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Chapter 41

Ernie phoned early the next morning to say he’d be round about 9:30 to measure the space in the back garden. Luckily, he was far more organised than me, and had the measurements for the cabin, and the recommended base dimensions.

He turned up on time with his brother, Mick and a long tape measure.

As usual no work was started until tea had been drunk, I took the opportunity to introduce Lia.

“Where do you find all these beautiful girls Alex?” Ernie asked, absolutely no hint of creepiness in his question.

“It’s not like I go out looking for them...”

“Well, you kind of did go looking for me,” Lia broke in, smiling at Ernie as she refilled his mug.

“I was only there as guardian to Katie, who was the one looking for you.”

“Relax, I’m only taking the piss. You’re just an innocent bystander in all this. We control your life now.”

“I don’t think she’s joking,” Ernie laughed.

“Nope, she’s speaking the truth, and to be honest, I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“I can see Jenny is so much happier now. I have to say though, she was a better neighbour than the new guy in her old flat.”

“Oh damn, bad neighbours can ruin your life.”

“Ahh no matter, he’s not terrible, just not so clean, and he plays awful music at night. Luckily I’ve got headphones for my TV so I can block him out.”

“And maybe you’ll agree to move into my place, we’ve got plenty of room for you to have your own space.”

“Mick’s nearly as rich as you...”

“I’m not as rich as I was,” I replied, “but as long as I can still cover the bills, I’m happy.”

“And that’s all anyone needs at the end of the day, enough to cover the bills and a bit left over for fun. Mick’s got a big house, how many bedrooms?”

“6 bedrooms, plus the granny flat over the garage.”

“6 bedrooms, that’s a lot for London, where are you?” I asked.

“We’re in Dulwich, it’s my wife’s parents house, they owned it since it was built. They left Carmen the house and a decent amount of money, it means we’re semi-retired and just pick and choose jobs that interest us. And working round at my son’s favourite author’s house seems like the sort of job I should choose.”

“Ahh, really, bring him round, I’ll sign some books for him.”

“I might just do that, thanks.”

We finished our drinks and I let everyone out into the garden.

“This is a big garden,” Mick said as we walked down to the back fence, “you could fit a couple of houses back here and still have a decent sized garden for yourself.”

“This is partly why we chose this house, a nice big garden for kids to play in.”

“How long have you lived here?”

“A little over five years,” I replied.

“Your girls are all teenagers though,” Mick replied, confused.

“Ahh, not these kids. It’s a long story...”

“I’ll tell you later, Mick,” Ernie told him.

“Ahh yes, I’m forgetting, your girls were on the telly, they’re all rescued from the streets.”

“That’s right, Alex adopted us all,” Lia told him, failing to mention she’s not adopted.

“Anyway, let’s look at the land we’ve got,” Ernie said, “here, hold my measure while I find the piece of paper,” he tossed the big tape measure to Mick as he dug through his pockets.

“Ahh, here we go, so we need the base to be at least 5.7 x 3.8 metres, I reckon 6 x 4 to be on the safe side, you can pop planters around the edges or something. Then I was thinking about putting some decking in front, or decorative paving, you could have some seating outside then.”

Lia grasped my hand, “oh wow, that sounds lovely. I’m getting so excited about this.”

Ernie dropped his toolbag and pulled out a bundle of sticks with small flags attached, he stepped close to the fence and stuck one in the ground. Between them, Ernie and Mick measured out and marked the ground for the base.

“We’ll need to bring in a mini-digger to level the ground, does your mate Trevor still have one?” he asked Mick.

“Aye, he’s still got it, I’ll give him a call, see if it’s free, if not we can hire one for half a day. What’ll you do with the earth, Ernie?”

“See that dip over the other side of the garden?”

“I was thinking we could fill it in and make a nice flower bed.”

Lia was beaming at the thought of flowerbeds and planters, “that would be amazing, I’d love to help. I used to help the guerrilla gardeners around Camden.”

“Who are the guerrilla gardeners,” Ernie asked.

“They’re a group of locals who planted flowers and trees around the area, to brighten the place up. When they first started they got into all sorts of trouble, because they were planting on council land. The residents campaigned and now the council give them a bit of funding. It’s fun work, a few of the other street kids helped them out with me.”

“That’s sorted then, we’ll do a flowerbed down the side. Let’s have a look at the electrics now, that’s your area Mick.”

Mick gave Lia one end of the long tape measure, “hold this love, and stand at the fence so I can measure how much cable and ducting I need.”

Once he’d measured the garden, I unlocked the utility room so he could check the fuse box.

