could add together the late-night visit to my room and his attempt to sit on my bed for what it was – a booze-inspired attempt at a booty call. And that was putting it nicely. I wracked my brains trying to remember if I’d done anything at all that might have given him the wrong impression that I might be the vaguest bit interested in him that way. And then I gave myself a stern telling off for allowing my mind to go in that direction. Even if I’d been playing the ultra-flirt the entire time I’d lived in his house, it still gave him no right to come into my bedroom uninvited and try something on. It was disgusting, predatory behaviour, and I was well within my rights to summon the police. I told him as much, summoning the confidence of my inner teacher to keep the wobble out of my voice. It had an instantly sobering effect on him.

      ‘Please don’t, Frey-Frey,’ he pleaded. If he thought he was going to win his way back into my good books by abbreviating my name in a ridiculous manner, he was very much mistaken. Then he added something which made my heart start beating even faster. ‘Not again.’

      So this wasn’t the first time he’d played a trick like this.

      ‘Get. Out.’ I over-enunciated the words, so that even his booze-addled brain could understand them, then I pulled the door wide open and gestured to him to be gone.

      He staggered across the room and stepped into the hallway. I was about to heave a sigh of relief when he turned back towards me. He slipped the tip of his tongue out of the corner of his mouth as he eyeballed me, and then his gaze wandered downwards. Even though I was wearing the thickest, baggiest flannel pyjamas imaginable, I felt as exposed as if I was naked.

      ‘I knew you’d be fiery with that hair of yours. One for the memory bank,’ he said. Then he hauled himself upstairs.

      I gripped the door frame to try to stop the trembling in my hands. I felt violated and utterly vulnerable. This was meant to be my home, the place where I could feel completely safe and relaxed. Instead, I was standing here shaking, a normally calm and poised woman reduced to a quivering mess. I tried to pull myself to my senses and retreated into my room, dragging the chest of drawers behind the door so that Steve couldn’t get in if he decided he was in the mood for round two. I was shivering with shock. I wanted to wrap my duvets around me and hide myself in their comforting warm folds, but they were tainted by Steve’s touch. I would rather burn them. I tore my pyjamas off – they too would be going in the recycling pile – and then once I’d got a comfy tracksuit on, I started haphazardly throwing my possessions into bags. I could not live here a single moment longer.

      But where could I go? After tonight’s horrifying experience, I’d never feel safe renting a room in a shared house again. And if I tried to push the boat out and rent a place by myself, it would be a struggle, and my dreams of home ownership would become even more unattainable. I knew Leila would happily offer me her sofa to sleep on, but that was only a short-term fix. I needed a long-term solution.

      Suddenly Leila’s jokey comment about Charlie and me buying a house together came back into my mind. We’d both laughed it off, but was it actually all that laughable an idea? Charlie and I were in the same boat, wanting to buy, but not being able to do it by ourselves. And who better to buy a house with than my best friend? Well, he had been my best friend when we were eleven, but from last night’s brief encounter I didn’t think the Charlie of today was all that different from the Charlie of old. As a child he had been a loyal and completely trustworthy friend. I couldn’t imagine those characteristics would have faded with age. The still-surging adrenalin was making my brain run at a million miles an hour, and the idea developed rapidly. What if we were to find a place that needed a bit of fixing up, fresh paint, new flooring, that kind of thing, complete the work together, and then sell it on for enough of a profit to enable both of us to get deposits for our own separate places? We’d been turned down for mortgages as individuals, but Charlie himself had said that the adviser had told him he’d have a better chance as part of a pair. And with two incomes rather than one, there was double the opportunity to find somewhere affordable. It would be the best of both worlds. We’d both achieve our dream without being tied into a long-term house-sharing commitment.

