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  Chapter One


  Soho, London


  The alley behind the shops on Tisbury Court smelled of refuse and urine. At nine o’clock on a


  June evening it was just growing dark, and after the warm, humid day the stench was overpowering.


  Dr. Edward Atherton did not want his first sexual experience to be with a prostitute, but time


  was running out. His birthday was approaching at the speed of a Formula One race car, and as his


  sister had so succinctly put it just the other day, “If you don’t get your end away soon, Bro, you’ll


  join the ranks of the world’s biggest losers. You’ll be a thirty-year-old virgin. And that is well


  depressing.”


  Scratching sounds from a large cardboard box twenty feet farther on brought Edward’s attention


  back to the moment. His heart pounding, he stood rigidly still. Laboratory rats in plastic cages were


  manageable. He dealt with those every day in his work. But undomesticated rats in a Soho alley were


  terrifying.


  Slowly a dark figure rose from the box. Edward stopped breathing completely for at least thirty


  seconds, only gasping for a labored breath when he realized he was about to faint. The shadowed


  outline took form, and he saw with relief that it was not a giant rat but a person. The relief was


  momentary. Was he about to get mugged or beaten to a barely recognizable pulp? Every possible


  scenario ran through his brain, including a headline in the Mitton Monthly Review. LOCAL MAN


  MUGGED IN SOHO ALLEY AFTER SOLICITING MALE PROSTITUTE.


  If he survived the incident, his parents would kill him.


  “Twenty quid for a suck. Fifteen for a wank.” The voice was male and sounded young.


  “Erm…” Edward’s brain wouldn’t function. Wasn’t this what he wanted—sex…with a man?


  “Make up your mind, mate. I haven’t got all night,” the figure said.


  The accent was rather like Nik’s recently acquired one, slightly cockney, but at the same time


  pleasing.


  “Yes, all right, but must we do it here?” Edward whispered.


  “Yes, all right, what?” The young man imitated Edward’s accent. “A wank or a suck?”


  Confused by the sudden turn of events, Edward hesitated. “I’m not sure.”


  “He’s not sure. And he doesn’t want to do it in a back alley. Do you have a suite at the


  Dorchester Hotel, mate?” The young man was beginning to sound impatient, causing Edward to fear


  he would lose the opportunity.


  It was only lately Edward had been able to detect sarcasm, and only if it was blatant, but he


  wasn’t at all adept at witty comebacks. “No, but I have a flat in a house on Great Russell Street. It’s


  only half an hour’s walk.”


  “Bloomsbury? Very posh.” The boy stepped out of the box, slinging a backpack on his shoulder.


  “Let’s go. But you’re paying me for the exercise as well. Add on another ten quid.”


  “Certainly.” Edward fell into step beside the young man. “What’s your name?”


  “Fox.”


  They emerged from the dark alley into the street. Nervous, Edward glanced sideways. In the


  light of the street lamps he saw a very thin, very pale young man with short black hair that was longer


  on top and spiked up. His clothing was all black. Around his eyes he wore thick black eyeliner. “Are


  you a Goth?”


  “What if I am?” Fox asked.


  Edward had often found groups of Goths on the street to look quite frightening, but he didn’t feel


  afraid of Fox despite his awareness that taking a complete stranger home for sex was probably not his


  wisest move. “Just asking.” They continued on in silence to Great Russell Street. Struggling for


  something to say when they neared his flat, Edward piped up, “Charles Dickens lived on this street,


  you know.”


  “No shit. Is he still here?”


  Confused, Edward looked at him. “Dickens died in 1870.”


  “I know. It was a joke.”


  “Yes, of course.” Edward opened the front door and led the way up the long, narrow, uncarpeted


  staircase to his flat. It was expensive despite being only a living room with a small bedroom, an even


  smaller kitchen, and a tiny bathroom that could accommodate only a shower, a toilet, and a sink


  crammed together so closely that he could shave while sitting on the loo. Edward flipped on the


  standing lamp beside the front door. “Would you like a cup of tea or perhaps something to eat? Ham


  sandwich?”


  The black-rimmed eyes were a startling blue. In the light from the lamp Edward noted again the


  young man’s slenderness, his thin face and straight, dark eyebrows. His hair appeared to be dyed.


  “I’m a vegan. A wank or a suck?” He glanced around the living room as he spoke. “It’s a bit


  messy, isn’t it? Don’t you ever tidy up?”


  Edward was not usually prone to a bad temper. In fact it took him ages to get annoyed with even


  the most annoying people he knew, but the remark seemed ill placed given that he had just picked the


  young man up in a filthy, foul-smelling alley. “You’re hardly one to talk. You live in a box.”


  Fox wandered about the flat, looking at things. “Yeah, well, I’m still getting my act together.”


  “What act? Do you perform?”


  Fox looked at him for half a second. “You are weird, mate.” Strolling over to the couch, he


  removed the latest copy of Science magazine, tossed it onto the cluttered coffee table, and sat down


  with his feet on top of the magazine. “Got any beer?”


  Edward hurried to the kitchen to grab two cans of Stella Artois from the fridge. Anything to


  avoid getting to the sex thing. He wanted the sex; he just didn’t know where to start. “Oh God, what


  am I going to do?” Turning abruptly with the beers, he bumped chests with Fox, who stood in the


  doorway of the minute kitchen. “Ahh! You scared the life out of me. I thought you were on the couch.”


  Fox took a can from his hand and popped the ring pull. “You are so weird.”


  “Yes, you keep saying that.” Edward followed him back to the living room, where the young man


  thumbed through the CD collection and put on, surprisingly, Handel’s Water Music . He sat down


  again, put his feet up on the coffee table, and looked at Edward.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Edward Jolyon Atherton. Is Fox your real name?”


  “Yeah.” Fox drained the can while Edward looked intently at the young man’s smooth white


  throat. For the first time since this dubious encounter started, he felt the stirrings of arousal. His willy


  began to lengthen, and a flutter of panic gripped his belly. I shouldn’t have done this. He could be a


  serial killer or a vampire or something. I don’t even know what I want.


  As if he had read his mind, Fox asked, “So what do you want?” He tossed the empty can onto the


  coffee table.


  “I don’t know,” Edward admitted.


  With a huge sigh the young man crossed his arms, leaned back, and closed his eyes. “Wake me


  up when you’ve decided.”


  For more than twenty minutes Edward sipped his beer as he watched Fox sleep. The poor thing


  must be exhausted. What did he do on rainy nights sleeping outdoors? It would be impossible to get


  any real rest. And he was so pale and thin. He couldn’t be very healthy.


  Suddenly a fear of STDs gripped Edward. It wasn’t so much getting one; there were excellent


  medications for such things. It was the idea of going to the doctor to be diagnosed. His mother was


  always terrified of what the neighbors thought, and he seemed to have picked it up from her. At about


  age twelve he’d heard his mother whispering on the phone to her sister that she had a bladder


  infection and didn’t want to go to the family doctor in case he thought she’s been up to something


  dirty. She’d suffered for weeks before finally sneaking into a Drop-In Clinic in the nearest big town


  while they were out doing the weekly food shopping. Nik had been eighteen months old at the time, an


  absolute terror, and he’d had to chase her round the waiting room while his mum, her face scarlet,


  went in to be examined.


  On tiptoe Edward fetched a blanket from the bedroom. He draped it over the young man and then


  switched off the living room light. In the bathroom he stripped, brushed his teeth, and took a quick


  shower. Passing through the living room on his way to the bedroom, he stopped briefly to look at Fox,


  who had not moved except that his mouth was open, and his head had tilted to one side. The boy


  looked so tired and vulnerable, and he was fast asleep. This was hardly the wild first encounter with


  a rentboy Edward had anticipated. The urge to sidle over and adjust the blanket was just strong


  enough that he couldn’t resist it. It wasn’t cold, but Edward felt better when he pulled the blanket up


  to the boy’s chin.


  With one last regretful look, he went into the bedroom. Leaving the door open, he slid between


  the sheets before taking off his glasses and placing them carefully on the bedside table. Is he going to


  wake up and kill me, then rob the place? He looked again at the door, a blur without his specs. He’d


  never been terribly sensitive to the inner workings of other people’s minds, but the sense he got from


  Fox was of a young man who was rather lost. A lost boy.


  Within minutes he too was fast asleep.


  Edward had no idea what time it was or what exactly had awakened him. Rolling onto his back,


  he saw a dark shadow standing over the bed and released a strangled cry.


  “God, Eddie, you are so weird.”


  “Fox?”


  “Yeah. Is there someone else here that I missed when we came in?”


  Sarcasm again? “No, I just wasn’t expecting to see you standing there. What do you want? Are


  you hungry? I don’t eat at home very often, but I have some Pot Noodles and ham.”


  “Shove over.”


  Edward maneuvered his long, lean body to one side while Fox climbed in, pulling the duvet up.


  Without actually touching him, Edward knew the young man was naked. His cock reacted again, and


  he swallowed hard. Was this it? Was he finally going to get his thirty pounds’ worth? Not that he’d


  paid yet. He wasn’t even sure he had that much cash on him. Imagine going to the hole-in-the-wall to


  get out money to pay a prostitute. It didn’t bear thinking about. Everyone would know. It would be on


  his ATM withdrawal statement. Thirty pounds…prostitute. “No, it wouldn’t.”


  “What wouldn’t?” Fox asked.


  Had he said that out loud? “Nothing.”


  “You’re scared, aren’t you?” Fox asked.


  He might as well be honest. He’d never been good at lying anyway. “Yes, I’m terrified. I’ve


  never done this before.”


  “Brought home a prostie?”


  Relief flooded him. He hated admitting he’d never had sex. “No, never.”


  “You’ve never had sex either, have you?”


  Why not just humiliate himself completely and be done with it? In a quiet voice, he replied, “No,


  I haven’t.”


  “Bloody hell, mate, how old are you?”


  “I’ll be thirty soon, June twenty-first to be precise. What about you?”


  “I’m nineteen, just turned.”


  “I suppose you’ve done this before?” He could have kicked himself. The young man was a


  prostitute. Of course he’d done it before, probably with dozens of men.


  Fox did not respond but simply moved closer until their bodies touched. A ragged breath tore


  from Edward’s throat. He lay rigid on his back, afraid to move, while Fox lay on his side so close to


  him that his chest pressed against Edward’s right arm and his hollow belly curved over Edward’s hip


  bone. Every contact point burned Edward’s skin. The warmth and proximity of Fox’s body was the


  most sensual experience he had ever had. Blood filled his penis as it grew thick and hot.


  With one foot Fox kicked the duvet back and then threw his leg over Edward’s. He closed his


  hand around Edward’s penis. The cry that erupted from Edward’s chest both shocked and


  embarrassed him. It filled the room so completely that when it ceased, the silence was sudden and


  heavy. “Sorry,” he whispered.


  “Dude, take a chill pill,” Fox said calmly.


  Squeezing firmly, the young man began a slow, steady massage up and down the length of


  Edward’s willy. Scarcely able to breathe for a moment, Edward forced himself to take a long breath


  and allow his stiff muscles to soften. The heat of the hand on his shaft and the enticing warmth of the


  boy beside him made self-control impossible. His pleasure escalated swiftly, concentrating in his


  penis and testicles until they felt ready to explode. The only orgasms he had ever experienced were


  self-inflicted, and they did not come close to the magnitude of the one that rocked his body under the


  fast-moving hand of this pale young stranger.


  Unable to stifle his cries, Edward gave them full vent, even as his hips rose up from the bed and


  thumped down again repeatedly until his pleasure subsided.


  Breathing heavily, Edward lay still while his body vibrated from head to foot. At least it felt like


  it was vibrating, but he was actually more tranquil and peaceful than he had ever been in his life.


  Even his thoughts, often confused and erratic when not dealing with scientific formulas, seemed


  ordered. For a moment everything made sense. The world was falling into place.


  “How was that, Eddie?” Fox’s words were so full of sureness that, had Edward been able to


  make out his features in the dark, he was certain he would catch the young man smiling.


  “Excellent, thank you.” A rumble of laughter erupted from Fox, but Edward had no idea what


  was so funny. “No one’s ever called me Eddie before, except my sister.”


  Fox dragged the duvet back over them, wiping his hand on his hip as he did so. “What does your


  mum and dad call you?”


  “Edward, and they call my sister Nicoletta. Neither of them are the type to use pet names. What


  do your parents call you?” A pause alerted Edward to a possible faux pas. “Oh, I’m sorry. You don’t


  live with them. You live in a box.”


  “Good job my name’s not Jack, isn’t it?”


  Edward turned on his side to face Fox. “Why?” Suddenly he got it. “Oh!” For several minutes he


  clutched his stomach, laughter racking his body until he realized Fox was not laughing and began to


  wonder if he had been inappropriate. Abruptly he stopped. “Sorry, did I offend you?”


  “Eddie, you are so—”


  But Edward cut him off. “Weird. Yes, so you said. But it was a joke, wasn’t it? Jack in the


  box?”


  “Yeah. It just wasn’t that funny. I mean, it was funnyish, but not belly-laughing funny.”


  “Oh.” He’d done that before, laughed hysterically at something everyone else thought only


  vaguely amusing and then not laughed at all when everyone else was in stitches. Why was life so


  awkward, so difficult to understand? “What about Fox in a box?”


  Fox giggled. “That is quite funny.”


  “Is it? Do you want me to do something to you?”


  “I’m the rentboy, remember?” Fox said.


  That was true. He felt so comfortable with Fox he’d forgotten he was paying for this. “Would


  you like me to pay you now? Do you want to leave?”


  The young man’s voice was small when he asked, “Can I sleep the night?”


  “I don’t know, can you?” Edward chuckled.


  “What?”


  “It’s what my English master used to say at boarding school. One is supposed to say may I, not


  can I.”


  “Oh, well, pardon my fucking English.” Fox rolled onto his back.


  “Sorry, it was a joke.” Edward’s jokes always fell flat. “Of course you can stay. Please stay. I


  want you to.” The very thought of sending the young man back to his box, even on a warm night like


  this, was more than Edward could stand. “So…do you want me to do something to you? I’ll still pay


  you.”


  After more than a minute, Fox rolled onto his side to face Edward again. Quietly he said,


  “Gimme a hug.”


  “Oh, certainly.” Relieved and surprised, Edward pulled the young man into his arms. Fox


  snuggled in close, and Edward held him tight, reveling in the closeness and comfort of having a man


  in his arms at last. “Am I doing it right, Fox?”


  “You’re doing great.”


  After several minutes, Edward said, “Would you like me to touch your penis?” He’d never said


  cock in his life, though he could probably manage dick in a pinch. He’d always said willy when he


  talked about it at all. Silence greeted the question. Fox was fast asleep. For a long time Edward lay


  awake, stroking Fox’s smooth skin and soft black hair.


  Chapter Two


  Fox left Edward Atherton’s flat in Bloomsbury just before six a.m. while the dude was still fast


  asleep. The air was pleasantly cool as he walked to the Underground to get the train and then a bus


  home, but it was still humid, promising a hot day ahead. His academic year had ended in May, but he


  had taken on extra classes over the summer just because he loved studying art and hated being at


  home.


  The house was quiet when he unlocked the door and walked into the wide entrance hall with its


  polished hardwood floors. After spending the first fourteen years of his life living on army bases all


  over England and Europe, Fox had been surprised when his father had bought the big house in


  Finchley four years ago. William Baillie had been in Special Forces and had fought in Afghanistan


  and Iraq before retiring at the age of forty-eight, but how his pension had stretched to a brand-new


  house this size, Fox had no idea. The bastard was up to something dodgy. He always was.


  “Afton!”


  “Shit!” All he wanted was to check on the twins, then sneak off to his room, get into bed, and


  sleep for a few hours. Anything to avoid having to tell his father he had failed to get him what he


  wanted.


  “Is that you?”


  To the left of the entrance hall a double-door-sized arch led into an extensive, beautifully


  furnished living room. The sight that met his eyes when he walked in was the same one he witnessed


  every morning whether he was off to college or to his part-time job at the café. His mother was


  stretched out on the couch. Drunk. On the carpet beside her, several empty wine bottles lay on their


  sides. Fox switched off the huge wall-mounted television before wandering about the room to turn off


  the lamps and open the curtains.


  His mother issued a cry of pain. “Leave the curtains closed. I hate daylight.” Then her voice


  softened. He swore she had multiple personality disorder. Sometimes it was like living with that girl


  from The Exorcist. “Afton, come here to Mum.” She held out her arms to him.


  Fox remained where he was, about ten feet away. Even after a bath and a long sleep, his mum


  would still smell of alcohol. Her system was awash with it. If she went a week without booze, she’d


  still be drunk, but she couldn’t go twenty-four hours. “I’ve asked you to call me Fox.”


  “Your name’s not Fox. That’s just a stupid nickname you gave yourself.”


  “I didn’t give it to myself. Great Granddad called me Fox when I was little, remember?”


  “He’s dead,” she said callously.


  When she was drunk, she said things she later regretted. Ignoring the remark, Fox said, “Are you


  going to bed?”


  “I think I’ll stay here and watch a bit more telly.” She reached for the remote, which was on the


  floor with the empty bottles, but quickly gave up. As usual she could hardly move.


  “You know what dad will do if he sees you in the living room passed out.”


  A wave of apprehension swept over her face.


  Fox approached the couch and stretched out a hand. “Come on. I’ll help you. Let’s see if we can


  get you upstairs without him seeing you.”


  Gratitude replacing apprehension, she allowed him to pull her to her feet. Fox wrapped his arm


  around her waist as she leaned heavily on him. The fumes from all the booze she’d consumed turned


  his stomach. It took fully ten minutes to get his mum upstairs and into her bedroom, where she fell


  onto the bed. Fox pulled her slippers off her feet. She was already in her silk nightgown and matching


  dressing gown. She rarely wore anything else these days. There was no need to dress when you never


  went out.


  “I love you, Afton. I love you and the twins,” she slurred before going unconscious. When she


  was bladdered, she told him she loved him. When she was semidrunk, she hated the world and


  everyone in it. He hadn’t seen her sober in ten years, but she’d been a good mum once.


  “If you loved us, you’d get your arse to AA.” He closed the curtains and left her alone. He loved


  her very much; he just hated what she had become.


  Overlooking the big back garden was Fox’s bedroom, and next to it was the room the twins


  shared. He really did want to sleep some more, but he’d better check on them.


  Wide awake in their king-size bed, the twins lay side by side in their matching Disney pajamas.


  They smiled when they saw him and, without a word, moved to the sides. They wanted him to get in


  bed with them. “How’s my favorite aliens?”


  The twins smiled.


  “Has he been in yet?” Fox asked as he unlaced his black Gravels and slipped them off.


  In unison, the twins shook their heads. Fox crawled onto the bed between them, and they rolled


  into his sides, resting their heads on his shoulders while he wrapped his arms around them.


  “Who’s going to be fourteen this summer?” he asked. They did not answer, and he did not expect


  them to. “Alder and Arden will be fourteen in August.” Fox kissed their foreheads and hugged them


  closer. The best present he could give them was to get their mum sober and their father into an early


  grave, and he was determined to do both.


  Last night someone had hugged him. No one ever hugged him except the twins. It had been so


  lovely to lie in Edward Atherton’s arms for hours. Fox had drifted off to sleep, and when he woke up,


  Eddie was still holding him. Not one of the stupid, so-called relationships he’d ever had had been


  satisfying. Other blokes just wanted sex. So what was wrong with Fox for wanting love as well? For


  some ill-advised reason that would get him nowhere, he had really liked the dude, even if he was a


  total and unqualified anorak.


  At the clomp of heavy boots on the landing, the twins stiffened against Fox. He swore he could


  feel their hearts beating faster.


  The door opened and William Baillie walked in, stopped, and took in the scene. Though he was


  no longer in the military, camouflage trousers and a dark green T-shirt remained his daily uniform.


  His hair was cut in a military-style crew cut.


  “You two morons get out of bed and get dressed.”


  Alder and Arden scrambled from the bed, shedding their pajamas as they ran for the bathroom,


  their long, thick hair flying behind them. They were as blond as Fox had been before he’d dyed his


  hair black.


  “Fox, get down to the kitchen. I want to talk to you.”


  “All right.” Slowly he got up off the bed, wishing his father would leave the room so he didn’t


  have to pass him to get to the door. Depending on William Baillie’s mood, Fox could get a smack


  across the head as soon as he was within arm’s reach.


  “Say ‘Yes, sir’ when you talk to me. Do you hear me, lad?”


  “Yes, sir.” Cautiously he skirted the room, and when he was within reach of his father’s hand, he


  picked up speed and headed for the stairs, careful not to slip in his socked feet. He could hear his


  father laughing as he followed him downstairs.


  “Make me a cup of tea, boy.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Without looking at him, Fox plugged in the kettle. “Do you want something to eat, sir?”


  “I had my breakfast at half past five before I went out for my run.” William Baillie was


  extremely fit and very strong. Fox could testify to that, having been on the receiving end of his father’s


  fists and belt more times than he could count. But it was when his father beat the twins that Fox


  wanted to kill him.


  In the center of the big kitchen was a large island with a counter and stools and a food-


  preparation area. Fox got out two bowls and filled them with cereal, then poured two glasses of milk.


  The twins did not like their foods touching and always ate dry cereal with their milk in a glass.


  Without a sound, the twins entered the kitchen, holding hands as they always did, and barefoot,


  which didn’t matter since they rarely ventured beyond the garden. They wore matching jeans and


  black T-shirts on their thin bodies. Still damp from the shower, their long hair trailed down their


  backs to their waists. Two pairs of identical blue eyes glanced warily at William Baillie before the


  twins edged around the island to stand beside Fox.


  “There’s your brekkie,” Fox said. “Get your laughing gear round that.” They sat side by side,


  their bodies touching as if they were conjoined, eating cereal with their hands, drinking milk between


  mouthfuls.


  When the tea was dark and strong enough, Fox set the mug in front of his father and poured a


  glass of orange juice for himself. At the counter he took a knife and sliced a banana, which he set on a


  separate plate in front of the twins. Without acknowledging him, they began to eat the banana.


  With an ugly sneer on his face, Baillie took a long slurp of tea before looking at the twins.


  “Fucking idiots.”


  Keeping his voice carefully respectful and quiet, Fox said, “Please don’t call them that. They


  can hear, you know. They’re not idiots.”


  “What the fuck’s wrong with them, then?” Baillie banged a thick-knuckled fist on the counter.


  The twins flinched and stopped eating.


  “I don’t know. They should have been taken to a doctor years ago.” Fox moved over beside


  them, knowing they took comfort from his proximity. “Eat up,” he whispered.


  “They’re not going to no fucking doctor. I don’t want everyone to know I fathered a couple of


  soft-brained kids.” Baillie snorted. “What happened last night? Did he show up?”


  “Yes, sir. You were right. He was back at Tisbury Court looking for a rentboy.”


  “Did you pick him up?”


  “Yes, sir.” The offensiveness of a father sending his son out to prostitute himself was clearly


  lost on William Baillie.


  Fox glanced at the twins. They never appeared to be listening and rarely looked directly at


  people, but he knew they understood more than they appeared to. Alder took the last piece of banana,


  bit off half, and fed the other piece to Arden.


  “You two!” The twins jumped when their father’s voice split the air. “Clean the bathroom today.


  I don’t want to see a speck of dust. I’ll be inspecting everything.”


  The house boasted three bathrooms, so which one did Baillie mean? Their bodies rigid with


  tension, the twins waited for further instructions.


  “The main bathroom upstairs.”


  Nervously, they looked at Fox.


  “Go on. Hurry up,” he told them.


  Holding hands, the twins hurried from the kitchen.


  “Useless little fucks.” Baillie’s face twisted with hatred. “The only thing they’ve ever been able


  to learn is how to clean the fucking house. At least I could train them to do that.” And train them he


  had, from the age of nine, by standing over them, watching their every move as he gave them detailed


  instructions on cleaning floors and shower stalls, vacuuming the living room, and washing dishes.


  Now he set them to work each morning cleaning the house one room a day. The house was spotless,


  and their mother never had to lift a finger.


  “Go on, boy. What happened?”


  Every day Fox had fantasies about killing his father, but most days he never even had the nerve


  to answer him back. “I went back to his flat with him, and I waited for him to fall asleep.”


  “Where’s the pictures?”


  “Everything needed passwords. I couldn’t open the files to take pictures of the information.”


  Baillie flung the tea mug at Fox’s head. A sharp pain ripped through his head where the mug


  caught him, and hot tea scalded his face and neck. Fox sank to the floor, using his T-shirt to wipe the


  tea from his face, but he never took his gaze off his father, who was rolling up the morning


  newspaper. Baillie flew at Fox, clobbering him repeatedly with the paper as if he were an errant dog.


  “Stupid little fuck! You should have taken the fucking computer.”


  Cowering on the floor, his hands over his head, Fox whimpered. “I never thought of it. I’m sorry.


  I’m sorry! Anyway, you told me to make sure he never knew what I was after. ”


  William Baillie stood up straight, the newspaper still held aloft threateningly. “You go back


  again tonight, find that shirt lifter again, and get back into his flat. And this time get the fucking


  information even if you have to steal the computer and every frigging disk and memory stick he owns.


  Got it?”


  “Yes, sir.” Curled up like a hedgehog, his clenched hands up against his face, Fox asked,


  “What’s it all for? What’s he got that you want?”


  “None of your business. You just do what I tell you, or you’ll suffer the consequences.” Baillie


  paused for effect but could not stop a grin spreading over his face. “And them twins will suffer as


  well.” He thwacked the air with the newspaper, an obvious threat to beat the twins. “Understood?”


  “Yes, sir.” Several more hard whacks landed on Fox’s shoulders before Baillie sent the


  newspaper flying across the room.


  “I’m going out for a while, and when I come back, you keep those fucking twins out of my way,”


  his father said as he exited the kitchen.


  Fox waited, not taking a breath until he heard the front door slam and knew William Baillie was


  out of the house.


  For the next few minutes he sat on the floor, leaning against the cupboards. One of these days


  I’ll kill that bastard and bury his body in a place no one will ever find it.


  But no, that wasn’t a good idea. With one hand he reached up into the cutlery drawer and felt


  around until his fingers came into contact with a small, sharp paring knife.


  If the body is never found, we can’t collect the life insurance or get his military pension. The


  body will have to be dumped. It needs to look like a murder by some stranger, or an accident.


  Securing the knife handle in his palm, Fox looked at it. Slowly and deliberately he rolled up the


  long sleeve of his black shirt and looked at the inside of his forearm. The scars from the last time


  weren’t healed, and it was hard to find a spot between the cuts. Silence descended, but it was


  different from the silence of the house. It was like another place and time. A different-dimension kind


  of silence. His heart began to beat faster, and his breath came short and hard. It was someone else’s


  arm, not his; it had to be because there was no pain as he sliced through his flesh with the tip of the


  knife. The first cut was not deep, no more than a scratch. Blood beaded along the red line. In a trance,


  Fox watched it before making another, deeper cut, and then another deeper still until blood flowed


  freely over his arm, dripping onto his black jeans.


  The relief shot adrenaline through his body, followed by the euphoria that cutting always


  brought. With his eyes closed he leaned his head back against the cupboard and let the knife fall from


  his hand. Cutting was like a drug, and best of all, it was free.


  He had no idea how long he had sat there when a very quiet voice said, “Fox.” He opened his


  eyes to look up at the twins. Their beautiful faces, usually devoid of expression, looked pained.


  “Fox,” they said again in unison.


  Christ in heaven, I should have waited. I should have locked myself in my room. But when the


  urge came over him, he could not stop it. “I’m all right.” Pain shot through his arm, forcing him to


  come back to the present. “Give me a tea towel.”


  Alder took a tea towel from the drawer and knelt to wrap it around Fox’s arm while Arden


  picked up the knife. Even with the tea towel bandage, the blood quickly soaked through. The twins sat


  beside him on the floor in the silent house. Fox’s brutal bastard of a father was out, thank God, his


  alcoholic mother was passed out upstairs, and his twin siblings, who had never in their lives said any


  other word than Fox sat beside him, staring at him, uncomprehending.


  “The knife slipped when I was about to peel an apple. Silly old me. I’m such a butterfingers.”


  He grinned at them.


  Alder stroked Fox’s face and moaned.


  “I spilled hot tea on myself,” he explained. But they weren’t stupid. They knew what had


  happened.


  Arden stood and grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl. Sitting down again, she handed it to Fox,


  who took it and tossed it in the air, catching it again with one hand. The twins made a strange sound


  that Fox had come to recognize as laughter. He was all they had in the world, and he had to keep them


  safe. “We’ll be all right.” He stood, put the apple away, and washed the knife. “You can’t have


  finished the bathroom yet. Have you?”


  They shook their heads.


  “Why did you come down?”


  Arden made a hitting gesture, and Alder copied.


  “You heard him? Come on, let’s go upstairs. He’s gone out for a while. I have to sleep, and you


  can finish the bathroom, then play in your room on your computer. Later I’ll take you to the park; then


  I’ve got to do some work in studio this afternoon, so you’ll have to be really good when I go out.” He


  hugged them close. “But you’re always really good, aren’t you?”


  


  * * * *


  The smell of oil paint and brush cleaner filled Fox’s nostrils as he walked into the studio at


  


  Wimbledon College of Art. It calmed him almost as much as cutting calmed him. Tossing his faux


  leather backpack onto the floor by his easel, he felt again the throb in his arm.


  “Hi, Fox.” A tall, full-figured girl with a round, happy face wound her way between the easels,


  smiling at him. She’d had the hots for him since classes began last September, and he liked her a lot.


  He really should tell her he was gay, but what did it matter anyway? It wasn’t like he had a boyfriend


  or anything.


  “Hi, Nik. Are you working on the skull project?” he asked. One of their assignments was to do a


  series of prints, paintings, and etchings that involved an animal skull.


  She nodded. “Want to see?”


  Fox followed her to her easel, noting with appreciation, but not sexual interest, the curve of her


  hips, her small waist, and full bosom. “You’ve got to let me do a life drawing of you.” She always


  wore skintight jeans, ripped at the knee, and old T-shirts even though he knew from their many chats


  that her family was wealthy.


  “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to strip off for the class. We’re all supposed to take a turn.”


  Fox knew that, but he’d been avoiding it, not because he was shy. He wasn’t. He just didn’t want


  the whole class to see his scars.


  Painted in oils, the large animal skull with lumps of raw meat around it jumped off the canvas.


  The meat reminded him of his arm after he’d cut. “Shit! That’s really good, Nik.”


  A warm smile lit her face, bringing with it a feeling of something oddly familiar. Her smile


  reminded him of someone, but he couldn’t put his finger on whom. “Thanks. What happened there?”


  “Where?” Fox followed her gaze to his arm where a rim of white gauze bandage could just be


  seen below his cuff with a fresh bloodstain on it.


  “I know you’ve been a bit depressed lately, but I didn’t think things were that bad. Did you try to


  do something stupid?”


  Fox grinned. “Don’t be a divvy. The knife slipped when I was cutting apples for the twins.”


  “Idiot!” Nik laughed. “Can’t they cut their own apples? How old are they?”


  Nearly fourteen, and if they were normal, they’d be taking care of themselves . “They’re only


  five. I’d better get some work done.”


  Chapter Three


  “Nik, I did it.”


  Even at nine o’clock at night, Soho was still busy. The sex shops were open as well as the


  theaters and restaurants. Only the more boring shops closed after seven. Edward strode toward


  Tisbury Court, hoping Fox would be there in his box. Two nights in a row. Was he disgusting? No!


  All he wanted was to give the bloke his money. What kind of prostitute forgot to collect his money


  after a transaction?


  Transaction. That’s all it was, so don’t start acting like an idiot and getting stupid ideas.


  “Did what?” Nik nearly forgot her cockney accent and, after her initial curiosity, slipped back


  into it. “Did what?” she repeated, letting the t slide off the end.


  “You know. Had sex,” he whispered, glancing around. Though the street was busy, no one


  appeared the slightest bit interested in him, lanky, always physically awkward, dressed in corduroy


  trousers. No wonder he’d never had a boyfriend. Who’d date a nerd like him?


  “Alle-fucking-luia!” Nik screamed into the phone.


  Edward snatched it away from his ear. “Thought you’d be pleased.”


  “I am. So was it a one-nighter or an actual date?”


  “A one-nighter,” he whispered.


  “Oh well. At least you did it. Was she pretty? ’Cause it would be awful if she was a dog and you


  only did it to not be a virgin on your thirtieth.”


  If he could tell anyone, he could tell Nik. Pausing in the gathering darkness at the corner of


  Whitcomb Street and Orange Street, Edward looked right and left as if a crowd of onlookers were


  straining to hear his every word. “Nik, it was a man,” he whispered.


  “You’re gay?”


  Oh God no. She was going to turn on him. As usual he’d misjudged the situation. He never got it


  right when it came to people.


  “Excellent!”


  Relief flooding him, he asked, “Is it?”


  His sister’s sudden laugh sent another sharp pain ripping through his eardrum. “Wait till the olds


  find out.”


  “No!” His voice shot up a couple of octaves. “You can’t tell them. You know what Mum’s like.”


  “Why not?” She sounded really disappointed.


  “You know why not. She’d be terrified the neighbors would find out.”


  With a definite tone of disappointment, Nik said, “All right. Won’t say a word. So who is he?


  Are you seeing him again?”


  “No, I told you. It was just a one-nighter. I’d better go.”


  “Keep me informed,” Nik said as he hung up and continued on to Tisbury Court, trying to


  remember exactly which alley he had walked down last night.


  The smell was still disgusting as Edward picked his way through the refuse of the dark alley.


  Two men, one facing the wall, the other humping at his rear, ignored Edward completely and finished


  their business. Thank goodness Fox had agreed to go home with him. Humping in a dark, smelly alley


  was not a memory he wanted to look back on. At least not for his first time.


  A box against the wall to the left made his heart lift. “Fox?”


  “What d’ y’ want?” The flap opened slowly, revealing a filthy old man with matted hair.


  Edward hurried on. Maybe Fox wasn’t there tonight. Maybe he had found another, better alley to


  live in. He could be with another customer. That was all Edward was, a customer. What an idiot,


  acting as if it were a relationship.


  At the next entry to the street, he turned to go back onto Tisbury Court when a familiar voice


  made him turn around.


  “Eddie?”


  His heart soared. Fox stood in the shadows, leaning against the grimy wall.


  “You forgot your money last night.” Edward thrust a hand into his back pocket and pulled out


  thirty pounds. “Here.”


  Fox took the money and stuffed it into his pocket. “Thanks, mate.”


  Edward struggled for something to say but his brain failed him as it always seemed to in social


  situations, and he turned to the entry, watching for half a minute the people walking past on the street.


  He’d better go before he looked like the desperate fool he was.


  “Come here, Eddie.” The tone was soft.


  He faced Fox again, and the young man grabbed him by the front of his shirt, pulled him deeper


  into the darkness, and shoved him up against the wall. Fox smelled remarkably clean considering the


  way he lived. Standing so close that their flat bellies touched, Fox took Edward’s waist in his fingers,


  unbuckled the belt and lowered the zipper.


  From zero to a thousand. One second he was anxious to see Fox, hoping the young man would


  talk to him for a bit, perhaps come home with him again. The next his heart was pounding, and his


  willy was rigid and so aroused he feared he might scream as he had done the night before.


  “Take a breath,” Fox said.


  Obeying, Edward got control of himself sufficiently that when the warm hand closed around his


  penis, he neither screamed nor ejaculated at once. Literally weak at the knees, he placed his hands on


  Fox’s shoulders for support and pressed his back harder against the wall. The foul odor of the alley


  was replaced with the clean, sweet scent of the boy before him. The pleasure in his penis pulsed


  backward through his hips and buttocks and then down through his knees. Edward focused all of his


  attention on the smooth, warm hand on his willy, gliding up and down, bringing his pleasure higher


  and higher. Unable to stop himself, he began to moan out loud.


  “Shut up!” Fox said into his ear. “The bobbies check these alleys, you know.”


  “Oh God, I’m sorryyyyy!” Cum spilled out of his willy and over Fox’s hand. He slammed his


  head backward against the wall so hard he nearly passed out. Panting like a dog in the sun, he


  collapsed forward into Fox’s arms. “Thank you,” he whispered into the young man’s ear. “I didn’t


  bring any more cash.”


  “I’ll take a credit card,” Fox said calmly, rubbing his hands on his black jeans. “Do you want to


  get something to eat?”


  Surprised at the suggestion, Edward nodded as he fastened his trousers. “Yes, great. I’m


  starving.”