Mick and Ernie had a quick chat, then they made a few phone calls.

“Ok, so we can get the mini digger on Monday,” Mick said, “is it ok if I get the builders merchants to deliver all the materials tomorrow?”

“That’ll be fine, there’s a track at the back of the house, they can drive their lorry down there, I’ll lift out a couple of fence panels so they can drop everything in the corner of the garden.”

“Oh great, I’ll find it on the map and let them know. Are you right Ernie?”

“Aye, just working out what we need.”

As Ernie and Mick were leaving a courier arrived with Belle’s cameras, it was a much bigger box than we expected, the driver popped it on a trolley and wheeled it into the hallway.

With the morning’s work done I was pondering what to do with the rest of the day when Helen called round.

“Hey, I was having a walk and wondered if you wanted to grab a sandwich in the park?”

“That would be great,” Lia replied, “unless you had other plans,” she asked me.

“Nope, I’m always happy to have a bit of a wander in the park,” I answered as I went over to grab our coats from the hall cupboard.

“What’s in the big box?” Helen asked as I pushed it away from the cupboard door.

“Belle’s cameras,” I replied as I handed Lia her coat.

“Why does Belle need a box of cameras?”

“They’re part of the book project, she’s going to give cameras out to kids on the street, so they can document their life, Belle will take the memory card, then they can keep the camera to sell, or swap.”

“Ahh yes, I think they mentioned this.”

“She’s also bought a good camera,” Lia added, “to take some high quality shots, but she doesn’t know how to use a camera. I was wondering if maybe you could help her.”

“Ohh, I’m sorry, I’ve not really got any experience working behind a camera. I know how to pose, and where to put lights and things to get the best results for a portrait. But taking photos, not really my area. I can ask around though, I’m sure I can find someone who knows street photography to help her out.”

We headed out for lunch, it wasn’t yet noon, so the café was fairly quiet, we got a table inside with a view of the lake.

“Thank you for sending JoJo my way. I’ve really enjoyed helping the girls out, and I suspect most of the major traumas are behind us, so now I want a little project, someone to pass on my learned experience in the modelling industry, and I think my first mentee will be the gorgeous JoJo.”

“So you had a good meeting?” I asked as Kelly placed a tray of drinks on the table.

“Oh yes, we had a good chat about the jobs she’s done. She’s worked a lot of catwalk shows at St Martin’s College, which explains why her agent wants her to be skinny, the fashion industry seems to be obsessed with thin girls, and I hate it.”

“Did you see her tattoo?” Lia asked.

“No, I didn’t,” Helen replied, “where is it?”

“On her arse, it’s misspelt, I think she got it when she was drunk. I want to know what it says.”

“Ahh, she kept her pants on.”

“Just her pants?” Lia teased.

“Err, yes, and her bra.”

“She’s got a lovely figure,” Lia observed, “I could tell, naturally slim.”

“Yes, she has. I think she’s a slightly taller version of Belle, her boobs are small, but perky.”

“Oh my god!” Lia cried, “that’s exactly right. Why didn’t I spot that?”

“I think because she’s not got Belle’s personality, just her figure, and kind of her looks.”

“Can you help her find work?”

“Already done,” Helen replied, a little smugly.

“Really! That’s quick.”

“I checked she knows how to walk, how to pose, that she can follow direction. That’s why she was stripped down to her underwear, just so you know I’m not a complete letch. She really knows what she’s doing, she has a very expressive face, she can put a lot of emotion into her poses, which is good, because a lot of models look very pretty, but there’s not a lot going on behind their eyes, if you know what I mean.”

“So you’ve got her a gig?”

“Yep, I’m letting her take my place in a shoot this weekend. The creative director will be a bit pissed off that she’s got small boobs, but she’s a lot prettier than me, and that’s what sells whatever he’s trying to sell, I think it’s deodorant, or it might be tampons, I can’t remember.”

“How does one go about modelling for tampons,” I asked, genuinely puzzled.

“Well, she’s not showing her pussy, that’s for sure.” Helen replied, “I think most of the advertising industry’s drug budget goes on perfume ads and working out ways to sell stuff they’re not allowed to actually show, like ways to stop you messing your undies when you’re on your period.”

“So what will she be doing, assuming it’s a tampon advert?”

“Mostly lots of poses where she stretches, showing a tantalising glimpse of her bottom.”

“Why?” I asked, still puzzled.

“The idea is to show she’s comfortable living an active life whilst she’s got a headache and crippling stomach cramps. I don’t know how their minds work, but that’s probably what she’ll be doing. I’ll be there with her, in my capacity as her new agent.”