      I forced myself to take a moment before I got carried away with the idea. I knew I was in a state of high emotion, never the best frame of mind in which to be making a big decision. I needed to take a breath and think about this logically, really assessing the practicalities of the plan. I threw on an extra hoody and then sat down on the floor, my back against the chest of drawers. I put my glasses on, pulled a notepad out of my school bag and then used my marking pens to draw up a list, green ink for the pros, red for the cons. But I soon realised that things weren’t quite as clear-cut as that. My first potential pro was getting on the property ladder at last, but did doing it tied to another person make it more of a con? On the other hand, fifty per cent of something was better than one hundred per cent of nothing.

      Another massive pro was that I would no longer be at the mercy of predatory landlords like Steve. Though I also needed to be honest with myself and admit that I was considering living with a man whom I’d last known properly before puberty struck. Sure, he’d probably moved on from his childhood Indiana Jones obsession, but what was adult Charlie really like? We wouldn’t only be living with each other; we’d be financially tied together. Commitments didn’t get much bigger than that. My red pen faltered on the page. And then I heard a creak from the hallway outside my room, and I knew without doubt that anything was better than staying here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      To give Leila her due, she didn’t bat an eyelid when I buzzed the intercom on her flat at four-thirty in the morning, even though when she opened the door to me she had the appearance of someone who was about to experience a massive hangover kicking in. She took one look at the hold-all and pile of bin bags full of my worldly possessions, which I’d somehow managed to hook onto my bike and wheel over to her place, and opened her arms. I sobbed noisily on her shoulder until one of her neighbours rapped on the wall to remind us that most people were still in bed and trying to sleep at this uncivilised hour. Then she helped me carry the bags upstairs to her tiny but beautifully appointed flat, and set about making me a cup of very hot, very sweet tea while she gently prised the full story out of me. When I got to the part where Steve had tried to pull my duvets down, she picked up her phone and started dialling.

      ‘I’m calling Nim, he used to be on the sex crimes squad. He’ll sort the bastard.’

      I lunged for the phone. ‘Please don’t. I really don’t want the police involved.’

      ‘Nim doesn’t count, he’s my ex. Sort of.’

      ‘Yes, but he’s still a copper, and if we involve him, he’ll have to make it official. Besides, I don’t want to be held responsible for you having to get in touch with your ex again.’

      ‘He’s only an occasional ex, as you well know. We’re still friends with benefits and involving him in this situation would very much be a benefit.’

      ‘I’m not sure Nim would agree with that,’ I muttered.

      ‘Don’t distract me. Are you saying we shouldn’t involve the authorities because you’ve got another form of punishment in mind?’

      I pulled a face at Leila. ‘Um, hello. Have you ever met me? Just because my pervy landlord decided to try it on, it doesn’t mean I’m going to go Liam Neeson rogue and start taking matters into my own hands. No, quite the opposite. I merely want to put the entire episode behind me and forget the whole thing ever happened.’

      Leila dropped another spoonful of sugar into my tea, then reached out and gripped my hand. ‘Drink up, hon, and we’ll discuss this further. I know this is only the shock talking, because we are both very aware that unless someone makes a stand against creeps like him, they will carry on with the same pattern of dangerous behaviour. I totally understand why you want to forget it ever happened, but what if it had been one of our sixth formers that had been in your position?’

      She’d got me there and she knew it. With a groan, I gave her permission to drop Nim a message. Even if the only thing that happened was that Nim went round and had a quiet word, maybe that would make Steve think twice before he did anything similar with his next female tenant. Leila was right. He needed stopping. I finished the cup of disgusting tea, and felt an overwhelming wave of tiredness hit me, perhaps a delayed reaction to the drama of the night.

      Noticing my yawns, Leila made up the sofa bed for me, then, sensing that I wasn’t quite ready to be alone yet, she sat stroking my hair like a parent looking after a sick child and told me silly stories about the kids at school which she knew I’d heard a hundred times before and were therefore comforting in their familiarity. My last waking thought was that I must tell her about my decision to buy a house with Charlie, but before I could put the right words together to explain it to her, I drifted off to sleep.
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      I woke to the sound of Leila giggling. If I wasn’t very much mistaken, Nim had responded to her message by paying a personal visit. I wrapped a blanket around me like a cape of protection and padded into the kitchen to join them. Nim was leaning against the countertop sketching a caricature of Leila on the back of an envelope while she sat on the worksurface next to him, casually resting her arm along his shoulders as she cheerfully critiqued his artwork. It was as if they’d never been apart. I hesitated on the threshold, feeling like an intruder.