  From his cardboard box, Fox grabbed his backpack. “Let’s go.”


  Under the streetlight on Tisbury Court Edward looked shyly at Fox. This was stupid. It felt like a


  real date rather than a fumble in a back alley with a rentboy. “Do you want a kebab?”


  “I’m a vegan.”


  “Of course. You said that last night.”


  “Come on. We’ll go to the Tofu Factory.”


  “Won’t it be closed?” Fox laughed and stuffed his hands into his pockets as he walked on.


  Several inches shorter than Edward and very thin, Fox had a casual, leggy walk that Edward found


  himself admiring and trying to emulate. He shoved his hands down into the pockets of his cords,


  letting his hips swing slightly. By the time they came to a stop outside the Tofu Factory, he thought he


  had it mastered. “Oh, I see. It’s the name of a restaurant. And it’s vegan.”


  Fox pulled the door open, and they wandered inside to the smell of odd Eastern spices and


  strange-looking food behind a glass counter. Hands still casually in his pockets, he followed Fox to a


  table and then tried to pull his hands out. The night was humid, and the walk had taken twenty minutes.


  Between the excitement of being with Fox and the warmth of the evening, his palms had sweated to


  the point where they seemed to have adhered to the insides of his pockets. He couldn’t get his hands


  out!


  Watching as Fox angled his skinny body onto the wooden seat, Edward stood helplessly, trying


  to pull his hands free without seeming to. If he could just sit down, he might manage it surreptitiously


  under the table, but the chair was tucked in, so he could do nothing but stand looking at it.


  “What’s up?” Curiosity making his black-rimmed eyes squint, Fox looked up at him.


  Why did he always have to be a complete bloody berk? A total and utterly pathetic Billy No


  Mates. A poor, sad git. “My hands are stuck in my pockets. They get really sweaty when I’m


  nervous.”


  Fox sank his head onto his chest. He was obviously embarrassed by being seen with an idiotic


  boffin who could not get his hands out of his pockets. He’d probably leap up and make his getaway


  any second, leaving Edward standing helpless, unable even to open the door to leave. He felt the heat


  rising up his face from his neck and suffusing his cheeks.


  Fox’s shoulders shook with mirth. “Come here.” He grabbed Edward’s arms and began to pull,


  laughing hysterically as he did so. Several other patrons turned their way, looking on in disapproval.


  “Would you mind?” A heavyset man in a white apron came over to them. “This is a family


  restaurant.”


  “His hands are stuck in his pockets,” Fox said loudly. “Don’t just stand there. Help us.”


  By the time Fox and the burly chef had freed his hands, Edward’s cheeks burned scarlet, and


  everyone was staring at them. It was like one of his bad dreams where he found himself wandering


  through Trafalgar Square naked. “Now sit down and behave yourselves,” the apron man commanded,


  clearly displeased with them.


  Fox kept bursting into fresh giggles while they read the menu and ordered a Thai rice bowl each


  with curried tofu and a glass of papaya juice.


  What on earth had become of Edward’s quiet, respectable life in the last twenty-four hours?


  He’d had sex with a prostitute, not once but twice—one time in a filthy back alley. He’d made


  himself ridiculous every time he attempted to look cool. The young man in front of him, whose blue


  eyes were a magnet for his, obviously considered him a semiretarded nerd of the worst kind. The


  excitement that had surged within him when Fox had said come here and then proceeded to wank him


  off was a thing he had never before experienced. Now all he wanted was to get away from him with


  the last shreds of his dignity intact.


  A shadow fell over them when the big man brought their order. Fearfully Edward looked up,


  surprised to see the man’s face soften into a semblance of a smile. “Enjoy that, boys. You make a nice


  couple,” he said kindly.


  “We’re not a couple. He’s a prostitute.” The words tumbled from Edward’s tongue before he


  could stop them.


  The kind eyes narrowed into an angry glare before being cast up to the ceiling. “Just eat up and


  get the fuck out of here.” Edward dropped his chin onto his chest. Why couldn’t he keep his mouth


  shut?


  “Thanks for telling everyone I’m an arse for rent.” Fox picked up his fork and took a large bite.


  “I don’t know why I said that. I’m so sorry. A thing comes into my head, and it comes out of my


  mouth before I know it. I can’t help myself.” Meeting his eyes, Fox took a long slurp of his papaya


  juice but did not respond.


  Edward looked at his food, unable to manage a bite. When he was upset, his appetite was


  always the first thing to go. He took his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out a credit card. “Let


  me pay you for the—you know.” He proffered the card.


  Fox stared at it for a moment. “Are you taking the piss?”


  “No.”


  Spluttering food from his mouth, Fox laughed again. “You’re not, are you?” For a moment


  Edward was stunned. What the hell had he done now? He looked at the credit card in his hand.


  Suddenly the sheer stupidity of trying to pay a prostitute with a credit card struck him, and he too


  began to laugh. He had never laughed like this in his life. When his papaya juice went flying off the


  table, the apron man came running out from behind the counter. “Get out, both of you. Now!”


  For a moment Edward sat terrified, not knowing what to do. How utterly humiliating to be


  thrown out of a restaurant! Fox grabbed his hand and dragged him from the place, running hell-for-


  leather down the street, screaming with laughter. Adrenaline rushed through his muscles. The only


  other time he had been this excited was when he was first written up in the science journals.


  “Fuck, Eddie, you’re so weird,” Fox said when they came to a halt.


  “I know. I can’t help it. I don’t suppose you want to come home with me again?”


  “Yeah, I’d love to.”


  “I didn’t think you would, but I thought I’d ask… What?”


  “I said I’d love to.”


  A smaller adrenaline surge washed through his belly when Fox took his hand as they walked


  along the quiet streets to Bloomsbury. By the time they got there he had settled down a bit, but he felt


  extremely self-conscious holding another man’s hand in public. What if he bumped into Dr. Howard


  or one of his lab assistants? Then he’d have some explaining to do. This is Fox, he’s a prostitute,


  and we’re going to my flat for sex for which I’ll pay him. He could just hear himself coming out


  with it.


  Upstairs the heat hit them when Edward opened the door to his flat. He flipped on the lamp and


  threw his keys on the desk. “Do you mind if I take a shower to cool off? It’s like an oven in here on


  hot nights.”


  “Go for it.” Fox threw himself down on the couch and put his black-booted feet up on the coffee


  table. Watching him for a moment, Edward marveled at him. Everything Fox did was so cool and


  confident. How could he live on the street with no family and still be so full of himself. Fox looked at


  him. “What?”


  Edward shrugged, unable to answer. In the minuscule bathroom he threw his clothes on the floor


  and got into the shower. He had always been embarrassed by his thinness, and God only knew what


  Fox thought of the size of his nose. If the old adage was true that you could judge the size of a man’s


  willy by the size of his nose, then people must assume Edward was extremely well-endowed. He


  grabbed the soap and began to scrub himself.


  When he felt a hand on his arse, he screamed and turned round, plastering himself against the


  wall. Panicked at being seen naked under the bright, shadeless bathroom light, he wrapped his arms


  around his narrow chest.


  Laughter erupted from Fox, who stood naked, as pale and thin as Edward, but not in the least


  self-conscious. A couple of tattoos adorned his upper arms. But it was the inside of Fox’s right


  forearm, covered with numerous fresh cuts, that drew his eyes. Looking more closely, he saw scars,


  some faint, some still pink but healed on Fox’s other arm and his chest.


  The young man stepped inside the confined space and closed the plastic shower door. Last night


  they had been in the dark when they were naked. Seeing him now, Fox would probably have done a


  three-sixty at the sight of him if he weren’t paying.


  Between his forefinger and thumb, Fox held up a small, square foil packet. He tore it open with


  his teeth, removed the condom, and tossed the foil onto the tiles, where it washed against the drain


  hole.


  “That might cause a blockage,” Edward said, knowing he sounded stupid but wanting to distract


  himself. His willy stuck straight out, and when Fox grabbed it, he cried out and came instantly.


  Panting, he looked down at himself. “I’m such an idiot. Sorry.”


  “Calm down. You’re cock’s still hard.” Though he could hardly bear the touch of Fox’s nimble


  hands on his sensitive penis, Edward watched while the young man rolled the condom onto it.


  Looking directly into Edward’s eyes, Fox said, “Fuck me,” and turned to face the wall.


  It was the sexiest thing that had ever happened to him. He stared at the small, round buttocks and


  slender thighs of the young man and down at his own jutting willy. With water rushing over their


  bodies, he pressed his belly against Fox’s back, unsure what to do next.


  With both hands braced against the tiled wall, Fox glanced over his shoulder. The black makeup


  around his eyes streamed down his cheeks as the warm water rained on his face. For a moment he


  looked quite scary. “Fuck me.”


  “I’ve never done this before.” Edward’s voice sounded strange and breathy. “What do I do?”


  Fox reached behind himself and spread his buttocks wide apart, then pressed his forehead


  against the wall. “Hit the bull’s-eye.”


  With his fingertips, Edward gingerly felt between Fox’s buttocks, locating the anus and then he


  guided the tip of his penis to the spot. “If I push right in, it will hurt?”


  “It might hurt a bit. Do it anyway,” Fox said on a long breath. “Do it, for fuck’s sake!”


  With one hard thrust of his hips, Edward pushed inside. The tightness of the fit was stunningly


  arousing, shooting bolts of pleasure through his willy and lower belly. For a moment he had to stop to


  gather himself. If he came too quickly, he would deny Fox the pleasure the young man wanted, and


  even though the situation was hardly one of lovers making each other happy, he had a strong desire to


  ensure Fox got what he wanted too.


  With both hands, he grasped Fox about the waist and began to thrust. Fox tipped his head back


  and moaned out loud. The long, loud cries both aroused Edward further and yet distracted him from


  coming too quickly. Alert to every sound and movement Fox made, he thrust hard, finding he could


  hold back his own pleasure as he watched for signs that the young man was about to orgasm.


  At last Fox went completely rigid, every muscle in his body tensed. The cry that tore from his


  throat cracked through the tiny room louder than the rushing of the water. His reaction instantly


  brought on Edward’s orgasm. It spread through his body like a wildfire, making him gasp.


  Still impaling Fox, Edward wrapped his arms tightly around him. It was the most incredible,


  wonderful feeling—an intimacy he had never experienced and was loath to let go of. Fox remained


  pressed against the shower wall unmoving while Edward clung to his back. “Stay there for a while,”


  Fox whispered.


  Acting on impulse, Edward kissed Fox’s ears and the back of his neck. He rubbed his cheek


  against Fox’s cheek. Slowly, after several minutes, he allowed his limp willy to slide out. The


  condom fell off, joining the foil packet resting in the drain. Fox turned in his arms and pulled him into


  a tight embrace. For a long time they stood holding each other as the water gushed over their bodies.


  “I wish you were my boyfriend, Fox.” The words were out before he could stop them, and he


  didn’t want to. He wanted to be honest and open. He didn’t know how to be any other way.


  Without moving, Fox said, “Yeah, well, I’m not. I’m a whore.”


  “Do you cut yourself?” Edward asked quietly.


  “Don’t be stupid. I had an accident.” Fox stopped speaking abruptly. He squeezed Edward’s


  waist tighter still, resting his cheek on Edward’s shoulder.


  “There are old scars all over your arms and chest,” Edward persisted, unsure if it was a good


  idea to push it.


  “It’s called scarification. It’s an art form,” Fox said.


  “Fox, there’s nothing artistic about those slashes.”


  Very softly, Fox said, “Yeah, I cut myself. Does it make you feel better to know?”


  “Yes, it does. I want you to be truthful with me. But why?” Many a time Edward had felt fearful,


  especially when beginning a new venture. Occasionally he had been depressed when everyone


  around him seemed to have a partner but him. But why would anyone feel so awful that they would cut


  their own flesh?


  “I don’t know,” Fox said.


  “I can hardly hear you, Fox.”


  Still holding Edward’s waist tightly, Fox stepped back. “I said, I don’t know.” He smiled. “Let’s


  not talk about it. Let’s go into the bedroom and have another fuck.”


  Easily distracted from the confusing subject, Edward smiled back. “I love your eyes. They’re so


  blue, but with your makeup running you look like one of those animals I’ve seen on the telly. They


  have them in America.”


  A cute little chuckle escaped Fox, and his eyes crinkled. “A raccoon?”


  “Yes, that’s right, a raccoon.”


  Fox splashed water into his eyes and rubbed away the remaining makeup. “There, that’s me,


  natural.”


  “I like it,” Edward said. “I like you both ways. With and without the makeup.” With one finger


  he tapped the end of Fox’s straight little nose. “I like your little nose too. Mine’s like a hawk.”


  “I like hawks.” Fox did the same back, tapping Edward’s nose. “I like your nose.”


  No one had ever said that before. “I was thinking of having a nose job. What do you think?”


  Fox looked up at him. “Don’t.”


  Under the rushing water Fox got down on his knees. Wondering what he was doing, Edward


  watched the top of Fox’s head. He almost screamed when Fox grabbed his willy with his teeth and


  sucked it into his mouth. Panting hard, Edward stood, his knees weak, jellylike, while Fox sucked


  hard on him. He placed both hands on Fox’s head as if giving him a benediction. Edward hadn’t


  thought it possible to come three times in quick succession, but he did, pumping his fluids into Fox’s


  mouth. When the last vestige of pleasure was wrung from his willy, he waited, unable to move. Fox


  wrapped both arms around Edward’s waist, hanging on to him.


  Never in his life had Edward felt so unutterably grateful and happy and sated as he felt at that


  moment. I could die right now and regret nothing.


  “Fox, stand up.” Fox obeyed. “Come into the bedroom and let me make you happy again.” He


  took the sweet young face in both his hands, looking down at him. “What do you want me to do to


  you?”


  “I want you to hold me and talk to me.”


  “What about the other thing?” Edward asked.


  “Sex? I love sex. It’s great. But right now I want you to hold me and talk to me.”


  “Your wish is my command,” Edward said.


  They dried off with Edward’s one towel. He brushed his teeth and rinsed the toothbrush under


  the running water for several minutes before handing it to Fox. “Sorry I don’t have a spare. I tend to


  buy things like that as I need then. That one’s quite new. I got it from the dentist last month at my


  checkup.”


  “You’re funny, Eddie.” Fox took it and brushed his teeth.


  “Suppose that’s better than being weird.”


  They wandered into the bedroom. The minute they lay down, Edward took Fox into his arms. As


  if he had never had a hug in his life, Fox cuddled in close. “That was the most incredible thing in the


  world,” Edward said.


  “What?” Fox threw his leg over Edward’s hip.


  “You putting a condom on my willy and saying those words.”


  “Willy?” Fox laughed outright. “Only five-year-olds say willy.”


  “I can’t say the words you say. I wasn’t brought up that way. In my house everything to do with


  sex was all innuendo and euphemism. When I was fifteen, my dad said, ‘One day you’ll meet a girl,


  and you’ll want to get close to her. If you can’t wait until you’re married, be sure to protect


  yourself.’ I thought he was talking about my karate lessons. I couldn’t imagine giving a girl a jab to


  the throat.”


  Fox burst out laughing so hard Edward could feel the vibrations from Fox’s belly against his


  own. When he could speak again, Fox said, “We didn’t exactly talk about sex at home either, but


  when you’re out with other blokes and in the clubs and you’re getting it on, you can’t exactly say,


  ‘Suck my willy.’ The dude would be in hysterics.”


  “That’s just it. I’ve never been out in clubs with other blokes. A few beers in the student union


  pub after classes was the extent of my university socializing. And it’s been all downhill since then. I


  only went into a gay club once. None of the men paid a jot of attention to me. I had a beer and left


  feeling like Billy No Mates.”


  “Is that why you were out looking for a rentboy?”


  “Sad as it sounds, yes.” He might as well admit it.


  “Say cock,” Fox said.


  “No, I can’t,” Edward said.


  “Yes, you can.” Fox shoved Edward onto his back and rested on one elbow, looking down at


  him.


  He couldn’t stop smiling. Fox made him feel giddy.


  “Go on. Say it. Say fuck and cock.”


  What was wrong with him. It was like he became mute in the face of a couple of stupid words.


  Fox laughing at him didn’t help. It made him want to laugh too without knowing why. “Come on,


  Eddie. Say cock. You can do it.”


  It came out as a whisper. “Cock.”


  “Louder,” Fox said.


  He had the most mischievous grin in the world, more on one side of his face than the other.


  There was a slight dimple in his chin when he laughed. Looking up at him, Edward felt deliriously,


  deliciously happy. Everything in his monotonous world was ramped up and exciting with Fox.


  “Cock,” he said a little louder.


  “Shout it.”


  “The neighbors!”


  “Come on, shout it. All right, I’ll do it to show you how.”


  “Fox, no!” Edward catapulted himself up and rolled over on top of Fox, attempting to press his


  hand over Fox’s mouth, but he was too late.


  The room reverberated with the words, “Cock! Fuck!”


  Finally getting control of him, Edward lay on top of Fox, gagging him with his hand. Utterly still,


  Fox looked up at him, making mmmm noises behind the hand. “I’ll only take my hand away if you


  promise not to shout.”


  Fox nodded. Slowly Edward removed his hand. Fox began to laugh again, making Edward


  bounce on top of him. “Say the words, or I’ll start screaming them again.”


  “Cock,” Edward whispered. “Fuck.” He rolled off onto his back, pulling Fox with him until their


  positions were reversed.


  Fox rested his head on Edward’s chest, lying very still. “Now say wank.” Fox ran through a


  litany of sex-related slang while Edward repeated the words. Some were funnier than others, but they


  laughed at them all. After a long while Fox slid off. Edward rolled onto his side, drawing Fox into a


  tight embrace. “Put your leg over me, Eddie.”


  Edward rested his thigh on Fox’s hip and drew Fox’s legs closer with his calf. “Like this?”


  “Yeah, like that. Hold me tight.”


  Fox fell asleep quickly, but Edward stayed awake for a long time, not wanting to miss a minute


  of being with this lovely, funny, sexy young man. An hour later, still unable to sleep, Edward rose, put


  on his glasses, and went naked into the living room. He had been meaning all day to clear up some


  work. For security he never saved any information on his hard drive. Everything to do with his work


  was saved on memory sticks. In the drawer in his desk was the stick with the information about the


  pesticide formula. The only other copy was in the safe in his lab. No one was going to get their hands


  on the original compound for Lintrane. Tests had proved it lethal to humans when it was supposed to


  kill only insects. The revised formula he had been working on for weeks was completely safe, and


  that was the one he would submit to the pharmaceutical company.


  Edward took the memory stick with the dodgy data on it into the kitchen and put it on the wooden


  chopping board. With the meat mallet his mother had bought him and which he had never used for


  cooking, he smashed the memory stick and then dropped it in a plastic beaker full of water, poured


  salt into it, and went back to bed. Fox was still in the same position he had been in when Edward left.


  He lay down, pulled the young man into his arms, and finally fell asleep.


  Chapter Four


  Tossing aside a science magazine and an empty pizza box, Fox sat on the couch to pull on his


  jeans and the black Gravel boots he’d bought from Sinister Soles on the Tottenham Court Road. As he


  fastened the buckles down the sides he speculated why Eddie had not wondered how a rentboy who


  supposedly lived in a box in a back alley could afford boots that cost a hundred and fifty quid. But the


  dude was a total nerd. He probably had no idea how much they cost.


  Why did I have to admit I cut myself? Now he’ll think I’m some psychotic emo idiot who


  spends his spare time sitting in graveyards reading poems by Stevie Smith and Sylvia Plath. But


  the very fact that he had admitted it at all made him wonder about Eddie and why he had trusted him.


  He’d never admitted to anyone before that the way he dealt with his pain was to create yet more of it.


  Fox retrieved his black shirt and finished dressing.


  Amid the clutter on the desk was Eddie’s laptop. Fox glanced at the bedroom door. All he


  needed to do was take the laptop and leave. Then he noticed a couple of memory sticks. The


  information his father wanted might be on those. Eddie would think he had taken the stuff to sell. But


  even as he shoved the computer into his leather backpack, the thought of Eddie waking up and seeing


  his laptop gone, believing him to be a common thief was untenable. He was such a lovely man, Fox


  wanted Eddie to think well of him. In the same instant a picture of what his father would do to him


  and the twins if he returned without it bloomed in his mind’s eye as he headed for the door.


  Without knowing why, he crept back to the bedroom door to take one last look at Eddie. Naked,


  his lean body lay sprawled across the bed on his side; Eddie was really long and thin, almost as bony


  as Fox. And he was right; his nose was long and narrow, hawk-like, but it suited him.


  Sorry, Eddie.


  Quiet even in big boots, Fox made his way across the wood floor and left quickly. The house


  was silent. He went carefully down the staircase and let himself out into the pitch-black street. In the


  distance Big Ben chimed five o’clock.


  I can’t go home yet. I hate being there. The twins will still be asleep, so they’ll be safe.


  Fox walked away from the oasis of Eddie’s little flat, wondering how he could finish college,


  take care of the twins, keep a roof over their heads, and keep them all fed. There were two choices.


  Spend the next couple of years in constant fear of the next beating, worrying that the twins were being


  hurt, watching his mother drink herself into a coma, or kill the fucking bastard who was the cause of


  all their troubles.


  


  * * * *


  Outside St. Pancras Station a mobile tea wagon gave free tea and sandwiches to homeless


  


  people. There was always a lineup. Fox joined the end behind an elderly woman who smelled worse


  than the alley off Tisbury Court. When he got to the front, he looked up at the curly-haired man in the


  black shirt and white dog collar. “Can I have a cup of tea, no milk?”


  The man handed him a mug of strong tea. “Spam or cheese sarnie”


  “I don’t want a sandwich, thanks. Anyway, I’m a vegan.”


  “A what?” The man looked dumbfounded. “You’re too thin. You should eat something.”


  “The tea is great. Thanks.” Fox walked away and sat on a bench to drink from the heavy,


  chipped mug. “That’s builder’s tea, that is,” his mum always said when the tea was too strong and


  she was still sober enough to notice. There was a time when she had made him laugh, when she had


  tucked him into bed at night and kissed him and made nice meals. Now she spent her days like Fox


  and the twins, trying to avoid William Baillie’s fists.


  “Are you homeless?”


  Fox looked up from the depths of the mug as the man sat beside him on the bench. “I’m not


  Catholic.”


  “Neither am I. I’m an Anglican.” The vicar’s brown eyes were really kind, reminding Fox for a


  minute of Eddie, but the man was much heavier built than Eddie, and older, probably midthirties.


  “Church of England, not Rome. Are you homeless, because to be honest, you don’t look it. You’re too


  clean.”


  Had Eddie thought that too? “I suppose you see homeless people all the time.”


  “Yes. And I’ve seen you around Tisbury Court a few times just lately. Prostitution is never the


  answer. There is always a way out of your problems.”


  “I was just trying to decide what it is.” Kill William Baillie or kill William Baillie.


  “Do you have an answer yet? I can pray with you if you’d like.”


  Fox met his gaze. “Are you, you know, sworn to secrecy like a Catholic priest?”


  “Yes. I can hear a confession, and it is sacrosanct.”


  “Good. Well, here it is. My confession. I’m going to kill my dad.”


  Horror registered in the vicar’s eyes as his mouth dropped open. “What? You can’t do that.”


  “I’ve got no choice, mate. It’s him or us.” Fox handed him the empty mug and walked away.


  


  * * * *


  At the front door Fox removed his boots. A quick look in the living room told him his mum was


  


  already in bed, either chased upstairs by his father or having struggled up there on her own before


  William Baillie got up.


  Listening, as alert as a fox, he tried to tune in to his father. Should he do it now? No. He was too


  tired. In order to avoid getting home too soon he had walked part of the way before getting the tube


  and then the bus. All he wanted right now was to sleep. Quickly he ran on tiptoes up the stairs,


  carrying his boots. If he could make it to his bedroom without seeing his father, he could hide in the


  wardrobe to sleep for a while. No locks were allowed on any of the doors inside the house. Not even


  the bathroom. No one was allowed to avoid William Baillie even if they wanted to.


  Inside Fox’s darkened bedroom, huddled in his bed, lay the twins. They whimpered when he


  opened the door. “What’s up?” he asked, not expecting an answer. “It’s me, Fox.” He switched on the


  lamp. The twins lay as they always did in bed, bodies wrapped around each other. They sat up


  gingerly. They’d been beaten again. “Did he belt your arses?” Four big eyes stared hollowly back at


  him. “Show me.”


  The twins pulled off their pajamas to show recent red stripes across their backs and buttocks.


  Tears burned Fox’s eyes, and the urge to cut himself bubbled up inside him. He sat on the bed and


  gathered them into his arms. Despite the warm morning, they shivered uncontrollably. “When did he


  do it? Last night?”


  Nothing. They looked at him, then laid their heads on his shoulders.


  “Don’t worry. I’m going to kill him soon. I just need to figure out how.”


  “Fox!” Baillie’s voice outside on the landing made them jump.


  “Let’s get in the wardrobe, quick,” Fox whispered.


  All three scrambled off the bed and into the wardrobe on the nest of pillows and blankets Fox


  had secreted there. By some miracle his father had never discovered the fairly obvious hiding place,


  because he would have remarked on it before now. Huddling together in the darkness, they waited in


  silence, hearing the bedroom door open, their father tramp around the room in his heavy army boots


  before leaving again. For a long time Fox held his twin siblings against him, until at last they all fell


  into a troubled sleep.


  


  * * * *


  With one hand Edward reached out, eyes still closed, expecting to feel Fox’s warm, skinny body


  


  beside him. Nothing. Disappointment washed through when he opened his eyes. Fox was gone.


  Edward placed his hand on the bed where the young man had slept, finding it cool. He’d obviously


  been gone for a while. And he had left without being paid again.


  Did he leave a note, he wondered hopefully. “Don’t be ridiculous, Edward.” It was not as if they


  were in a relationship or anything, his bloke gone off to work early, leaving him a note to say good-


  bye like a normal couple.


  Reluctant to start the day alone, Edward sat up on the side of the bed. The memory of fucking


  Fox in the shower came flooding back, and he had an instant erection. Naked, he walked to the


  bathroom. The used condom and foil packet still rested in the drain. Edward scooped them up and


  pressed them to his nose. Too much water had washed over them to leave behind any scent of Fox.


  But he could not make himself toss them in the bin and instead placed both carefully on the edge of the


  sink before turning on the shower.


  Edward rarely masturbated, not even with his morning hard-on. Thoughts of the day’s work


  ahead would distract him until his willy fell limp. But this morning everywhere he looked he saw


  Fox. The clean white tiles in the shower disappeared as he closed his eyes and saw Fox facing the


  wall, saying, “Fuck me.” As if the young man were there still, he leaned against the wall and gripped


  his penis. In a few fast strokes the hot friction of his hand brought on an orgasm that rocked his body


  and left him gasping. Was he in love with a prostitute, or was he just taking his first sexual encounter


  too far in his mind? Making more of it than there was and certainly more than Fox felt.


  “I wish you were my boyfriend, Fox.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m not. I’m a whore.”


  That had summed it up.


  After a quick shave, he dressed in his usual corduroy trousers and fastened the buttons on his


  shirt with its unobtrusive dark green checkers. Compared to Fox he was so damn boring. He always


  thought when he finally got a boyfriend, it would be a man like himself, an academic who was


  hopeless in bed and never understood jokes or the finer points of casual discourse. Then there was


  Fox with his sharp mind and his sexual experience. It would never work. He’d bore the pants off a


  man like Fox. The only way he got the pants off him now was to pay.


  In the living room he admonished himself loudly, “He’s not your boyfriend. Don’t be such a


  loser.”


  Staring at his messy desk, he stopped short. He was sure he’d left his laptop there. It was always


  there. Every day he got home, hung his coat in the cupboard, and put his laptop on the desk with his


  keys. Was it possible he had thrown the computer in the cupboard? He’d done it a couple of times


  before, but then he always found his jacket lying on the desk, and the jacket wasn’t there. “Silly


  sausage, Edward.” His mother always called him that. “It’s been boiling out. You haven’t worn a


  jacket in a fortnight.”


  Relief together with a slight feeling of panic clutching his belly, Edward opened the coat


  cupboard. The vacuum cleaner stood on the floor, its hose curled like a snake waiting to slither out. A


  collection of shoes, all needing a good polishing, were piled up beside it. His old briefcase with the


  broken buckle that he kept planning to throw out was slumped against the wall.


  No computer. No Fox.


  Edward ran back to his desk and began rummaging around for the memory sticks. Gone as well.


  “Shit!” he screamed. He never said shit, at least not out loud, but it was the only answer to his utter


  and complete stupidity. Despite his degree from Oxford and his well-paid job teaching and doing


  research at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, Dr. Edward Atherton was an


  unmitigated fool. He should have been a court jester, not a scientist. He trusted people he should not


  trust. He loaned money to Nik who never paid it back. He wanted a prostitute to be his boyfriend.


  And now he would have to tell his boss that the work his department had secured a huge grant to


  pursue was out on the street somewhere in the hands of God knew who.


  Tears of frustration rolled down his cheeks, and for a full minute he indulged them. Slowly he


  pulled himself together. This would not do. He was a grown man, and men didn’t cry. Thank heaven


  no one had been there to witness his meltdown. In the bathroom he rinsed his face and, briefcase in


  hand, headed out into the warm, bright morning.


  Half an hour later, his head hanging like an errant schoolboy, Edward stood in front of Dr.


  Crispin Howard’s desk explaining the loss of his data without actually saying that a rentboy had


  stolen it. “But it’s all backed up on memory sticks. I haven’t lost anything we can’t retrieve. It’s all in


  my small safe in the lab.”


  Dr. Howard was a short, stocky, swarthy-skinned man in his early fifties who, despite his


  physical shortcomings, seemed to think he was God’s own gift to the fairer sex. “Saving your own


  copies is all well and good, but who the hell has their hands on proprietary information?”


  “I don’t know,” Edward lied. He was not a good liar, and wringing his hands was probably a


  dead giveaway. He clasped them behind his back. “The laptop must have been stolen to sell.” What


  else would Fox want his laptop for if not to sell it? “He’ll probably wipe the hard drive. I never save


  anything important to the hard drive anyway.”


  “What about the external hard drive?”


  Without thinking, Edward began to wring his hands again. “It’s all on memory sticks, and they’re


  gone too. Anyway, it’s all encrypted. Only an expert could access the data.”


  “Who? You said he.”


  Panicked, Edward blurted, “I’m assuming it’s a bloke, probably some stupid kid. My place gets


  broken into all the time. Teenage boys with nothing better to do.” That wasn’t true; it was a very safe


  neighborhood.


  “Comtrex is a powerful pharmaceutical company. They gave us the grant for that pesticide


  you’ve been working on and they are fussy about where their money goes. If you do idiotic things like


  losing privileged information, they’ll cut us off. Now try to get it back.”


  “But I don’t know who took it,” Edward lied again.


  “Are you sure, Dr. Atherton?” The man looked skeptical, as if he knew Edward had been having


  sex with a prostitute.


  “Yes, Dr. Howard. But as I said, I still have the information. I just thought I should tell you I lost


  my laptop and memory sticks, that’s all. I’d better report it to the police.”


  “No, don’t do that!” The vehemence in the man’s tone surprised him at the same time that he was


  relieved. The last thing he wanted was to sic the bobbies on Fox.


  “We could lose the grant from Comtrex if they know we have nincompoops like you working for


  us.”


  “Sorry,” Edward mumbled.


  “I should think so.” Dr. Howard rose. “I have a meeting. You had better get to work.”


  At the door to Dr. Howard’s office Edward stiffened when the man asked, “Was it some man


  you picked up in a gay nightclub?”


  Edward turned to find a decided smirk on Dr. Howard’s face.


  “Oh, come on, Dr. Atherton. Everybody knows you’re a homosexual.”


  Horror settling over him, Edward asked, “Do they? How?”


  “You rarely pay attention to women, and when you do, you are far too polite to them.”


  Drawing himself up still taller, Edward looked the man in the eyes, even though his cheeks felt


  so hot they had to be scarlet. He’d never liked Dr. Howard, and at that moment he hated him. “I was


  brought up properly. You could take a leaf out of my book.”


  “Really?” Dr. Howard raised both eyebrows, his smirk firmly in place. It was time to wipe it


  off.


  “Yes, really. The young ladies in my classes complain about you at length. They call you


  creepy.”


  That worked in spades. The man’s dark complexion grew paler and his cheeks pink. His thin


  lips twisted into a sneer, but he said nothing. Edward strode back to his lab feeling much better.


  After a morning of accomplishing nothing, wandering about the lab thinking about the fantastic


  sex he’d had with Fox and the fact that he had stolen from him, Edward headed for Tisbury Court to


  find the little thief. He really should eat something, but he could not stomach the thought of food. Fox


  had stolen from him after he had trusted him. His boss had called him a nincompoop. Who said


  nincompoop anymore? And then the swine had outed him, if only to himself.


  He was the world’s biggest twit.


  As always the area bustled with pedestrian traffic. Gay pubs and shops lined the street along


  with fashionable boutiques and vintage clothing shops. At the alley beside Gimme Gimme, an LGBT


  gift shop, Edward stopped to look in the shop window. A red mug emblazoned with the words, Some


  People Are Gay, Get Over It , caught his eye. If only it were that easy. How was he going to tell his


  parents? If everybody at LSHTM knew, and it seemed they did, it would eventually reach home since


  his dad had been a professor there for years before retiring.


  With something akin to revulsion, or perhaps merely dismay, Edward noted that the smell of


  refuse and urine bothered him far less with each subsequent trip down the alley. For more than a


  minute he looked up and down for the large box Fox slept in. Maybe he had moved like a tortoise


  carrying his house with him.


  “You’re looking for him, aren’t you?”


  What appeared to be a filthy bundle of rags leaning against the wall moved.


  Slowly the man stood up. Edward stared at him nervously until a face emerged from between a


  filthy woolen hat and the top of an overcoat. “I’m looking for the Goth who’s usually here.” The


  Goth? What made him say that?


  “Haven’t seen him since he left with you yesterday. He ain’t here much.”


  “But he lives here,” Edward pointed out.


  “No, he don’t. Are you one of them pharmasexuals?”


  “Homosexuals,” Edward corrected. “And no! I’m not.” He glanced quickly around, wondering


  why he cared.


  “Then why was he giving you a handjob up against that wall?”


  The very idea that they had been seen, even by a tramp, caused a flood of red to run up Edward’s


  neck and cheeks.


  “Yes, all right, I’m gay.” Edward raised his voice, repeating, “I’m gay!”


  “Keep your hair on,” the tramp said. “Anyway, he’s too clean for a street kid. Haven’t you


  noticed how clean he is?”


  He had noticed that Fox was clean but had not thought it unusual. “I don’t have much experience


  with street kids.”


  “Well, I do, and I’m telling you, that boy don’t live on the street. He’s selling his arse for a bit of


  pocket money or a thrill, that’s all.”


  “Where does he go after he leaves here?” Edward asked.


  The old man held out a filthy hand. The nails were long, broken, and blackened. As much as he


  was loath to go any closer, Edward felt immensely sorry for the old man. What had happened in his


  life to bring him so low? Scrambling through the pockets of his corduroys he found a couple of two-


  pound coins. He pulled them out and pressed them into the dirty palm, and then waited for


  information.


  The man looked at the money, nodded, and turned away. “Ain’t got a clue.”


  Edward walked back to Tisbury Court. Fox had stolen his computer. Dr. Howard thought he was


  a nincompoop and probably guessed he had had a prostitute in his home. Even a tramp living in a box


  had taken him for a fool. He was the epitome of the bumbling boffin, and yet last night, just for a


  while, he had felt like the sexiest man alive. But even Fox had only want to steal from him and had at


  the first opportunity.


  Vibrations in his trouser pocket alerted him to his mobile. He pulled it out and looked at the


  caller ID. “Hello, Mum.” As he talked he walked along the noisy street, taking note every so often of


  a handsome young man and finding himself drawn to those with black clothing and eye makeup.


  Without his realizing it, Goths had gone from scary to sexy.


  “I’m arranging your birthday dinner, darling,” she said. “My summer solstice baby. I can hardly


  believe it. Thirty years old.”


  “Oh yes, my birthday,” Edward said vaguely. He stepped into the street and was accosted by the


  sound of several car horns.


  “Are you not watching where you’re going, Edward? Do you still need me to hold your hand


  crossing the street?”


  “It was someone else, Mum, not me.” He hadn’t a clue why he lied about something so trivial.


