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  Preface



**The Bench: Rising Tension**




**Mid-Summer 2010**




Roseville had always been a town of invisible lines.




Some were drawn in red and blue on football pitches. Others were etched deeper — between Cedar Way and Pine Wood, between those who built and those who burned, between the past that refused to die and the future struggling to be born.




In the Jones garage, music still played.




BlindSpot had grown from a group of kids turning pain into sound into something that reached beyond the Blindspot. Their songs spoke of smeared lenses, red balls, and unlimited possibility. Jack, now sixteen, had become the quiet face of a movement toward inclusion. Tim’s Teen Tactiles project expanded week by week. Dogs — Sunny, Archie, Zig-Zag, and the rest — moved freely between old rivals, caring nothing for history.




But not everyone was ready to let go.




In a cramped flat in Pine Wood, Craig Jenkins nursed a warm can of cider and stared at his phone. His brother Pete had chosen the red. His mother had chosen silence. And Jasmine Morris… Jasmine carried something that would bind their families together forever, whether she wanted it or not.




He didn’t know yet.




But he would.




Across town, in the comfortable house on Violet Street, Jennifer Jenkins (now Stanbridge) sat alone at the kitchen table, looking at old photos of her three children. The weight of Craig’s choices pressed on her like a stone. She had failed to stop him. Now she could only try to protect the lives he threatened to break.




In a hospital room weeks earlier, Jasmine had made her choice.




She would keep the baby.




And in doing so, she had tied herself — perhaps for life — to the boy who had taken so much from her without permission.




The bench in Roseville’s central park had seen generations come and go. It had witnessed Redcoats and Bluecoats, victories and bitter defeats, children playing with red balls and teenagers learning to hate.




Now it waited again.




For new voices.




For old resentments.




For the slow, painful birth of something that might — or might not — be better than what came before.




The lines were shifting.




But some lines, once drawn in anger, refused to fade.




And in the quiet spaces between them, a new generation was already learning how heavy history could be.








  
  1

  
  
  The Decision

  
  







[image: Image]




Mid-Summer 2010




Jasmine Morris had made her decision.




She was keeping the baby.




The choice had not come easily. Weeks of sleepless nights, tears, and quiet conversations with her parents and Gemma had led her here. Termination felt impossible — another violation she couldn’t bring herself to commit. But keeping the child meant accepting a permanent, unwanted tie to Craig Jenkins.




For now, very few people knew.




The pregnancy was still early, her body only just beginning to change. She wore loose clothes and avoided most social gatherings. To the outside world, Jasmine was simply “taking time off” after a difficult period.




—-




Nathan Danning was one of the few who knew the truth.




The 19-year-old former Bluecoats striker had distanced himself from Craig two years earlier, long before the worst of his behaviour had spiralled. Nathan had watched Craig’s descent with growing unease and had chosen to step away completely. When he overheard the quiet conversation in the Jones garage about Jasmine’s pregnancy, he had kept the secret close. He had no intention of getting involved with Craig again.




His younger sister Ellie, however, remained close friends with both Emma Jones and Penny Jenkins. The three girls could often be seen playing together or drawing pictures of the dogs — Sunny, Archie, Zig-Zag, and the growing litter. Ellie’s innocence and easy friendship with the girls was one of the few bright spots in an increasingly complicated web of relationships.




Nathan had decided it was wisest to stay far removed from Craig’s chaos.




—-




Another who had pulled away was Mark Stanning.




The quiet, thoughtful boy had once been loosely part of Craig’s circle, but that ended after the infamous School Food Theft Scandal. Craig and a couple of others had tried to raid the canteen stores late one night. They were foiled when Jack Jones — suspecting trouble — left a decoy lunchbox with cold beans and a note saying ‘busted’ in braille. Sunny, Jack’s loyal guide dog, had traced a suspicious scent to Craig’s locker the next day, uncovering alcohol and other non-school-safe items.




Mark had been horrified by the whole affair and quietly distanced himself. He was now focused on his studies and staying well clear of the growing toxicity in Pine Wood.




—-




Then there was Dale Mason, a 19-year-old studying Engineering at the local college. He lived in a small, tidy flat on the quieter edge of Pine Wood. Dale had always been more observer than participant. He kept his head down, worked hard on his course, and avoided the drama that seemed to follow Craig and his group.




—-




Meanwhile, Craig himself had done nothing productive with his life.




He had not attended college. He had not started an apprenticeship. Most days he drifted between the flats in Pine Wood, hanging with the same crowd, feeding off resentment and Todd’s endless supply of validation. His anger toward the Jones family, BlindSpot, and Jasmine had only festered.




He still didn’t know about the pregnancy.




But the threads of tension were tightening across Roseville.




The old rivalries had never truly died.




They had simply been waiting for the next spark.




—-




The Pine Wood green was never truly empty.




Even on a warm mid-summer evening, small groups gathered in the shadows — some playing football with a half-flat ball, others sharing drinks and cigarettes. The crowd often shifted; people came and went as the night deepened. Craig Jenkins had become a constant presence.