      ‘Hey, Freya, are you okay?’ asked Nim, switching from flirting with Leila to professional police mode in an instant. ‘I’m so sorry about what happened to you. What a scumbag. Do you feel up to talking about it?’ He gestured for me to sit at the kitchen table, and sat down opposite me, watching my expression closely while Leila quickly rustled up some coffee for us all.

      ‘I’m feeling a bit better now I’ve had some sleep. Thanks for coming round. I feel silly wasting your time with this. I kind of want to forget the whole thing ever happened, but as Leila says, if someone doesn’t stop him, he’ll carry on trying it on with other people.’

      ‘You’re most definitely not wasting my time. Now I’ll totally be guided by what you want to do, but I think I’ve found a way of dealing with the situation without dragging it out too much, if that sounds good?’ He waited for me to nod, then continued. ‘It might interest you to know that I’ve done a little digging, and our Stevie boy doesn’t have an HMO licence, so I will point that out to him when I pay a visit later today to warn him of the error of his ways. House in multiple occupation licence,’ he clarified, catching the confused expression on Leila’s face and mine. ‘It means that he’s not technically allowed to have as many tenants as he does. It’s a poor substitute for arresting him, which I’m happy to try, if you want me to, but the burden of proof is a bastard when it comes to this kind of thing, and being completely honest with you, sadly I’m not sure it would get much further than an arrest.’ He pulled a face. ‘It winds me up no end, but that’s the judicial system for you. Don’t worry, I will be having a stern word, making Steve very aware that if he even thinks about trying something like this ever again, I will track him down and throw the book at him.’

      He jabbed his finger on the table for emphasis as he gave me a sneak preview of the cold anger which Steve was soon going to be on the receiving end of. I felt grateful that he was on my side, even if I was slightly dubious about how good an idea it was for Leila to have him back in her life longer term.

      ‘Thanks, Nim, I appreciate your support.’

      ‘Happy to do my civic duty. Sex pests like him need to learn the error of their ways.’ He put his mug down on the counter. ‘Right, ladies, I’ll leave you to it. Let me know if there’s anything else you want, Freya. Maybe see you around some time soon, Leila?’

      ‘Sure,’ she said, in such an affectedly casual manner that I knew she was already calculating how soon she could get away with arranging it without seeming too keen.

      ‘Ex? As if. You were blatantly checking out his bum,’ I teased her as the door closed behind him. ‘What happened to the “ex is hexed”?’ But while I was desperate to keep the conversation light so that things felt more normal, I knew I had to say something. ‘Although I’m glad he’s fighting my corner, maybe take a breath or two before you rush into something with Nim and go through all that heartache again, eh? Remember what happened before. I hated seeing you so upset when he kept on cancelling dates and not being there for you.’

      Leila shrugged. ‘Not every ex is like your ex, Freya. What can I say? It’s the nature of Nim’s job, and he’s been here this morning when I needed him. Yes, we had our issues, but he’s a very fine specimen of the male species, who also happens to be a pretty decent human being most of the time. It’s a rare combination and I think he’s worth taking another chance on. Sometimes you have to go with your gut, and trust that it’ll be worth it. Besides, it would be rude not to admire the wonders of creation.’ Her eyes twinkled. ‘Speaking of which, it was nice to meet that old friend of yours last night before Evil Stevil overshadowed the whole evening.’

      I could tell she was trying to distract me, but I decided to let her and seized the opportunity to tell her about my plan.

      ‘Ah yes, I meant to talk to you about Charlie,’ I said. I took a deep breath, wondering how best to phrase what I was about to say. And then I decided to stop overthinking and just come out with it. ‘Given everything that’s happened, I’ve realised that your suggestion was an excellent one, and I’m going to visit him today to see if I can persuade him to agree with me.’