  But the fact was he was lucky to be turning thirty at all. He’d never paid attention on the street. He


  bumped into people and parked cars, nearly got flattened by moving ones, narrowly missed buses and


  taxis. People he trusted stole from him!


  “Good. You’re coming home on the weekend.” It wasn’t a question. She never assumed he might


  be celebrating with friends. “Nicoletta is coming on Friday because she has no classes on Fridays.


  Can you come with her?”


  “No, I can’t take the time off. I’ll rent a car and drive down on Saturday morning.”


  “Would you like to bring a friend?” she asked with an upward inflection. The words hung in the


  air. He knew she meant a girl.


  “Yes, I would, actually,” he said, wondering who would be willing to be seen with him. Mum


  would be disappointed when he arrived on his own as usual, but at that moment he couldn’t bear to


  say yet again that he was alone as always.


  “Oh, lovely!” She sounded so hopeful he almost took it back.


  “See you Saturday, Mum.”


  


  * * * *


  With the twins dressed in identical jeans and plain white T-shirts, Fox brushed their hair and


  


  then carefully plaited it into a long braid each. “Nice and neat,” he said. “Let’s get you fed.”


  When they emerged onto the landing, the twins looked cautiously about them, their gazes darting


  everywhere. It turned Fox’s stomach to see them always so nervous in their own home, but he did the


  same thing himself. Always on the lookout for William Baillie. He never thought of the man as Dad.


  In single file, Fox in the lead, they tiptoed down the wide curving staircase. It had open-flight


  steps that had terrified the twins for the first year or so that they lived in the house. They would crawl


  on their hands and knees up and down. But their father had come up behind them enough times and


  kicked them in the arses that they had finally mastered the stairs.


  Through the door of Baillie’s office loud voices filtered into the hall. The twins stiffened,


  clutching at each other. Fox put one finger to his lips, ushering them past the door. They ran on silent


  feet to the kitchen while Fox listened. When his father stopped speaking, another man spoke in a


  heavy accent sounding like someone from an African country.


  The twins had already begun to clean up the dishes left from their father’s breakfast when Fox


  joined them. The three of them had slept the morning away in his wardrobe. “You must be starving.”


  He got a tin of tomato soup from the cupboard and heated it in the microwave in a Pyrex jug. “You’ve


  got to learn to get yourselves some food when I’m not here.”


  They’d starve if he never came home. Their mother had forgotten to feed them many a time when


  they were toddlers.


  The twins glanced at the door and down the hall to their father’s study. Following their gazes,


  Fox knew that when he was not home, their whole day was spent avoiding their father even if it meant


  no food. They sat on stools at the island while Fox served them soup in cups, because they did not


  like to use utensils, and dry, whole wheat bread cut into cubes.


  While they ate, Fox began to make himself a hummus sandwich with chopped peppers, and even


  though none of them were speaking, the silence suddenly deepened. Sensing the twins on alert, Fox


  looked over at the door to see William Baillie, his hands on his hips in his usual threatening pose. A


  well-built, very dark-skinned man stood beside him. For one terrifying moment Fox thought the bloke


  was Idi Amin until he remembered the Ugandan dictator was long dead. “This is Mr. Ogwambi


  Maputwa,” Baillie said.


  “Hello,” Fox muttered.


  “That’s my son, Fox, and them are the twins,” Baillie said.


  “Identical. Very pretty.” The man looked at the twins and then at Fox. “Why do you allow him to


  wear makeup around his eyes like a girl? Is he a pansy?” the man asked and then laughed loudly.


  “He’d better not be, or I’ll kick him from here to fucking Afghanistan.” Baillie looked hard at


  Fox, his mouth twisting into a frightening sneer. “Are you a fucking queer?”


  “No, sir,” Fox said. He hated denying being gay, but what else was he going to do? Admit it and


  get his ribs broken?


  “Good. Where’s the computer?”


  “I’ll get it,” Fox said. He threw the terrified twins a look. He didn’t want to leave them alone


  with the men, but his backpack was in the hall by the door. “Shall I make you some tea and bring it to


  you in the office, sir?” he asked in a carefully respectful tone. “And I’ll bring the computer.”


  The African man grinned. “I would like some tea.”


  “Yes, do that,” Baillie said. “Three cups. There’s someone else here too.”


  The two men left, and with a look of relief on their faces the twins finished their soup and bread


  quickly while Fox set a tray for tea with milk and sugar, three cups and saucers and a plate of


  biscuits. He adjusted everything on the tray so it looked perfect.


  “Right.” Fox removed their dishes. “Get outside in the garden, and get some fresh air. It’s nice


  and warm out.” Obeying him as they always did, the twins went out into the back garden barefoot and


  ran for their trampoline. For a couple of minutes, Fox waited at the back door, watching them jump


  while smiles slowly began to blossom on their beautiful faces. I love you. I’ll take care of you


  forever. I promise. He’d better hurry with the tea before his father came back looking for him.


  In his father’s office the three men sat looking at Fox struggle with the door while carrying the


  tray and his backpack. Self-conscious and not wanting to look any stupider than he felt, Fox put the


  tray on the desk and then took out the laptop and the two memory sticks.


  “You’d better have got it right this time,” William Baillie said.


  “This was everything he had.” His hands shaking, Fox placed the laptop on the desk in front of


  his father, but Baillie slid it over to Maputwa while the other man stood at the window. “Shall I pour


  the tea, sir?” Fox asked.


  “Pour it,” Baillie said.


  “What does he know?” the African man asked, looking at Baillie as if Fox were nothing more


  than a servant.


  “Fox knows nothing. I just told him to get the computer.”


  A wide smile split the man’s face. “Fox? Is he crafty and clever like a fox?”


  “Most of the time he’s an idiot, like them moron twins.”


  You are so going to die!


  As he poured the tea, Fox watched Mr. Maputwa open the laptop. The man fiddled about for


  some time before saying, “Bingo!” and laughing loudly. “Now we are in business.” He seemed


  amused at using English expressions and laughed again.


  “Do you want tea, Dr. Howard?” Baillie asked.


  “Yes, thank you, Captain Baillie.”


  Even though he was retired, William Baillie liked people to recognize his army rank. Fox served


  tea to the men and offered round the biscuits. With a glance at the plate he nearly took one himself. He


  was hungry, and his hummus sandwich remained in the kitchen, but he didn’t want to leave just yet or


  be reprimanded by his father for helping himself. “Do you need the laptop or just what’s on it, Mr.


  Maputwa?”


  Mr. Maputwa looked him up and down before continuing to work on the computer. “Why do you


  want to know, Fox?”


  “Because if you don’t want the hardware, can I have it?”


  “You’ve got a laptop. I bought you a new one for that stupid fucking art college,” Baillie said


  loudly.


  “University of the Arts London is very hard to get into,” Fox said quietly.


  “And if you weren’t such a fucking nancy boy, the army would have taken you!” Baillie


  screamed at him, standing up. His face grew red very quickly when he was angry or frustrated.


  Fox could only imagine how the men under his command had felt about him. Mr. Maputwa gave


  no reaction at all to the sudden altercation, as if he was used to such behavior. But Dr. Howard


  looked uncomfortable. Though Fox was entirely accustomed to his father’s sudden outbursts, he


  always shriveled and looked at the floor.


  “The British Army would not have William Baillie’s son?” Mr. Maputwa’s grin showed a row


  of strong yellowish teeth.


  The officer at the recruitment office his father had dragged him to at the age of sixteen had


  looked him up and down and said, “He looks like joining the army is the last thing he wants to do,


  Captain Baillie.” Addressing Fox in a surprisingly kindly tone, he had asked, “What do you want to


  do, son?”


  “Go to art college,” Fox had replied. When they got home, his father had thrashed him until his


  entire body was black with bruises, but at least he had never suggested him joining up again.


  Anger edging his words, Baillie said, “No, they wouldn’t.”


  “One of these days you must bring him to Uganda, and I will train him. A father should never


  train his own son. Leave it to another man.”


  “Are you related to Idi Amin?” The moment Fox heard Uganda, the words slipped out.


  For a long moment the man stared directly at Fox. The whites of his eyes were laced with red


  blood vessels, the irises nearly black. Fox had seen eyes like that many a time at parties on people


  who were stoned out of their minds. He was sure Maputwa was on drugs. The man came across as a


  real fucking nut.


  “A great man,” he said. “No, I am not related to him.” With a sharp clap of his hands Mr.


  Maputwa thrust the laptop from him and took a cup of tea. “The hard drive is wiped, though all we


  needed was on the memory sticks. Let him have it if he wants it.”


  “I can get thirty quid for it from a girl at college,” Fox said quietly.


  “Very enterprising.” Mr. Maputwa shoved several biscuits in quick succession into his large


  mouth and slurped his tea. With hasty movements, Fox refilled his cup.


  “I’d better go and check on the twins.” He looked at his father, not daring to move.


  “Go on, then, and you can sell that thing if you want,” Baillie said.


  Flooded with relief at being allowed to escape the two men whom he found equally terrifying,


  Fox grabbed the equipment. At the door he paused very briefly to watch the Ugandan man hand a


  briefcase to his father. William Baillie opened it and pulled out a wad of cash, and with his other


  hand he took out another. Quietly Fox closed the door.


  After stowing the laptop in his backpack and putting it in his bedroom for later, he grabbed the


  twins’ trainers and joined them in the garden. “Come on, you two. Get your trainers on. We’ll go over


  to the park for a while, and you can go on the swings.” Without a word, Alder and Arden obeyed.


  Holding Fox’s hands, they walked out through the gate in the garden fence and made their way down


  the sweeping driveway toward the road. Waiting behind his father’s silver-gray Lexus was a long


  black car with tinted windows. A uniformed driver sat in the front seat smoking a cigarette with the


  doors wide open.


  What was on Eddie’s computer that a rich man from Uganda wanted so much that he was willing


  to pay for it with a briefcase full of cash? And who the hell was that doctor?


  Chapter Five


  Despondent, disgruntled, dejected. Any of those adjectives could describe Edward’s mood as he


  opened his front door and stopped to check for letters. The post was always left sitting in a mess on


  top of the hall radiator. Sorting through it, he thought of the evening ahead. Maybe he should take


  Friday off after all and drive to Mitton early. What was the point in hanging around the flat alone?


  Only yesterday he had texted Nik to tell her he had seen the young man again, and perhaps it was


  actually a relationship after all, as opposed to just a one-nighter. Now it was all in shreds.


  Two envelopes that looked like birthday cards rested precariously on the radiator, and another


  had fallen down the back. Edward fished it out and shook off the dust before trudging upstairs.


  Birthday cards and a family birthday dinner to remind him that at thirty years old he had never had a


  relationship, never been sent a valentine card, and never been loved by another adult who was not


  related to him. Add depressing to the list of adjectives describing his life.


  “Sorry, mate.”


  At the top of the stairs he stopped and stared. Sitting on the floor outside his door with Edward’s


  laptop on the bare wood floor beside him was Fox.


  “I shouldn’t have taken it, Eddie. I’m really sorry.”


  The strangest flip-flop sensation clutched Edward in the gut. He couldn’t decide if it was the


  return of his laptop that did it or the sight of Fox sitting cross-legged, dressed in black as always, his


  eyes heavily rimmed with dark eyeliner. Edward had fancied many a bloke in the past, but he had


  never before got an erection at the sight of one as he did now. “How did you get in?”


  “That woman downstairs was leaving just as I got here. You know, the one in the hijab. She let


  me in. She must have thought I didn’t look like a lying thief. Which I am.”


  Rising quickly to his feet, Fox slipped his arms around Edward’s neck. Without hesitation


  Edward wrapped his long arms around Fox in return and held him tightly, pressing the young man


  close to his chest. A door along the landing opened, and without thinking, Edward released Fox to


  thrust his key in the lock. He shoved Fox in ahead of him and grabbed his hardware from the floor. A


  moment ago the thought of his relatively clean but very untidy, empty flat was horrible. Now he


  couldn’t stop smiling.


  But Fox had still stolen his computer.


  “Why did you do it? You left without your money, and then you took my computer. Why?”


  A soft pink suffused Fox’s pale cheeks, and his gaze dropped to his feet. “I was going to sell it. I


  wiped the hard drive. I’m sorry. I needed the money.”


  “You didn’t even take what I owe you,” Edward pointed out. “What did you need the money


  for?”


  Looking up at him from under his darkly made-up lashes, Fox smiled. “Tofu.”


  As joyful as he felt, Edward didn’t want to let off him so easily, at least not just yet. “So you


  didn’t access any of the information?” he asked cautiously. Everything was encrypted, but for all he


  knew Fox was some computer whiz kid. “You took two memory sticks as well. Where are they?”


  “I just wanted the money I thought I could get for it. I tossed the sticks down a grid. They’ll be


  rotting in the sewer somewhere. I didn’t really know what to do with them.”


  Edward put his laptop on his desk with his birthday cards. He’d look at them later. He wanted to


  be annoyed, but he was deliriously happy. In an attempt at sounding stern he pointed one finger at Fox.


  “You shouldn’t have done it. I trusted you.”


  “You could always smack my arse.” Fox grinned, drawing a broad smile from Edward.


  “Perhaps later. Would you like a beer?”


  “Perhaps later.” He mimicked Edward’s upper-crust accent and took a step toward him. “Right


  now I’d like a fuck.”


  The initial erection caused by the sight of Fox on the landing had softened. At those words he


  nearly came in his pants. He cleared his throat as if about to deliver a speech, making Fox burst out


  laughing. He should have felt ridiculous, but he didn’t. There was something comfortable about Fox,


  something comforting about being with him. “Come on, then,” he said, grabbing Fox’s hand to take


  him to the bedroom.


  “What?” Fox asked without moving.


  “Aren’t we going to bed?”


  “No. I’m going to bend over the desk, and you are going to fuck me right here.”


  Unable to stop himself, Edward looked at the window. He had never put up curtains or blinds in


  all the time he’d live there. He’d never thought of it until now.


  “Eddie, live a little,” Fox said.


  With his gaze riveted on Edward’s face, Fox slowly unzipped Edward’s trousers and pushed


  them down to his thighs, followed at once by his boring, white, waist-high Y fronts. “No one under


  the age of ninety-five should wear Y fronts. You do know that?”


  “I know, but I’ve always worn them. They’re comfortable.”


  From the pocket of his jeans, Fox took a lubricated condom and, just like the night before, tore


  open the foil packet with his teeth and rolled it onto Edward’s bulging, red willy. Taking long, slow


  breaths to control himself, Edward gazed into Fox’s eyes.


  Fox unzipped his jeans and shoved them down, followed by pink polka-dot bikini underwear.


  He turned and placed both hands on top of the desk, bent at the waist, and thrust his hips out.


  Overcome by both desire and the urge to take Fox in his arms and forgive him for the computer and


  anything else he might steal in the future, Edward positioned his cock at Fox’s tight anus, then grabbed


  his hips and thrust hard inside him.


  Fox arched his back and cried out. “Holy fuck! You’re getting good at this.”


  The next minute was frenzied. Edward could not have held back even had he wanted to. But he


  didn’t want to. Allowing his cries to match Fox’s, he rammed his penis as hard as he could into the


  sweet young man bent over his desk, whose forehead now rested on the laptop he had stolen.


  With every thrust, he felt more deeply joined to Fox and forgave him absolutely for the betrayal.


  In the midst of the most intense pleasure of his life, his orgasm rushed through his body, causing him


  to go rigid for a moment before thrusting hard another three or four times. With a deep moan Edward


  folded his body over Fox, pressing his chest into Fox’s back. The young man remained absolutely


  still. When his composure had returned, Edward reached his hand between Fox’s slender thighs and


  gripped his willy, realizing that Fox was still hard. He closed his hand around the rigid organ while


  Fox released a long sigh.


  “Rub me fast, Eddie.”


  Every word Fox uttered sounded so sexy. Edward obeyed, squeezed and rubbing with a fast


  friction. Thirty seconds was all it took for Fox to cry out, his milky sperm hitting the floor between


  his feet. Edward stood up, pulling Fox with him, and they remained for long moments with their


  trousers around their knees, holding each other. Edward gripped Fox’s buttocks and rubbed them hard


  with the palms of his hands.


  “That feels so good. I really like that,” Fox whispered.


  “Let’s sit down, and I’ll think of something we can eat. Or we could go to the Tofu Factory.”


  “There’s a great falafel place I know that cooks the falafels in oil, not lard,” Fox said, following


  him to the couch. Edward pulled his trousers back up but didn’t bother to fasten them, and sat down.


  Fox left his trousers down and lay facedown across Edward’s lap. “Rub my arse some more,” he


  said, his voice soft.


  With one hand Edward cupped Fox’s small bottom and then began to rub firmly in a circular


  motion, squeezing hard every so often but not pinching. The sight of Fox’s bottom, smooth, pale,


  hairless, the buttocks rounded and firm, made his willy begin to harden again. The narrow hips


  wiggled every now and then as Fox burrowed his face into the couch, moaning softly.


  “Fox?” The question that had sat in the forefront of his mind since speaking with the tramp in


  Tisbury Court came back unbidden. “Do you really live on the street?”


  Going suddenly still, Fox turned his face to look at Edward. “Yeah. Why?”


  “He’s too clean for a street kid. Haven’t you noticed how clean he is?”


  “You look too clean and well kept.”


  “I go home sometimes. I go home to take a shower and check up on the twins. My mum works all


  the time. Her boyfriend is a psycho, but he’s good with the twins. I still like to check up on them,


  though.”


  “Isn’t he good to you?”


  “No. He hates queers. That’s why I live rough and sell my arse.”


  “Fox, that’s horrible. It’s so unfair. Why does your mother put up with it? Where’s your father?”


  Fox managed a shrug even in his awkward position. “He’s dead. He was a war hero. Iraq. But


  my mum’s great. She works really hard. She has to have some pleasure.”


  “You’re very good to take it that way.” Edward slid his forefinger over the cleft of Fox’s


  buttocks and all the way down until he found the tender spot between the anus and the ball sac.


  “Oh shit, that’s good.” Fox moaned. “Press harder.”


  With a surge of delight and a sense of power at the pleasure he was giving, Edward asked, “Is


  it?”


  Fox buried his face in the cushion, his hips writhing against Edward’s thighs while his breath


  became still more labored. Fingering the sweet spot faster, Edward watched as Fox’s buttocks and


  thighs clenched, his entire body growing rigid. The young man moaned softly for a long moment and


  then fell limp, panting hard. Edward rested his hand tenderly on Fox’s buttocks, feeling powerful at


  being able to make another man react so strongly.


  “Did you come again?”


  “Mmmm.”


  Remaining where he was, Fox turned his face until Edward could see his expression. His cheeks


  were pink and healthy looking for once, his eyes dreamily distant.


  “I’m sorry about your family,” Edward said. It made him terribly grateful for his, even if his


  sister was annoying, his mother was terrified in case anyone thought they weren’t perfect, and his


  father had never known how to show real affection.


  “It’s okay. Don’t fret it.” Fox got up and sat sideways on Edward’s lap, making him laugh


  suddenly. “What’s so funny?”


  “No one’s ever sat on my knee before. Except Nicoletta. She’s quite a bit younger than me.”


  Fox scrunched his face into a frown. “You had a girlfriend?”


  “No. My sister. What are the twins called?”


  “Alder and Arden. They’re nearly fourteen.”


  “It’s my birthday on Saturday,” Edward said.


  “No shit! I’ll have to give you a birthday present, then. What do you fancy?”


  The cheeky look on the young man’s face told Edward exactly what kind of present he was


  offering. He had his computer back, and Fox was sitting in his lap. What more did he need? “I’ll let


  you decide.”


  “Right, then.” Fox rubbed his palms together. “Let’s go out and get some grub. My belly thinks


  my throat’s been slashed.” He got up to pull up his jeans while Edward looked at the damp secretions


  on his thighs.


  “I’ll just go to the bathroom and clean myself up.”


  FOX WALKED WITH Eddie to Aida’s Falafel House on the Tottenham Court Road. The place


  was always busy, especially in the summer. Inside the hot restaurant the smell of spices mixed with


  the scent of fresh fruit juices.


  “Let’s not stay here to eat. It’s too warm inside,” Fox said. But it wasn’t the heat that bothered


  him. Too many of his classmates went there. If he was approached by other students from Wimbledon


  College in the University of the Arts London, Eddie would know he was a liar as well as a thief.


  “Whatever you want.” Eddie smiled down at him. His agreeable tone together with his gentle


  eyes made Fox’s heart lurch knowing how he had used him. With their falafels and mango juice in


  hand they wandered out again onto the busy street.


  It was time he knocked this relationship on the head. Stopping on the street, his falafel stuffed in


  his mouth, ready to take a bite, he stared at Eddie. Relationship? It wasn’t a fucking relationship! It


  was a business transaction that had got out of hand.


  “It’s excellent,” Eddie said, seeming to think Fox was interested in his opinion of the food. “I


  might even become a vegan myself. Not till after the weekend, though, because Mum always makes a


  big roast of some sort when we’re all home. She complains she has no one to cook for the rest of the


  time, except Dad, and he’ll eat anything.”


  “Yeah, they’re the best falafels in London.” What the hell was he thinking? He shouldn’t be


  seeing Eddie anymore. Whatever relationship they had was based on a lie and on prostitution. The


  briefcase full of cash kept popping into his head, forcing him to question again what Eddie knew that


  was worth so much.


  The evening was very humid, and it was dark by the time they walked past Bedford Square on


  the way back to Bloomsbury. “Eddie, what do you do for a living?” Fox finished his juice, and they


  found a bin to dump their rubbish.


  “I’m a scientist. I teach and do research at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical


  Medicine.”


  “Wow.” Fox was really impressed. “What do you research?”


  Looking very animated as he talked about his work, Eddie said, “I’ve developed a pesticide for


  tropical climates. In many African countries the people have a hard time growing crops because of


  insect infestations. Irrigation is also still a problem in many places, but with the help of a number of


  nongovernmental organizations that situation has improved. But crops can still be ruined by locusts


  and stem borers. The goal is to kill off the insects while not harming the crops or the local


  population.”


  “That must make you feel really good. Like you’re doing something worthwhile.”


  “It does! I’ve always wanted to help people,” Eddie said passionately. “I love science. There’s


  so much good can come from it.”


  “Aside from during sex, that’s the most excited I’ve seen you, mate.” Fox grinned. Just as they


  reached the Senate House Library, a sleek black car cruised slowly past. “I’m sure I’ve seen that car


  before,” Fox said.


  Eddie glanced at the vehicle. “Looks like any other expensive black car that politicians and


  visiting dignitaries are chauffeured around in.”


  The windows were tinted, but it would be hard to see inside anyway aided only by the light of


  street lamps. It couldn’t be Mr. Maputwa, could it? Why would he be following them? The car picked


  up speed and turned right on Montague Street, disappearing from sight. “Yeah, you’re probably right.


  Some politician looking for an arse to rent.”


  Fox grabbed Eddie’s hand as they crossed the road and entered Russell Square. The park was


  nearly empty with just a few people sitting on the benches around the fountain, catching a little of the


  cool spray.


  Eddie squeezed his hand. “I wish you wouldn’t do it, Fox.”


  “What?” Fox led Eddie to a bench where they sat down. Light from the nearest lamppost shone


  on the water, making it appear to dance.


  “Prostitution. You’re a very bright young man. You could have a great future. You need to go


  back to school.”


  “Yeah, I’ll think about it.” He really didn’t want to get into it and tell any more lies. He hated


  lying, but with parents like his he had become good at it, always thinking of excuses why he couldn’t


  take anyone home. “Gimme a kiss.”


  “Not here!” The panic in Eddie’s voice was also conveyed in his widening eyes.


  “It’s the twenty-first fucking century, mate,” Fox said. “And it’s dark out.” He moved in close to


  Eddie’s side, but Eddie turned his face away, and all Fox could reach still sitting down was his


  cheek. He got up and rested one knee on the bench to lean over and grab Eddie by the head.


  “Stop it,” Eddie said, attempting to fight him off. He grabbed Fox by the waist, catching his


  ticklish spot. Letting out a scream of laughter, Fox grabbed Eddie by both his ears and planted a


  slobbering wet kiss on his mouth.


  “Oh, that was disgusting,” Eddie said through his laughter.


  Neither of them heard the group of young males coming up on them.


  “What we got ’ere?”


  A sharp shove in the shoulder made Fox lose his balance and fall onto the bench beside Eddie


  until they sat side by side looking up into the sneering faces of three skinheads. The cockney accent of


  the one who had spoken was far heavier that Fox’s.


  “Couple of arse bandits?”


  “Look, I think you should leave,” Eddie said firmly. “We are minding our own business, and I


  suggest you do the same.”


  Fox looked sideways at him. Shut the fuck up, Eddie, was the only thought in his head. When


  approached by disenfranchised youth, the best response was run if you can, and if not, keep your


  mouth shut until they get bored and leave you alone. If you get a black eye, the guyliner will cover it


  up.


  A tall, heavily built young man with a tattoo of a swastika on his forehead leaned into Eddie’s


  face. “What did you say, queer boy? I didn’t hear you right.”


  In the short time he had known Edward Atherton, Fox knew he would not pick up on the deadly


  sarcasm in the skinhead’s tone. “I said we are minding our own business, and I suggest you do the


  same.”


  Yeah, that’s what Eddie would say.


  The fist came so fast and so hard that though it struck Eddie in the cheek, Fox swore he felt it


  too. Eddie’s head shot back so far that even if his cheekbone was still intact, he would have severe


  whiplash. As the three yobbos stood back laughing, Eddie got slowly to his feet, wavering as he did


  so. “Eddie, sit down,” Fox whispered.


  “Is the anorak going to defend his Goth boyfriend?” The three laughed.


  “How dare you!” Eddie sounded quite convincing even as blood dripped from his cheekbone.


  The straight-fingered jab he delivered to the throat of the young man who had hit him caught the


  dude totally by surprise. The light from the street lamp shone on the skinhead’s face, outlining his


  bulging eyes. A strangled gasp issued from his open mouth as he clutched his throat. Eddie leaped


  into the air, and when he landed, he was posed like Jackie Chan in The Karate Kid, both arms


  extended, hands ready to deliver another blow. The youth to his right attempted to attack, but Eddie


  swung his hand sideways, delivering a chop with the outside of his hand that landed in the youth’s


  upper chest, severely winding him.


  “I’m getting the fuck outta here,” the third yob said. He ran, followed by the other. The man


  Eddie had struck first staggered after them.


  His adrenaline rush appearing to be over, Eddie stumbled back and sank down abruptly on the


  bench. From the other side of the fountain a round of applause sounded, and a couple of girls who


  looked about Fox’s age ran over to them. “Well done, dude,” they said. “You showed them.”


  “Wasn’t he great?” Stunned at Eddie’s prowess and bursting with pride, Fox said, “He’s my


  boyfriend.” He shouldn’t have said it. It wasn’t true, and it couldn’t be true, because then Eddie


  would find out Fox had set him up. But wow! What a fucking hero he was.


  Giggling, the girls hugged them both spontaneously before walking away talking loudly about


  how great it was when someone got a well-deserved arse-kicking.


  “Eddie.” Fox pulled up his T-shirt and used the edge to dab at the blood on Eddie’s face.


  “You’ve got hidden depths.” He couldn’t stop grinning at him.


  “Yes, well…” Eddie shrugged, letting his words trail off. “When you are built like a long drink


  of water, as my mother always describes me, you have to learn how to protect yourself. So I got into


  karate lessons for a number of years in my early teens. I did rather well. I’ve got a black belt. ”


  “A black belt?” Fox was well impressed. The blood finally stopped running from the split on


  Eddie’s cheekbone, but it was starting to swell. “You’re going to have a black eye to go with it.”


  “Oh God, Mum will have a fit,” Eddie groaned. “Fox.” He took Fox’s hands in both of his.


  “Come home with me for the weekend. Mum and Dad are doing my birthday dinner. I’m going to rent


  a car and drive down on Saturday morning. It won’t be terribly exciting. Just my parents and my


  sister, and my grandparents will come for dinner, but it will be much more fun with you there.”


  The thought of hanging out with a normal family, the thought of his boyfriend taking him home to


  meet his parents for a family weekend made Fox’s heart race with pleasure for a moment. “I can’t.”


  Eddie was not his boyfriend, and he couldn’t leave the twins that long. He looked at Eddie’s thin


  face, the cheekbone swollen, the brown hair flopping forward over his forehead, the nerdy clothing,


  and knew he was in love. “But I know what I’m going to give you for your birthday. Come on.” He


  stood up, pulling Eddie by the hand.


  Russell Square was a large park with trees and clumps of ornamental bushes scattered about the


  lawns. A hundred yards from the fountain some beautiful rhododendrons, old and very large, offered


  shelter. Fox drew Eddie into the bushes and sank down onto the ground, still warm from the hot day.


  “Lie down.”


  “Hold on. What are we going to do?”


  “Lie down,” Fox insisted.


  With obvious reluctance, Eddie sank to his knees. “If you think I am going to get involved in


  anything sexual behind the bushes only meters from my home, then you are nuts.”


  “There’s only two nuts in this equation, and both are going to be in my mouth any second.” Fox


  began to struggle with Eddie’s trouser zipper while Eddie grabbed his fly, attempting to fight him off.


  “Move your hands!” Fox hissed.


  “Absolutely not! Now stop it.” Panic edged Eddie’s tone while he tried to wriggle away.


  “Are you going to do karate on me?” Fox chuckled.


  “No, of course not. But we can’t have sex here. Let’s go back to the flat.”


  “It’s your birthday present. I’m going to suck your cock till you scream, and doing it in the


  bushes in the park will add to the pleasure. Every time you pass Russell Square on your way to work,


  you’ll get a hard-on remembering this.”


  “You’ll be the death of me,” Eddie whispered desperately. But he removed his hands.


  “Lie down.” Eddie lay full length on the soft earth. The light from the lampposts didn’t penetrate


  the dark copse, so Fox blindly fumbled for Eddie’s zipper again and opened his trousers. Eddie’s


  cock was already stiff and sprang free from its constraints when Fox slid his undies down to his


  thighs. “Happy birthday, Eddie.” He took the hot balls into his mouth, sucking fiercely on first one and


  then the other.


  Aroused by the feel and smell of Eddie in his mouth and the excitement of pleasuring him, Fox


  rubbed his own cock through his jeans in rhythm with his sucking while Eddie moaned.


  “Oh God. Oh God. Oh, Fox.”


  The sound of his panting aroused Fox still further, and when it increased in speed and Eddie


  grabbed a handful of Fox’s hair, he knew Eddie was about to come. Releasing the balls, he took


  Eddie’s thick cock into his mouth and sucked it to the back of his throat. He rubbed his own cock


  faster, pressing his palm into it until he exploded with orgasm at the same moment Eddie nearly


  pulled the hair from his head. Hot sperm filled his mouth, and he swallowed it as if it were nectar


  from the gods.


  Clutching each other, the two lay still, Fox with his head on Eddie’s chest while Eddie’s heart


  beat so fast Fox could actually hear it. “That was incredible, Fox.” His voice was still breathy.


  “It’s you who’s incredible,” Fox said. “The way you fought off those three ASBOs. You’re my


  hero.”


  “Really?” The happiness and surprise in Eddie’s voice were priceless. “I’ve never been


  anyone’s hero before.”


  “Well, you’re mine,” Fox told him. Never in his life had he dreamed he would find a hero, but


  he had. A hero. An honest, decent, kind bloke. And he couldn’t have him.


  The two went utterly still when a loud voice uttered, “There’s feet sticking out of that bush.”


  Fox slapped his hand over Eddie’s mouth and whispered into his ear, “Get ready to run.”


  “Police! Come out!” the authoritative voice ordered.


  “Oh no, please no.” Eddie moaned.


  “The moment we are on our feet, start running that way.” Fox managed to indicate in the dark the


  direction of Gower Street.


  “Why? The flat is that way.” Eddie pointed.


  “Do you really want them following you home?” Fox whispered.


  “Get the fuck out of there, you cocksuckers. I don’t give a shit about equal fucking rights and gay


  fucking marriage. Sex in public parks is against the law.”


  “Now,” Fox screamed. Holding hands, they rose up out of the bushes and ran. Two police


  constables ran after them, but with Eddie’s long legs and his firm grip on Fox’s hand, they soon lost


  them. They left the park and disappeared into the side streets, not stopping until they were safe.


  “Oh my giddy aunt, my willy is still hanging out.” With a look of horror, Eddie tidied himself up


  while Fox smiled. His heart still pounding, he hung on to Eddie’s arm while they walked quietly back


  to the flat.


  “Was it worth it?” he asked.


  “What?”


  “Getting your cock sucked in the park. Was it worth nearly getting arrested for public


  indecency?”


  “Oh, Fox, what am I going to do with you.” Eddie said, sounding like a grown-up talking to a


  kid. “Yes, it was worth it. Come on, let’s get home.”


  But it wasn’t his home. It was Eddie’s. He just wished it was his.


  Great Russell Street was quiet. At Eddie’s house Fox stood on the bottom step to bring him


  closer to Eddie’s height and kissed him on the lips, just a peck at first. The streetlamp cast a circle of


  light a few doors down, making a halo around Eddie’s head. “My angel,” Fox whispered and closed


  his mouth over Eddie’s, their tongues dancing around each other. Fox broke the kiss. “I’m getting a


  hard-on again.”


  “Let’s go in and do it again. I’m going to owe you a fortune.” Eddie stuck his key in the door,


  making the hall light flick on. It was on a timer and would go out almost the minute he had his key in


  the door of his flat.


  Ahead of him on the stairs, Fox turned round. “Tonight’s free, for your birthday.”


  “Keep your voice down,” Eddie said in a slightly panicky tone, but he was smiling. Fox loved to


  make Eddie smile.


  “How did you manage to wipe my hard drive if you’re not very computer literate?” Eddie asked


  as soon as he closed the door. “Do you want a beer?”


  Eddie was sharper than he appeared. He was obviously brilliant, but in so many ways he


  seemed really slow. “God, yeah. And I could kill a shot of vodka.”


  “Sorry. I never touch the hard stuff.” Eddie went to the kitchen and brought back a couple of


  cans. He handed Fox a beer, and they sank down side by side on the couch. “So how did you manage


  to wipe my hard drive?”


  “Any idiot can do that.” Fox tipped back his head to drink his beer and felt Eddie’s fingertips


  running gently up and down his throat.


  “Stay the night,” Eddie said quietly. “It’s better than sleeping in a box.”


  “Yeah, that’s true.” Fox had never actually spent the entire night in the alley. He had staked it out


  for a week or so before encountering Eddie but never slept there.


  “The tramp who spends his days and nights there told me you are only there occasionally.”


  Shit! Was he about to be unmasked? “How do you know?”


  “I went looking for you to get my laptop back.”


  Turing his head to kiss Eddie’s cheek, Fox said, “I’m really, really sorry.”


  “I know. It’s all right. You’re forgiven. Fox, come with me to Mitton for the weekend. You told


  those girls I was your boyfriend.”


  Laying his head back on the couch, he said, “I was proud of you for standing up to the yobs. But


  I’m not your boyfriend. I’m a thief and a whore.”


  Scrunching his face, Eddie said, “Don’t say that about yourself.”


  “But it’s true.”


  “I still want you to come.”


  “Who do we tell your family I am?” Fox asked. It would never work. His lies were going to


  catch up with him.


  “Just a friend.”


  “So they don’t know you’re gay?”


  “No. Nicoletta has been insisting I tell them. She’ll stand by me. I think she likes the thought of


  having a gay brother. But I dread to think what my parents will say. Mum is obsessed with what the


  neighbors think, and Dad wouldn’t understand.”


  “I wouldn’t help, looking like this, would I?”


  “No, that’s true,” Eddie agreed.


  Disappointed at the response, Fox got up and went to the window. No sign of the police. That


  was a relief.


  “Fox, I don’t actually care what they think. I just want you to come with me. And since you’re


  not my boyfriend, it’s not a lie to say we are just mates. Is it?”


  From disappointment to happiness in a split second, Fox turned and gazed at him. “S’pose not.


  But I’m not dressing in cords and a pullover, so get that out of your head. Anyway, what am I saying?


  I can’t come. I promised the twins I’d spend the weekend with them.”


  Joining him at the window, Eddie drew Fox close to his side. “You can dress any way you want,


  and you can bring the twins along with you. Are they rambunctious?”


  “No, they’re really quiet.” Quiet was an understatement. Neither had ever uttered a word except


  his name.