“Oh wow,” Lia cried, “thank you so much for helping her. Oh my god I love this family so much, you’re amazing.”

“We’re amazing,” Helen corrected, “you’re a part of the family, and you’re just as amazing as everyone else.”

“I guess, I certainly feel part of the family, but I’m not sure about the amazing part.”

“You’ll get there, until you do, just be aware that we know you’re amazing.”

Lia left the table to use the toilet, Helen leant forwards, “she’s so comfortable with you now,” she whispered, as if Lia could hear her across the room.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, at first she stayed a little bit away from you, leaving plenty of personal space. She didn’t do that with Jenny or the girls. But with you, it’s clear she was a little wary, even if it was subconscious. Now though, her body language is totally different, she’s sitting so close to you, and she touches your hand when she talks.”

“I guess yesterday helped, we had a talk about how much Katie loves her, and how she shouldn’t worry about Poppy taking her back, because Poppy’s heart is full of Belle. Then yesterday afternoon she decided to let Jeremy deal with her father and brothers. Back home she had a big cry and fell asleep on my shoulder.”

“You’re becoming quite the counsellor Alex, Jenny told me how you’d spoken to Belle as well, calming her down.”

“Ahh, yes, they both had insecurities about Poppy.”

“Well, whatever you’re doing, it’s working well brother, because Lia is super comfortable now, and is definitely part of your family.”

“We can’t adopt her, she’s an adult, although I’m not sure if it’s necessary, she’s an adult, so she can choose who she lives with.”

“That’s correct, and she’s clearly happy in your house.”

“Who is?” Lia said as she sat back at the table.

Now Helen had mentioned it, I was conscious how close Lia’s knee was to mine, and how she touched my hand with her little finger as she spoke.

“You are,” Helen answered, “I was just commenting how comfortably you’d settled into the family.”

“Oh gosh yes. I love everything about the family, especially Alex’s lovely house, and Katie, I love sharing her bed, just sleeping with someone close is lovely. And I’m so looking forward to my new office.”

“A new office?” Helen asked.

“Oh, you don’t know, Alex has bought me a little building, it’s going at the bottom of the garden. I’m going to run the charity from there. That’s where we met JoJo, she sold us the office.”

“Of course, she did mention where she worked. So, you’ll have a long commute to work.”

“Hahaha, yeah, it’ll be great, Ernie’s going to help build it, then we’re making a garden with the earth he’ll be moving. It’s going to look amazing in the garden when we’ve finished.”

“That’s fantastic, it’s such a shame that you’ve never really made an effort with the back garden, Alex.”

“I know, but the garden was always going to be Tammy’s area, and, well we won’t got there.”

“Was Tammy your...” Lia started.

“She was his fiancée, it didn’t end well.”

“Ahh, we definitely won’t go there. Instead, you’ve now got me to do the garden. It’s going to be so much fun. I think I’ll teach the others about flowers and plants, and we can add some wonderful colour. Oh man, to have such brightness after all the dark times we’ve had...” she added wistfully, her eyes closed, thinking.

After lunch I walked with Lia to a nearby garden centre, where Lia switched into guerrilla gardener mode.

“I don’t know the names of many plants,” she confessed, “I mostly put things where they told me. But I can describe the plants I want, and I can tell which plant goes well with other plants, I just don’t know what to call them.”

“Why don’t you go speak to one of the staff, tell them what you want, they’ll be able to help you with names.”

“I’m not buying anything today though, just research.”

“Then tell them that, describe what you’re planning, the planters around the cabin, the flower bed, you could perhaps plant a couple of bushes as well. Make notes on your phone as you go round, take photos to show your sisters.”

“This could take ages, you’ll get bored, don’t you have anything you need to be doing?”

“Yeah, I’ve got some paperwork that needs doing. Will you be ok if I leave you here?”

“I’ll be fine, it’ll be fun, I’ll talk to some staff, do some research.”

“Have you got any money, if you need to buy something?”

“I don’t think I’ll buy anything today, maybe I’ll get a drink and some cake in the café later. I’ve got that money you gave me yesterday still.”

“Ok, but if there’s anything you want to buy, give me a call, I’ll come back.”

“It’s not really the time for planting now, anyway, so I won’t need to buy anything ... Oh my god, look how cute that gnome is, I’m definitely having him sitting outside the cabin.”

I slipped Lia some money, “here you go, buy the gnome and take him for some cake later.” I told her as I left her to the plant research.

There was a thick envelope in the letterbox when I arrived home, the contract for Poppy and Belle’s book. I made a coffee and read it through, there was nothing controversial in there, in fact it was no different to my contracts other than the promise to pass all the publishing profits to the charity for the first 12 months.