      Leila looked confused. ‘While I’m always happy to take credit for excellent suggestions, you’ll have to remind me exactly which one you’re referring to as I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. My memory of last night is a little hazy. I think the tonic water was off.’

      ‘Or maybe it was the gin you kept on insisting they add to it,’ I teased her. ‘You said Charlie and I should buy a house together. And I’ve analysed the pros and cons, and the former definitely outweigh the latter.’ I quickly explained my idea to flip the property for a tidy profit, leaving both of us in a much-improved position.

      Leila started laughing. ‘And you think I’m being impulsive wanting to get back with Nim? You don’t do things by halves, do you? It’s been quite the twenty-four hours in the life of Freya Hutchinson. From coming second in the pub quiz to embarking on a new adventure in the world of housing. You go, girl. Why not? But I must warn you that I’m quite the connoisseur of property porn, and these fixer upper dreams always have more than their fair share of nightmarish scenarios. Never underestimate how challenging it could be.’ She paused, and then put her arm around my shoulders, giving me a reassuring squeeze. ‘But if anyone can do it, you can. For as long as we’ve been friends, you’ve always succeeded in whatever you’ve put your mind to. As for Charlie, your partner in crime, well, I can’t really comment as I don’t know him. But then again, neither do you, really, do you? It’s an interesting situation. You’ll probably end up killing each other. Either that or kissing each other. Both are messy in their own way.’

      Her laughter grew even more uproarious.

      ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence. And don’t worry, this is very much a decision based on cold, hard logic. I’ve thought about it carefully and I’ve already considered every eventuality. Not that kissing Charlie is a realistic eventuality at all,’ I added hastily. ‘We’re practically brother and sister. Or at least, we were. I’m going to write The Rules, a list of clear boundaries and guidelines for behaviour that we can agree to so we know exactly where we stand. We’re both grown-ups. With a joint mortgage at stake, we neither of us could afford for things to get messy.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said Leila. ‘If you think that will work, then who am I to disagree? But I will say this one thing. Real life isn’t like being in the school environment where the rules are simple and the consequences for breaking them are obvious.’

      I experienced a pang of misgiving which I firmly stamped down on. I had no other alternative. This plan had to work.

      ‘And what does Charlie think about The Rules?’ she asked. ‘No wait, when would you even have had the time to ask him?’

      ‘As you pointed out, it’s been quite the twenty-four hours so I haven’t had the opportunity to run the plan by him yet. He mentioned last night that he’s working for an estate agent today, showing around clients. I thought I’d go and find him there. This is probably the kind of conversation which should be done in person.’

      ‘Oh, I should say so,’ said Leila. ‘Well, I guess I’d better let you use the bathroom first. I’ll be crossing my fingers for you, though you know you’re more than welcome to stay here as long as you want.’

      ‘And get in the way of you and Nim? No fear,’ I said. ‘The walls of your flat are definitely not thick enough.’

      I wondered if I’d change my mind once a shower and breakfast had clarified my thought processes, but the more I considered the idea, the better it seemed. I was sick and tired of living in limbo, always being at the mercy of the precarious rental market and the dodgy characters who took advantage of it. It was time to move on and start positive action. Hopefully Charlie would agree. I sat for a couple of hours compiling The Rules, wracking my brains to make sure that I covered every eventuality that could occur in joint home ownership. As I always told my pupils when they were meant to be revising, if you fail to prepare, then prepare to fail.

      Once I was satisfied that I’d created a clear set of guidelines with absolutely no room for error, I set about tracking down Charlie. A bit of rudimentary research on social media helped me to find the agency that he was doing shifts for, a rather glossy-looking place in leafy Harrogate. He probably got to show people around a lot of gorgeous but unattainable properties in that highly sought-after area. Charlie and I were born in the Yorkshire Dales, and Harrogate was the town we were first allowed to visit by ourselves in what felt like a massive childhood rite of passage. I’d always thought it would be a nice place to live – lots of lovely Victorian buildings
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