  “They can wander off round the village and amuse themselves. There’s always a cricket match


  on Sundays in the summer, right on the village green. It’s rather impromptu. Perhaps they could join


  in.”


  Neither twin would know what to do with a cricket bat, and they’d never understand the


  instructions. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”


  Sighing, Eddie said, “All right. I’ll leave it with you. I’ll be leaving here between nine and half


  past on Saturday morning. If you are not here during that time, I’ll go without you. Do you have a


  mobile?”


  “No.” That was another lie.


  “I’ll wait till half past.” Eddie leaned down to kiss the top of his head.


  A black car stopped on the street outside the flat. What the hell was going on? “Look, Eddie.


  There’s that car again.”


  “It looks like the same car, but why would it be? There are lots of cars like that driving around


  London.” Eddie pulled Fox round to face him and kissed him tenderly on the lips. “Come away from


  the window. Come to bed with me.”


  “Yeah, all right.”


  “And will you stay the night? Please.”


  “Yeah, but I’ll have to leave early.”


  “Just don’t take my computer this time.” Eddie smiled.


  Chapter Six


  In the bright morning sun Edward threw his overnight bag into the car boot and then sat in the


  driver’s seat with the windows down, waiting and watching in the rearview mirror for Fox. Twenty-


  five past nine and there was no sign of him. If he doesn’t come by half past, I’ll wait another fifteen


  minutes.


  The whole thing was a stupid idea in the first place, inviting a Goth and his teenage siblings to


  go home with him to meet his uptight parents. At least Nik would love them, but how would he


  explain his friendship with a young man more than ten years his junior who wore black clothes, had


  obviously dyed hair, and whose eyes were covered in makeup? He prayed the twins had good


  manners. With any luck they’d spend the whole time with iPods blasting their eardrums.


  At twenty to ten his disappointment magnified. Fox wasn’t coming, and it was probably for the


  best. Edward would have a boring weekend with his family, eat lovely meals, and get some nice


  presents. With a deep sigh he acknowledged he would far rather eat Pot Noodles and get chased by


  the police with Fox at his side.


  Black hair and a pair of heavily made-up eyes appeared in his driver side mirror, forcing a


  spontaneous grin to crack his face. Happiness surged through him. Edward popped the boot for their


  bags and jumped out of the car.


  The sight that greeted him brought back every doubt he had harbored while sitting there and


  more. As expected, Fox was dressed in all black, but instead of a pair of jeans, he wore a leather kilt.


  The stretch of bare leg between his knees where the kilt ended and the tops of his black boots stood


  out like milk bottles. His black T-shirt had long sleeves. Fox always wore long sleeves. His hair was


  spiked so it stood on end like a hedgehog, and he had added red dye to the ends of the spikes so they


  looked like paintbrushes dipped in red.


  “Hello, Eddie.”


  Despite his shock, Fox’s smile had the usual effect on his heart.


  “Your eye’s nice and swollen.”


  Touching his fingertips to the result of his brawl with the ASBOs, Edward smiled slightly. “You


  came.”


  “When I come, you come.” Fox grinned.


  “What?”


  “It was a pun,” Fox said. “A sexual pun,” he added when Edward frowned in confusion. “Come:


  c-o-m-e. Come: c-u-m.”


  Involuntarily Edward’s hand flew to his mouth, and he laughed.


  “Eddie, it wasn’t that funny.” Fox hugged him. “Is your birthday today or tomorrow?”


  “Today.”


  “Right, then. Happy birthday.” Fox kissed him on the lips before introducing the twins. “That


  one’s Arden, and that one’s Alder.”


  At least the twins weren’t Goths. They were very skinny like Fox and wore identical denim


  shorts and tie-dye T-shirts. Their blond hair fell straight and shiny to their waists. But there was no


  expression on their beautiful faces. “Hello.” Edward stuck out his hand. Neither twin reacted. “Are


  they shy? I was very shy myself as a teenager.”


  “They’re a bit different,” Fox said.


  “You’re both very pretty,” Edward said, trying to find the right words to make himself likable.


  “For some reason I was expecting boys. Probably the names.”


  “Alder is a boy. Arden is a girl,” Fox said.


  Edward stared at the teenagers. “But they can’t be opposite sexes. They’re identical.”


  “I know. Strange, isn’t it? But not below the waist. Trust me, I changed their nappies till they


  were six.”


  Edward looked anew at the twins. “Six? That’s a bit old for nappies.”


  “Like I said, they’re a bit different.”


  Fox was different, so it should not be a complete surprise that his siblings were too. “Right,


  well, let’s get on the road, then. It’s a couple of hours’ drive. Will the twins be okay that long?”


  “You won’t hear a peep out of them.”


  Fox tossed their bag into the boot with his backpack and loaded the twins in the backseat,


  carefully buckling them in. They made no attempt to do anything for themselves. Edward watched in


  despair. How could he explain a boy in a skirt and a pair of nonverbal twins? Yet every time his gaze


  met Fox’s, Edward felt he could cope with anything.


  The village of Mitton was extremely well kept and obviously affluent. Thatched cottages and big


  old manor-style houses lined the winding streets. The green in the middle of the village was


  surrounded by high-end shops catering to the tourist trade, as well as a supermarket, a bakery, and a


  chemist. A wrought iron sign rose up beside the market cross, declaring, MITTON, BEST-KEPT


  VILLAGE. Edward pointed at it, making the car veer slightly. “Look, we won last year.”


  “Keep your eyes on the road, mate,” Fox said.


  Edward had loved living here as a child, but as he got older and knew he was gay, it became


  claustrophobic. You just couldn’t be different in a place that insular. But he felt proud to show it off


  to Fox until a moment of panic set in. Fox lived on the street most of the time, and the twins probably


  lived in a flat with their mum and her boyfriend. He hoped they didn’t think he was showing off taking


  them to his big old farmhouse to meet his well-educated, well-heeled parents.


  “There’s a little pond on the green,” Fox said. “Look, aliens, black swans. Aren’t they beautiful?


  They must be Goth swans.”


  For the entire journey Fox had chatted alternately to him and the twins. The twins never


  responded, but that seemed to have no effect on Fox, who acted as though they had talked intelligently


  all the way.


  “Why do you call them aliens?”


  “Because they have pale skin and big eyes, and they act like they’re from another planet.” He


  gave a small laugh, but there was no humor in it. “If your family is mean to them, I’ll take the twins


  and leave. We’ll hitch back to London.”


  “Nobody will be mean about them in my house. My parents are both educators,” Edward


  reassured him. “I suppose you’ve spent a lot of time protecting them.”


  “You got no idea,” Fox said.


  The farm was on Cowbell Lane on the outskirts of the village. Edward’s parents must have been


  looking out for him as they always did, because the front door opened as soon as he pulled into the


  courtyard. Smiling, his parents walked out to greet him. Those smiles wouldn’t last long when they


  got wind of their houseguests. They all piled out of the car, and his mother’s face fell when she saw


  Fox and then Edward’s black eye. Despite the fact that their nearest neighbor was a mile away, she


  glanced quickly right and left. His father just stared.


  Lurching forward, Edward made a grab for his mother. He had always been physically


  awkward, but when he was nervous, his gait and gross motor skills went haywire.


  “Careful, Edward,” she warned, taking a step back.


  Edward paused before proceeding with caution to peck her on the cheek. “Hello, Mum.”


  “Happy birthday, darling. Were you in a fight? No, of course you weren’t. You walked into the


  kitchen cupboard again, didn’t you?”


  Edward shrugged.


  Keeping his distance from his father because that was what they always did, he extended his


  hand. “Hello, Dad.”


  “Good man,” his father said, shaking hands with him. “Happy birthday, son.”


  “Mum, you invited me to bring a friend, so I did. This is Fox.” There was an awkward pause


  during which no one spoke. Edward hurried on, “Fox, this is my father, Dr. Edward Atherton Sr.,


  retired. Dad taught public health and policy at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine


  where I work now.”


  “Well, er, Fox, is it?” Dr. Atherton said.


  “That’s right.” Fox stuck out his hand.


  Edward breathed a sigh of relief when his father shook it. “Is Fox your real name or a


  nickname?” Dr. Atherton asked.


  “It’s my real name.”


  “Very good.”


  Edward had noticed over the years that his father said that a lot, especially when he was stuck


  for something better, but it worked for most occasions. Edward often found himself saying it to


  students at his lectures.


  “And this is Mum, Annika. She’s a primary school teacher in the next village. My grandmother


  was Dutch, hence the Dutch name.”


  “What is she now?” Fox asked.


  Edward stared him while Dr. Atherton laughed outright. “She’s still Dutch.”


  The smile the two exchanged looked very promising, Edward noted with relief. “Fox had to


  bring his siblings. I hope you don’t mind,” he said to his mum. “Arden and Alder. I’m not sure which


  is which.”


  “Aren’t you pretty girls? At least you don’t have nose and eyebrow rings like Edward’s sister.”


  Mrs. Atherton smiled at them.


  “Raise your arm if you’re a boy,” Fox said. When neither twin responded, he said, “Alder, raise


  your arm.” The boy obeyed at once.


  Mrs. Atherton slammed her hand to her chest. “Sorry. But they’re identical.”


  “I’ve had this conversation so many times,” Fox said. “Trust me, they aren’t.”


  Another awkward moment followed. There were going to be a lot of those over the weekend.


  “Let’s go in. You must all be hungry.” She put an arm around the twins’ shoulders. “Come to the


  kitchen with me.”


  The farmhouse had low ceilings, typical of the architectural period. In several places the beams


  were so low that Edward and his father had to duck, but both had learned the place by heart and


  rarely bumped their heads unless they’d had one too many. “I’ll put the bags upstairs,” Edward said.


  “We’re eating in the kitchen,” his mother called as he mounted the narrow stairs, with Fox


  behind him.


  “Nice place. Very fancy,” Fox said. “So your sister has a nose ring?”


  “And an eyebrow ring.”


  “Can’t wait to meet her.”


  Edward opened his bedroom door and ducked under the beam. The bed was modern to


  accommodate Edward’s height, though the rest of the furniture in the house had been chosen piece by


  piece over the years by his parents from antique shops and estate sales.


  Fox threw himself down on the double bed, keeping his boots off the edge. “Come here and give


  me a kiss.”


  Edward closed the door and lay down beside Fox on his back. Leaning up on one elbow, Fox


  kissed him long and softly, dipping his warm tongue in and out of Edward’s mouth. “Let me suck your


  cock.” His tone was enticing.


  “What if Mum walks in?”


  “Would she just walk into your bedroom?”


  “Not without knocking, but it would be obvious.” Still, he did not move when Fox unbuckled his


  belt and lowered the zipper on his cords. Instead of pulling the front of his underwear down, Fox


  pulled Edward’s cock out through the Y front, and for a minute both laughed hysterically, muffling the


  sound with their hands. “I don’t know why that’s so funny,” Edward said.


  Fox bent his head to take Edward’s cock in his mouth, sucking hard and fast. Pleasure rushed


  through Edward’s belly and thighs, culminating in his cock, which grew rigid in about two seconds.


  The memory of Russell Square flooded back with all the excitement of the moment. In a rush of fluids


  he came in Fox’s mouth, biting on the side of his hand in fear of being heard downstairs. Gasping for


  breath, he muttered, “Fox, Fox.”


  Wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, Fox looked him in the eyes. “What?”


  “You’re wonderful. You’re kind and sweet and true.”


  “You still owe me thirty quid,” Fox said.


  “I know. I’m sorry.”


  With a burst of laughter, Fox kissed him on the tip of his long nose. “I was kidding, you twit.”


  “Oh. But I do,” Edward insisted. He sat up, sliding an arm around Fox’s shoulders. “I mean, this


  started out as a business transaction, and then you said I was your boyfriend.”


  Fox looked down at his palms and began to fiddle with one of several rings adorning his hands.


  “Yeah, I know, but I’m not really fit to be anyone’s boyfriend. Not the way I live, you know.”


  “I don’t care. You belong in Uni. You’re very intelligent. You could get grants to help you


  through. I’ll help you apply.”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  Edward stood and pulled Fox to his feet, encircling his waist with both arms. “In the meantime,


  will you be my boyfriend?” It sounded like pleading even to him, but he didn’t care. He was


  desperate. Fox had burrowed into his heart. Something he had not known was possible.


  “I s’pose.” Fox shrugged.


  “Really?” Edward kissed him on the lips. “Let’s go downstairs. I’m going to tell my parents I’m


  gay this weekend. I can’t put it off any longer. They’ll just have to deal with it.”


  At the door Fox said, “If you walk into the kitchen with your cock hanging out, they’ll figure it


  out all by themselves. You seem to be making a habit of exposing yourself.”


  Edward looked down. The sight of his red, moist willy, still slightly hard, threw him into a


  tailspin. He hadn’t even noticed. Putting himself away, he looked at Fox, who was laughing so hard


  that tears were beginning to make his mascara run.


  When they entered the kitchen, the twins sat side by side at the table holding hands, their bodies


  turned toward each other. Edward’s father had one of his many toys on the table in front of him. He’d


  been collecting odd little amusements since his retirement. This one was a moving sand picture in a


  flat glass case. Dr. Atherton pushed gently on the glass frame, which swung on a bracket, making the


  pink and blue sand swirl into desertlike landscapes. Their heads tilted together, the twins stared at it


  while Edward’s father explained how it worked.


  “Do they understand?” his mum asked.


  “Just because they don’t speak doesn’t mean they’re not intelligent,” Fox said.


  “I was a teacher for years. I’m used to talking with very little response.” Dr. Atherton smiled at


  Fox. That was the second time his father had done that. Would he still be smiling when he found out


  Fox was his boyfriend?


  “Sit down, boys,” Annika said.


  The table was spread with an opulent lunch, a large glistening ham, a big bowl of salad, cheeses


  galore, all sorts of breads, and bowls of assorted olives. A spinach quiche with toasted cheese on top


  was sliced up ready to serve, and a bottle of white wine stood waiting to be poured. “What will the


  twins eat?” Annika asked in a hushed voice. It hadn’t taken her long to work out that they were


  special-needs.


  “They’ll eat anything as long as it doesn’t touch anything else on their plates.” Fox surveyed the


  table. “And I’m a vegan.”


  Mrs. Atherton looked him up and down. “What’s that?”


  “I don’t eat anything with a face or anything that comes from anything with a face. No meat, eggs,


  dairy, or fish.”


  “But you wear it. Isn’t your skirt leather?”


  “It’s a kilt, and no. It’s faux. I buy my gear from the Third Estate. It’s a vegan clothing shop, and


  the boots are from the Sinister Soles vegan line. Don’t worry. I’ll manage with what’s here.”


  Fox put a slice of ham on the twins’ plates, a slice of dry bread, a slice of cheese, and some


  vegetables, all separated by at least half an inch. The care with which he placed each item while the


  twins watched intently made Edward’s heart fill with love. What a good, loving, protective brother


  Fox was. My boyfriend. He wanted to tell the whole world, or at least the village of Mitton, how


  lucky he was.


  “Eat up, aliens,” Fox said. The twins obeyed, eating with their fingers. They continued to hold


  hands, one eating right-handed and the other eating left-handed. Every now and then they fed each


  other as if it didn’t matter which mouth the food went into.


  “They have cutlery,” Annika pointed out.


  “They don’t like using it. Is it okay?” Fox asked politely.


  To Edward’s relief his mother smiled and nodded. “Of course it is.”


  “Where’s Nicoletta?” Edward piled ham and tomatoes on his plate and a large slice of quiche.


  He never had a decent meal in London unless he went to a restaurant.


  Dr. Atherton filled his mouth with ham and bread. “She’s out with Pamela Stanton. They were


  always thick as thieves at school. You remember Pam.”


  “Dear!” Mrs. Atherton spoke in an admonishing tone and pointed at his mouth.


  “Mmmm, sorry, dear,” he mumbled.


  “Didn’t she go to Leeds University?” Edward asked.


  “Yes, but she got herself pregnant. And now she’s back in the village planning to have a baby


  with no father in sight. Her parents are devastated, as they would be.” Mrs. Atherton shook her head


  sadly.


  “That’s astonishing,” Fox said. “A miracle.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so,” Mrs. Atherton said. She took a mouthful of wine as if she needed


  fortifying just to talk about the subject. “What’s miraculous about it?”


  “You said she got herself pregnant. An immaculate conception?”


  Dr. Atherton rumbled with laughter. “You have quite the sense of humor, Fox. Poor old Edward


  has always been lacking in that department, haven’t you, Edward?”


  “Yes, I suppose I have,” he admitted.


  “I find Eddie hilarious,” Fox said.


  “He often is, but only by accident,” Annika said. “He’s an accidental comedian. Aren’t you,


  Edward?”


  “Mmmm,” he agreed. But Fox didn’t seem to find him lacking in humor, or in any other


  department.


  “Nicoletta will be back for dinner. I told her your grandparents are coming at seven and not to


  be later than that,” his mother said. “She’d better not be. She’s always been a rebel.”


  Alder scooped up the last piece of ham on his plate. He took a bite and fed the rest to his sister.


  “Do you want more?” Fox asked them. They shook their heads in unison.


  “I’ve got a nice Victoria sponge cake. Homemade. Would you like that?” Mrs. Atherton rose


  before they could respond and returned with two slices of cake.


  Fox took the plates from in front of the twins and with his knife separated the layers and scraped


  out the cream and raspberry jam from the middle, which he put on one side of the plate and the cake


  on the other. When the operation was complete, he handed them back. The twins set about the cake at


  once. They ate the filling first, sucking it off their fingers, and then the cake.


  Mrs. Atherton watched them for a moment while Edward held his breath, afraid she would say


  something to upset Fox. To his relief he saw her mouth soften and her body release its tension. She


  was not going to get upset over a couple of kids with messy hands and faces. She really had improved


  over the years. Perhaps telling her he was gay wouldn’t be so bad after all. He’d do it quietly


  tomorrow. Get his mum and dad together and announce it as a done deal.


  “The sleeping arrangements,” his mum announced. “Fox, you can sleep with whichever one is


  the boy. The girl can have the small attic bedroom. It’s just lovely. We renovated it quite recently. It


  has its own bathroom.” She looked from one twin to the other, no more able to tell which was which


  than he could.


  “That’s not going to work,” Fox said. “The twins have to sleep together. They’ve always slept


  together. If they’re not in the same bed, neither one will sleep. And I’ll sleep with Eddie.”


  Edward froze. A deathly silence fell around the table. The twins stopped eating, huddling


  together.


  “You can have the attic, and the twins can share,” his mother said firmly.


  “Eat your cake, aliens. Nothing to be upset about,” Fox said gently to the twins. The young man


  looked at Mrs. Atherton. “Eddie’s my boyfriend, so I’d think we should sleep together.”


  Sinking his head into his hands, Edward refused to look at anyone. The heavy silence that


  followed was broken by his mum.


  “Not under my roof. The neighbors!”


  “There aren’t any neighbors. But if you like, we could go to that B and B by the village green,”


  Fox said very calmly as though it was no big deal.


  “No! Then the whole village will know.”


  “We’d better stay here, then.”


  His cheeks burning, Edward emptied his wineglass and poured another. He could kill Fox for


  bringing it up like this. But it was done now, and all he could do was deal with it. “Mum, Dad,” he


  began, but he could think of nothing to say.


  Steepling his fingers, elbows on the table, Dr. Atherton spoke. “Edward, are you saying you are


  a homosexual?”


  “I said it,” Fox piped up.


  “Fox, leave this to me.” He sounded quite authoritative, surprising himself. Fox fell silent. “I


  was going to tell you this weekend anyway. Yes, I’m gay. And Fox is my boyfriend.”


  In the silence that followed, Fox looked ready to fill the gap until Edward threw him a look to


  silence him. Even with his hot cheeks and thudding heart, he felt very much in control of the situation.


  His parents had to be told at some point. “I’m thirty years old. I have to live my own life. I’m the


  same person I was five minutes ago before you knew.”


  Yes! Fox mouthed at him, clenching his fist.


  “Of course you are,” his father said. “And I have to say, I have wondered before now. We even


  discussed it at one point, didn’t we, Annika?”


  “Only in passing, dear. But they still can’t sleep together under my roof. Knowing is one thing.


  Having it thrust in our faces is another.”


  “Nobody is thrusting anything in your faces. You’d let Nicoletta sleep with a boyfriend here,”


  Edward said.


  “No, she wouldn’t,” Dr. Atherton said.


  “All right, that’s true,” Edward assented.


  Dr. Atherton washed down another mouthful of food with a large gulp of wine. “But Nicoletta is


  only eighteen, and Edward is thirty. And it’s not as if he’s going to get anyone pregnant. Ever.”


  A momentary standoff followed as his parents glared at each other. His mother was the first to


  back down. “As you wish, but please be discreet.” She looked at the twins. “Would you like more


  cake, dears?” The twins nodded and waited while she served them another gigantic slice each. This


  time she separated the cake from the filling herself.


  “Is there any for me, Mum?” Edward asked hopefully.


  She walked around the table and wrapped her arm around his shoulders. “Of course there is.”


  She dropped a kiss on his forehead and got him a slice of cake. Relief, happiness, and other


  things he could not identify overwhelmed him. Everything was better since he met Fox.


  “Edward, can we keep this from your grandparents?”


  “If I had brought home a girl, you’d be announcing it in the Mitton Monthly Review,” he said


  quietly. “Mum, why should I keep my boyfriend secret?”


  “I know, Edward. Just give me time.” The desperate look on his mum’s face made him feel quite


  sorry for her. You’d think he had announced he was a serial killer and intended to continue


  murdering. But they were old-fashioned, and they lived a very blinkered life.


  “Don’t worry. I won’t tell them, and neither will Fox. Will you?” He met the young man’s gaze,


  and Fox mimed zipping up his mouth.


  Chapter Seven


  From the window of Eddie’s bedroom, Fox looked down on the gardens at the back of the


  farmhouse. Extensive flower beds filled with myriad colorful flora Fox could not identify lined pretty


  little paths, and beyond those lay fields with two horses grazing. The declining sun cast a golden glow


  on the idyllic scene. They had walked the twins over to visit the horses after lunch, but the animals


  had terrified them, and they had both started screaming when one of the horses snorted loudly.


  From his backpack Fox took a sketch pad and a soft lead pencil and began to draw a galloping


  horse, its muscles strained with effort.


  On the bed Eddie lay stretched out, naked from the waist down, having fallen into a doze after


  Fox had treated him to another blowjob. He should not have made that big thing about telling Eddie’s


  parents they were a couple. They weren’t really, and when Eddie found out all the lies he had been


  told, he would finish with him anyway. Who’d want to date a liar? But just maybe they could carry on


  a bit longer, because the thought of not seeing Eddie again left him feeling hollow and cold inside.


  A light tap on the door made Fox grab the tartan blanket folded neatly on a chair and throw it


  over Eddie’s hairy bum and legs. He tossed his pad on the bed and opened the door.


  “It’s the twins,” Mrs. Atherton said at once.


  Oh, don’t let them be sitting on the floor rocking like they do when they get stressed. Like


  we’re not weird enough. “What are they doing?”


  “They’re cleaning the bathrooms.” Mrs. Atherton clasped her hands in front of her. “Don’t get


  me wrong. They are doing a marvelous job, but why are they doing it? Nobody asked them to. They


  just started.”


  My dad kicks the shit out of them if they don’t clean a room every day. “They like cleaning.”


  He shrugged. “Do you want me to make them stop?”


  “Not at all. I just don’t want them to feel obliged. They’re guests in my home.” She looked past


  him at Eddie, whose big bare feet stuck out from under the tartan rug. His trousers were on the floor


  with his gleaming white undies. Both looked as if they had been thrown there in the heat of the


  moment, which they had.


  Mrs. Atherton’s cheeks flushed.


  Even with Fox’s attempt to cover the scene of their abandon it was obvious what they had been


  up to. Looking directly into her eyes, he whispered, “I love him.” Why had he said that? They hardly


  even knew each other. He hadn’t said it to Eddie. He had no intention of saying it to Eddie.


  A ghost of a smile flitted across Mrs. Atherton’s pink face. “Nicoletta is here, and my parents


  and Dr. Atherton’s father. You should come down and meet them. We are having sherry before


  dinner.” With a last glance at Eddie she closed the door quietly.


  “Was that Mum?” Sitting up, Eddie rubbed his eyes with his fists. The gesture was so childlike


  and sweet it made Fox stand for a moment just looking at him. There was nothing conventionally


  attractive about Eddie. Too thin, nose too big, the epitome of the nerdy scientist. So why the hell did


  he feel an intense affection every time he looked at him?


  Fox closed the door. “Yeah. She said your sister is here, and the twins are cleaning the


  bathrooms.”


  “Excellent.” Eddie said, putting his glasses on. Fox picked up Eddie’s trousers and shook the


  creases out of them. “Don’t worry about those. I’m putting a clean shirt and smart pants on. Mother


  likes us to dress up a little, though I doubt Nicoletta will. She’ll wear her rainbow-colored Andes hat


  to the table as a protest.”


  Fox laughed. “I know a girl who wears one of those. But what about me? Is the kilt all right?


  Your mum’s been really good, especially with the twins. They both have. I don’t want to push it.”


  Smiling, Eddie kissed his cheek. “That’s really sweet of you, but the kilt is just perfect. Be


  yourself. Be Fox.” Eddie picked up the sketch pad. “Fox Baillie.” He read the name scribbled on the


  front. “Is that your full name?” Fox nodded, watching as Eddie flipped through the pages, his


  eyebrows shooting up in obvious surprise. “Fox, this is great. You’re really good.” Fox sat down


  beside him as Eddie stopped on the half-finished sketch of the horse. “This is what you need to be


  doing. You need to be in art college.”


  “I told you, I’ll think about it.”


  “I mean it. This is impressive.” Eddie scrambled off the bed and stripped off his shirt. “You


  could get grants and get into school. You could pursue a career in art or graphic design or something.


  What do you think?”


  Avoiding the question, Fox opened the door. “I’ll get the twins and meet you downstairs.”


  “Be right down, dear,” Eddie called after him.


  Outside the door Fox halted. “Did you call me dear?”


  Completely naked, Eddie stood at the wardrobe where he had hung his dress pants. “Yes, what’s


  wrong with that?”


  “Everything, Eddie. It’s wrong on so many levels.” Shaking his head, he walked away.


  The twins were just finishing up the main bathroom when he found them. The bath was shining,


  he could see his face in the brass fittings, and the floor was fit to eat dinner off. “Well done. You did


  a great job. Now come on. Let’s go downstairs, and remember to be really good at the dinner table.


  And you have to go to bed right afterwards. All right? You’ve had a busy day. You should sleep like


  logs.”


  They looked at each other and then at Fox. A very slight smile tilted their mouths. Those smiles


  were so rare Fox relished them. With a hand on each of the faces, he popped a kiss on their


  foreheads. “I love you both. Come on.” The twins followed him down the stairs. Voices came from


  the living room, and Fox was about to go in when someone hailed him from the kitchen, “Fox Baillie?


  “Nik?” The split second of pleasurable recognition was quickly followed by horror. “You’re


  Nicoletta?”


  “You’re my brother’s boyfriend?” In her rainbow Andes hat, a pair of jeans, sans knees, and a


  T-shirt bearing the phrase Stay Calm and Carry On, she walked toward him. “OMG!” she screamed


  and hugged him. “I didn’t know you were gay. You should have told me. I’ve had a crush on you for


  months.”


  “Sorry.” Shit, shit, shit! What was he going to do now?


  Panicked, his heart racing, Fox grabbed her by the arm, pulled her through the kitchen and


  through the back door into the warm, still evening. The twins followed. That was it. Now he had to


  end the relationship with Eddie, and soon. It couldn’t go on any longer. Fox was really fond of Nik,


  but he knew she couldn’t keep her mouth shut. They took three studio classes together, and Nik spent


  the whole time feeding him gossip about other students. Every second sentence was, “I know I


  shouldn’t repeat this but” or “She told me not to say anything but.”


  “What’s going on? Are they the twins? I thought you said they were five years old or something.”


  That was right; he had. “No, they’re thirteen.” He drew her down the paved path between the


  flower beds. Clumps of bright pink peonies and red gladiolas drew the attention of the twins, who


  stopped to admire them.


  “Are you Edward’s bf?”


  “Yeah.” How was he going to put this? Nik absolutely could not tell Eddie where she knew him


  from. “I need you to do me a favor. Don’t let him know we know each other.”


  A frown creased her forehead. “Why?”


  “Because I’m going to end it, and it would be best if he didn’t know how to contact me. Sorry if


  that’s mean, but…” He shrugged.


  “Why are you going to end it? He never mentioned a name, but I knew he was really into


  someone. I had no idea it was you.”


  “He’s not really my type, Nik.”


  “Oh.” She looked a bit disappointed. “Eddie’s a real egghead, but he’s a great brother. He’s


  always been good to me.”


  This was horrible. He was betraying Eddie and making himself look like a right prick. And


  maybe he was. “I know that, and he’s a lovely bloke, but he’s thirty, for God’s sake. That’s really old.


  I’m only nineteen, and I’m not ready to get into anything heavy.” He forced a little laugh, feeling like a


  bigger piece of shit than ever. “Too many blokes, not enough time and all that.”


  Looking like a sulky child, Nik placed both hands on her hips. “Why did you come for his


  birthday if you’re going to finish with him? That’s just leading him on.”


  “He asked me to, and I didn’t want to upset him. I really do like him.” He wondered if she could


  detect his anxiety. “Just let me get through tonight. We’re leaving tomorrow, and that’ll be it. Give


  him a nice birthday, and then he can move on to someone better.”


  “Better? There’s nothing wrong with you, Fox. You’re lush. At least I always thought you were.”


  The disappointment in her face compounded the guilt he already felt. She was right. He was leading


  Eddie on, and it was all going to come crashing down.


  “Sorry. I don’t want to hurt him.”


  “It might be too late for that.”


  Another side of Nik that Fox had never seen was coming out in defense of her brother. The


  usually self-involved gossip with the cockney accent was an unselfish sister who cared deeply about


  her brother. And her accent was sliding further back with every syllable.


  “How’s your arm?” she asked.


  Had Nik figured out that he cut himself just like Eddie had? He hadn’t been fooled by the knife-


  slipping story, and perhaps she wasn’t either.


  “It’s fine.” An image of William Baillie with a kitchen knife stuck in his chest popped out of left


  field, filling his brain. It’s all your fucking fault, you pig. Your fault I met Eddie and had to lie to


  him and steal from him. Your fault I’m going to hurt him. I can’t wait for you to be dead. “Nik, I


  just can’t do it right now. I can’t have a relationship. And to be honest, he doesn’t know I’m in art


  school. I told him I was a bit of a layabout, just to put him off, you know?”


  “Didn’t work, did it?”


  “No. He just accepts me for who I am.”


  “That’s my bro.” She smiled. “Never judges anyone. But he values honesty.”


  Fox groaned inwardly.


  “He just doesn’t get why people aren’t straightforward like him.”


  “Right, I’ll keep that in mind. He’s a great dude. He’ll find someone else.”


  Nik shrugged, but it was obvious she was unhappy about it. “Okay, I’ll go along with this for the


  weekend. But let him down gently. I love him.”


  So do I.


  “I can see that. And I will, next week. Just don’t tell him you know me. I think it will make it


  harder if you do. Leave it to me. I’ll take care of it.”


  The four of them walked back inside and into the living room where Eddie and Nik’s


  grandparents stopped speaking at the sight of them. They would be used to Nik, but a geezer in a kilt


  with black eye makeup would catch their attention.


  “Is this your boyfriend, Nicoletta?” Of course they’d think that.


  “No, Gran, he’s Eddie mate.”


  Bounding forward like an excited puppy, Edward introduced Fox as his friend from London. To


  avoid confusion he said, “This is Alder and Arden. Alder is a boy, and Arden is a girl. They don’t


  speak.” He said it all so naturally, as if it were perfectly normal, that Fox wanted to kiss him. Eddie


  introduced his Dutch grandmother, his grandfather, and his father’s father. Fox shook hands with each


  one, not taking in the names. What was the point?


  “Hey, bro.” Nik threw her arms around Eddie. “Happy thirtieth.”


  “Thanks. Nik. This is Fox.”


  “Yeah, we met in the hall,” Nik said. She threw Fox a look as if to say, Happy?


  “Let me get you both a sherry.”


  “I’d rather have a Stella,” Fox said.


  “And so you shall,” Eddie said. “I’ll be right back with it.”


  The dinner offered just as much meat as the lunch, a large roast goose with pâté de foie gras to


  start. The twins had been strategically seated on either side of Fox so he could help them with their


  food preferences without drawing too much attention to them.


  “So Edward, my boy.” Everyone looked at Edward’s grandfather. “What happened to your eye?


  Did you walk into the kitchen cupboards again?” A little titter circled the table. It seemed Eddie had a


  reputation for damaging himself.


  “Of course he did. Edward was covered in cuts and scrapes his whole childhood, and nothing


  much has improved.” Annika looked affectionately at her son.


  “No he didn’t,” Fox said firmly. The desire to defend Eddie and show them he was not the


  buffoon they all thought him would not be repressed.


  “It was like this.” With all eyes on him Fox set the scene. “We were in Russell Square, sitting on


  a bench having a natter.” The look on Eddie’s face went from curiosity to dread. Fox continued


  quickly to reassure him he was not going to expose their relationship. “I attract a lot of unfortunate


  attention. You know, the eye makeup, the clothes, the hair.” Eddie looked much calmer. “So a couple


  of ASBOs, three in all, came over—unprovoked, naturally—and started harassing me.”


  “What are ASBOs?” The Dutch grandmother’s accent was still thick.


  “It’s an acronym,” Eddie began as if teaching a class. “That’s when a word is made out of the


  first letters of a group of words.”


  “I’m not stupid, Edward. I’ve been in this country for fifty years.” She raised a carefully


  penciled eyebrow at him. She was not the apple-cheeked granny type, more like an ex-Nazi


  collaborator.


  “ASBO stands for Anti-Social Behavior Order, and it’s used as a generic name for


  disenfranchised youth who commit crimes and collect the dole instead of working for a living,” Fox


  said.


  The smile Eddie threw him held genuine surprise. But then the bloke thought he was a street kid


  as opposed to a good student who had got nine GCSEs and three A Levels before being accepted into


  the Wimbledon College in the University of the Arts London.


  Without pause Fox continued. “So Eddie told them to fuck off.”


  A gasp from the end of the table caused Fox to bite his lip. “Sorry, Annika. He didn’t actually


  say those words as I’m sure you know. I was paraphrasing. He said, ‘Look here, you young


  scoundrels. Clear off or I shall have to deal with you, and it won’t be nice.’”


  Everyone laughed at his imitation of Eddie’s accent. But he had them enthralled. “Then the


  biggest of them, shaved head, muscles in his spit”—Fox raised both his skinny arms, flexing his small


  biceps—“he smacks poor old Eddie in the eye.” Everyone looked at Eddie’s black eye, then back at


  Fox, who continued, “Without a thought to himself, Eddie jumped to his feet and went after all three


  of them with karate chops. He felled the biggest bloke and then kicked the arses of the other two.” Fox


  spread his hands to indicate that that was it, and wasn’t Eddie a hero. “Case closed.”


  Clapping her hands together, Nik jumped up and ran round to Eddie, plopping a kiss on his


  cheek, “Well done, you.”


  “It was nothing.” Eddie shrugged, his cheeks pink at the praise spontaneously bursting forth from


  everyone present.


  “I knew those karate lessons would come in handy one day.” Dr. Atherton raised his glass to his


  son. “Well done, Edward.”


  With undisguised love, Eddie looked at Fox. He was going to give himself away if he wasn’t


  careful.


  “So, Edward, how is everything at LSHTM?” the elder Dr. Atherton asked.


  “Same, you know,” Eddie said. “I hate working with old Howard.”


  “Couldn’t stand the man myself. Never trusted him.” Dr. Atherton frowned down at the large


  portion of goose on his plate. “I suspect he took credit for some of the studies his students did. And he


  was always carrying on with females young enough to be his daughters. Could never work out how an


  ugly little chap like that got them in the first place.”


  “He promises them good marks,” Eddie said, tucking into his roast potatoes.


  Changing the subject abruptly, Eddie’s grandfather asked, “When were they diagnosed, Fox?”


  “Who? Diagnosed with what?” Fox asked.


  “Granddad, I’m not sure that’s a good subject to get into,” Eddie said, but the old gentleman


  carried on regardless.


  “The twins. They’re autistic, aren’t they?”


  “I rather thought that too,” Eddie’s dad said, then stuffed his mouth with goose. “But I didn’t


  want to pry.”