He sat on the back of a battered bench with two of the usual lads, a crumpled photo of Jack Jones in his hands. It was a promotional shot from the Teen Tactiles campaign — Jack smiling on stage with his guitar, Sunny and Archie at his feet.




Craig took a marker and began defacing it with angry strokes, crossing out Jack’s face and scrawling crude insults across the image.




“People like him used to be put in homes,” Craig muttered bitterly. “Now they put him on a fucking stage. The world’s gone mad!”




One of the lads laughed. “Blind kid gets all the attention. Meanwhile we’re stuck here.”




Craig’s jaw tightened. He hadn’t heard from Jasmine in weeks. Not a single reply. The silence gnawed at him. He had seen Jake Miller earlier that day walking through Roseville Central on his way toward Cedar Way — confident, purposeful, everything Craig wasn’t.




Craig knew he wasn’t welcome in Roseville Central anymore. He’d been banned from several shops after incidents he barely remembered. People either avoided him or glared openly when he passed. So he stayed in the shadows of Pine Wood, texting his father obsessively.




**Craig:** Still nothing from her. Saw that prick Jake Miller heading toward Cedar Way like he owns the place.




**Todd:** Keep pushing. She’ll crack eventually. They always do.




Craig stared at the reply, then shoved his phone back into his pocket. His resentment toward Jack, Pete, Jasmine, and the entire Jones orbit had become a constant fire in his chest.




He crumpled the defaced photo and tossed it aside.




“BlindSpot. Teen Tactiles. All that inclusive bullshit,” he sneered to the group. “They act like they’re saving the estate while looking down on the rest of us.”




The lads nodded along, passing around another can. The night deepened around them, the green alive with the usual restless energy of Pine Wood.




—-




Meanwhile, across town in Cedar Way, Jasmine sat in her room, hand resting on her stomach, trying to ignore the growing life inside her and the shadow Craig still cast over everything.




The lines in Roseville were not just shifting.




They were being redrawn in anger.




—-
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Mid-Summer 2010




Jake Miller walked the familiar route from Roseville Central toward Cedar Way, hands in his pockets, earphones in but the music turned low.




He had grown up on Poppy Meadows, the comfortable estate that sat between the industrial grit of Pine Wood and the polished streets of Cedar Way. It wasn’t as grand as some of the bigger houses, but it was stable — a proper family home with a garden and space to breathe. His parents had worked hard to give him and his younger sister that security.




As he turned onto Lilly Avenue, his phone buzzed. It was a message from his 14-year-old sister, Linda.




**Linda:** Got some good shots of BlindSpot at the park yesterday. Emma, Penny and Ellie were there too. The dogs loved them! Zig-Zag tried to steal my lens cap again 😂




Jake smiled. Linda had become the unofficial photographer for BlindSpot’s local gigs and community events. She had a natural eye and even better timing. More importantly, she had formed easy friendships with Emma Jones, Penny Jenkins, and Ellie Danning. The four girls could often be found together — drawing, playing with the dogs, or just talking.




Harvey’s dogs in particular seemed to adore her. Speck — Sunny’s sister, now a middle-aged golden retriever mix with a calm, watchful presence — would always settle beside Linda during visits. Rosie, Harvey’s medical alert cockapoo, was even more attached, often curling up in her lap the moment she sat down.




Jake replied quickly:




**Jake:** Nice one. Tell them I said hi. Heading to Cedar Way now. Let Mum know I’ll be back for dinner.




He slipped his phone away and continued walking, thoughts drifting to Jasmine. He still hadn’t heard much from her since she’d gone quiet. The few short replies she sent only made him more concerned.




As he passed the Jones house, he could hear faint music drifting from the garage — BlindSpot rehearsing again. He paused for a moment, listening. The sound was warm, hopeful. It always had been.




He wondered if Jasmine would ever feel ready to step back into that world.




—-




Inside the garage, Linda Miller was indeed there with her camera, snapping candid shots of the band. Emma, Penny, and Ellie were sprawled on the floor with Speck and Rosie, the dogs happily accepting belly rubs and ear scratches.




Zig-Zag, true to form, was trying to steal Linda’s lens cap again, much to everyone’s amusement.




Jack laughed softly as he strummed his guitar. “He’s got good taste.”




The girls giggled, completely at ease. In this space, the old divisions between families felt distant. Here, there was only music, dogs, and the easy friendship of children who refused to inherit the grudges of their elders.




But outside, in the shadows of Pine Wood, Craig’s resentment continued to fester.




And the threads connecting them all were growing tighter.




—-




Jake Miller carried a small box of supplies as he walked the last stretch toward Cedar Way.




It wasn’t much — some protein bars, electrolyte drinks, a couple of new notebooks, and a few of Linda’s latest photos of BlindSpot that she thought might cheer Jasmine up. He knew she wasn’t well. She had been vague in her texts for weeks, pulling back from coaching and barely replying to anyone. But he didn’t know the full extent of it. He couldn’t have imagined it.




He approached the Morris house on the quiet, tree-lined street. The large, comfortable home stood as a symbol of stability in a town full of fractures. Jake had always respected the family — Steven’s support for local sports, Bella’s warmth, and Jasmine’s dedication to the Bluecoats.