Even so, I’ll still get my solicitor and accountant to both read it before I let Poppy and Belle sign it.

The next couple of hours were filled with paying bills and reading emails from Lois with the next lot of edits.

Jenny phoned as I was making a mid-afternoon snack.

“Hey, is Lia about?”

“Ahh, no, she’s at the garden centre, do you need to speak to her.”

“How likely is she to check the news on her phone?”

“I’d say slim, she’s busy choosing flowers for the garden, she’s got many plans.”

“This can wait, I’ll tell her when she gets home.”

“Tell her what?”

“Her father has died.”

“When, how?”

“I’ll tell you all this evening, I’m still waiting for details, all I know at the moment is he was found early this morning by a street sweeper, rushed to hospital and he died whilst waiting for treatment.”

“Natural causes?”

“I’ve no idea. I’ve spoken to the desk sergeant at the nearest station and they’re waiting for a cause of death. Meanwhile they’re asking questions around a few of the pubs he visited.”

“Do you want me to say anything when she gets home?”

Jenny was quiet for a moment, thinking, “I think not, let me find out if this is connected to Jeremy or not.”

“Do you want me to speak to Jeremy? Ask him if he was involved?”

“Also no, I’ll call him once I know the cause of death. It seems a massive coincidence, but sometimes coincidences do happen.”

“Ok, I’ll leave it all to you. I picked up some sausages on the way home, do you fancy bangers and mash tonight?”

“Definitely, that sounds amazing. Ahh, here comes the Super, got to go. Love you Alex.”

“I love you to Jenny.”

My mind was too busy thinking about Lia’s family and Jeremy to do any more work, so I stayed in the kitchen, put the radio on 6 Music and started to prepare the food for dinner.

Lia arrived home as I was dropping the chopped potatoes into a pan of cold water ready for boiling later.

She held out a bunch of roses as I dried my hands.

“For me?” I asked, surprised.

“Yes, for being so kind. It’s always the girl that gets gifts of flowers and chocolates, so I thought I’d tip the balance a bit.”

“I don’t know what to say, err, thank you,” I replied.

“You don’t need to say anything, the look on your face is enough. Do you have a vase?”

“Err, yes, there’s plenty in that cupboard.”

“I was thinking on the way back,” she started, as she trimmed the roses for the vase, “that I’m ready...”

“Ready for what?”

“For, you know ... oh shit, I should have rehearsed this. Err, I’d like to try sex, with you, but I want to be open, I don’t want to do it behind Jenny’s back, or Katie’s for that matter. Which is why I’m now lost about how to carry on this conversation.”

She was quiet for a moment while she arranged the roses in the vase, “oh, and that’s not why I bought you the roses. I bought you them because I like you a lot, and I want to thank you for being a really nice human.”

She came over and placed the vase on the kitchen table, she looked at me for the longest time, “do I have to do all the work? Can you help me a little?”

I waited for a few moments then reached for Lia’s hands, I smiled warmly, “I have a little rule Lia, at no point do I want you to feel like you’ve been pressured into sex, so I never make the first move.”

“I get that,” she replied, almost exasperatedly, “I’m making the first move here, but I’d like a little help. I’ve never had sex with a man, well not what I’d call sex. I’m still a virgin, you know, in my pussy. They only used my bottom, I think I told you that. I’ve spoken to Poppy and Belle, they both told me how gentle you can be, so I know I’ll be ok. I want to be open though, I want to have sex, but I want to have it after Jenny and Katie have said it’s OK. So how do I ask them?”

“Ok, how about we do it this way, one day we could suggest a little bit of a mix-up for the night, I’m almost 100% sure that Poppy will suggest that you sleep with us whilst Katie goes to bed with her and Belle.”

“Really? Poppy will suggest that?”

“If not Poppy, Belle will, because they both know what you want, so they’ll step in to help.”

Lia’s frown slowly morphed into a smile, “they really are perfect aren’t they. Do you think Katie will be ok with it?”

“I’m sure she will be, after all, she did sleep with me once whilst she was officially dating Poppy.”

“Just once? I thought you were some kind of stud,” Lia laughed, “what did you do to put her off?”

“I think she just wanted to see what Poppy was making a fuss about, I’m not sure she actually enjoyed the sex as much as she hoped she would.”

“She is 100% gay isn’t she...”

“Oh yes. Belle thought she was as well at first...”