  “I’ve had many a special-needs child in my school, especially in recent years,” Annika said.


  “They must have been diagnosed at some point. They’re thirteen, aren’t they?”


  “Yeah, but they live with my mum, and I haven’t lived there for a while,” Fox said vaguely. He


  could hardly tell the assemblage that the twins had never been taken to a doctor since they were


  toddlers after it became obvious they were different. “I don’t know anything about things like that. I’m


  an…idiot.” He almost said art student.


  “You’re not an idiot.” The affection in Eddie’s voice and the gentle smile on his face drew the


  attention of everyone at the table. Only Eddie seemed unaware that he had just told his grandparents


  there was more between him and Fox than merely friendship.


  “Of course he’s not.” Annika’s high-pitched, slightly alarmed voice broke the moment.


  “Nicoletta, refill everyone’s wineglasses, will you?”


  Nik rose to circle the table with the bottle. When she reached Fox, she whispered in his ear,


  “You’re going to break his heart.”


  


  * * * *


  A bright sliver of moon offered a small light in the clear night sky, helped a little by myriad


  


  brilliant stars. “That’s the North Star, and that’s Orion’s Belt. Over there is the Big Dipper.” Edward


  pointed out the constellations, indicating things he thought might interest Fox. Then he remembered a


  teacher when he was nine telling him, “You don’t have to tell everyone everything you know,


  Atherton. They’ll think you’re obnoxious.”


  They leaned on the wooden fence of the horses’ field behind the house. “You’re so clever,


  Eddie.”


  “Only at academics,” he countered. “You made me sound like such a hero tonight.”


  “You are. You’re my hero.” Fox looked up at him, smiling. “How come the stars twinkle like


  that?”


  “I shouldn’t be boring you with this stuff. I only took astronomy as a secondary subject.”


  “There’s nothing boring about you, mate,” Fox said.


  Astonished at the assertion, Edward fell silent for a moment. He’d always believed himself to


  be extremely boring. He’d been told so any number of times in his teens, especially by girls when he


  attempted to date them to convince himself he wasn’t gay.


  “Except your clothes; they’re boring,” Fox amended.


  “What would you like me to wear?”


  Looking into his eyes, Fox said, “I prefer you naked, but if you must wear clothes, you really suit


  nerdy pullovers and cords.”


  Edward gave a quiet laugh. He’d never had so many compliments in his life. It made him feel


  quite self-conscious in a warm sort of way. “Stars don’t really twinkle. They emit a steady stream of


  light. Turbulence in the atmosphere bends the stream of light, making it appear to move.” He slid one


  arm around Fox’s waist. “Dear, I’ve never been so happy.”


  Fox tilted his face and puckered up.


  Kissing him softly, Edward said against his mouth, “I never thought I’d find anyone like you.”


  “I bet you never.” Fox pressed his face into Edward’s shoulder. “A rentboy who nicks your


  laptop.”


  Laying his cheek against the top of Fox’s head, Edward rubbed Fox’s back before letting his


  hand slide all the way down the faux leather kilt to Fox’s bottom, cupping it and squeezing. “Mmmm.


  You’re so hot.” A giggle from Fox made him stop squeezing. “What?”


  “Hot?” Fox repeated. “You never say words like that.”


  “There’s no other word to describe you. Except extraordinary.”


  “Eddie, I wish you wouldn’t say stuff like that. I’m just an ordinary thief and a whore.”


  “You’re nothing of the kind. You are a lost boy who has fallen on difficult times. But I’ve found


  you now.”


  Across the field about a mile away, headlights rounded the bend, following the road as it wound


  along the edge of their land. With his face still tucked into Edward’s neck, Fox didn’t appear to


  notice. When the car slowed to a stop on the road several hundred yards to their right, Edward


  whispered, “You know how I called you paranoid?”


  Fox looked up. “Yeah.”


  “I’m getting paranoid too. Look.”


  Fox followed the line of Edward’s pointing finger. “That car again.”


  “Or one exactly like it. What’s going on?” Edward asked.


  “Search me,” Fox said. A moment later the car cruised away. “Come on.”


  This car business was more than a coincidence, but what could it have to do with him and Fox?


  “Yes, we’d better get inside.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of going inside.” Taking Edward by the hand, Fox led him toward the barn that


  the horses slept in.


  “What are you doing? It’s really late. We should go in.”


  Fox continued walking toward the darkened barn, pulling him firmly by the hand. “I’ve always


  wanted to get fucked in a barn. Let’s pretend we’re young blokes from a Thomas Hardy novel and


  we’ve finally realized we prefer men.”


  Chuckling, Edward allowed himself to be led into the black interior of the barn. “Hang on, I’ll


  get a lamp.”


  “What? No lekky?” Fox asked.


  “Electricity in the barn? It would cost a fortune.” Feeling about, he found the oil lamp that


  always hung on the post by the door and the lighter that accompanied it. “There,” he said when a


  small circle of light illuminated the surrounding area. “An oil lamp, to add to the Hardian


  atmosphere.”


  Fox took the lamp from him. “Right, I’ll be Angel Clare turned queer, and you can be Gabriel


  who finally got sick of Bathsheba for being such a bitch and realized that he truly loves a man.”


  “They are from separate novels, so that wouldn’t work,” Edward said.


  “Don’t be so literal, Eddie,” Fox said.


  “Tell you what. You be Fox, and I’ll be Eddie making love in a barn.”


  “You’re no fun.” Fox lifted the lamp higher and wandered deeper inside. “Hell of a big barn for


  two horses.”


  “It used to be a working farm, and the barn housed many animals.” Edward pointed up at the loft.


  “Do you want to go up there?”


  “No, I want to do it in a horse’s stall, wearing a bridle.”


  “Fox! You’re really pervy.” Not actually believing him, Edward led the way to a row of


  standing stalls where the two horses were secured for the night. Fox hung the lamp on a nail at the


  corner of the stalls.


  “Who rides them?” Fox asked.


  “Nobody much anymore. They’re old, but Nik and I used to ride them a lot. She’s really good.


  Better than me.”


  “You can ride me now, and I’ll be the judge of how good you are.” Without ceremony Fox


  proceeded to strip off his clothes, looking pale and thin and adorably attractive in the lamplight.


  Edward couldn’t stop smiling as he watched him work. He’d always been really self-conscious


  naked, but Fox had no inhibitions. From the stall where the horses stood, Fox gathered a huge armload


  of straw and dumped it in the empty stall. Hanging on hooks were several bridles: he reached up and


  took one down. “Right, put the bridle on me.”


  “It won’t fit. It’s designed for a horse’s head.”


  “Do your best.”


  Torn between laughter and his growing arousal, Edward placed the metal bit in Fox’s mouth and


  then attempted to adjust the straps to some semblance of a fit, but it was impossible to make it secure.


  “That’s the best I can do. Horses’ mouths are different. They can close their mouths over a bit


  because of the way their teeth are. But people can’t.”


  “It’s fine.” Fox had great difficulty articulating with his mouth held open.


  “You sound like a bad ventriloquist,” Edward said on a laugh.


  “Don’t spoil the moment by analyzing it.” Fox got down on his hands and knees on the straw. “I


  want you to hold the back of the bridle like it’s a rein while you fuck me,” he said over his shoulder.


  So aroused that he began to suck in long, hard breaths, Edward hurriedly stripped off his


  clothing. Removing his trousers, he stumbled in his excitement and nearly fell. “I’m such a fool, but


  you get me so worked up.”


  “You’re gonna owe me a fortune, mate,” Fox said.


  Understanding at last when Fox was having him on, Edward just smiled. He knelt down behind


  Fox, feeling the sharp, scratchy straw on his bare knees. “I don’t have a condom.”


  “Me neither. Let’s bareback it. I didn’t have anything communicable last time I checked.”


  Taking a long breath, Edward positioned his hard cock at Fox’s anus and then grabbed the


  bridle, pulling the straps tight in his hand so that they wrapped around Fox’s head, making a tight fit


  and putting pressure on the bit in his mouth.


  “That’s it, Eddie. Take control of me.” The words were only just understandable, but they were


  sufficient to send a surge of gushing pleasure through Edward’s groin.


  “There’s no lubrication. It will hurt.”


  With an edge of desperation in his breathy voice, Fox said, “We’re in a barn in Wessex in the


  1800s. Do it the natural way. Spit.”


  Edward followed instructions, amazed at the things Fox knew. Then, thrusting hard and fast, he


  rode Fox the way he used to ride his horse, with wild abandon, the inhibition of years dissolving in


  the moment. Fox had chipped away at it slowly, and now it crumbled.


  The young man began to make strange neighing sounds that would have made Edward laugh


  under other circumstances but in that moment only aroused him further. One hand held the rein, pulling


  it tighter. With the other he instinctively landed hard slaps on Fox’s hip as if he were using a riding


  crop.


  Every movement Fox made, every cry pushed Edward’s pleasure higher and higher. Fox’s


  neighing became grunts coming from deep in his chest, and his hips rocked back and forth in a frenzy


  of movement like an unbroken horse attempting to throw its rider. Everything culminated at once in a


  crashing climax that rushed through Edward’s buttocks and belly. Wild as the ersatz horse he rode, he


  pumped sperm up Fox’s arse as he orgasmed. A feeling he could only describe as spiritual flooded


  his body, filling his head until it felt fit to burst. He was overcome with an intense love and an


  urgency to enfold Fox in his arms, to protect him.


  “Oh fuck, oh shit,” Fox muttered over and over again.


  Edward released the bridle. Fox spat out the bit and fell forward onto the straw, panting loudly.


  Gently Edward lay on his back. They were both slick with sweat, suctioned together by the moisture


  pouring from their bodies. Joined like the twins were joined, by an immutable force.


  “Dear, did you come?”


  “Like the fucking clappers, mate.”


  Edward chuckled. “Can’t you ever be romantic? Can’t you say, ‘Darling, that was splendid’ or


  something like that?”


  “I can only be myself, Eddie,” Fox said quietly.


  Himself? Yes, that was all Fox needed to be. Himself was wonderful. Himself was stupendous,


  beautiful. “You’re perfect just as you are, dear. Absolutely perfect.”


  Chapter Eight


  “Fox, are you going home with the twins, or are you coming to my place?”


  For at least half the journey back to London, Fox had been wondering how to work this. Eddie


  could not be allowed see the million-pound house they lived in in Finchley. Why the hell would a


  bloke who lived there be stealing computers to sell for a few quid? Anyway, he was supposed to be a


  rentboy living on the street. “Drop us at the nearest tube station on the northern line. St. Pancras will


  do. We’ll change trains a couple of times. They’ll like that.”


  Looking anxious, Eddie said, “I’ve had such a wonderful birthday weekend. I don’t want it to


  end yet. Let me drive the twins home; then you can come back to my flat. I’ve got the car until this


  evening.” He looked sideways at Fox.


  “Eyes on the road, Eddie, and no, that’s okay. The twins like the tube. They’re not crazy about


  all the people, but they like the trains. It’s an outing for them.”


  Clearly disappointed, Eddie asked, “Will you come over later after you’ve dropped them off?”


  “Not sure, mate. I’ve got to get them home, then make some money.” The implication was that he


  was going out to prostitute. He had to keep up the ruse. Eventually even Eddie would get fed up with


  a boyfriend he thought was selling his arse to other men.


  The street outside St. Pancras was extremely busy when Eddie pulled up. “There’s NO


  STOPPING signs all over the place here. The traffic wardens will be on top of me in a second.”


  “No worry, mate. Pop the boot.” Relieved to avoid a protracted good-bye, Fox jumped out to


  grab their bags before ushering the twins out onto the street. The noise and people closed in on them


  quickly, and they gripped each other’s hands, their bodies pressed close together. That the twins liked


  trains was a complete lie. They were terrified, and getting them home from there would be hell, but


  the sooner he got rid of Eddie, the better off Eddie would be, especially now Fox knew that Nik was


  his sister.


  “Right, then,” he said when he had his backpack on and the twins’ overnight bag in his hand.


  Eddie got out of the car, gaze darting left and right for traffic wardens and police. “Thank you for


  coming, dear. It was a lovely weekend. It’s over too fast.”


  “There you go calling me dear again,” Fox said, trying to make light of the moment. But he felt


  like hell. This had to end before Eddie found out how profoundly he had been duped.


  Tenderly Eddie put his hands on Fox’s cheeks. “Fox.” He seemed to be fishing for words and


  having difficulty. After a couple of false starts he said, “I’ve never had a valentine from anyone, and I


  hope next Valentine’s Day you and I will be able to exchange cards.”


  “Is that your weird way of saying you want this to last?”


  Cheeks growing pink, Eddie said, “I’m hopeless at expressing myself.”


  “You’re just a bit shy, that’s all.” Oh shit, Eddie, there’s nothing I want more.


  “It’s not shyness. I’ve always had a hard time identifying my feelings. But I know what I’m


  feeling for you.”


  “Lust,” Fox said. He had to lighten the moment and get out of there.


  “That’s part of it. Fox, I…”


  “You’d better go.” He pointed at a traffic warden in a fluorescent yellow tabard who was


  bearing down on them with the look of a predatory animal.


  “Oh God!” After plopping a quick kiss on Fox’s lips, Eddie hugged him hard before diving into


  the car. “Fox, I love you,” he screamed through the window as he drove off.


  Why did he have to say that? They hardly knew each other. Yet Fox had said the same thing to


  Eddie’s mum. And that was another thing that rammed home to him how dysfunctional his own family


  was. Annika might have been uptight and preoccupied with what everyone in the village thought, but


  at least she was sober, and she was kind to the twins. She loved her kids. Eddie’s dad had turned out


  to be a good laugh. Imagine having a dad who didn’t wear army fatigues and demand you call him sir.


  Imagine having a dad you weren’t terrified of and who didn’t beat the crap out of you just for being in


  the same room with him. They were all uncomfortable with the gay thing, except Nik, but deep down,


  they were decent people.


  The sight of the small car driving away made tears of frustration and loss burn his eyes.


  The traffic warden glared at Fox, looking as if someone had ripped a prize bit of prey from him.


  “You are blocking the pedestrian footpath!”


  “Fuck off, dude,” Fox said into the officious little man’s face. “Come on, aliens.” He took the


  twins by their hands and ushered them into the tube station. “You can pick some sweets to eat on the


  train. That’ll keep you occupied. You were really good this weekend. I was so proud of you.”


  Why couldn’t their fucking life just be normal?


  


  * * * *


  Hands on hips, a look of pure rage on his face, William Baillie stood on the doorstep watching


  


  them as Fox walked up the wide driveway. The twins were exhausted from the stress of the train


  journey and an overnight stay with strangers. The fact that they had not had a meltdown at any point


  over the weekend was miraculous. But if they didn’t get into a dark, quiet room soon, they’d start


  screaming. He’d seen it many times before when they got overstimulated.


  All three of them approached Baillie as if they were walking the plank toward shark-infested


  waters. The closer they got, the more the twins lagged until they stood not beside Fox but behind him,


  pressing close to his back.


  Spittle sprayed Fox’s face when his father screamed, “Where the fuck have you been?”


  The twins began to whimper.


  Avoiding eye contact the way one would with a dangerous dog, Fox said, “I left a note.”


  “You went to stay with a friend?” The sarcasm in his father’s voice made it clear he didn’t


  believe Fox had any friends. “And you took them morons with you? Making me look bad for fathering


  three idiots.”


  Baillie’s tall, broad frame blocked the doorway. Fox and the twins had their mother’s slender


  build. They would never be as tall as William Baillie. “I’ll just get the twins upstairs, sir.”


  Habitually, when addressing his father, he spoke in a neutral, nonconfrontational tone.


  “You’ll come into my office now. All of you.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Baillie walked in ahead of them and went straight into his office. As soon as his father was out


  of sight, Fox said, “Up the stairs and into my wardrobe. Wait for me there. Run!” Instantly obedient as


  they always were to Fox, the twins took off up the stairs while Fox hurried into his father’s office.


  “Where’s the twins?”


  “They’re tired. I sent them upstairs.”


  With one foot Baillie kicked the office door closed and in the same movement felled Fox with a


  fist to his cheek. He leaned over Fox, screaming into his face. “You are not allowed to leave the


  house without telling me where you’re going. And I don’t want them fucking morons out in public


  anymore.” He punctuated his words with the toe of his boot in Fox’s belly.


  Curled up like a caterpillar that someone had poked, Fox remained on the hardwood floor at his


  father’s feet. Baillie sank down into an armchair, a sneer on his face. “Is that a skirt you’re wearing?


  I’m going to kill you just for that. Now where have you been?” When Fox did not answer, he said,


  “You were with that fucking daft scientist, Atherton, weren’t you?”


  There was no point in lying, because someone in a black car exactly like Maputwa’s had been


  following them. All the more reason not to see Eddie again. Eddie might be able to do karate on an


  unsuspecting ASBO, but William Baillie would kill him before he could say dojo. “Yes, sir.”


  “You are a queer, aren’t you?”


  Slowly, holding his ribs with one arm, Fox sat up, still avoiding eye contact with his father. “It


  was you who told me to be a gay prostie and pick him up.”


  “That was to get into his fucking flat, not to enjoy yourself. Are you a queer? Is my son a frigging


  arse bandit?”


  He’s going to smack me either way. “Yes, sir; I’m gay.”


  Fox wrapped both arms around his head and ducked to the floor as his father jumped to his feet,


  slamming his fist down on the desk. “What did I do to deserve this?” he screamed. “My son is a nancy


  boy, my twins are idiots, and my wife is a fucking alchy. What did I ever do to bring this on? I’m a


  decent man with years of military service behind me. I come from three generations of military men,


  and not one of my children is fit to be a soldier. This is what I get, a queer and a couple of morons?


  It’s not right. It’s not fucking right. I’m a good man. I’m a good father.”


  With both hands he beat Fox across the head and shoulders, slapping repeatedly. Fox felt


  nothing. Whenever he was beaten he went into a kind of trance where he didn’t feel anything until


  later when the bruises started to come out. But what always left him shaking his head in wonder was


  that no matter what William Baillie did, the man always saw himself as the victim.


  “Stay away from Atherton unless I tell you to see him again. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And if I find out you’ve been bending over for another man again, I’ll cut your dick off, and then


  no one will want you. Now get out of my fucking sight, you little queer.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Fox got quickly to his feet, ran from the room and straight upstairs. In his bedroom he found the


  twins fast asleep in the wardrobe, snuggled in each other’s arms on the pile of blankets and pillows.


  After closing the wardrobe door quietly, he tiptoed out of the bedroom. No room in the house had a


  lock. Baillie would not allow anyone to shut him out of any room in his house.


  Fox opened the door to his mum’s bedroom and crept in. It had been years since his parents had


  shared a bedroom. His father had the big master bedroom for himself, and his mum had a smaller


  room.


  As expected, she was stretched out on the bed, snoring, stinking of alcohol. An empty wine


  bottle sat on the bedside table. It wasn’t even good wine. When you drank the quantities his mum


  drank and your husband wouldn’t give you any significant amount of money, you drank the cheapest


  plonk you could find.


  The curtains were open, and as the early evening light fell on his mum’s face, he saw the fresh


  bruises, still red in some places, already turning purple across her jawline. Guilt made his stomach


  sick. Baillie had done this because Fox had disappeared with the twins overnight. Whenever he was


  not in complete control of his surroundings and his possessions, his father reacted with violence. And


  his family was his possession. He owned them. Fox sat down on the bed and shook her gently. Slowly


  she regained consciousness. When she saw him sitting there, she screamed and began to fight,


  slapping at him with both hands, pure terror on her face.


  “Stop it, Mum. It’s me, Fox.”


  The blind fear began to leave her face, replaced with recognition. “Sorry, Afton. Sorry, luv. I


  thought it was him. Where have you been?”


  “I took the twins with me to a friend’s house for a visit. I couldn’t leave them here by


  themselves. They don’t eat if I’m not here. They’re afraid to go into the kitchen in case he sees them.”


  “They’re a terrible disappointment to him,” she mumbled, struggling to sit up.


  “Yeah, so am I.”


  Fox piled the pillows up behind her, and she fell back on them, reaching out a hand to touch his


  cheek. “I’m sorry, Afton. You’re such a good lad.”


  In frustration he burst out, “Why can’t you get sober, for Christ’s sake? Look at the state of your


  face. Look what he’s done to you. To both of us. And he beats the twins. Did you know he belts them?


  What the hell could they do to deserve that?” More quietly he said, “Why didn’t you leave him years


  ago?”


  Releasing a long sigh, she looked into his eyes. They all had the same blue eyes— Fox, the


  twins, his mum. “I tried to once, when you were all little. Do you remember? You were about seven,


  and the twins were a year old. We were in Germany at the time, living on the army base near


  Oldenburg.”


  “Was that after he smacked the hell out of the twins for crying?”


  Looking away, she nodded. In her sober moments he knew she was ashamed that she had


  allowed her husband to beat her babies. “We got as far as the airport to get home, and he found us. He


  said he’d kill me and make it look like an accident, and then he’d get custody of the three of you.”


  “Now he’s got custody of the four of us,” Fox said, bitterness making him want to hurt her. “You


  can’t leave because you’re drunk all the time. I can’t leave because the twins would die without me,


  either from starvation or he’d kill them accidentally by beating them. The twins are disabled, Mum.


  Why were they never diagnosed with anything? They could get help. I can only do so much. You don’t


  do anything to help them.”


  “I know.” She whimpered. “I was afraid to take them to the doctor even when he was away


  because I thought he had damaged their brains with that first beating. I thought he’d be arrested, and


  then he’d really kill us all because I told on him.”


  “That beating might have damaged their brains, but they might have been autistic anyway.


  Someone mentioned it at my mate’s house yesterday. We have to get them to a doctor and see what we


  can do for them.”


  “No!” She clutched Fox’s arm. “Afton, no. We can’t. He’ll kill me, both of us, if we shame him


  by taking the twins to a doctor. He hates anyone knowing there’s something wrong with them.”


  “It can’t go on, Mum. The only way we’ll ever be free is if he dies. I’m going to kill him.”


  The hope in her eyes spoke of her desperation. She wanted him to do it. “Can you?”


  “I have to find out about the life insurance first, how much it is and what the stipulations are.


  We’ll be entitled to his army pension no matter what, and he’ll get more than an ordinary captain


  because of his time in Special Forces, but I doubt it will be enough over the long haul. I’ll need to


  make it look like an accident for the life insurance.”


  Neither of them had heard William Baillie open the door until he spoke. “What are you talking


  about? Me? Tara, what’s he saying to you?”


  Fox’s heart began to thud. What had Baillie heard? “Just asking Mum how she is.” The fact that


  they both had bruised faces and were pretending they did not was nothing new.


  “She’s drunk, like always,” Baillie said. “Now get downstairs and make some dinner. There a


  big chicken in the fridge. Make roast potatoes and veg as well. We’re going to sit down together like


  a proper family.”


  “Yes, sir.” Relieved to get away, Fox got up quickly, but his father blocked the doorway.


  “And don’t you ever leave this house again without me knowing exactly where you are. And I


  don’t want them twins leaving the property ever again, not even to go to the park.”


  “Yes, sir.” Looking at the floor, Fox waited for his father to move. After a tense few moments,


  William Baillie stepped farther into the room, allowing Fox to slip past him. The door slammed so


  suddenly and so hard that it just caught his backside.


  Relief flooding him, he took a long breath until he heard his father’s voice through the door. “Get


  your clothes off, you stupid bitch.” He had beaten her, and now he was going to have sex with her.


  Fists clenched, Fox walked downstairs, squeezing his eyes tight shut to prevent his tears from


  falling.


  


  * * * *


  It was horrible, but fortunately rare, when William Baillie made his entire family sit down


  


  together for a meal. The dining room, which was hardly ever used, was far too large. It was like


  eating in an empty restaurant. The twins were silent, terrified of making a noise or spilling their food.


  Fox watched them like a hawk in case they scratched the mahogany table with their forks. Baillie


  made them use utensils when he was present, but their fine motors skills were poor, and they hurt


  themselves more often than not. They would have enjoyed the food if they were not so frightened.


  Their eyes, already big in their delicate faces, were huge as they sat looking at their plates.


  As surreptitiously as he could, Fox had served their food with an inch between each item. If


  Baillie noticed, he would not allow it. Across from Fox his mum ate awkwardly with her bruised


  face and split lip.


  “Very nice meal, boy,” Baillie said.


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “Lovely, Afton.” Fox met his mum’s gaze. That she was eating at all was unusual. She had been


  pretty once. All three of them had got their blond hair from her. But now her belly was swollen by her


  enlarged liver, making her arms and legs look like sticks.


  “Eat up.” Baillie looked at Fox.


  From past experience Fox did not even try to argue that he was vegan. The small portion of meat


  he had put on his plate would have to be eaten. And he did so in tiny bites, washing each one down


  with mouthfuls of water.


  “That’s it, lad. You eat your meat. You might even get some muscles.” Baillie laughed.


  It was like dining with the queen. No one was allowed to speak unless spoken to or to bring up a


  new subject. Arden picked up a roast potato with her fingers.


  “Hey, moron, eat with your fucking fork!”


  Shaking in fear, she dropped the potato on the floor.


  Fox dived after it, retrieving it. He sat down again and put the potato on the table before forking


  another from the serving plate to give to his sister.


  In an instant William Baillie was around the table, grabbing the fallen potato and slamming it


  into Arden’s face. “Eat it!”


  Arden screamed and began flapping her hands.


  Fox looked at his mum, who lowered her eyes. She wasn’t going to help her daughter. “Sir, she


  can’t help it.” Fox got a backhander for his trouble before Baillie sat down again.


  “Now, let’s eat like a civilized family. I’m going to be traveling to Uganda in a couple of weeks


  for work, and I’ll probably be gone for a month. I want a peaceful family life in the meantime. Do you


  hear me?”


  “Yes, sir,” Fox said at once.


  “Yes, Bill,” Tara said.


  “I don’t know what I did to deserve this. Other men have normal families.” Baillie looked at the


  twins before shaking his head in disgust. “I should have drowned them at birth.”


  


  * * * *


  For the last hour Fox had sat in the kitchen looking at the knives in the wooden block while


  


  working up the courage to take out the carving knife and walk upstairs with it.


  I’ll unlock the back door when I’m done and leave it slightly ajar. First I’ll go upstairs, stab


  him until he’s not moving anymore, and drop the knife in the bedroom. Then I’ll rob the safe in his


  office. I’ll bury the money in the back garden in a flower bed to retrieve later. It will look like a


  robbery that ended up in murder. We’ll get the insurance money, and we’ll all live happily ever


  after.


  Do it now.


  Before he could reason himself out of it, Fox snatched the knife from the block.


  The house was completely still, quiet, and dark as he crept upstairs. He had put the twins to bed


  directly after the hellish family dinner, and his mum had followed suit. Ear to Baillie’s bedroom


  door, Fox listened. Years of living with an abusive, volatile father had honed his hearing until it was


  keenly sensitive. No sound came from within. William Baillie was a lean, fit man who never snored,


  unlike Tara whose snores reverberated from her room along the landing.


  Do it now.


  Fox only ever dared enter his father’s bedroom when the twins were in there cleaning, and they


  worked extremely fast, dying to get out. The room held a terrible sense of threat for all of them.


  Anywhere William Baillie slept, sat, or ate was a place to be avoided. Tense with fear, he stood,


  glued to the spot, knife in hand.


  Silently, his hands trembling, Fox opened the door. The bedroom curtains were slightly open,


  casting some small light from the outdoor floodlights into the room. The moment it was dark, Baillie


  turned on the outdoor lights. Was it just his military training, that he must always be on the defensive,


  or was there something in particular the man was afraid of? It could be either. Fox had no doubt that


  his father had many enemies.


  In the middle of the king-size bed Baillie lay flat on his back, hands folded on his chest as if he


  were in his coffin at his own funeral. I’m having you cremated to make sure you never come back,


  you bastard.


  With the knife held behind his back Fox walked very slowly over the hardwood floor until he


  stood beside the bed, looking down at the man he hated.


  Do it now. One, two, three. Do it!


  William Baillie sat bolt upright. “What the fuck are you doing in my room, you little perv?”


  With pounding heart Fox took a step back from the bed. Just do it! But he’d never stand a chance


  now. Baillie would have the knife out of his hand before he could raise it high enough to strike. “I


  came to say I’m sorry for taking the twins away without permission.”


  Swinging his feet to the floor, Baillie sat looking at him. “Did you? Go on, then. Apologize for


  taking the idiots to someone’s house and shaming me like that.”


  “I’m very sorry, sir. I’ll never do it again. I shouldn’t have left without permission.”


  “Good. Now get to bed like a good little boy.”


  As he turned to leave, Fox brought the knife furtively around the front and walked toward the


  door.


  “Fox!”


  Without turning back he said, “Yes, sir?”


  “If you’re giving your mother any ideas about leaving me, I’ll kill you. I’ll strangle you while


  you’re looking into my eyes. I’ve done that, you know, killed men with my bare hands.”


  “I wouldn’t,” Fox replied.


  “And you’d better not be thinking of going anywhere either. Your mother can’t look after the


  twins. If you go, I’ll have to put them in a home, a loony bin. Now get out.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Trying not to hurry, he walked out quietly and closed the door behind him. Sick to his stomach,


  he ran to the bathroom, reaching the toilet just in time to bring up the meat that had so sickened him at


  dinner. The rest of his meal came after it. Panting, Fox stood for several minutes before finally


  brushing his teeth to get the last residual memory of the meat out of his mouth. In the bedroom he


  stripped and crawled into the wardrobe, still holding the knife.


  “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” he said into the silent, stifling air. With the tip of the knife, Fox ran an


  experimental line down his chest between his nipples. He pressed just hard enough for the blade to


  cut the flesh. A rush of adrenaline swept through him, sending his senses into high gear. Then he did it


  again, pressing harder this time. Hot blood bubbled from the wound and ran down his naked body.


  Again he cut, and then again until the blood ran freely and his mind went soaring. The pain both


  physical and mental left him, and he felt at peace.


  Chapter Nine


  The lift was far too confined a space to be with a homosexual even if it was only three floors


  down. Bad enough working with Dr. Edward Atherton every day. The man was a dolt who never


  understood a joke and who worked long hours even when he didn’t have to. Dr. Crispin Howard


  found him intensely irritating, especially since Atherton was more gifted and creative a scientist than


  he would ever be. But he was extremely easy to dupe as evidenced by that thug, Baillie’s son, leading


  him on the way he had. Another queer if ever there was one.


  The lift door opened onto the lobby.


  “Have a nice evening, Dr. Howard.” Atherton nodded and headed toward the main doors on


  Keppel Street.


  “See you tomorrow,” he answered resentfully.


  Atherton’s long stride outstripped Howard’s short-legged walk, and he was quickly out on the


  street. The automatic glass doors slid open for Howard, but he did not step outside. Baillie’s strange-


  looking son with the black eye makeup was there, wearing what appeared to be black leggings with a


  red tartan kilt and a black leather waistcoat over a black button-down shirt. The boy had mentioned


  he was an art student, but that was no excuse to dress like an extra from an old Mad Max film.


  “Are you all right, Eddie?” The boy smiled, making his thin white face almost attractive.


  “Fox!” The pleasure in Atherton’s voice turned Howard’s stomach. Bad enough that the man was


  a genius from a privileged family, but Howard was damned if he would see him happy, especially


  since it was dangerous for him and Baillie’s son to continue seeing each other. And he fully intended


  to take as much credit as possible for the safe version of the pesticide Atherton had formulated.


  Pulling his mobile from his pocket, Howard stopped. He punched in Baillie’s number. He


  despised the man, mostly because he was afraid of him, but doing business with him was proving


  lucrative.


  “What d’ y’ fucking want, Howard?” Typical response from a low-class brute like Baillie. This


  would take the eternal smirk off the man’s face.


  “Your son is still fraternizing with Atherton. At this moment they are embracing on the street


  outside LSHTM.”


  “I’ll kill that little queer,” Baillie shouted so loudly that Howard drew the phone away from his


  ear.


  “Killing him is probably unnecessary, but at least tell him to steer clear of Atherton now the job


  is done. From the look on your son’s face, he really likes the man. Before we know it he will feel


  guilty about deceiving him and tell him everything.”


  “Don’t worry. That won’t happen. And not a fucking word about this to Maputwa or I’ll rip your


  balls off and feed them to you. He’s had a man following Atherton around, and he saw my son with


  him. I’ve already warned Fox. Got it?”


  “Don’t worry. I won’t say a word. I’ll follow them and keep you informed.” Howard pressed


  End Call. Still inside the building, he watched Dr. Edward Atherton and Fox Baillie walk off holding


  hands.


  “WHERE HAVE YOU been?” Eddie asked. “I’ve missed you so much.”


  Fox squeezed his hand. “Have you?” He shouldn’t be holding Eddie’s hand on the street or


  anywhere else. He should not have kissed him when they said hello. All he planned on doing was


  telling him it was over, until he saw him loping out of the building in his brown corduroy trousers and


  his goofy striped polo shirt. Eddie was the last bloke on earth he had ever thought he could fancy


  when he first saw him. Now he was all Fox thought about.


  “Yes, I have. Why didn’t you come over sooner? It’s been more than a week. I was worried.”


  Eddie looked at him, causing his glasses to slide down his nose. He pushed them back up with one


  finger on the bridge, a stupid little gesture Fox had come to cherish in the short time they had known


  each other.


  “Busy.” Fox looked into his eyes, and his cock began to harden. “Do you want sex?”


  It must have been the unexpectedness of the question that made Eddie suck in a breath and start to


  giggle. “I always want it, but only with you.”


  “That makes me feel special.” Fox forced himself to sound flippant, but he didn’t feel flippant.


  He felt lucky, and like the worst frigging liar in the universe. “Come on.” He began in the direction of


  the Tottenham Court Road.


  “That’s the wrong way.” Eddie tugged his hand.


  “This is the way to Regent’s Park. I want to do it in Queen Mary’s Garden.”


  “Fox!” Eddie pulled him to a standstill. “Why can’t we go to my flat? We could get caught.


  Arrested. It’s only half past six. It won’t be dark for hours yet.”


  “Eddie, what do I tell you?”


  “Live a little?”


  “That’s right.”


  All along the Tottenham Court Road they held hands while Fox told himself it had to end tonight,


  but he was just so happy being with Eddie. Fox drew stares from ordinary people at the best of times,


  but holding hands with a geek made him stand out even more. He’d tell Eddie later after they’d made


  out in the park. After he had kissed him and held him one last time.


  “I think Nik really likes you,” Eddie said. “She’s phoned or texted me every day this week


  asking if I’ve seen you.”


  “Yeah? I like her too.” Fox had turned off his phone when Nik would not stop calling and texting


  him, asking when he was going to talk with Eddie. She would not lie for him any longer.


  On any warm summer evening in London the Royal Parks were abuzz with tourists and locals


  alike. They reached Regent’s Park and headed for Queen Mary’s Garden, wandering through people


  sitting on the lawns chatting, children playing, parents videoing their kids. A large group of young


  teenage boys began catcalling when Fox and Eddie walked past them hand in hand. “Look at the emo


  queers.” One of them walked up and down in an effeminate way, waving limp wrists.


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, dude. He’s a karate black belt,” Fox said, but he didn’t


  actually give a shit what they did. He was used to it. The kids didn’t threaten them in any real way,


  and Fox was too happy with Eddie to care.


  “You know, one in ten of the population is gay.” Eddie pointed at them. “That means one of you


  is gay.”


  The boys looked at each other before screaming with laughter and accusing each other. “It’s


  you.”


  “No, it’s you!”


  Shoulders shaking with laughter, Fox led Eddie across the park toward the Inner Circle and


  Queen Mary’s Garden. Without warning, Eddie stopped to watch a short, stocky man walking away


  talking on a mobile. “Fancy him?” Fox asked.


  Looking distracted, Eddie said, “I thought for a minute it was my boss, but it can’t be. Why


  would he be here? I just said good-bye to him. And as for fancying him, I can’t stand the man.”


  “Oh, right. You were talking about him at your birthday dinner with your dad. Come on. We’re


  going in the bushes.”


  His forehead furrowed with worry, Eddie said, “I don’t think we should do this here. Remember


  what happened in Russell Square. The police caught us, and that was late at night.”


  “They almost caught us.”


  “You can’t almost catch someone. You either catch them or you don’t. And they did. They just


  didn’t get their hands on us that night.”


  “Will you stop analyzing everything, for fuck’s sake! Shut up and enjoy.”