Before he could knock, the front door opened. Steven Morris stepped out, looking exhausted but composed. His eyes flicked to the box in Jake’s hands.




“Jake,” Steven said, voice warm but tired. “Good to see you, son.”




“Mr Morris,” Jake replied, offering the box. “Linda thought Jasmine might like these photos. And I brought a few things… in case she needs them. She mentioned she hasn’t been feeling great.”




Steven took the box with a nod of thanks. For a moment, he seemed to weigh his words carefully.




“She’s… going through a lot right now,” Steven said finally. “More than most people know. We’re handling it as a family. But I appreciate you checking on her.”




Jake hesitated. “If there’s anything I can do — help with coaching sessions, run errands, whatever — just say the word.”




Steven placed a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “You’re a good lad, Jake. She knows that. Right now she needs time. But I’ll let her know you stopped by.”




As Jake turned to leave, he caught a glimpse through the front window — Bella on the phone in the living room, speaking in low, serious tones. Steven noticed him looking.




“We’ve been on calls with the police, the courts, and the appropriate authorities,” Steven said quietly, his voice hardening. “Making sure certain people stay away. Permanently.”




Jake didn’t ask for details. The look in Steven’s eyes told him enough.




“Tell her I’m here if she needs anything,” Jake said. “No pressure.”




Steven nodded, watching the young man walk back down the street before closing the door.




Inside the house, Jasmine remained upstairs in her room, curtains drawn, one hand resting on her stomach. She had heard Jake’s voice at the door but hadn’t found the strength to come down.




The world outside continued moving.




But for Jasmine, time had slowed to a painful crawl.







Roseville Recreational Grounds




The Bluecoats training pitch felt different without Jasmine.




Her absence had stretched from days into weeks, and the team was beginning to feel the gap. Practices were still running, but the energy was flatter, the direction less sharp.




Nathan Danning, now 19 and freshly aged out of the senior squad, had agreed to step in as stand-in coach.




He stood on the sideline with a clipboard, whistle around his neck, watching the younger players run drills. It was a temporary arrangement — just until Jasmine was ready to return — but Nathan took it seriously.




“Mark!” Nathan called out. “You’re up as striker today. Show us what you’ve got.”




**Mark Stanning**, 16 years old and newly promoted to the main squad, nodded and jogged into position. He had distanced himself from Craig’s group after the school food theft scandal two years earlier and had quietly worked his way up through dedication and skill. Today, he looked focused and determined as he received a pass and drove forward, striking the ball cleanly into the net.




Nathan gave an approving nod. “Better. Keep that head up.”




From the sidelines, Ellie Danning watched her older brother coach with quiet pride, sitting beside Emma Jones and Penny Jenkins. The three girls had become close friends, often bringing their sketchbooks and the dogs to training sessions.




Shimmer lay calmly beside Ellie, while Archie and Zig-Zag played nearby.







After the session, Nathan wiped sweat from his brow and spoke to a couple of the senior players.




“Jasmine will be back soon,” he said, though he wasn’t entirely sure. “Until then, we keep things steady. No drama. We’re here for the kids.”




He had heard the rumours — vague mentions of Jasmine being unwell, something serious. He knew more than most because of what he had overheard, but he kept it to himself. The last thing the team needed was more gossip.




As the players dispersed, Nathan’s thoughts drifted to Craig. He had deliberately distanced himself from his former teammate years ago. Seeing the path Craig was going down had been enough to make Nathan pull away completely.




He glanced toward the girls on the sideline — Ellie laughing with Emma and Penny — and felt a quiet resolve.




Whatever was happening with Jasmine, he would help hold things together here.




The Bluecoats still had work to do.
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Mid-Summer 2010


The trailer at the edge of Pine Wood smelled of stale beer, cigarette smoke, and old engine oil.


Todd Jenkins and his eldest son Craig sat on mismatched plastic chairs outside, cans in hand, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows across the overgrown lot. Empty cans and cigarette butts littered the ground around them.


They had been doing this for weeks now — drinking, venting, feeding each other’s resentment like it was oxygen.


“Tim Jones,” Todd growled, crushing an empty can in his fist. “Always thought he was better than the rest of us. Headteacher’s kid. Redcoats golden boy. Now he’s playing hero with his little tactile projects and that blind spawn of his on a stage like he’s some fucking inspiration. Makes me sick.”


Craig nodded slowly, eyes glassy from the alcohol. “Same with Jack. Acts like he’s special just because he can’t see. Gets the dogs, the songs, the photoshoots, the whole town clapping for him. Meanwhile I’m the one who gets treated like shit for existing.”


They found common ground easily. Todd’s decades-old bitterness toward Tim mirrored perfectly in Craig’s growing obsession with tearing down Jack. The father and son bond, fractured for years, had reformed in shared toxicity.


This pattern repeated almost every evening. Drinking. Complaining. Reinforcing the narrative that the Jones family had stolen everything from them.


—-


One humid afternoon, as they sat outside Todd’s trailer with a few other youths, the sound of
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