“Oh my god, she loves you so much,” Lia gushed, “I can tell. If ever I saw a daddy’s girl, it’s Belle. She’s one of those lesbians who every so often wants a good hard fucking. We can use a strap-on, but it’s just not the same as doing it with a guy. I’ve seen lesbians who hook up with gay men, they both know they’ll work off the horniness without any emotional ties.”

“That’s pretty much what Helen told them.”

“Anyway, I stopped you working before, what are you making for dinner?”

“I’ll be cooking sausage and mash, I’ve nearly finished the prep, so you didn’t really interrupt. I can finish when the others arrive.”

“Oh gosh, I forgot to show you what I bought,” Lia said suddenly as she ran out to the hallway. She placed a heavy bag on the table and pulled it open, revealing a pair of gnomes. “I found his girlfriend amongst the bedding plants, I couldn’t have them separated any longer, so I bought them both, I hope that’s OK.”

“It’s your money and your garden, you can do whatever you like.”

“I’m going to stand them both outside the office, I hope they don’t get up to mischief when we’re not looking and make baby gnomes.”

“I’m sure we can find room for them if they do.”

“Wouldn’t that be wonderful, a garden full of colourful baby gnomes.”

I made a fresh pot of coffee whilst Lia talked about what she’d learnt at the garden centre, and her plans.

I’m afraid I zoned out for most of her talk, all the plant names meant nothing to me. Instead, I let her lovely, calming voice form a background as I wondered what this beautiful but damaged girl would be like in bed. Would the horrors of her past make her afraid, or would she be like Poppy and abandon herself to pleasure to own her torments?

A hand touched mine, I looked up, “you’ve not listened to a word I’ve said, have you.”

“Well, err...”

“It’s ok, all of those plant names must have sounded like Greek...”

“Latin...”

“Pardon?”

“Latin,” I repeated, “plant names are Latin, not Greek.”

“Oh yeah, so they are.”

“And I kind of was listening, your voice is wonderfully relaxing, and a little bit sexy.”

“Only a little bit sexy?” she teased, sounding very husky for a moment.

“Now that was very sexy.”

“Katie likes that voice. And in turn I love her voice, she’s quite posh isn’t she.”

“Her parents...” I started, then broke off, “has Katie talked much about her family?”

“Not really, I get the feeling it wasn’t a good situation.”

“Let me make a fresh pot of coffee and I’ll fill you in.”

Lia listened intently as I told her about Katie’s family, her mum’s homophobia, her father just staying quiet and keeping out of the way, her first experiments, with her brother, and her cousins.

“So her brother, Ashley, he’s also gay, but he’s not out? Oh man, the poor boy must be so confused. He needs to let it all go and tell his friends, otherwise they’ll all wonder why he’s never got a girlfriend.”

“Poppy and Katie went to see him a couple of weeks back, he’s at a boarding school.”

“If their parents are away, where will he stay during the holidays?”

“Unlike Katie, he’s welcome to stay at their auntie’s. He gets on well with their cousin Josh, Katie wonders if he’s also gay and that’s why Ashley wants to stay there.”

“That’s the cousin they camped with, that time Katie kissed her other cousin Christina?”

“Yes, that’s right. I think that was Katie’s first lesbian experience.”

“I’d like to meet her family, well, her brother and cousins. I wonder if we could arrange a meet-up, away from her auntie, so she doesn’t report back to her mum, or ex-mum. Gosh, this is a little confusing.”

“I’m sure Katie would love to take you to see Ashley, their cousins live in Dulwich, not far from his school. You could all meet up on the Common.”

“I’ve been to Dulwich, we went down on the train, me and a few girls, we were going to meet up with a few people who had a feminist squat. It didn’t go well, the squat mother was a monster, so strict, zero sense of humour. Anyway, we had a look round the town, it was very nice. I’m sorry we didn’t get a place in the squat, it was a huge house, something like 10 bedrooms, so we would only have to share a room with one other person, heaven compared to some places I’ve stayed.

“We saw the boarding school, an amazing looking place. So big. My school was big, but not like that one. I’m actually looking forward to going back to Dulwich, I fancied going to the art gallery when we were there, but it didn’t seem right going in such a nice place whilst we were all smelly.”

“That won’t be a problem now,” I replied, giving Lia’s hand a gentle squeeze.

“We’ve all got so much to thank you for, these flowers are a poor reward for your kindness.”

“I’m not looking for rewards, or thanks, I just want everyone to be happy and safe.”

“You’ve definitely seen to that. I was happy when I was in foster care, my carers were lovely, right up to the point where they handed me back. I was never as happy there as I am now. I keep wondering if most families are like this. Belle is the only one of us who came from what you’d call a normal family and she says the sign you’re in the right family is being comfortable being exactly who you want to be.”