  The scent of roses hit Fox like a bucket of water in the face when they walked through the big


  ornamental gates of the rose garden. Thankfully pedestrian traffic was relatively thin inside. Drawn


  by the splashing of water, Fox wandered toward the Triton Fountain. The heavy aroma of roses,


  together with the gentle sound of running water under a dusky sky on a warm summer evening, was


  made all the more perfect because a man who was as innocent as he was brilliant stood beside him.


  And Fox was nuts about him. “Utopia.”


  “An essay by Sir Thomas More.” Eddie threw his arm around Fox’s shoulders.


  “No, Eddie. This is Utopia.”


  “Utopia refers to a perfect political, social, and religious structure.”


  “Eddie.” Fox looked up into his warm, gentle eyes. “This moment with you here in this garden is


  Utopia. Utopia is perfection, and this moment is it. Now stop fucking with my head.”


  There is no future and no past. We live right now in the bubble of this moment. Me and Eddie,


  forever and ever.


  Utopia cracked down the middle when a harsh voice called out, “When you’ve finished, lover


  boys, the garden is closing in a few minutes.”


  “The park closes at half past nine,” Fox called back.


  “But the rose garden closes at half past seven.”


  “No problem,” Fox called. He took Eddie’s hand and began to walk back in the direction of the


  gates. The moment the park keeper was out of sight, he drew Eddie away from the gates and into the


  bushes.


  “Fox, no! That man will lock the gates; then we’ll be stuck till morning.”


  “Don’t be a doofus. We’ll climb over the railings.”


  “They’re eight feet high, and I can’t climb,” Eddie protested. “I was hopeless on the monkey


  bars when I was little. Too awkward. I broke my ankle twice, broke my arm once, dislocated my


  shoulder, and that was all just in the school yard. I ended up in a neck brace for two months when my


  parents took us skiing.”


  Yeah, that sounded like Eddie. “If I can do it in a kilt, you can do it in your corduroys.”


  “Oh, all right.” Eddie smiled, touching Fox’s cheek. “I could probably do anything with your


  encouragement, dear.”


  “Don’t get mushy on me.”


  A variety of beautiful, tall, thick bushes formed a semicircle on one side of the fountain. They


  were well concealed sitting down on the cool ground, so when the park keeper returned, calling out,


  “The garden is closing,” they held their breath and waited. Repeatedly the man cried out, his voice


  coming from varying distances away until he had covered the garden. The clang of the gates being


  closed and locked followed.


  Fox turned to Eddie and kissed him on the lips. “Now it’s just us in the Garden of Eden.”


  Fox stood up to lead Eddie out of the bushes to an open area under a tall, waving elm tree. On


  the grass they lay down side by side, completely protected from the prying eyes of those passing the


  railing by shrubs, trees, and borders of tall rosebushes. On their backs, hands behind their heads, they


  watched the waving branches and scudding clouds like a couple of schoolboys.


  Fox pointed at a phallic-looking shape in the clouds. “That’s an erect cock.”


  “No, it’s not. It’s a Bunsen burner,” Eddie said.


  There were times when he was a kid that Fox remembered being happy. William Baillie had


  actually seemed proud of him for a while and would take him round the base when he was three or


  four years old, telling the other servicemen and women, “This is Fox. He’s going to be a soldier one


  day, the fourth generation of soldiers in the Baillie family. Right, lad?” To please his father, Fox


  would say, “Yes, Daddy.” But he knew he was never going to join up, and even then he dreaded


  telling his father.


  “Are you all right?” Eddie asked.


  Shoving the past from his mind, Fox said, “Yeah, I’m great.”


  “Dear, I love you so much. I can’t stop thinking about you. Will you move in with me?”


  Uneasiness began in the pit of Fox’s belly. Don’t do this, not now. “We’re not here to discuss


  the future.” That could wait till later, because before the evening was out he had to tell Eddie they had


  no future. “We are in the moment, in Utopia, in paradise, the Garden of Eden. Now take your pants


  off.”


  The usual panicked response from Eddie made Fox smile. “I can’t, not here. We’re in public.”


  “The public is outside that railing. Dear.” With a quick movement Fox shimmied out of his kilt


  and removed the footless leggings, stretching them impossibly to get them over his boots. He had no


  underwear on. In just his shirt, waistcoat, and boots, he stood with hands on hips, looking at the shock


  in Eddie’s sweet face. Fox’s cock jutted out, not terribly big, but thick and pink with blood at that


  moment. “Get your kecks off.”


  Glancing around, Eddie dropped his trousers to his knees, followed quickly by his white


  underpants, making him walk like a penguin when he took a couple of steps toward Fox. Fox turned to


  the tree and hugged its thick trunk with both arms. Positioning his feet wide, he thrust his hips out.


  “There’s some johnnies in my backpack in the front pocket.”


  With his cheek pressed against the rough bark of the old tree, Fox waited with his eyes closed.


  The heady smell of the roses and the warm evening air on his bare buttocks were heaven. The rose


  garden was deep in the park muffling it from the traffic noises of London. The evening chorus of birds


  filled his head. His senses were overwhelmed, and when Eddie pushed the tip of his cock between


  Fox’s buttocks and placed his hands on Fox’s hips, it was almost too much, but not quite enough to tip


  him over into orgasm.


  The first thrust filled his arse, arousing and comforting him at the same time. A powerful friction


  began as Eddie withdrew almost to the very tip of his cock, then thrust again deep inside, making


  Fox’s anus burn. Eddie’s cock was bigger than Fox’s, thicker and longer, and after that first night of


  fumbling, he had learned quickly how to use it. In and out he worked as Fox focused all his attention


  on the sensation in his arse, on Eddie’s large, bony hands gripping his hips, holding them still while


  he reamed him, and the thick cock thrusting deep inside him, then almost disappearing before thrusting


  again.


  After a while he allowed his senses to focus on his tensely hard cock. With care, so as not to


  disturb Eddie’s rhythm, he inched his feet closer to the tree until his cock pressed against the rough


  bark. With each thrust up his arse, his cock rocked against the tree, rubbing it in a way that was both


  painful and unbearably erotic.


  “Fox, I’m going to come.” Eddie panted against his ear.


  Eddie’s cock slammed harder for several long thrusts, crushing Fox’s groin against the tree,


  making his orgasm rush through his body. Unable to control himself, he cried out loudly. Eddie was


  quieter, and when they came to a rest, Fox was pinned against the tree by Eddie’s body. If he hadn’t


  been held up at that moment, his knees might have buckled.


  “Fox, I love. I love you,” Eddie whispered against his ear, kissing it between words.


  There was no response to make. He loved Eddie right back, but there was no point in saying it.


  Eddie slid his cock out but still held him tightly.


  “Let’s lie on the grass before I fall down.” Fox stepped back from the tree and looked at his


  sperm trickling down the trunk. Together they flopped down on their backs, Fox rolling into Eddie’s


  arms. The tingling remains of his orgasm pulsed in Fox’s cock and down his legs. The cool grass on


  his buttocks felt amazingly wonderful after the heat of Eddie’s groin.


  “Move in with me,” Eddie said after a time. “You could go to art school.”


  “The twins—” Fox began, but Eddie cut him off.


  “They can live with us. We’ll get a two-bedroom flat.”


  “You’re spoiling Utopia, mate. Stop it. My mum wouldn’t let me take them anyway.” Actually


  she wouldn’t even notice.


  “Then it’ll be just us, and they can visit. You don’t live with them day to day. It would be like


  now, except you wouldn’t be sleeping in random back alleys. We could have a future together.” Eddie


  kissed him softly on each eyelid and then on the tip of his nose. “Don’t you want to live with me?”


  There’s nothing I’d love more. “Let me think about it. ’Kay?”


  Lying on his side, Eddie propped himself up on one elbow, looking down at Fox. The brilliant


  blue sky of that afternoon had pinked and gilded with the declining sun. Birdsong filling his head, Fox


  closed his eyes. Eddie threw an arm over Fox’s chest and leaned down close until their heads were


  touching. For a long time as the sky dimmed, they lay together in the heavy warmth, not speaking but


  simply being.


  Eddie, I lied to you. I don’t live on the street, and my dad’s not dead. He’s a psycho, and I


  have to kill him and make it look like an accident. I’m already in art school, but I can’t leave home


  because my dad will kill the twins or put them in an institution, and God knows what the fuck he’ll


  do to my mum who, by the way, spends her nights on the piss and her days sleeping it off. And


  when I have some spare time, I cut myself because, strangely, it makes the pain of everything else


  go away.


  “Penny for your thoughts,” Eddie said quietly into Fox’s ear.


  “I was just thinking we should probably go. The night’s coming in and with it my chance to make


  some dosh.” He sat up and grabbed his leggings and began stretching them to get them on without


  removing his boots.


  Sitting on the grass, Eddie watched him. “Fox, I’m in love with you. Do you love me?”


  “No heavy shit right now, Eddie. I can’t take it,” he said firmly.


  “Yes, sorry, sorry,” Eddie mumbled. He stood up and pulled up his trousers, which had still


  been around his knees. He had bits of grass stuck to his buttocks. Fox smiled but did not offer to brush


  them off. “Do you want to get something to eat?”


  Fox was hungry, but he couldn’t eat a thing. He was supposed to tell Eddie the truth before Nik


  did, and he had bottled it. In silence he pulled up his leggings and fastened on his kilt. Despite being


  fully dark now, London never grew black at night even in the parks. There was simply too much light


  pollution, so finding their way back to the gates was easy.


  “We’ll climb up the railing beside the gates. You go first,” Fox said.


  After a few false starts, with Fox on the ground giving him a boost, Eddie managed to climb the


  railings while Fox praised his efforts. With Eddie safely on the ground on the other side, Fox sent his


  backpack sailing over the railing and then climbed it with the agility of a monkey. It was when he was


  still hanging on to the railing on the park side ready to jump the final few feet that he saw William


  Baillie in full camo as usual striding along the path leading to the gates. His wild-looking eyes were


  intent on Fox.


  Landing quietly on the path, Fox said, “Eddie, take off now.”


  “Why? Aren’t you hungry?”


  With every step Baillie was getting closer. It was like watching a car crash in the making. You


  could see it coming but knew you could do nothing to stop it. “Just fucking run!”


  Following Fox’s gaze, Eddie said, “You’re worried about a queer basher? I’ll take care of him


  just like I did those ASBOs.”


  “No. He’ll kill you.”


  Baillie reached them and without speaking grabbed Fox by the back of his neck in a viselike grip


  and began to drag him across the grass. The road was some distance away. “Sir, please, I’ll come


  quietly. Let me walk so Eddie doesn’t get scared.”


  “Let him go, you filthy chav.”


  As the words fell from Eddie’s lips, Baillie released Fox so abruptly that he fell to the ground.


  From his hands and knees Fox caught sight of Eddie looking quite comical in his Jackie Chan stance.


  Though he was taller than William Baillie, who was six feet, his arms looked like matchsticks by


  comparison.


  The halo of light cast by the nearby lamppost was sufficient for Fox to clearly see his father’s


  scarlet face. Someone was going to die, and it couldn’t be Eddie. “Eddie! Run!”


  Stupidly brave, Eddie stood his ground. Even with his black belt he was neither as fast nor as


  vicious as William Baillie. He didn’t have the killer instinct to go with his skills. The combination


  was lethal, and Baillie had it. With one kick to the groin, Baillie felled Eddie before grabbing Fox


  again to continue dragging him across the park.


  In what seemed like only seconds, Eddie was behind them again, and this time he was ready.


  With one swift karate chop after the next he engaged Baillie in combat. Terrified for Eddie’s safety,


  because no matter how hard he fought Baillie would win, Fox screamed, “Eddie, stop.”


  The moment of distraction was enough for Baillie to get Eddie on the ground and pin him down,


  sitting on his chest with his forearm on Eddie’s throat. “Keep away from my lad, you frigging arse


  bandit.”


  Terror shot through Fox’s muscles when he saw Eddie’s eyes begin to bulge. “Sir, please stop!”


  Fox screamed.


  Amazingly William Baillie obeyed and withdrew his arm from Eddie’s throat. He stood up and


  grabbed Fox calmly by the arm as though he had not just tried to kill a man.


  With effort Eddie sat up, one hand holding his throat, the other going into his trouser pocket.


  When he spoke, his voice was strained. “This is madness. I’m calling the police.”


  “Eddie, no, you don’t understand.” One of his lies was about to be exposed, but he had no


  choice. “He’s my dad.”


  Shocked, looking back and forth between them, Eddie said, “But you said your father was dead.”


  “Did you tell him I was dead?” Baillie demanded, shaking Fox like a mother dog shakes a bad


  pup. “Why would you say that?”


  “Because I wish you were,” Fox said clearly.


  Stabbing his finger at the air in Eddie’s direction, Baillie shouted, “Stay away from my son, you


  fucking homo.” Just to drive home his point, he released Fox long enough to kick the phone out of


  Eddie’s hand and land another in his midsection.


  Not even out of breath, Baillie dragged Fox across the park by the back of his shirt. The Lexus


  was illegally parked on York Terrace. Baillie pulled out his keys when they were ten feet away and


  clicked the locks. Only when he had the car door open did he release Fox, shoving him in the


  passenger seat. Once he was comfortable in the driver’s seat, he backhanded Fox in the face. “I’m


  going to kill you when I get you home, boy. What did I tell you about seeing that queer again?”


  Whenever William Baillie was enraged, his face grew impossibly red, and he sprayed spittle


  everywhere. “Do you want me to kill that fucker?”


  But Fox knew his father had no intention of killing Eddie, at least not until after his gang of thugs


  had everything they wanted from him. “No, sir.”


  They were stopped at a traffic light when again Baillie’s hand flew out, the thick knuckles


  catching Fox on his right cheekbone. Blood spurted from the wound. With the edge of his kilt he


  dabbed at it.


  “You will not see him again. Are we fucking clear?”


  Pain screamed through his head. “Yes, sir.”


  The beating began as soon as they walked through the front door.


  Chapter Ten


  The first person Fox saw when he entered the printmaking studio five minutes late was Nik


  sitting at her usual station. The station beside her, usually his, was empty. With a pathetic attempt at


  avoiding her, he skirted the classroom to find a vacant table, hoping she had not seen him, but several


  times during the class she turned round to look right at him. At the end of the hour she got up and


  walked between the tables until they were face-to-face. She grabbed a chair and swung it round like a


  cowboy in a saloon to straddle it.


  “’Bout time you showed up. Where’ve you been all week? And what the hell happened to your


  face? You missed studio. You missed art history.”


  Still avoiding her gaze, Fox said, “Got busy. Isn’t it a bit warm for the hat?”


  “It’s my signature. Like your emo attitude is your signature.”


  “Fuck off.”


  Several other students turned to watch them when her voice rose. “I won’t fuck off! My brother


  has phoned my mobile twice a day since his birthday, lamenting the fact that he hasn’t heard from you


  and has no idea how to find you. Then two nights ago he told me you were both attacked in Regent’s


  Park by some bloke in camo that you identified as your dad. Is it true?”


  “You think Eddie’s a liar?” Fox looked away.


  “Eddie has never told a lie in his life. He thinks you live on the street and don’t have a mobile.”


  When Fox did not answer, she continued. “You don’t live on the street, and you do have a mobile


  because I’ve got the number.”


  “You didn’t give it to him, did you?”


  “Not yet. Why did you lie to him?”


  “Why do you live in a squat and talk with that cockney accent when you have a wealthy family


  who speak very far back?” he mimicked Eddie’s accent on the last three words. “We’re both liars, so


  don’t point the finger at me, mate.”


  Nik’s cheeks pinked up at the accusation. “I’m not a liar,” she said more quietly. “I just want to


  be someone else for a while.”


  Fox looked at her this time. “Me an’ all.”


  “But your lies are hurting my brother. Eddie’s lovely. He’s always been a good brother to me,


  even though I used to sneak into his room and steal money from his trouser pockets.”


  Fox said, “Yeah, he’s been good to me too.”


  “Then at least have the honesty to tell him the truth. Whatever the truth is. What exactly is it? I’ve


  never seen where you live, and you told me the twins were five or something when they’re nearly


  fourteen. Where did you meet him, Eddie?”


  “Didn’t he tell you?”


  “No. He just told me you live on the street and the twins live with your mum and her boyfriend


  and the boyfriend hates queers and your dad is dead. A war hero. So who the fuck was the ghost who


  beat up my brother in the park? And he looks like he’s had a go at you since.”


  Fox’s last sight of Eddie had been of him struggling to sit up, barely able to speak. “Have you


  seen him? Is he all right?”


  “I’m meeting him tonight to find out. Who was the camo dude?”


  “My dad,” he mumbled. “He’s not dead. I just wish he was. I don’t want to hurt Eddie, but I


  can’t see him again. I was going to tell him at the park, but I bottled it.” How could he tell Eddie his


  father had sent him out to whore himself for some scary doctor and some Ugandan bloke who looked


  like Idi Amin?


  “If you don’t fancy someone, then you don’t have to go out with them, but phone him, for God’s


  sake. He’s really worried about you. And he’s confused about the dad thing. He’s got no idea he’s


  been dumped. Eddie may be a genius when it comes to science, but with people he’s retarded. He


  trusts everyone.”


  “Sorry,” he said again.


  “If you haven’t phoned him by the time I meet him tonight at seven, I’m going to tell him


  everything I know about you. Which, now I come to think of it, isn’t that much.”


  


  * * * *


  Memories of the evening Fox had taken him to the Tofu Factory and they’d been thrown out for


  


  causing a disturbance made Edward smile involuntarily. Gingerly he touched his fingertips to the split


  above his left eye. His black eye from the attack in Russell Square had barely healed, and now this.


  Looking around the busy restaurant, Nik said, “How did a Pot Noodle freak like you find out


  about this place?”


  “Fox brought me here.”


  Sitting across the table from him, Nik wore her rainbow Andes hat with a skimpy T-shirt and


  ripped-at-the-knee jeans. “Isn’t it awfully hot for the hat?”


  “S’pose so.” Grabbing the top, she pulled it off. Edward gasped. His little sister with the golden


  brown hair was sporting a do reminiscent of Sinéad O’Connor in the ’80s.


  “Good God, Nik. Mum and Dad will have myocardial infarctions when they see you.”


  “Is that Eddie-speak for a heart attack?” She ran her hand over the quarter inch of hair remaining


  on her scalp. “My mate in the squat did it last night. I really like it.”


  Still in shock he muttered, “I suppose it matches the nose ring. But really, Nicoletta, what were


  you thinking?”


  “Not too much at the time. I was a bit stoned.”


  A well-built man in a white apron approached the table with a pad and pencil in his hand. “You


  again?” He looked directly into Edward’s eyes. “You’d better not cause any trouble this time.”


  “No, no, I won’t,” he stammered. “Sorry about that.” He ignored the question in Nik’s face. “I’ll


  have the Thai rice bowl with curried tofu. And a glass of white wine.” Last time he hadn’t got to eat


  it.


  “I’ll have the same,” Nik said. The man walked away without writing down their orders.


  “Eddie, what the hell did you do here?”


  “Nothing, really. It was Fox. Speaking of which, I haven’t heard a word from him since Utopia. I


  mean, Regent’s Park.” That night had begun so beautifully and ended so weirdly and painfully. “I


  hope he’s all right. I should have called the police, but it took me twenty minutes to find my phone,


  and they were long gone.”


  “Was that when you got your shiner polished?” She nodded at his eye.


  “Mmmm. It’s been two days, and before that it was more than a week. He said he’d been busy.


  He doesn’t have a mobile, so I have no way to get hold of him.” The wine arrived promptly, making


  them pause to take a mouthful. But when Edward looked at his sister again, she was looking down


  into her glass. Nik rarely had a thought that she did not express at once, and even Eddie, who was


  hopeless at reading body language, knew something was ready to burst forth. “What? Have you seen


  him?”


  Nik nodded. “I saw him in class today.”


  “In class? What do you mean, in class? In your classes at UAL?”


  A long sigh escaped her. She sat up straight, looking him in the eye. “I told him to phone you. I


  told him if he didn’t that I was going to tell you everything, and obviously he hasn’t.”


  “Tell me what?”


  “Eddie, I’m sorry. I should have told you on your birthday at home. I’ve met Fox before. I was


  shocked to see him at the farm. I had no idea he was the bloke you were going out with. You never


  mentioned his name.”


  Stunned at the revelation, Edward waited. The food arrived, but he didn’t even look at it.


  “He goes to University of the Arts London. He’s in my college, Wimbledon, and we’re in


  several classes together.”


  While Edward took in the information, Nik, who would not lose her appetite during a tsunami,


  began to eat. With another slug of wine inside him, Edward watched his sister for a minute. She


  finished a mouthful and put her fork down. “All right, Bro, here it is. Brace yourself.”


  Eddie remained silent while Nik spoke.


  “He doesn’t live on the streets, I’ll tell you that much, and I’ve no idea why he told you he did.


  He arrives at school clean and fed. And he does have a mobile and a laptop. Not to mention the fees


  for UAL, which are not cheap, as you know. Even if he got student assistance, he’d need an address


  and a bank account. So he lives somewhere.”


  Edward’s appetite fled along with his sense of self-worth that had been building steadily since


  meeting Fox. Sitting back in his seat, he pushed his bowl away. “Why did he not tell me the truth?


  Why make up such a stupid story?”


  Nik lunged into her rice bowl once more. “How did you meet?” she asked with her mouth full.


  The last thing he intended to do was tell his little sister he had paid Fox for sex, then had his


  computer stolen by him. He was already humiliated beyond measure. After grabbing his wineglass by


  the stem, he downed the remains. “Why would he lie to me?”


  Nik finished her rice and tofu and took a large drink of her wine. “Eddie.”


  “Oh, don’t call me Eddie. It reminds me of him.”


  “I’ve always called you Eddie,” she whined, looking slightly hurt.


  “Sorry. You’ve been calling me Bro just lately. Only Fox calls me Eddie these days.”


  “Bro,” she said. He forced a smile and waited. “I don’t want to hurt you, so I’ve been avoiding


  saying this. You’ve always been a great brother.”


  “Even though you used to steal money from my trouser pockets?”


  “You knew?”


  “I may be an idiot where people are concerned, but I’m not a complete fool.”


  “Why didn’t you say anything?”


  “You always looked so smug afterwards. It was quite sweet.”


  “Eddie.” Reaching across the table, Nik grabbed his hand.


  At that moment the burly cook came over and stood with his hands on his hips. “Changed your


  sexual preferences, have you? No longer consorting with male prostitutes?” Without waiting for an


  answer, he took Nik’s empty bowl and walked away.


  “Male prostitutes?” Nik asked, clearly confused.


  “It’s a long story,” Edward said, praying she would not push it. “Just get on with it. What do you


  know that I need to know?”


  In a jumble of words said so quick Edward just barely caught them, Nik said, “He’s broken up


  with you. He told me on Saturday evening before your birthday dinner. He thinks you’re too old. He


  wants to play the field a bit.”


  It took a while to sink in. Fox had broken up with him. Anger took over. “Then what the hell was


  that in the barn after dinner? Our Hardian scene?”


  “OMG! You’re kinkier than I ever thought possible. Male prostitutes, sex in the barn. I hope the


  horses weren’t watching.”


  “Nik, please!” It was just a joke to Fox. Edward was a joke to Fox. “He said that? He was going


  to break up with me?”


  Nik nodded, squeezing his hand in a way that was probably supposed to be comforting but just


  made him feel pathetic.


  “Yeah. He said as soon as you got back to London he’d tell you. I don’t know why he waited or


  why he saw you again.”


  “Neither do I. He gave me no inkling that he was dissatisfied with the relationship. I thought he


  was happy. I was deliriously happy. Do you have his mobile number?”


  “Yes. But Bro, don’t do anything rash, will you?”


  “When have I ever done anything rash?” Actually he had done lots of rash things just lately. Sex


  in a barn, with a bridle, no less. Sex under a bush in Russell Square, not to mention a wank in a back


  alley in Soho. For a few weeks life had been exciting. Now it was back to dreary old Edward in his


  lab coat all day and home to his empty, messy flat for Pot Noodles at night. If he knew how to be


  melodramatic, he would throw his head down on the table and sob. But he was Dr. Edward Atherton,


  sober, solid, taken for a fool again.


  “Can I have your rice bowl?” Nik asked. “You haven’t touched it.”


  “Help yourself. I’ve lost my appetite. But give me Fox’s number first. The least he can do is


  apologize.”


  Nik held out her hand, and when Edward handed her his phone, she punched the number into the


  phone book. “Sorry, Bro. There’ll be another man for you. The perfect man.” She took his bowl and


  began to eat.


  “I thought I had the perfect man.”


  “How did you meet him? Was Fox selling his arse? Is that what the waiter meant?”


  “Do you have to be so coarse?” Lowering his voice so that Nik had to lean across the table to


  hear him, he said, “Yes, he was. That was how I met him if you must know, and I would appreciate it


  if you didn’t tell anyone. I was desperate. You kept going on about thirty-year-old virgins, and I am so


  stupidly shy around men that I thought I’d never get a boyfriend. I was even considering going on


  eHarmony. Then I found out that male prostitutes hang around Tisbury Court, so I started going there


  in the hopes of at least having an experience of some sort. Next thing I knew Fox approached me.”


  Brow furrowed, Nik asked, “What the hell was he up to? Why would he do it?”


  “I have no idea. Thrills, perhaps. Whatever his game, he’s going to get a piece of my mind.”


  


  * * * *


  Fox put down his charcoal, rubbed his hands on the bum of his black denim jeans, and grabbed


  


  his vibrating mobile from his pocket. Out of respect to the other students and an adherence to school


  protocol, he slipped quietly outside the life modeling studio to look at his phone.


  Text from Edward Atherton. We need to talk. Come and meet me.


  Shit! How the hell had Eddie got his number? Nik. Of course. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t


  threatened to tell Eddie everything. He texted back. Can’t. In class.


  “You’re not in class. You’re standing outside.”


  About twenty feet away Eddie looked at him, clearly angry and hurt. Heart sinking, Fox hurried


  toward him. He had known this was coming, but he just couldn’t bear the thought of hurting sweet,


  kind, gentle Eddie. Yet he had hurt him. “What are you doing here?”


  “What are you doing here is more to the point, Fox. You’re not in art school. You live in a box


  in a back alley in Soho plying your trade as a rentboy.”


  Unable to maintain eye contact, Fox dropped his chin to his chest. “Sorry.”


  “Are you really? Somehow I find that hard to believe. We need to talk.”


  “I can’t.”


  “I saw Nik last night. She told me you had dumped me, among other things. I’m not leaving until


  you tell me why you are such a bloody liar!” His voice escalated in volume with each word, drawing


  the attention of people milling about the reception area that doubled as an art gallery.


  “All right. Let me get my stuff.” It seemed that everyone in studio also heard the conversation,


  because they all looked at him, including the nude model, as Fox went to his easel. When they were


  finally out on the street, Fox sighed with relief. The whole school didn’t need to hear what an


  arsehole he was. “Shall we get a coffee?”


  “Perhaps a stiff drink. I certainly need one. There’s a pub down there.” Edward pointed.


  “Better go to the student union pub. They don’t like boys with guyliner in some of the pubs round


  here. Come on.”


  Even in the middle of the afternoon the student union pub bustled with noise as groups of art


  students gathered about the bar and tables. “Go and sit over there. I’ll go to the bar,” Eddie said in a


  tone that brooked no argument. Usually the leader in the relationship, Fox knew it was time to give


  Eddie the reins.


  “Right, you’re very masterful today.” He made his way between the crowded tables to a small


  table in the corner. It took Eddie several minutes to get served, leaving Fox to watch him as he stood


  at the bar, wondering how the hell he could explain his dysfunctional existence to someone who lived


  such a civilized life. He couldn’t lie again.


  Eddie paid for two bottles of Stella and began to weave his way through the tables to Fox. He


  wore his nerdy glasses and brown corduroy trousers with a plain navy blue polo shirt. Who wore


  navy and brown together? Eddie plunked the bottles on the table and sat down.


  Fox couldn’t stop looking at him. The way Eddie walked and talked gave him a hard-on. Eddie’s


  long-fingered, bony hand holding his Stella and his prominent Adam’s apple when he tipped back his


  head to drink all made Fox want to reach out and stroke his throat and hold Eddie’s hand to his lips


  and kiss it.


  “Eddie, I’m sorry.”


  “What are you sorry for? Tell me all about it.” Sarcasm was not Eddie’s specialty, but he had it


  mastered today. The sneer on his smoothly shaven face and the tone of his voice came together,


  showing his anger and confusion.


  “I lied to you.”


  Eyebrows raised, Eddie nodded emphatically. “You certainly did. You don’t live on the street,


  do you?”


  Shaking his head, Fox gripped his beer bottle, avoiding Eddie’s eyes. “I live at home with my


  mum and dad and the twins.” No need to hide it anymore. Eddie would never go to his home anyway.


  They couldn’t see each other again.


  “Even the story about your mother having a boyfriend who hated gays was a lie? What’s wrong


  with you? Why would you lie about something so small and stupid? Did you want me to feel sorry for


  you or something?”


  When Fox spoke, it came out dismally quiet. “No. I was just playing around, and it got out of


  hand. I’m really sorry.”


  “I doubt it. You’d still be lying to me if Nik hadn’t seen you at the farm. Admit it. You would.”


  It was true, but not for the reasons Eddie thought. “Yeah, probably. I was going to finish with


  you when we got back to London; I just didn’t have the bottle to face you. Sorry.”


  “Stop saying you’re sorry. Liars are only sorry when they get caught. And I know you were going


  to finish with me. Nik told me. Why didn’t you say it and get it over with instead of leaving me


  waiting and wondering where you were for a week and then the other night? Utopia. What was that? I


  was actually worried about you, thinking you were living on the street and something bad had


  happened to you. All the time you were going to school and living…where?”


  “Finchley,” Fox muttered.


  “Oh, very posh. You acted so impressed by my home when you come from a wealthy


  neighborhood yourself. Were you laughing at me behind my back? Were you telling your friends at


  Wimbledon College about your geeky boffin of a boyfriend?”


  “I never told anyone about you,” Fox said. “I’d never laugh at you, Eddie.”


  “Oh, I think you would. Everybody else does, so why not you? Why were you picking up tricks


  that night? Just for the experience or what?”


  My dad told me to pick you up so I could rob your computer. “I thought it might give me some


  insights for an installation piece I’m working on about prostitution.” Where did that come from?


  “I’m part of an art project? Lovely! I’m flattered!” His voice rose up, anger, hurt, and irony


  grappling for precedence. “Nik tells me you think I’m too old for you.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “You didn’t say that?”


  “Yes, I did, but…”


  “You tell so many lies you don’t remember how to tell the truth, do you? Did you say it or not?


  Nik may not be able to hold her own water, but she’s always truthful when she gossips.”


  This was horrible, and there was no way out. “Yes, I said it. I’m sorry, Eddie. Truly I am. I


  didn’t mean to hurt you.” Eddie wasn’t too old; he was perfect.


  “Too late for that.” Eddie wore his heart on his sleeve. He didn’t even try to play it cool. “I am


  hurt, and I feel betrayed.”


  The pain in Fox’s upper arm from his most recent cutting episode flared up, making him grip it.


  The scabs were still raw. Aside from that his entire body was bruised from the beating Baillie had


  given him.


  Eddie’s voice was quiet now, the anger dulled. “Have you cut yourself again?”


  It was over between him and Eddie, so why hide the one thing he hated admitting to. “Yeah.”


  The sarcasm and hurt were back. “Is it part of your persona? The Goth art student all dressed in


  black, even on a hot day like this, who cuts himself for…what? As part of an art project? Do you take


  photographs of your cuts?”


  Fox pressed the cold beer bottle against his inflamed arm for a minute, before drinking the


  remains. But he didn’t bother to answer. Eddie no longer believed anything he said, and why would


  he?


  “You’re a liar and a thief. I’m glad I found out before you wasted any more of my time. You


  know, I actually admired you, a lost boy living on the street, selling himself to survive. I thought it


  was noble even though I hated the thought of you doing it. Now I find out that you have no need at all


  to do it. It’s just for an art project. That doesn’t make you a hero. It just makes you a tart.”


  A desire to bite back suddenly overwhelmed Fox. “And you hire rentboys, so I s’pose we’re


  both a bit pathetic and lacking in morals.”


  Eddie fell silent and lowered his eyes, fingering the label on the bottle, scraping it away from


  the glass with his fingernail. “Yes, it does,” he said very quietly. “I was desperate not to reach my


  thirtieth birthday as a virgin, so I took the risk of paying for sex. Sad, isn’t it?”


  “Eddie.” Fox watched his face, wanting to erase the hurt he had inflicted. Not just his last cruel


  words, but all of it. Every stupid thing he had done in the last few weeks. “You’re not sad. You’re


  fab.”


  The softness in Eddie’s eyes when he looked up again made Fox despise himself even more for


  making such a decent bloke feel like a bag of shit. “For a short while there I felt happy and excited


  and sexy as hell instead of boring and ordinary. I should thank you for that if nothing else.” As if


  resolved, Eddie pushed away his empty beer bottle and stood up. “Here’s the thirty quid I owe you.”


  He threw the banknotes on the table and walked out.


  


  * * * *


  “He’s not here,” the man said. “Hasn’t been back. The bloke with the black eyes. That’s who


  


  you’re looking for, isn’t it? Fox.”


  Never in his life had Edward chatted with a vagrant. In the last few weeks he’d done it twice.


  After his conversation with Fox he had felt confused and angry, and for some strange reason he


  needed to know just how many men Fox had had sex with for his art piece.


  “No. Actually. I was looking for you.”


  “I don’t sell my arse.” The tramp reared back against the wall as if he thought Edward was about


  to lunge at him. “You keep your distance.”


  The funnier side of life almost always evaded Edward, but even he nearly burst out laughing at


  the thought of offering to buy sex from the dirt-encrusted, elderly man before him. “Yes. I’ll stay back


  here.” The smell was enough to put off a mangy dog, let alone the thought of catching something


  similar to the things Edward observed every day in petri dishes. “I wanted to know if you could tell


  me anything about him.”


  “Fox? I already told you. He don’t live on the street. Too clean.”


  “Yes, I know. What else?


  “He’s a nice young fella, Fox is. Took me out for lunch one day, he did.” The man raised his


  chin ever so slightly when he said it, as if being taken out for lunch raised his status. It had obviously


  raised his self-esteem. “The Tofu Factory.”


  “He took me there too,” Eddie said. It all seemed so long ago now.


  “Bet they let you sit down and eat your grub, didn’t they? They wouldn’t have none of me sitting


  in their chairs. ‘Get out,’ they said. So Fox said, ‘Then we will have it to carry out.’” He changed


  his accent to one similar to Edward’s as he said it. But Fox never spoke like that. The old man must


  be attempting to convey Fox’s tone. “He was right annoyed with them, he was. We sat on a bench on


  the street and ate together like it was a picnic. Nice lad, Fox.”


  “I thought so too at first,” Edward mumbled. “Did he have a lot of customers?”


  When the man shrugged, not just his shoulders but all his clothing moved; stiff with dirt and


  grease, it was like a shell rather than clothes.


  “Never saw him go off with anyone but you.”


  “You must have.”


  Looking agitated, the man raised his voice. “I said I never.”


  “Of course.” Edward finally caught on and took a tenner from his wallet. “There you are. Ten


  pounds. Now tell me how many men you saw pick him up.”


  With one filthy hand the man snatched the money from Edward. “I already told you. He never


  went with no one but you.”


  Why did he care anyway? Fox had dumped him because he was too old. He had lied to him


  because he was a liar.


  “I don’t have any more money on me.”


  “You could come back with the Royal Mint, and I’d still have nothing else to tell you. He was


  here for about a week, just sitting in the box, watching men and chatting to me. When any bloke came


  too near, he shook his head. One night he had a swollen eye. I could see it was swollen even through


  all that girly shit he likes to put on his face. Didn’t want to talk about it, but after a while he told me


  his dad hit him.”


  “I wouldn’t believe everything he tells you,” Edward said. “In fact I wouldn’t believe half of it.


  He told me his father was dead. Then the man appeared in the park and gave me a black eye.”


  “Well, I did believe him. I could see in his face it was true, but you believe what you want, Mr.


  La-Di-Da.” That the old man was miffed was apparent even to Edward. It was also apparent that he


  liked Fox. “He never went off with no one until you came along, and then he went with you two times.


  I haven’t seen him since, and I’d like to, even though a man in a skirt makes me a bit nervous.”


  “So he was here only a few days and only went with me. No one else.”


  “Are you dense or what? I already told you. I seen you, though.”


  Edward dropped his gaze, not caring to be reminded that he had been in Soho looking for a


  prostitute. “I’d better go.”


  “Seen you a few times,” the old man persisted.


  “You saw me twice picking up Fox. I admit it.” He began to walk away. The stink of the alley


  was becoming unbearable.


  “Saw you before that. You was hanging round here a lot before you went off with Fox.”


  Stopping, Edward listened but did not turn around. It was true. For several weeks he had been


  coming to Tisbury Court, working up the courage to pick up a man. But there seemed to be some


  unspoken code he could never quite work out. Other men would walk up the alleys or out on the


  street, see a young man or woman, and do some sort of silent transaction, then wander off with them.


  Whatever happened was beyond his comprehension. If Fox had not actually addressed him that night,


  he would have walked away unsatisfied yet again. However, since he had not spoken to anyone, he


  had assumed his passage had gone unnoticed. If you keep quiet, you are invisible. Only now he


  comprehended the ridiculousness of that assumption. Any number of people had seen him. Perhaps


  even someone he knew.


  Burning with shame, he hurried out to the street and away from Soho in the gathering dusk.


  Chapter Eleven


  The office was in darkness, and even though Fox had seen his father leave the house half an hour


  since, he did not dare put the light on. Instead he opened the venetian blinds enough to allow light


  from the driveway spotlights to enter. With a small flashlight he went through the desk drawer for


  William Baillie’s life insurance policy. He found two guns and several boxes of ammunition. The


  man was a frigging nut, so convinced of his own power he didn’t even bother to lock up his guns,


  believing not one of his family members would dare use the weapons on him despite his brutality.


  “There’s a nasty shock in store for you when I get my act together…sir.”


  The life insurance policy was not there.


  Across the room there was a filing cabinet. It wasn’t locked either. Baillie had ordered his


  family never to enter his office without permission, and they always obeyed him—until now. In the


  file marked insurance he found the policy and slipped it out, making certain to take note of its exact


  placement in the file. His father would know at once if it had been moved.


  Cross-legged on the floor, Fox pored over the wad of papers, searching for a number. There it


  was. “Thank you!” he whispered. On William Baillie’s death by illness, accident, murder by a party


  outside of the immediate family, natural causes, or acts of God, the beneficiary, Afton Baillie, would


  be entitled to one million pounds. His father had not bothered to put the policy in his mum’s name,


  assuming she would be in no shape to take up her responsibilities in the event of his death. Fox was


  an adult now, and he was in a position to take care of them all when Baillie was dead.


  Fox replaced the file, returned to his father’s desk, and took out the guns. A GLOCK 26 and a


  GLOCK 27 lay in his hands. Both guns were used by the secret service, or so Baillie had told him.


  Fox loaded the ten-round magazine into the 26 and the nine round into the 27, having been taught from


  an early age by his father. He was a decent shot when his hands were steady. Baillie had taken him to


  the firing range from the age of ten and stood over him while he practiced. “This is for when you’re


  in Special Forces,” he would say.


  This is for killing you, sir.


  “Long shot, pardon the pun,” Fox whispered. “But if I’m lucky, he’ll pick it up to fondle it”—his


  father had done that many a time while giving him hell. It was a great intimidation tactic—“and the


  gun will go off, killing him. Hopefully.” But what if it ended up killing someone else? What if the


  bastard was threatening the twins or his mum, and it went off?


  “Shit!” Car headlights lit up the driveway. His fingers less nimble now from fear, Fox unloaded


  the guns and put everything away again, positioning them exactly as he had found them. There had to


  be another way.


  Listening intently, he heard the front door open. Voices came from the hall outside the office. He


  flipped off the flashlight and crawled on hands and knees across the floor to a couple of big,


  comfortable leather chairs sitting under the window. Fox got behind the first one just as the door


  opened and the overhead light flooded the room.


  “So what’s going on that we couldn’t talk about in the pub?” Baillie asked, but his tone did not


  carry the belligerence Fox was used to. It was the tone his father had used when speaking to the


  Ugandan man. William Baillie was afraid of him, or at least wary of him, and that was rare.


  The Ugandan man’s distinctive voice answered. “The Lintrane. Atherton changed the pesticide


  compound. It is no longer lethal to human beings, only to insects. I sent the data via an encrypted file


  as soon as I got it. My facility outside Kampala was standing by ready to go into production. The test


  batch killed the stem borers on the maize and sorghum crops, but it did not kill the large test animals,


  so it will not kill people. They sent me word at once to say the compound must have been changed.”


  “I didn’t know he had changed it.” It was the doctor who had been there last time. Howard. “He


  sent me the report, but I didn’t go over it. When the data was stolen by your son, Captain Baillie, I


  thought it was the same as when I had first looked at the study. I went over everything with Atherton


  the week before you ordered your son to approach him. I never gave Atherton permission to change


  anything.”


  “Then he did it on his own!” Mr. Maputwa threw himself down in the armchair so hard that it


  slid backward, pinning Fox against the wall. One more inch and he would have difficulty breathing.


  “When Atherton presented me with his data, it showed that the compound was killing laboratory


  test animals quickly, even in very small quantities. I told him to do nothing with it for now. I told him


  I needed further permission from Comtrex to use the grant money to keep working on the pesticide.


  The man is a complete idiot. It’s not like him to act on his own. I’m surprised he went ahead without


  my approval.”


  “Then you need to change the compound back to its original, lethal state.” It was William


  Baillie’s voice. “I’m ready anytime to go out to Uganda.”


  “I can’t do it,” Howard said. “I don’t have a copy of the data. Atherton has it, assuming he didn’t


  destroy it, though I doubt he did. He keeps copies of everything. We have to show a paper trail of


  every piece of work we do to keep the grant money.”


  “Get it!” Maputwa bellowed. “I paid you a fortune, Dr. Howard, to get me a biological weapon


  that would get rid of the opposition in the outlying villages and the jungles. I must win the next


  election! I paid you, Baillie, to launch guerrilla attacks using a poison, not a pesticide. I expect my


  money’s worth. Now get Atherton to give you the data on the lethal version of Lintrane without


  alerting him as to what it will be used for. I want it manufactured as quickly as possible, and I want


  you, Baillie, in Uganda on the ground leading my militia.”


  So the Dr. Howard Fox had served tea to was the same man Eddie worked for. The man the


  elder Dr. Atherton had never liked.


  And now Fox knew how William Baillie was supporting his family so lavishly on his military


  pension. He had retired from the army and gone to work as a mercenary soldier. Even though he


  wanted the man out of the house and preferably out of the country, he didn’t want him killing innocent


  Ugandan farm families. Fox did not want to live off the spoils of war, and he knew Eddie wouldn’t be


  thrilled that his pesticide was being used as a bioweapon.


  


  * * * *


  It was late afternoon the following day when Fox walked through the double glass doors of the


  


  London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine after an hour of watching for Eddie to come out.


  Only when Dr. Howard trotted out of the building with his Charlie Chaplin walk did Fox feel safe to


  enter. It was imperative Howard did not see him since he seemed to have a hotline to William


  Baillie. But if Eddie was not coming out, Fox would have to find him.


  In a disguise of sorts he wore no makeup, ordinary jeans, a plain gray long-sleeved T-shirt, and


  a loose gray woolen hat pulled low over his forehead. At the lift he read the board with the list of


  office numbers and labs. Dr. Edward Atherton was on the third floor. Looking around, Fox located


  the stairs and ran up two at a time. Eddie’s office was at the end of the corridor, but he wasn’t in


  there.


  “Are you looking for Dr. Atherton?” The man who spoke was closer to Eddie’s age than his own


  and equally conservative in dress, reminding Fox that this was a postgraduate institution, unlike


  Wimbledon College of Art, which was hectic with blooming youth of the more happening kind.


  “Yeah.”


  “You’ll find him in his lab.”


  “Right. Thanks, dude.”


  Looking left and right in case Howard returned, Fox followed the man’s directions down to the


  basement level and entered the lab. With no windows and old yellow paint on the walls, it must be


  incredibly depressing to work in. At the far end, standing at a workbench, bent over a microscope,


  was Eddie, wearing a white lab coat over his usual garb. Glass cases held plants in various stages of


  growth. Rats and mice in cages scurried back and forth. Fox had to suppress an overwhelming urge to


  release them like Elliott releasing the frogs in E.T. He’d loved that movie when he was little,


  imagining having a flying bike that would take him away from his father.


  Silently he walked up to Eddie until he was about two feet away and waited. He didn’t expect


  Eddie to be happy to see him, but he hoped he wouldn’t be hostile.


  “Be right with you,” Eddie muttered. When at last he looked up, surprise registered in his


  expression, then annoyance. He looked Fox up and down. “What do you want? Come to steal from me


  again?”


  In a tone that sounded a lot like begging, Fox said, “Eddie, please, don’t be like that. I’ve got to


  talk to you.”


  “Whatever we had is over. You ended it. You made a complete idiot of me. I hope you’re


  happy.” Anger tinged his words, but it was the wounded look on his face that ripped at Fox’s gut. He


  had caused all this pain, and all he wanted was to make it go away.


  “I’m not happy, and I admit I did wrong, but this is more important than either of us. This is life


  and death.”


  Casting his gaze to the ceiling, Eddie sighed. “Save the theatrics.” He took off his lab coat and


  tossed it on the bench. “I’m going home. I’m exhausted. And I have to lock the lab, so you’d better


  leave.”


  “Eddie, please!” Fox followed him to the door. “We need to talk about the pesticide you


  developed. The Lintrane.”


  With his hand on the door handle Eddie stopped short, looking into his eyes. “How do you know


  that name? That’s the commercial name my pesticide will be released under. No one knows it yet,


  except me and Howard.”


  “I heard it from someone else. Can we go somewhere and talk? We could go to your place.”


  For a long moment their eyes remained locked. The desire Fox saw in Eddie’s face was intense.


  Then it was as if he was mentally reminding himself of Fox’s betrayal, because the desire dimmed to


  hurt again. “No. Absolutely not. There’s nothing you have to say to me that I care to listen to.”


  Spreading his hands in desperation, Fox said, “This is not about us, for crying out loud. It’s


  about Uganda and Lintrane and how dangerous it is.”


  “What are you talking about?” Clearly confused, Eddie said, “It’s not dangerous. It was, but I


  fixed it.”


  “Did you keep a copy of the original compound? The lethal one?”


  “Yes, I have to, but it will not be used, because it kills people. Anyway, why am I explaining


  myself to you? How do you know all this? I know I didn’t tell you.”


  Fox shoved his hands into his pockets to keep them still. He wanted so badly to touch Eddie.


  “Can we go somewhere else? It’s horrible in here. The animals are talking to me, asking me to


  release them.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake.” Eddie looked away at last. “You will not release the animals, and I’m


  going nowhere with you. Every time we’re together there’s some sort of drama. We get attacked by


  thugs, followed by black cars. I was nearly killed by a man in camouflage whom you claimed to be


  your father.”


  “He is my father.”


  The mastery of sarcasm Eddie had displayed at the pub was reaching new heights. “How can he


  be, Fox? Your father is dead. He was a war hero, remember?”


  Fox looked at his feet. Scuffed trainers instead of his usual black boots. “He’s not dead. I just


  wish he was. He hates queers. He hates everyone. But he was in Iraq and Afghanistan, and he was


  decorated. He was a career soldier.”


  “I don’t know what to believe and what not to believe,” Eddie said. “You tell so many


  whoppers.”


  Fox pushed the door closed and walked over to a stool but, instead of sitting on it, dropped to


  the tiled floor and sat crossed-legged, looking at the dull, old 1970s linoleum tiles. “This place needs


  a revamp. It’s depressing as hell.” He looked up. “Even just painting the ceiling a nice fresh white


  would help. That ceiling is all stained and yellowed.”


  “Is it. I’ve never noticed. It probably got yellowed before we got the new fume cupboards.


  Anyway, I’m too busy getting on with my work to notice such things.” Eddie joined him on the floor.


  “I have no patience left with you. I’m angry with you, and I want to go home. Now what do you want?


  You’ve got five minutes of my valuable time.”


  “You can be a right fucking prick when you want to, can’t you?” Fox knew that when he went


  home, Eddie would just do more work. “Is there a Pot Noodle at home that’s just screaming your


  name?”


  Eddie’s brow furrowed. “Why do you talk in riddles? Pot Noodles don’t scream. They hiss a


  little sometimes when you add the boiling water.”


  Meeting his gaze, Fox smiled. “You’re so weird.” That’s what I love about you.


  Raising an eyebrow, Eddie tapped his fingertips on his knees. “Sorry. Can’t help it. Now what


  did you come here for?”


  Though he would much rather bend over the workbench and let Eddie fuck him, Fox got down to


  business. “You changed the compound. You realized it would kill people, so you changed it to make


  it safe.”


  Eddie stared at him, squinting in confusion.


  Desperate to convince him, Fox continued. “You changed it weeks ago before I stole your


  laptop, but you didn’t tell Dr. Howard. It’s true, isn’t it?”


  Eddie nodded, watching him warily. “I told Howard the compound was dangerous, but he told


  me not to do anything about it. He insisted I was exaggerating, but he wouldn’t let me prove it to him.


  I suspect he has been siphoning the grant money for his own personal use and didn’t want me to use


  any more of it. He showed up one day in a fancy new car instead of his old VW.”


  Fox shook his head. “No, it’s worse than that. He’s selling the dangerous pesticide to some dude


  from Uganda who’s involved in some political shit.”


  “Uganda? That’s where the pesticide is headed. It’s uniquely designed to work in the Ugandan


  climate. Howard went there last year to do some research. The whole thing was his idea. He secured


  the grant money from Comtrex.”


  Fox nodded excitedly. Eddie was finally listening. “Maybe that’s where he met Mr. Maputwa. I


  don’t know how they got involved. Maybe he got back in touch with him when he realized he had


  something to sell him. I just know he promised the bloke your lethal version of the pesticide. You’ve


  got to destroy any information about the original compound, because Howard will be looking for it,


  and he’ll hand it over to Maputwa to manufacture and use as a bioweapon.”


  As if considering his words, Eddie looked hard at him before shaking his head. “This is just


  another one of your fantastic lies. You tell so many lies you wouldn’t know the truth if it hit you on the


  head.”


  Fox moaned in frustration, though he could hardly blame Eddie for not believing him. “How did


  I know you changed the pesticide? How did I know the name Lintrane?”


  Rubbing his furrowed forehead, Eddie blew out a hard breath. “I don’t know,” he replied


  quietly.


  “My dad works as a mercenary soldier now, and he’s been to loads of African countries, Sierra


  Leone, Ethiopia, Uganda. Anywhere there’s trouble. I don’t know how he met Maputwa or how


  Maputwa met Dr. Howard. I just know that the three of them are involved in some deal to make sure


  that your deadly version of Lintrane is breathed in by as many Ugandans as possible in the areas of


  the country that don’t want Maputwa and his maggots in charge. Howard is making a fortune off this,


  and my father is going to distribute the chemical on an unsuspecting population for another fortune.”


  “Have they no morals?” Eddie asked, plainly exasperated.


  “No, dear,” Fox said. “None at all. Unlike you who have too many. You’re such a good bloke.”


  “You called me dear.” Eddie’s expression softened a little. “But this isn’t adding up. How are


  you involved? You with all your high moral ground about not enslaving anything with a face.”


  Fox hated what he had to say next, admitting more lies and his own weakness at not being able to


  say no to William Baillie. “I’m not really a rentboy, not even for art’s sake. I came looking for you


  because my dad told me to steal your laptop with the information about the Lintrane. I swear I didn’t


  know what it was all about. I only found out last night, and I came straight to you today with it.”


  “Is this just more of your lies?” Eddie asked. “All this intrigue and international terrorism must


  be very exciting for someone with your imagination.”


  With his fingernail, Fox scratched at an old bit of chewing gum trodden on the floor. “I don’t


  blame you for not believing anything I say, but hear me out. I was in my father’s office last night


  looking at his guns and checking his life insurance policy because I’m planning to kill him. I almost


  got caught when they all came in.”


  “You’re planning to kill your father? Because he’s a mercenary? Can’t you just talk some sense


  into him? Acquaint him with the immorality of what he is doing?”


  Looking into Eddie’s face, Fox began to laugh. It wasn’t funny, but it was absurd. “We are


  talking about the same man who tried to kill you in Regent’s Park.”


  “Oh, right,” Eddie said as though he had forgotten the assault. “Yes, he was rather unreasonable.


  He despises homosexuality, but indiscriminate killing is well within the scope of his moral compass.”


  “That’s my dad,” Fox said. “I’m sorry about all the lies. I wish you’d believe me.”


  “Spare me more of them,” Eddie said. “You stole my computer on purpose. If this is a genuine


  threat, then you’re in on the whole thing. You’re part of all this. You live off the earnings of a


  mercenary soldier.”


  “No, it wasn’t like that!” Fox burst out.


  “I don’t believe any of this. It’s outrageous. Howard was furious when I told him my laptop was


  stolen with all the data.”


  “He was pretending. Did you suggest calling the police?” Fox asked.


  “Yes,” Eddie said. “I’d like to call them now and turn you in. Let them sort fact from fiction.”


  “And what did he say, Howard? Go ahead and call them?”


  Quietly Eddie replied, “No. He told me not to.” A play of thoughts scurried across Eddie’s face,


  first confusion, then a glimmer of comprehension and hopefully realization.


  “Eddie, I…” Footsteps in the corridor outside sent Fox scurrying behind a workbench just as the


  laboratory door opened. Sitting behind the door, Eddie nearly got slammed into the wall. With his


  forefinger to his lips, Fox mouthed, I’m not here.


  Shit! It was Howard.


  Dr. Howard muttered about lights being left on and the door left unlocked as he made his way


  across the lab to a small safe tucked under a workbench. With difficulty the man got down on his


  knees and tried to drag the safe out from under the bench. When he realized he could not budge it, he


  ducked his head under the bench and began to try various combinations, cursing at each failure.


  Squinting his confusion, Eddie looked at Fox, then back at Howard. “What are you doing, Dr.


  Howard?”


  Taken by surprise, the doctor looked up so abruptly that he slammed his head into the bench


  above. “Fuck!” he screamed and crawled backward to get out. With both hands on his head he threw


  a look of rage at Eddie. “Atherton, why are you sitting on the floor? Why are you still here?”


  “I’m tired. Just thought I’d have a rest before going home.”


  Christ, Eddie, try to sound more convincing and less idiotic. Around the corner of the bench


  Fox could see Eddie still seated on the floor and Dr. Howard’s legs.


  “On the floor? You’re a very strange man, Dr. Atherton.”


  “So I’m told,” Eddie said. “What are you doing with my safe?”


  Howard’s tone was scathing when he said, “It’s a miracle you ever got through Oxford.”


  “I got through Oxford because I’m brilliant.


  Yes! You tell him, Eddie.


  “I need all your data on the Lintrane.”


  Eddie stood up until all Fox could see was two sets of legs, one stout and one skinny. “You have


  it. I sent you the report in an encrypted file a couple of days ago. You have the password.”


  “You changed the compound without my permission. I told you not to change it until I gave you


  the go-ahead.”


  Please, Eddie, think about what I’ve said.


  “It had to be changed. The original compound did not stand up to the large animal tests. It killed


  them. I told you that. We cannot risk it near people.”


  “Yes, excellent. But I need every stage of the experiment to show to Comtrex in order to justify


  the grant they gave us.”


  “I don’t see why. Give them the final version. I have everything ready to submit to them. They


  can bring it to market quite quickly. It will be a great asset in Uganda. I feel very strongly about


  helping people.”


  “Yes! So do I!”


  Would Eddie pick up on Dr. Howard’s impatience or not read it at all?


  “I destroyed the data on the lethal version,” Eddie said. He sounded very calm, like his ordinary


  haven’t-got-a-clue self.


  Was he faking it? Fox wasn’t sure Eddie was capable of any kind of duplicity.


  “I didn’t want any mistakes made about which compound would go to market.”


  Howard’s legs walked closer to Eddie’s. “I said I need all the data, Dr. Atherton.”


  Watch out, mate. He knows karate.


  “I no longer have it, Dr. Howard. I destroyed it. Is that what you were doing just now, trying to


  get the memory sticks from my safe?”


  “Yes, if you must know!” Howard sounded on the verge of hysteria. “Are you telling me you


  cannot reproduce it? Because I believe you can. I employed you when you were still at Oxford


  because of your creativity when it came to designing experiments, and for your excellent memory.”


  When Eddie did not respond, Howard said, “I want every stage of the experiments documented and


  on my desk by Saturday. I want both versions of the Lintrane. You’d better get to work on it.”


  Only when Fox heard the man’s footsteps receding down the corridor did he crawl out from


  under the bench and stand up. “Do you get it now, Eddie? Do you see that something sinister is going


  on?”


  “It’s all very strange,” he conceded. “I’m not sure I believe your account of events, though.”


  “Why would I lie about something like this?”


  “Why would you lie about anything? You lie all the time. I hate liars. You can’t trust them. I’ve


  never been very good at spotting when someone is trying to pull the wool over my eyes, and right


  now, Fox, I wouldn’t believe you if your tongue came notarized.”


  “Can’t blame you for that, mate. But think about it. That black car we kept seeing, even in


  Mitton, is exactly like the one I saw in our driveway when Maputwa was there. He, or someone


  working for him, has been following you. I know it’s you because I only see that car when I’m with


  you. What do I have to gain by telling you all this?”


  “What did you have to gain by getting involved with me in the first place? Seducing me. Stealing


  my computer. You must be benefiting financially like your father.”


  “What do I have to gain? That’s simple.” Fox looked up into Eddie’s face. “I got to avoid a


  beating, because William Baillie would have kicked the living shit out of me if I dared refuse him.


  Then he would have gone to work on the twins until I gave in. It was safer all round to just do it. I


  didn’t know who you were or that you were a lovely man with a sense of decency and morality.” It


  was horrible having Eddie so angry with him. It was awful being physically close to him and not


  being allowed to touch him. “Eddie, I miss you.” The long moment of quiet that followed made him


  wonder if Eddie was weakening, but maybe he didn’t really love him after all. Maybe he was just


  enamored of his first fuck.


  “Really? I don’t miss you. I’m glad you’re out of my life with your fantastic tales and your


  misguided so-called morals. I’ve got a lot to think about. Please go now.”


  “Be careful. Please be careful.” Fox reached out a hand to touch his cheek, but Eddie stepped


  back out of reach. Reluctantly Fox walked out into the dark corridor and made his way outside. He’d


  better get home to check on the twins. They’d be worried about him.


  Chapter Twelve


  When he visited the village of Mitton, Edward often saw himself living there again in a nice


  rambling cottage with roses climbing up the walls to the thatched roof, a couple of kids playing


  outside in a tree house he would build for them, and a lovely man in the kitchen making healthy meals


  for them all. Aunty Nik would drop by to visit the kids and probably sneak them off for clandestine


  piercings and tattoos. They would be an ideal family, quite similar to the one he’d grown up in. Even


  with his mother’s obsession with what the neighbors thought and his dad’s inability to give him a


  proper hug, he had always known he was lucky. The problem was he wanted Fox to be that man.


  I’d better get a contractor to build the tree house. If I did it, it would fall down the first time


  they put their little feet inside.


  “I’m so glad you came home today. It’s a lovely surprise, Edward.” His mum held a giant tray


  laden with tea things that she placed with care on the round wicker table.


  “Yes, lovely.” Dr. Atherton picked up a buttered scone and pushed the entire thing into his wide-


  open mouth.


  The minute Edward had walked through the front door, Annika had rushed to the kitchen to start


  baking. They sat now in the small conservatory to enjoy the fruits of her labor. Dr. Atherton


  swallowed his scone and took another.


  “Dear, please wait until the tea is served.”


  “Yes, sorry, dear.” He attempted to look chastened. “Is something on your mind, son?” Dr.


  Atherton didn’t look at Edward but at the scone in his hand. His father’s perception was something


  Edward had always appreciated. It saved a lot of time when he was unsure how to proceed. He could


  never understand how his dad knew when something was on his mind, but he always seemed to.


  “Yes. It’s Fox,” he said quietly. “And my work.”


  Annika handed them each a cup of tea and a small plate with a folded lace-edged napkin on it.


  “Thanks, Mum.” Edward smiled as he took it. He draped the napkin on his knee even though he


  never used one at home, but his mum liked everything done properly. She passed around the plate of


  buttered scones.


  “Shall I leave you men to it?”


  The scones, normally so inviting, held no interest for Edward just then. The first thing that left


  him when he was upset was his appetite. Nik always complained that she ate twice as much when she


  was upset. “It’s up to you, Mum. I have nothing to hide from either of you now that you know I’m


  gay.” That wasn’t entirely true. He would prefer they didn’t know about the barn and Utopia, not to


  mention Russell Square and Tisbury Court.


  “You shouldn’t have hidden it at all, Edward. Your mother and I are very proud of you.” They


  had never told him they loved him, they weren’t the sort, but he knew they did. He was going to make


  sure he told his kids every day.


  For the next half an hour he told them a rambling tale of love and bioweapons and, because he


  had planned it in advance, managed to get through the lie about how he met Fox without his cheeks


  growing pink and guilt surging through him. Nik had always said he couldn’t tell a lie if a gun was


  pointed at his head.


  “So he just walked up to you on the street, and you struck up a friendship?” Dr. Atherton poured


  himself another cup of tea from the fresh pot Annika had brewed while Edward spoke. “And now you


  know the whole thing was planned.”


  Lounging back in his chair, his legs sprawled out, Edward nodded despondently. “Yes. He was


  using me.”


  “What a shame. He seemed like such a lovely boy,” Annika said. “The way he took care of his


  sister and brother.”


  “And a smashing sense of humor,” his father added with a smile.


  “He’s quite the actor,” Edward said. “Though I’m certain his love for the twins is genuine.”


  “I’m not sure Fox was just using you.” His mum stirred her tea, the spoon clattering loudly in the


  thin china cup. “He told me he loved you.”


  “He did?” That was enough to bring Edward upright in his chair. “When?” Confusing emotions


  muddled his brain. It was all too much to manage.


  “I spoke to him at your bedroom door. The twins were cleaning the upstairs bathroom, and I


  didn’t quite know what to do, so I went to ask Fox. You were asleep on the bed. He looked at you and


  then said to me, ‘I love him.’ That was it.”


  A moment of pure joy was quickly followed by a sense of emptiness. Fox tells lies. But why


  would he lie to Annika? Perhaps so she would think well of him. Edward’s mind worked in linear


  fashion with very little variation in shade. He loved Fox, couldn’t help it, couldn’t stop it, and


  couldn’t imagine ever not loving him. Fox said one thing and did another, but then lots of people did.


  If only everybody thought like Edward, life would be so much more reasonable, so much easier. “I’m


  in love with him. I want everything to be nice.”


  “You get that from me, darling. But love is one of those things that needs time to ferment, like a


  nice bottle of rose hip wine.” Annika stood. “I’m going to leave you men alone to discuss the work


  side of things. I know nothing about that, but I do know that my son has high moral standards and will


  not back down against the threat of men without them.” Her trust and belief in him felt wonderful, but


  the fact was if any of what Fox had said was true, Edward was beginning to get very nervous.


  Dr. Atherton rose too. “Come on, son. Let’s go for a walk.”


  They had done this many times during his growing up. If there was a pressing matter, school


  bullying, a less than exemplary mark in science or mathematics, a nasty teacher, the elder Atherton


  would take the younger on a walk, and all the world would seem brighter at the conclusion. His dad


  had a way with him that made Edward feel he could trust him with anything. However, this matter


  was definitely beyond his scope and experience. Still, the comfort and familiarity of the ritual would


  help.


  Edward followed his father through the French doors into the bright afternoon sun. The heat had


  lessened in the last few days, taking with it the humidity and leaving behind a pleasant warmth. They


  walked through the gardens as they had so many times when he was younger, and out to the horses’


  field. The last time Edward had leaned on that fence was with Fox. Life had seemed to hold so much


  promise that weekend. He had told Fox he loved him. Now Fox was gone, and everything felt strange


  and unpredictable. If there was one thing that threw Edward for a loop, it was not knowing what was


  coming next.


  “We were right here when the black car drove along the road there.” He indicated the A road


  across the field. “I kept thinking it was all a coincidence, seeing the car so many times, but in light of


  what Fox has disclosed since, it can’t have been.”


  “And Fox’s father is in on it all?”


  “If I’m to believe him, yes.”


  “And do you?”


  “His dad is definitely a psychopath if his behavior in Regent’s Park is anything to go by.” Fear


  making him desperate, he asked, “Dad, what am I going to do about Dr. Howard and my pesticide? If


  it ended up being used to kill people, I’d never forgive myself.”


  Dr. Atherton pulled a pair of clip-on sunglasses out of his pocket and slid them onto his glasses


  while still wearing them. “We both know that man is not to be trusted. Don’t give him the original


  compound. Destroy it. Leave no copies.”


  “I did, right after Howard came to the lab looking for it. I disposed of every bit of data related to


  the deadly compound, but I could easily make it again, and Howard knows it. He knows I’ve got the


  memory of an elephant.”


  Dr. Atherton tugged at the neck of his shirt. It was far too warm out for the argyle pullover he


  was wearing. “Yes, of course.”


  “I love my work, and I love Fox, and now both of them are connected in a way I don’t like at


  all.”


  “I wonder if you should go to the police,” Dr. Atherton mused, looking out across the field.


  “This is international terrorism we’re talking about.”


  Alarmed, Edward said quickly, “Fox will be in trouble. I can’t let that happen. What will


  happen to the twins then? There has to be something I can do to stop this without getting him


  arrested.”


  “From what you said he is being used by his father. You could explain that to the police. He


  drew you into a friendship in order to steal from you, but it wasn’t his choice. I don’t know quite what


  it is about Fox, but even after all you’ve told me, he strikes me as a very decent and kind young man.”


  “That’s the thing, Dad. I don’t know how willing he was to go along with this. I’m not sure I


  believe anything he says anymore. I just know I love him and I want a peaceful life. I want a family,


  and I want to do some good in the world.”


  In an unprecedented move, Dr. Atherton threw a hearty arm around Edward’s shoulders and


  hugged him tightly and self-consciously to his side. “You stick to your principles, son. Submit only


  the safe version of the pesticide to Howard. Do not transcribe the dangerous version anywhere. This


  has come at a bit of an awkward time. I’ve booked a week in Paris for your mother and I. We leave


  tomorrow. Now I’m thinking I should cancel it.”


  Horrified that he was causing so much disruption, Edward said, “Dad, no! You and Mum have


  waited a long time to be able to take spontaneous holidays. Year after year of working long hours


  gives you the right to enjoy yourselves. You go on your holiday. Nothing is going to happen in the


  immediate future. If Howard gets difficult, I’ll threaten to go to the chairman of council and tell him


  everything.”


  “And if you are becoming concerned about your safety, call the police at once.” Dr. Atherton


  squeezed Edward’s shoulders again before releasing him. “You are very dear to your mother and I. I


  think you know that. You’re a good son.”


  They wandered back to the house past the barn. Just the sight of it cause Edward’s penis to


  harden. Surreptitiously he clasped both hands in front of his groin. “Dad,” he said in hopes of


  distracting himself. “I thought I’d better mention that I had dinner with Nik the other night.”


  “I bet you paid.” Dr. Atherton chuckled.


  “Of course I did. But it’s just that, well… Nik has shaved her head.”


  “Good God!” Dr. Atherton came to a halt so quickly that Edward stumbled into him. He always


  needed warning about sudden stops. “Your mother will have a bird.”


  “I know, but if she can handle my being gay, she can probably handle Nik with a shaved head. At


  least her hair will grow back, but I thought I’d better warn you.”


  “Yes, good thinking. I’ll tell your mother when we have a quiet moment. The best thing to do


  with Nicoletta is to ignore her when she does things like this. Don’t react. That’s what she wants.”


  The farmhouse was dark and cool when they stepped inside. “Compared to the scrape I’ve got


  myself into, a shaved head doesn’t seem like much, does it?”


  Annika came out of the kitchen wearing her apron and carrying a wooden spoon as if it were a


  weapon. “There you both are. You’re not going to shave your head, are you, Edward? Is that what I


  heard? I thought Nik would be more likely to do something as irritating as that. Will you be staying


  for dinner, darling?”


  Edward and his father exchanged smiles. “I can’t, Mum, sorry. I need to start driving back.”


  


  * * * *


  “Iced soy chai tea latte, please.”


  


  “Coming right up.” Fox smiled at the attractive middle-aged woman, deciding to ignore the


  miniature poodle she had hiding in her large Louis Vuitton bag. She must have seen him eyeing it,


  because after he served her and did not ask her to go outside on the patio, which was nothing more


  than a railed-in area on the noisy street, she popped a two-pound coin on the counter by way of a tip.


  Fox tossed it in the tip jar.


  Sliding in beside him, the other server said, “Nice MILF! What d’ y’ reckon?”


  Fox wasn’t at all keen on Aubrey. In fact, he would love to get him fired. He was a stupid,


  overweight rich kid whose dad had got fed up with him and ordered him to get a job if he was to


  remain living at home over the summer. Now Fox had to put up with him every time he went to his


  part-time job at Starbucks. “What’s a milf?”


  “MILF. Mother I’d like to fuck.” Aubrey grinned.


  “You’ve got chocolate on your face, mate, and you could use a wash.” It got very warm in the


  Starbucks on hot days, and for all his money, Aubrey was in the habit of neglecting to use deodorant.


  “And I’m gay, remember.”


  “What about a FILF.” Aubrey laughed hysterically.


  “If that means father, the last thing on earth I’d like to fuck is anybody’s father. Thanks.”


  Aubrey towered over Fox and was at least three times as wide. “So what do queers do? I mean,


  does one of you pretend to be a girl? There was a queer at my school, blond boy with a pretty face.


  Couldn’t stand the little fuck.” He looked intently at Fox. “Do you do the nasty, you and other dudes?”


  He screamed with laughter again.


  More to get away from Aubrey than because the tables needed cleaning, Fox took a cloth from


  the sink and a spray bottle of disinfectant. The MILF was feeding little dog treats into her bag. She


  looked guiltily at Fox when he wiped her table. “Don’t worry about it,” he told her quietly.


  “Why is that fat boy behind the counter grinning at me?” she asked.


  “He’s a bit special ed,” Fox said. “He lives in sheltered housing.”


  “Oh, the poor thing.”


  Behind him a vaguely familiar voice said, “I thought that was you.”


  Fox turned to look into the smiling face of the vicar from the tea wagon. “I saw you through the


  window. I’m so glad you’ve got a proper job. I was worrying about you.”


  Fox had never spoken to the man other than that one time outside St. Pancras, yet he felt oddly


  happy to see him, perhaps because of some tenuous connection to Eddie. He looked at the clerical


  collar, then up into the man’s gentle eyes. The bloke was maybe late thirties, but there was a


  youthfulness about him that made him seem younger. He was chubby too, making his face round but in


  a nice way, not like Aubrey who looked like a bulldog. “Sit down; I’ll bring you a coffee.” He led the


  man to a table and pulled out the chair for him. “Any preferences?”


  “Americano with milk, please.”


  “You got it.”


  “Who’s the priest?” Aubrey said when Fox joined him behind the counter to pour a coffee from


  the piping hot pot. “Didn’t know you were religious.”


  “Art is my religion.” Fox poured milk into the coffee and placed a chocolate finger on the


  saucer. “The MILF said she fancies you. Go and chat to her.” He joined the vicar at a table while


  Aubrey wandered over to the customer.


  The vicar pulled a leather change purse from his trouser pocket. “Oh, thank you. How much?”


  “The last one was on you. This one’s on me.”


  “The tea wagon is part of my ministry,” the vicar said. “But thank you.” He tucked his purse


  away. “How are you doing? Or more to the point, how’s your father?” He leaned forward speaking in


  a low voice, “Is he still with us?”


  That early-morning conversation seemed like months ago, not weeks. “Unfortunately, yes.”


  The relief registering in the man’s expression was profound. “I’m so glad to hear that. Violence


  is never the answer.”


  “You should tell my dad that,” Fox said.


  “I’m sorry things are difficult for you.” He looked around to indicate the premises at large. “At


  least you’re working. That’s a bonus.”


  It was all too much to go into, and he didn’t want to start lying again. “Things are not always as


  they appear, vicar.”