“And are you comfortable?”

“Absolutely, I was never able to be myself properly when I was with my carers.”

“In what way, I’m just curious about the sort of things parents don’t let their children do.”

“Well, I really wanted to cut my hair short and dye it jet black, like Belle’s level of black hair. I wanted lots of piercings. I guess I wanted to be more emo.”

“Would your school not have rules about piercings, I’m sure the girls’ school only allows one pair of studs.”

“Ahh, my school was more concerned with you turning up regularly than how you looked, they didn’t want to put any barriers in the way of their students accessing an education. Some of the kids would openly smoke in front of the teachers, they got away with it because the school decided it was better to let them smoke than to discipline them and drive them away.”

“I can kind of understand that, but you also need boundaries. They don’t have to be strict, like home by 10pm, or no piercings, but you do need to set some standards, or your kids will end up being feral.”

“Oh yes, I’m with you there. So, what are the rules you set, what can’t we do?”

“Oh gosh, now you’re putting me on the spot. I’ve set no rules because nobody has done anything to upset me.”

“Ok, say Belle wants to get her nipples pierced, can she?”

“Is this something she’s mentioned to you?”

“Oh no, I’m just riffing on what I wanted when I was her age.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be opposed to it, but in Belle’s case I’d ask her to think carefully because she refuses to wear a bra, so the piercings would show at school.”

“How about a tattoo?”

“Ahh, now, that would be illegal for her to get a tattoo. So that would be a firmly drawn line.”

“Can I have a tattoo?”

“You’re 18, I can’t stop you.”

“But to all intents and purposes, you’re now my dad. Would you be upset if I got a tattoo and dyed my hair jet black?”

“Not in the slightest, you can dye your hair blue, or pink, or black, any colour you like. As for tattoos, also fine, just not your face or hands please.”

“You’ll be pleased to know I got past that phase, but now you mention it, I think I’d suit red hair. I’ll check with Katie, see what she thinks.”

“You see, all I want is for you to be happy. I’ve been extremely lucky that all of you are very decent people, and you know how to behave, and how to share. I don’t need to make rules because you live by your own rules.”

“What rules?” Poppy asked as she strolled into the kitchen and helped herself to a glass of orange juice.

“Wow, we must have been so involved in our chat we didn’t even hear you come in,” Lia said.

“The front door wasn’t shut properly, so the alarm didn’t chirp when we pushed it open.”

“Ahh, my bad,” Lia replied, “My hands were full, I thought I kicked the door shut.”

“Not a problem, it’s shut now, and I don’t think anyone came in and stole anything. Anyway, what rules are we living by?”

“Rules?” Belle asked as she joined me at the table and helped herself to my coffee, “are we having rules, we need rules or we’d just go wild.”

“I’m just explaining to Lia that I’ve not made any family rules because you run your own lives very well.”

“We do have rules, we have to do chores to make sure we learn responsibility, and so we know the house doesn’t tidy itself,” Belle replied, “and I’m not allowed to fight, no matter how badly I’m provoked, and I have to wear panties at all times when I’m out of the house...

“Ahh, that last one was from when I was at home, my mum always told me off for running around without knickers on, I like the feeling of fresh air on my twinkle. That’s what mum called it, my twinkle, I always liked that name.”

Lia burst out laughing, Belle frowned, “what are you laughing at?”

Lia wiped tears of laughter from her eyes, “I’m sorry, it’s just you’re so frigging adorable. I’m having visions of you running around in a summer dress flashing your twinkle at your neighbours.”

“That’s what happened, luckily it was nice Mr Sykes next door who saw me and took me home. If it was the guy on the other side he’d probably have had footage of me online in minutes.”

Poppy sighed, “It’s so annoying that a little girl can’t be free to let air get to her twinkle without pervs selling photos of your bits online...”

“Anyway, back to rules.” I broke in, “I guess the important ones, apart from wearing panties at all times in public, and not skinny dipping in hotel pools...”

“I told you, nobody said I couldn’t,” Belle protested, “there was no-one around when I started swimming, and it was so nice and warm. You should try it Poppy, skinny dipping in a hotel swimming pool is so much better than doing it in a reservoir...”

“As I was saying, apart from wearing panties and not skinny dipping, the only rule in life is to treat everyone in a manner that you’d want them to treat you. Just be nice to everyone.”

“That’s fair, we can live with that.”

“Live with what?” Katie asked as she joined us, “what have I missed?”

“Belle flashing her twinkle at her neighbours.”

“Again!” Katie sighed as she sat beside Lia.

“It was when I was little, or littler, as I’m the smallest person here. No, dad’s introducing house rules.”

“Oh really! So, you’re bringing an end to our anarcho-syndicalist community and introducing a new totalitarian leadership?”

“Err, not really, I just want you to do your chores, do your homework and be nice to each-other.”

“Excellent, so we just carry on as we were, fine. Now, tell me more about flashing your twinkle at your neighbours, when was this?”

I knew when I was beaten, so I left them to it.

While they chatted I turned the oven on and prepared a tray of sausages. While the oven heated up I sliced a large onion and sweated it in a large frying pan, adding some stock to make onion gravy.

Lia came over to rinse the coffee cups and filter pot, “I’m so sorry if I opened a can of worms there.”

“Ahh, don’t worry about that. It was a pretty useful chat, the girls know exactly how to behave, Belle showed that perfectly. I’ve never told her why chores are so important, that they make you learn responsibility. She just knows it, they all do.”

“When will the food be ready?” Poppy called across the kitchen.

“Not until Jenny’s home, so you’ve got about an hour.”

“Great, we’ll go start our homework, I might need your help with my English homework, there’s some terms I don’t understand.”

“No problem, we can go through it after we’ve eaten.”

Jenny arrived home a little after 6 o’clock, “mmm, something smells good, sometimes the simplest meals are the best aren’t they.”

“Oi, this isn’t simple food, this is gourmet food worthy of the finest restaurants.”

“Ahh, I forgot, when we make a meal we’re cooks, when a man makes a meal, he’s a chef.”

I must have looked hurt, because Jenny moved round the kitchen island to give me a powerful hug.

“I need wine, do we have wine?”

“We’ve always got wine,” I replied.

“Of course we do,” she replied, pulling a bottle of pinot noir from the wine fridge, “grab a glass and join me Lia.”

“It’s ok, I really don’t drink much.”

“Fair enough, more for me. Please join me at the table though, we need a quick chat before the girls arrive.”

“Oh, what’s happened?”

“What’s your dad’s name Lia, I don’t think you’ve ever told us.”

“Joseph,” she replied nervously, “what’s happened?”

“Does he have a middle name?”

“Aaron, Joseph Aaron Jackson, born 14th May 1975. What’s happened, please tell me.”

“A street sweeper found a man in an alleyway off Rupert Street at around 6:30 this morning, he was breathing, but weakly, he called over a police officer who called for an ambulance. The man died in hospital before he could be treated. He wasn’t carrying any ID, but he had some cash in his pockets, so he hadn’t been robbed. He was fingerprinted and identified as Joseph Aaron Jackson.”

“Oh shit, how did he die?”

“We still don’t know for certain, but it’s almost certainly natural causes.”

“Seriously, he just went and died after I decided to let someone kill him, that’s just mental Jenny, it’s an insane coincidence.”

“It’s true though. The hospital assured me there’s no fresh injuries, no stab wounds, nothing. No sign he was strangled or suffocated. He’s got plenty of old injuries, it looks like he’s been in a lot of fights, but nothing that looks under a few days old.”

“So, he’s died of what, old age?”

“Unlikely, he’s under 50. They’re doing a post-mortem now, I’ll check back later. In the meantime, I contacted Jeremy and he swears he had nothing to do with it, and I believe him, because why would he lie.”

“I don’t know what to say, I should be happy he’s dead, but I feel kind of cheated, you know. I wanted him to die painfully, to suffer.”

“I’ve seen his body Lia, not in person, I’ve been sent photographs. He definitely suffered, he’s been beaten fairly regularly for a long time. It doesn’t look like he won many of his fights.”

“Can I see him?”

“Are you sure you want to?”

“Absolutely, I want to see the bruises, I want to know that he at least shared a bit of my suffering.”

“Ok, I’ll take you tomorrow.”

“I need to speak to Poppy, do I have time before dinner?”

“I’m just doing the mash, you’ve got about 10 minutes, is that OK?”

“That will be fine, I just want to know how she felt when she found out her mum was dying, before she forgave her. I need to know if she felt cheated, like I do.”

Jenny looked over at me as Lia strode out of the room, “what do we do now?”

“Nothing, right now there’s nothing we can do. Lia is incredibly intelligent, she’ll work it out herself, she’s reaching out for someone who’s been through a similar situation, just so she can find some context for how she’s feeling.”

The girls were coming downstairs as Lia left the kitchen, “oh my god Poppy, I need to talk to you about something.”

“What’s up Lia?”

“We’ll set the table,” Belle said, automatically sensing this wasn’t something she or Katie could help with.

Poppy took Lia to the kitchen table, they sat holding hands, Belle dropped off a stack of napkins as she swept past with the cutlery.

“My dad’s died. He just died this morning, not killed or nothing.”

“Ahh, and you feel nothing, is that right?”

“Actually, I feel cheated, I wanted him to suffer.”

“But you also feel a bit empty. You’ve hated him for so long, you’ve had no contact for years, and then he suddenly appears at the end, and you don’t know how to feel.”

Lia didn’t reply for a moment, lost in thought.

“Yes,” she replied eventually, “yes, I do want to feel angry that I’ve been cheated, and relieved that he’s gone. Then Jenny told me about all these bruises on his body, that it looks like he’s been fighting a lot, and I feel kind of sorry for him. I know I shouldn’t after what he did to me, but I do.”

Poppy cupped Lia’s cheeks, looking deep into her eyes, “it’s because you’re a good person Lia. You might not think so right now, but subconsciously you’ve forgiven him. Not forgotten what he did, but you’ve put it behind you. Let him go now.”

“I will tomorrow, when I’ve seen he’s actually dead.”

“You’ve done all that meditation stuff, use it to work out how you feel about everything.”

“Including my brothers?”

“Yes, because they’ll come bubbling into your head now, do what you can to block them until they’ve gone to wherever your dad’s gone, then we’ll work together to make them go away in your head.”

“Is that what you did with Nikki?”

“That was different, I managed to find my peace with her before she died. I had a few days to talk things through with her before she died.”

“Ahh yes, I can see how that would help.”

“Talking to Nikki I realised she wasn’t to blame, there wasn’t really anything to forgive. She had no chance in life, her mum and sisters were addicts and prostitutes, Nikki was pimped out when she was younger than Belle. She was only 15 when she had me for fucks sake, that’s no age. I’m only 15, how would I bring up a mini-me?

“Anyway, I thought about this a lot when I got home, and I recognised that I was heading down that same road. I was on a major downward spiral when Jeremy caught me. The old ‘but for the grace of god’ thing.”

“I guess what you’re saying is that whatever I’m thinking right now is how I should feel?”

“Pretty much. You’re a very clever girl Lia, you’ll work everything out in time.”

Lia jumped up from the table, “thank you Poppy, I knew you’d know how I was feeling. Let’s go eat, I’m starving.”

“So, my dad’s dead,” Lia told her sisters as they cleared the table after dinner.

“Oh god, really,” Katie cried as she pulled Lia into a hug, “err, is that good or bad?”

“A bit of both. It’s good he’s gone, it’s a shame I didn’t get chance to give him a piece of my mind.”

“Is this related to Jordie?” Belle asked.

“Bizarrely, no. It seems this is natural causes, or something else unrelated.”

Jenny’s phone pinged with a WhatsApp notification, she checked the message, “ahh, Jeremy has just double checked with the team who were watching Joseph, they’d not seen him in a couple of days.”

“I thought they were watching his every move?” Lia asked.

“He told me earlier that they were just watching a few places he regularly visited to, you know...”

“Watch little girls...” Lia completed for her.

“Yes, he says they knew where he lived, and the bars he drank in, but stayed away to keep from spooking him.”

“So yesterday he didn’t go to his usual places.”

“Apparently that’s not unusual, he often stayed at home all day after he’d drunk himself into a coma in the pub at the end of his block, someone would generally carry him home at the end of the night.”

“Ok, so they knew were to get him if they needed to, that’s good.”

After they’d cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher the girls went into the lounge to watch a film, Jenny joined me in the office upstairs as I completed the paperwork I’d been unable to finish earlier.

Jenny checked her emails as I read through more of the latest edits Lois had sent through.

“Ahh, that’s interesting,” she muttered quietly to herself as she read through a long message.

“What’s interesting?” I asked.

“Just some background, it’s mostly rumours at the moment, so I can’t really tell you. We’ll know more in the morning, are you ok waiting?”

“Oh yes, don’t tell me anything about your work that’s not confirmed, or stuff that’s confidential.”

“I don’t like keeping secrets from you. Is there anything you’ve kept secret from me?”

“I don’t think so, well, nothing important.” I told her, “oh yes, there is something I know that you don’t,” I added with a wry smile.

“Is it something I’ll want to know?”

“It is, but it won’t be secret for long, you’ll find out soon.”

Jenny rolled her chair over to mine, “now I’m intrigued, tell me.”

“Nope, my lips are sealed.”

Jenny kissed me hard, “I love you Alex, even if you do keep secrets from me.”

“Not for long though, and I think you’ll like it.”