  The man dipped his chocolate finger into his coffee, then sucked off the chocolate like a little


  kid. Fox could see Eddie doing something like that.


  “Tell me more. I’ll help if I can.”


  Over by the window, the MILF was starting to look annoyed with Aubrey, who was chatting to


  her with his hand under his green apron as if he might be masturbating.


  “I met a lovely bloke, and I’ve screwed it up,” Fox said. “But I suppose you think queers are all


  going to hell.”


  The vicar had a really pleasant smile that squished his eyes to slits. “Not at all. That’s the


  Catholics. You should come to my church sometime.”


  “That’s not likely to happen,” Fox said.


  The MILF was looking really pissed now. What the hell was Aubrey saying?


  “So how did you screw up with your boyfriend?”


  “I lied to him.” Ashamed to admit it, Fox looked at his hands. “I wasn’t true to myself. I let


  someone manipulate me.”


  “Your father?” the vicar asked quietly.


  Meeting his gaze, Fox asked, “How did you know?”


  The vicar popped the last bite of chocolate finger in his mouth and shrugged. “You’re a decent


  young man; I can tell. Just promise me you won’t kill him. The Bible says the lamp will go out on any


  man who kills a parent. That means the light of God will go out in your life.”


  “What about a father who beats the hell out of his kids and wife and threatens to kill them?”


  “Ahh.” The vicar nodded. “So that’s it.”


  The door opened, bringing with it a burst of traffic noise and fumes. The store manager walked


  in just as the MILF screamed, “Get away from me, you dirty little boy!”


  “What the hell are you doing?” the boss shouted at Aubrey, whose fat face was red.


  “That overweight youth made a sexual remark at me,” the woman said.


  “She’s got a dog in her bag,” Aubrey shouted back.


  Throwing the Louis Vuitton over her arm, the woman stormed out.


  “Get your apron off. You’re fired,” the manager said to Aubrey. He looked at Fox with the vicar.


  Even atheists behaved themselves when they saw a man in a dog collar. “Sorry about that, father. Are


  you being taken care of?”


  “Yes, this nice young man is being most helpful.”


  The boss threw Fox a glare. “I’ve told you not to wear that makeup at work. Can you cover the


  whole shift on your own? It’s only a couple more hours. I’ve been looking for an excuse to fire that


  lad. He’s useless, and he eats the merchandise and doesn’t pay. I watch the CCTV, you know.”


  “No problem,” Fox said.


  With a filthy look at Fox, Aubrey threw his apron on the floor and opened the door. “He’s a


  queer!”


  “As long as he doesn’t make passes at the customers, I don’t care,” the boss said. “Sorry, father.


  Give him a cupcake on the house,” he said to Fox. He followed Aubrey outside as Fox broke into


  giggles.


  “Now that was an answer to a prayer. Do you want chocolate or lemon?”


  “Let’s try the lemon.” The vicar rubbed his hands together, looking really excited at the prospect


  of a free cake.


  With great care, Fox placed an iced lemon cupcake on a plate with a paper serviette. Aubrey


  was gone, and despite all the other shit in his life, Fox felt a moment of delirious happiness. “I’m a


  wicked boy, vicar.” He sat down with him again.


  Happily peeling the paper off the cupcake, the vicar said, “Somehow I don’t think so. Would you


  like me to go with you to your boyfriend and help you make up with him? I’m rather good at


  relationship counseling. I counsel couples before they get married.”


  “What would you know about relationships?” Fox asked. “You’ve never even had sex.”


  “No, no. That’s the Catholics. I keep telling you. The Church of England is different. I’ve been


  married for five years.”


  “To a woman?” Fox asked.


  “Yes, but it’s all the same in the end, isn’t it? Respect, compromise, honesty.”


  “That’s the problem. I haven’t been honest,” Fox said. “And I’m not sure he even believes in


  God. He’s a scientist.”


  “It’s not necessary that either of you believe in God to have a little counseling. But if you change


  your mind…” He licked his fingers before delving into his pocket for his card. “You can reach me


  there. St. Luke the Apostle. The rectory is beside the church. My wife’s name is Gemma.” He picked


  up his cake and took a big bite, so obviously enjoying it that it made Fox smile and like him even


  more.


  It was like watching the twins enjoy themselves. It always made him feel good.


  “I don’t think we’ve ever introduced ourselves. I’m Godfrey Rooke.” He stuck out a hand with


  crumbs and icing on his fingers, then laughed and withdrew it to wipe up with the napkin.


  Laughter erupted from Fox. “God for short.”


  “Ridiculous, isn’t it?”


  “I’m Fox Baillie.” They shook hands. “Actually maybe a bit of counseling would help. He won’t


  listen to me.”


  The man’s smile was lovely. “Gladly! I could help you on Saturday if you like.”


  “But he’s not speaking to me. He’s angry with me because I lied to him. But I only lied because I


  had no choice.”


  Godfrey swallowed his last bit of cake. “What if I come with you to his home? Most people are


  far too polite to turn away a vicar. Where does he live?”


  Fox scribbled down Eddie’s address on his order pad, tore off the sheet, and handed it over.


  “This could be a disaster. It could make things worse.”


  “God works in mysterious ways, Fox.” Godfrey rose and ambled to the door. “I’d better get


  going. Thank you for the treats. See you on Saturday at, what? Two?”


  “Saturday at two.” Fox waved him off.


  I’m insane. Of course it won’t work. Eddie will be furious. Counseling with some straight


  vicar indeed!


  What had he got himself into?


  “Two skinny lattes, please.” Fox looked up to see a couple of girls with blonde hair and deep


  tans.


  “Coming right up, ladies.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  Fortified with the encouragement of his father, Edward walked into Dr. Crispin Howard’s office


  a little before noon. Staring down at a paper on his desk, Howard ignored him. Edward suspected


  there was nothing of importance in the paper. It was merely Howard’s way of saying, I am more


  important than you, so you can wait. After about thirty seconds, Edward coughed pointedly. Howard


  then raised one finger in a gesture even Edward could read as, Wait, I’m busy.


  “Oh, for God’s sake. You are not the only one with things to do!” Edward was getting good at


  this. No more was he going to let people walk all over him. Perhaps he was still clueless about the


  finer points of human interaction, but he was definitely catching on to people being rude and self-


  important.


  Howard looked at him over the top of his pretentious half-frame reading glasses. “Just leave the


  information and go about your day, Dr. Atherton.”


  “I’m not giving you or anyone the data on the lethal version of Lintrane. I destroyed it because


  it’s dangerous, and I don’t want any errors made in the production process. You have all the


  information you need for Comtrex.”


  “I’d strongly advise you change your mind about that,” Howard stated.


  “I’m not changing my mind. I’ve decided what’s best, and I will not be persuaded to change.”


  “You are making a mistake, Atherton.”


  With as much attitude as he could manage for one so gawky, Edward turned on his heel and


  marched to the door. If only half of what Fox said was true, the man was despicable. His lack of


  morals where ladies were concerned was something Edward was already aware of, but this was in a


  different league. All he knew for certain was he could not trust this man, and he would take no risks


  with the lives of innocent Ugandans.


  Looking at Howard, he said, “It’s Dr. Atherton.” With that he walked out into the corridor, and


  for some reason all he could see was Fox saying, Yes!


  


  * * * *


  There was a row of doorbells to the right of the front door on Great Russell Street. Fox pressed


  


  the one stating Dr. E. J. Atherton. He did not expect a great reception from Eddie, but he hoped at


  least he would be listened to and that Godfrey, when he arrived, might be a calming influence. After


  deciding he had better explain to Eddie why Godfrey was there in the first place, he arrived ten


  minutes before two o’clock. He would tell Eddie they were going to have some counseling, and then


  Godfrey would arrive to facilitate it.


  It was boiling out. He really needed to stop slashing the hell out of his arms if for no other


  reason than to wear short sleeves on a day like this.


  The moment the door opened, Eddie looked into his eyes and said, “What do you want? You


  look like a vampire.”


  The long-sleeved black shirt with lace at the cuffs and running down the front was reminiscent of


  a vampire, especially when worn with black skinny jeans and knee-high riding boots. “I know. Can


  we talk?”


  “I talk. You lie.” Eddie looked him up and down. “Aren’t you hot?” Eddie wore shorts, his


  skinny, hairy legs so pale they looked like warning lights.


  “Yeah, I’m fucking boiling, but let me tell you, Eddie, shorts with socks and lace-up shoes are a


  fashion disaster.”


  “I’ll take note of that. And just so you know, I refused to give Howard the data on the dangerous


  version of Lintrane, so your father or Idi Amin or someone equally barbarous is probably going to kill


  me in the next twenty-four hours. Now what do you want?”


  After that last statement it seemed a bit weak saying, “I want to talk about our relationship.”


  “We don’t have one,” Eddie said without margin.


  “We could. Please, let’s talk. I’m so sorry for all the lies. I was just trying to protect the twins.”


  “Don’t bring the twins into this. For all I know your father adores them. First he was a dead war


  hero. Then he was out to kill you all in your sleep, and he beats the twins. Do you actually know what


  the truth is, Fox? Is Fox your real name, by the way, or is it something else entirely?”


  Looking up into Eddie’s tense, angry face, Fox said very quietly, “My name’s Afton. But I’ve


  always been called Fox. I live in Finchley with my alcoholic mother and my violent ex-army father


  and the twins who are probably brain damaged because my dad thrashed the shit out of them for


  crying when they were a year old.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell me that in the first place?” Eddie asked, softening slightly.


  The angle at which Fox had to hold his head in order to look up at Eddie was starting to hurt.


  Eddie was already six inches taller than him, and Fox was standing a step down. “Because I was


  supposed to steal your computer and never see you again. Can I come in, or can you come out so I’m


  not craning like this?


  Eddie came outside and down the steps onto the street so Fox could look him in the eyes. “Why


  did you see me again?”


  “Eddie, I…”


  On the street directly in front of the house a sleek black car slid to a halt. Fox turned to see three


  men he had never seen before get out. They moved slowly as if in no hurry. All three were as dark-


  skinned as Mr. Maputwa. They wore black clothing and dark glasses.


  “Fuck!”


  The fact that Eddie had sworn was nearly as shocking as the appearance of the men. In less than


  two seconds one of them grabbed Fox in a body hug and threw him aside. From the hot pavement he


  watched two of the men grab Eddie by the arms, but he was ready for them.


  With what seemed like gargantuan strength, Eddie wrenched his arms from their grip, then went


  after them with kicks and karate chops. The men obviously did not anticipate Eddie’s expertise at


  self-defense, and in the few seconds they were thrown into confusion Eddie grabbed Fox by the arm,


  dragged him to his feet and inside the house. He slammed and locked the door before scrambling up


  the stairs, pushing Fox ahead of him.


  In the flat he locked the door and then dragged his desk across the room to jam in front of it.


  Fox ran to the window. “Don’t panic. They’re going.”


  Panting, his face scarlet with exertion, Eddie hurried to the window in time to see the car


  disappear down the road as quickly as it had arrived.


  “Sorry, Eddie.” Fox looked up at him. With his hands he wiped the sweat running down Eddie’s


  face.


  “They’ll be back. I’m not safe here.”


  “We have to call the police,” Fox said. “Not that they’ll believe us. Who would?” He reached


  out both arms and wrapped them tightly around Eddie’s chest, pressing his cheek into his shoulder.


  With two strong hands on his upper arms, Eddie pushed Fox forcefully away. “You’d better go.


  I’m going to get out of here until I know what to do next.”


  Stung by the rejection but not surprised, Fox made no further attempt to touch him. “Where will


  you go?”


  “I’m hardly going to tell you, am I? Your father is a psychotic nut, and according to you, if he


  wants you to do something, he’ll beat you into submission. I need to stay as far away from you as


  possible. You’re in on this whole thing.”


  “Why the hell would I be in on it?” Fox asked. “I’ve admitted I stole your computer for them, but


  that’s where it ends.”


  “So it’s just a coincidence that you knocked on my door at the same moment that those thugs


  arrive and try to kidnap me?”


  “Yes!”


  “Pull the other one; it’s got bells on,” Eddie said. “You got me outside for them. I want you to


  leave. And actually I might just as well tell you, I’m going to join my parents in Paris to give myself a


  breather.” Eddie dragged the desk away from the door. He was about to open it but hesitated.


  Poor bloke was scared shitless.


  Then with a look of determination he opened it. “Out!”


  Fox stepped outside, and Eddie slammed the door behind him. A moment later Fox heard the


  scraping of the desk and a thump as it hit the door.


  His life had always been crazy living with his parents, but this! It had suddenly become insane.


  Dudes looking like the Men in Black were trying to kidnap his boyfriend—ex-boyfriend—while he


  was asking a vicar to do relationship counseling with them. No wonder Eddie was pissed with him.


  On the street he looked left and right. No sign of the car. It was either the police or talk to


  William Baillie and try to negotiate with him to keep Eddie safe.


  “Fox.” Godfrey appeared before Fox so suddenly he bumped into him. “What’s going on?”


  “Er… He wasn’t there.”


  “He was there. I saw everything. It all happened in seconds, but I saw those men in the car and


  the fight that ensued. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on.”


  “I’ve got to go home. Sorry, God.” He took off at a run past Bloomsbury Square toward Holborn


  Station.


  Forty-five minutes later, Fox ran up the sweeping drive to the house. He had his key in his hand


  from the moment he alighted the bus. Thrusting it into the lock, he hurried inside and directly to


  William Baillie’s office. It was empty. At the desk he looked for his father’s guns, but they weren’t


  there. “Aliens!” he called out, running through the house. After not finding them, he took the stairs two


  at a time. They were in bed asleep. They often took an afternoon nap.


  Fox opened the door of his mother’s bedroom. The curtains were open, and she lay awake,


  looking at him. “Where have you been, Afton? The twins were asking for you.”


  “They asked?” That didn’t sound right.


  “Not with words. They came in looking for you. Your dad was charging around the house like a


  maniac, and they were scared. You know how they get when he’s home.”


  “I know how we all get.” Fox sat down on the side of the bed. “Where is he?”


  Tara smiled. “He’s gone for a while. Off to Uganda, he said, to do security work for one of them


  big British companies out there.”


  “He’s a lying bastard. He works as a mercenary soldier for rebel groups and military


  dictatorships all over the world. That’s how he affords this big house and your booze.” More quietly


  he said, “Not to mention my school fees.”


  “Is he still helping people, like when he was in the army?” Tara asked hopefully.


  “Oh, Mum.” Fox sank his head into his hands. She neither knew nor cared what her husband did


  as long as the credit card worked when she phoned the off-license for more booze. “I need to talk to


  him about something. Did he say how long he’d be gone?”


  “He said a few weeks.” She broke into a spontaneous smile. “It might be longer if we’re lucky.


  Do you remember”—she dropped her voice—“you said you were going to get rid of him.”


  “I’ve tried. I just don’t have it in me. I don’t think I do, anyway. You know how he’s a killer; it’s


  just in him. It’s who he is. It’s not who I am. I’ll have to find another way. I just don’t know what yet.


  But I will get rid of him somehow. I promise.”


  “Fox.” The twins stood in the doorway holding hands, nervously glancing over their shoulders.


  They were in matching pink T-shirts, and both wore boys’ undies. Sometimes they both wore girls’


  undies. Fox bought both in the hopes that one day they would figure out they were opposite sexes, but


  neither seemed to know it yet.


  “Come here.” He held out his arms. The twins crowded in beside him but kept glancing at the


  door. “Don’t worry about him. He’s gone for a while,” Fox assured them. “We’re safe. He’s in


  another country. We’ll get the globe out later, and I’ll show you how far away he is.”


  “I love all of you,” Tara said.


  “Yeah, we love you too, Mum,” Fox said. It was true, even if most of the time all he felt for her


  was impatience. “Give your mum a hug, aliens.”


  The twins crawled onto the bed on either side of their mother. She gathered them into her arms,


  and for a few moments they all looked normal, as if the twins would start speaking in full sentences


  any minute and his mum didn’t stink of drink.


  “What’s the matter, Afton?” she asked.


  “My boyfriend is in danger,” he said. Why he was telling her, he did not know. She’d forget it


  with her next drink anyway.


  “You’ve got a boyfriend? I didn’t know you were like that.”


  “Yeah, I am.”


  “Why is he in danger?”


  “Because of Dad,” he said.


  A look of understanding swept over her face. “I suppose your dad wants to smack him one. He


  was upset when you wouldn’t go into the army. Being a poof wouldn’t go down well at all with him.”


  “Poof? That is very politically incorrect,” Fox said.


  “Sorry, luv. Should it be homo?” she asked.


  Fox started to giggle, though it could have been hysteria. “What about ginger beer or bum boy or


  shirt lifter? How about pillow biter?”


  Tara started to laugh, and the twins joined in. Fox hadn’t seen his mum laugh in years. The twins


  laughed occasionally but only when he was laughing. Either he set them off or they were mimicking


  him; he never knew. The silent house was filled for a moment with genuine merriment.


  When they were calm again, Fox said, “Mum, I have to go and talk to someone. I’m really


  worried about Eddie. Can you get up and make some dinner for them?”


  Tara looked doubtful. “With your father out of the house we should all be safe. Yes, I can


  manage it.” She tried to get up but faltered. Over the next ten minutes, Fox and the twins got her on her


  feet and helped her downstairs.


  In the kitchen he realized she would be unable to stand for any length of time. Her swollen liver


  and general ill health had drained her stamina.


  “Right, you sit there.” He pulled a chair up to the island. “Give the twins instructions, and they’ll


  do it. They can do quite a lot as long as you supervise them.” Fox looked into the twins’ beautiful


  faces. “I want you to listen to Mum and do as she tells you. You make some dinner for the three of


  you. I’ve got to go out. I’ll be back later.” They looked intently at him. He never knew how much they


  understood. “You can make beans on toast.” He grabbed a tin from the cupboard as he spoke. “Or in


  your case, beans beside toast but not touching it.”


  His mum laughed again. If only they could always be like this, just the four of them, a normal


  family who were not afraid to laugh or speak too loudly. Fox kissed the twins quickly, then kissed his


  mum on the cheek. “It’s going to get better, Mum, I promise. Please try not to drink till I get back.”


  “All right, son. I’ll do my best.” She smiled, but it was not at all convincing.


  


  * * * *


  The rectory where Godfrey Rooke lived was a tall, narrow house attached directly to the church


  


  of St. Luke the Apostle. Fox grabbed the knocker and rapped hard on the door. The woman who


  answered had to be Gemma. She was as plump as Godfrey with an equally congenial smile.


  “Yes?”


  “I’d like to see Godfrey, please,” Fox said.


  “We’re about to have our dinner. Come in and join us. There’s plenty.”


  The house was old and dark, the interior pleasantly cool. Gemma led the way into a large old-


  fashioned kitchen. Dinner? They were about to have a feast, and it was mostly meat, chicken,


  sausages, and ham.


  “Fox!” Godfrey smiled broadly as he rose from the table. He wore a worn old black T-shirt


  bearing a picture of the Cure, and a pair of baggy shorts.


  “Godfrey”—Fox pointed at the shirt—“you are a dark horse.”


  Godfrey chuckled. “I’m so glad you’ve come. I was worried about you.”


  He didn’t look worried, but Fox suspected the smile was an automatic response to everyone


  Godfrey dealt with. It was probably meant to reassure them, but the only thing that would reassure


  Fox at that moment was an AK-47 and free rein to use it. “Sit down and join us for dinner, and then


  we’ll talk.”


  “No, thanks. I’m a vegan.”


  “Is that like a vegetarian?” Gemma asked.


  “Erm, yeah,” he said vaguely. “Actually Godfrey, I don’t think this can wait. I’m really


  concerned about…” He glanced at Gemma, who was piling food onto her plate. “You know.”


  “There’s plenty of chicken here.” Gemma hefted a large platter loaded with chicken portions.


  “I don’t eat meat, but thank you.”


  “Yes, I know, you’re vegetarian. But do you eat chicken?”


  “Why does everybody say that? Chicken is meat.” Catching himself, Fox apologized quickly.


  “That sounded really ungrateful. Thank you, Gemma, but I’m not hungry, and my mind is on other


  things.”


  “That’s all right. We’re on the Atkins diet. Protein and no carbs. No bread or spuds on this


  table.” She smiled at Fox.


  “Does that mean no bikkies and cupcakes?” Fox asked.


  “Absolutely not. We haven’t had cake in weeks, have we, Godfrey?”


  His cheeks growing pink, Godfrey said, “No, darling.”


  With a grin at Godfrey, Fox tapped his left nostril with his forefinger. He wasn’t the only liar.


  Gemma grabbed her knife and picked up her heavily laden plate. “I can see whatever you have


  to talk about is urgent and private. I’ll go and watch a bit of telly while you chat with Godfrey.” At


  the kitchen door she stopped. “It’s a girl, isn’t it? The problem.”


  Fox found the woman’s Rubenesque girth very artistically attractive. He wondered what she


  would look like in the nude. “No, it’s a bloke. My boyfriend.”


  “Jolly good.” She closed the door behind her.


  “Sit down, Fox. Tell me all about it.” Godfrey tucked into his sausages and ham.


  “This is like confession, right?”


  “Just you and me,” Godfrey assured him.


  For the next fifteen minutes Fox told him about Eddie and the pesticide, Mr. Maputwa, and why


  Fox had been pretending to be a prostitute. He told him about William Baillie and how he supported


  his family by waging war on innocent civilians. Though his plate was still half-full, at some point


  Godfrey stopped eating to listen. “This whole story is extraordinary.”


  “It’s true. I swear to God, I am not a nut. It’s all true,” Fox said.


  Godfrey reached across the table to pat Fox’s hand. “I don’t doubt you. I saw those men trying to


  grab your boyfriend. And you say he is a scientist.”


  The relief that someone sane believed him about the insanity in his life brought Fox to the verge


  of tears. “Dr. Edward Atherton. Yes.”


  “This is international terrorism. We have to talk to someone about this. Dr. Atherton is clearly in


  danger, and you are too, by the sounds of it.”


  “My dad has kicked the shit out of me many a time, but I don’t think he’d let anyone else do it.”


  Fox shook his head. “I don’t have anything they want. They think my dad controls me and that I


  wouldn’t dare tell anyone what he’s up to, and in the past I wouldn’t have. But I love Eddie, and it’s


  Eddie they want. I can’t let him get hurt, and Eddie, being the bloke he is, would be just as hurt that


  his pesticide was being used to harm people as he would if they waterboarded him.”


  “He sounds like a lovely man.” Godfrey smiled.


  “Yeah, he is.” Tears finally broke free to roll down Fox’s cheeks. The tension he had been


  holding on to ever since he realized he was in love with Eddie could no longer be contained. Fox


  rose and crossed the room to tear several sheets of kitchen paper off the roll, and leaning against the


  sink with his back to Godfrey, he wiped roughly at his face. When Fox turned around again, Godfrey


  stood a foot away, reaching for him.


  Fox allowed the other man to pull him into a tight embrace. All the paternal love he had never


  got from William Baillie flowed from the vicar into his body, healing him. Parts of his soul he did not


  realize were injured began to melt and loosen up. Gently Godfrey patted his back. “We are going to


  get help with this. It’s bigger than either of us can manage.”


  “What about God?” Fox asked. “Can God help?” He had no idea why he was asking except that


  he was desperate.


  “God’s helping right now.” Godfrey released him from the hug but continued to hold him loosely


  by the upper arms. “There was a man—or it might have been a woman; it doesn’t really matter—who


  was stuck on a roof as floodwaters rose. He prayed and prayed, and a boat came by. He called out. I


  don’t need the boat. I’m waiting for God to help me. Then a helicopter flew over, and he called up.


  I don’t need a helicopter. I’m waiting for God to help me. The long and short of it is, he drowned.


  At the pearly gates he said to God, Why didn’t you save my life? God said, I sent you a boat, and


  then I sent you helicopter. What more do you want? ”


  Fox sniffed loudly. “So you’re the boat. Now who’s the helicopter?”


  “I’ll get changed and show you. I could be an absolute idiot here because we may not be


  believed, but I don’t know what else to do right now.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  As dusk gathered, the heat of the day had cooled, which was a great relief to Godfrey. Being


  chubby helped in cold weather; it kept him warm. In the heat, he suffered horribly.


  “So where are we going?” Fox asked him as they walked side by side across Vauxhall Bridge.


  Godfrey pointed. “Right there. Eight-Five Albert Embankment.” The beautiful and strange-


  looking structure of the MI6 building rose up to their left.


  “Secret Intelligence Service? You’re kidding,” Fox said.


  He wasn’t kidding. It was definitely their best option. “The police will think we’re a couple of


  crackpots if we go to them. These people will be more discerning about something of this nature. At


  least I think they will. Have you any better ideas?” He looked at Fox, knowing that had the young man


  shown up here alone, he would likely be sent on his way. He belonged at a Halloween party in that


  outfit.


  “I don’t have any ideas except to keep Eddie safe,” Fox said.


  They walked up the steps of the main entrance and into the deeply recessed vestibule. Godfrey


  had passed the impressive construction so many times he barely noticed it anymore, but today it


  seemed important since he was going to walk in. “It’s quite the tourist attraction, this building, even


  though no one is allowed to enter without permission.”


  “The building was designed by Terry Farrell,” Fox told him. “It’s commonly known as Legoland


  since it resembles a structure made from Lego. I’d be terrified if I was Farrell in case they killed me


  afterwards to maintain perfect security.” Godfrey threw him a questioning look. “I did a course on


  architecture as part of my art degree.”


  “Oh. Excellent.”


  Inside the main doors was a security barrier with metal detectors. Being after hours, there was


  almost no one about, giving the building an empty, echoic feeling. Uniformed personnel homed in on


  them as soon as they entered. Godfrey had changed into gray trousers and a mauve short-sleeved shirt


  with his dog collar to give him the backing of the church. But Fox, eyes rimmed with black, hair


  gelled into spikes, and wearing his vampire outfit, was another matter entirely.


  He caught Godfrey looking him up and down and smiled apologetically. “I would have changed


  if I’d known we were coming here. The vicar and the Goth. They’ll laugh at us.”


  “Perhaps.” With his practiced broad smile Godfrey walked directly up to the security barrier.


  “We’d like to speak with someone about a pressing matter. A life is in immediate danger, and many


  more are in imminent danger.”


  The woman was taller than either of them and did not crack a smile when she said, “No


  kidding.”


  “I’d never kid about something like this. Please fetch the appropriate person.” Godfrey’s smile


  never faltered. He’d always had a ready smile and always found it comforted people who needed


  comfort and paved the way with those more hostile.


  The woman looked back and forth between them, appearing decidedly unimpressed. “Have you


  called the police? They are well equipped to take care of civil matters.”


  “This isn’t a civil matter. It involves international terrorism.”


  “Sounds ominous.” She pulled out a pad, though it was clear from the skeptical look on her face


  that she thought they were wasting her time. “Name.”


  “Reverend Godfrey Rooke.” He looked at Fox.


  “Afton Baillie. AKA, Fox. Tell your boss this is about Ogwambi Maputwa.”


  With one finger the woman pointed at a bench by the door. “Over there.”


  Like schoolboys, they trundled over and sat down. Fox began at once to tap the bench with his


  painted black nails.


  “It’ll be all right,” Godfrey told him. But he had no idea if it would be all right.


  “What if they’ve found Eddie already? What if they’re torturing him to get the information they


  want?”


  “Is he brave?” Godfrey asked.


  “That’s an odd question, but yeah, I’d say he is. He tried to fight my dad. He didn’t stand a


  chance, and he got his arse kicked, but he had a go.”


  Being reassuring was part of a vicar’s job, and Godfrey had years of practice behind him.


  “There you are, then.”


  “But that could have been stupidity. Eddie had no idea how dangerous my dad is or what a


  fucking psycho he is. He thinks because he’s truthful and reasonable and kind that everyone else in the


  world is the same or they can be persuaded to be.”


  “A refreshingly innocent approach to life.” Godfrey patted Fox’s knee. “I told you, God works in


  mysterious ways.”


  “Yeah, right.” With his head hanging, his hands gripping the edge of the bench so hard his


  knuckles had turned white, the boy looked so young and vulnerable that Godfrey wanted to hug him


  again, but he had been warned about such things by the bishop. Everything was misinterpreted these


  days, and he had already hugged him once. Best leave well alone.


  “I’m glad you came to me, Fox. I’ll do my best to help you and Eddie.”


  Fox looked up at him. “Thanks. I really appreciate it. I’m just so worried.”


  “If these people don’t believe us, we’ll go over to his flat next.”


  “He said he was going to Paris to meet his parents, but I think he was trying to throw me off.


  Knowing Eddie, he went home to the family farm.” As if resolved, Fox stood. “I can’t wait any


  longer, God. You stay here and tell them everything, and I’ll go and see if I can find him. He might


  still be there. If he is, I’ll phone you and tell you where to find us. We’ll need to hide him somewhere.


  Give me your mobile number.”


  “Hold on.” Godfrey pulled out his phone. He had always been hopeless at numbers, so he had


  written the number down and taped it onto the back of his phone. “There you are.”


  Fox smiled as he punched it into his phone. “That’s a good idea to help you remember. I have to


  do stuff like that for the twins. I used to draw pictures; then at some point I realized they could read.


  God knows how they learned.”


  Godfrey stood to walk to the door with Fox. “Good luck, and be careful.” With a firm hand he


  gripped the young man’s shoulder and was pleasantly surprised when Fox gave him a quick hug.


  “You’re the only person I can trust, and I don’t even know you.”


  Fox’s words made him brim with happiness. “Gemma can’t have children. She had leukemia


  when she was very young. It was the radiation. I’d be proud of a son like you, Fox.”


  For a long moment Fox just stared at him as if he could not believe the words. “Looking like


  this? Gay, weird, makeup. You don’t know half the shit I do.”


  Very quietly Godfrey said, “I know you cut yourself.” He hadn’t actually seen the scars, but the


  long sleeves and the general outlook of the young man told him what he had seen before so many


  times when he had counseled youth.


  Fox looked down as if ashamed, which was the last thing Godfrey wanted him to feel. “There


  are better ways to deal with pain. When all this is over, we’ll talk more about it, if you’ll allow me


  the privilege of helping you.”


  “You are one of a fucking kind, mate.” Fox kissed him on the cheek and left.


  An hour passed and then another while Godfrey sat, paced, and sat again. After trying to phone


  Gemma and getting no signal, he stepped outside. He was in Starbucks with Fox, he told her. It was


  all right to lie sometimes if it helped someone and hurt no one, but he’d better lay off the cakes since


  Gemma was being so good about their diet.


  Two and a half hours later his musings had drifted in several different directions, including that


  the whole thing was a ruse and he would be made to look utterly ridiculous. But surely the attempted


  kidnapping was real. He’d observed that with his own eyes. If he looked a fool after this, then so be


  it. The one thing he knew for certain was that he had to do something.


  The main doors opened, and a man in a tuxedo hurried toward him. “Reverend Godfrey Rooke?”


  “Yes.” Godfrey shook hands with the man. “You were out for the evening; I’m sorry to disturb


  you.”


  “That’s perfectly all right. I apologize for keeping you waiting, but I was down at Oxford for a


  reunion.”


  That alone brought out Godfrey’s smile. “Oh, lovely. I took my Masters of Divinity at Oxford.”


  “A grand institution.” When the man smiled, his pale blue eyes transformed his face, giving the


  impression that he was trustworthy and kind. “Wasn’t there a young man with you, Afton Baillie?”


  “Yes. I’m afraid he left. He was worried about his friend, and quite frankly so am I. He went


  looking for him.”


  “Come with me. We’ll talk about it when we are sitting down. My name is Stephen Conran, by


  the way.”


  They walked through the metal detector. The guard nodded politely at Conran. Godfrey felt like


  scowling at her but out of habit smiled instead. Feeling like Alice down the rabbit hole, he followed


  the man through a maze of corridors and down stairs until he was led into a conference room with


  concrete walls. A long oak table surrounded by chairs filled the center of the room. On one wall a


  series of clocks, all with different times on them, caught Godfrey’s attention. A closer look told him


  the clocks showed the current hour in different countries. For some reason he glanced at Uganda and


  saw that it was ten past midnight there.


  “Please sit down, vicar.”


  He almost said, Call me Godfrey, then decided not to. They’d made him wait two and a half


  hours. The least they could do now was treat him with respect.


  “Would you like some tea?”


  “Yes, I’d love some. A few biscuits would be nice too. I’m starving.”


  “Certainly.”


  Mr. Conran got on the phone, and a few minutes later the tea arrived along with several people,


  all of whom were introduced and whose names Godfrey promptly forgot. They gathered around the


  conference table while Godfrey poured his tea from a very pretty china pot and at the same time


  stuffed a couple of Custard Creams into his mouth. He had taken a long drink of his tea and downed a


  couple more biscuits before he looked up to find the assemblage watching him.


  “You know Mr. Maputwa from Uganda?” Mr. Conran asked.


  Self-conscious at stuffing himself so openly, Godfrey felt his cheeks warm. Perhaps they thought


  he was a nutcase who was only on the scrounge for free tea and biscuits. “No, I’ve never met him.


  Young Fox, Afton Baillie, told me a most fantastic tale, which, to be honest, I tend to believe. He


  looks rather unusual—Fox, that is—but he is a kind and decent young man, and he’s very worried


  about the man he loves.”


  “He’s gay?” Stephen Conran said the words rather nervously, or so Godfrey thought. What was


  he hiding? “What’s the other man’s name?”


  “Dr. Edward Atherton. He’s a scientist at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical


  Medicine.”


  Conran nodded at one of the men, who left the room. “How did you meet them, and what’s their


  connection to Maputwa?”


  Managing to eat and drink at the same time, Godfrey told the silent group about the morning he


  met Fox and the young man’s confession that he disliked his father. Best not mention that he was going


  to kill him. “Apparently the father is a rather brutal ex-army man who now works as a soldier of


  fortune. A Captain William Baillie.”


  Conran glanced at one of his colleagues. “Do we know him?”


  The woman nodded. “He’s not one of ours.”


  Briefly Godfrey went into the surprise meeting at the café and the offer to counsel Fox and Dr.


  Atherton. “I arrived at the address on Great Russell Street.” One of the men had been making notes on


  a laptop all along and asked him to repeat the address, which he did. “A black car drew up, and three


  very dark-skinned men attempted to abduct Dr. Atherton as he stood on the front step talking to Fox.


  But Dr. Atherton appeared to be rather good at martial arts and managed to escape back into the


  house. The men left in the car, and that was that. Fox told me later that he needed to speak to his


  father, but when he went home, Captain Baillie wasn’t there. Fox came to the rectory a couple of


  hours ago and told me all about the Lintrane.”


  “Lintrane?” Conran asked.


  As best he could remember Godfrey related the story of the lethal compound and how Dr.


  Atherton had made it safe, refusing to tell anyone how to make the dangerous version. “It seems this


  Ugandan man and a Dr. Howard are both in on it, along with Fox’s father who it seems is in Uganda


  himself at present. They want the compound as a bioweapon.”


  “And Dr. Atherton? Where is he?”


  “He told Fox he was going to join his parents in Paris, but Fox thinks he has gone to their family


  farm. I’ve no idea where that is.”


  At a nod from Mr. Conran, the young man taking notes left the room.


  Godfrey refilled his cup and took a long slurp of tea. “Thirsty work, all this regaling of tales.”


  He smiled, realizing as he did so how automatic it was. A grieving widow required an understanding


  smile. An unhappy husband needed a sympathetic smile. A parishioner with cancer was treated to a


  cajoling but understanding smile, a you can beat this, and I’ll help you kind of smile. Right now he


  was just smiling like an idiot because he was certain they would call the police and have him taken


  off in a straitjacket.


  “Would you like more biscuits, vicar?” Conran asked.


  “Oh dear me, I finished the whole plate. No. Better not, but thank you.”


  “So you feed the poor?” The man was making conversation now while they checked him out to


  see if he had been sectioned recently. “That’s very Christian of you.”


  “Yes, well, I am a vicar. I run a free tea and sandwich wagon. As I mentioned, that was how I


  met Fox, but he refused the sandwich because he’s vegan. I serve whatever I can get donated, and it’s


  usually Spam or cheese.”


  “Where do you locate your van?”


  “I drive it to the poorer areas and park for an hour or two, then move on. I was outside St.


  Pancras when I met Fox.”


  The young man returned and whispered to Mr. Conran, who then said, “A Dr. Edward Atherton


  crossed into France today with his wife. But it appears to be the father. The younger Dr. Atherton has


  not left the country. We are watching the Chunnel and the ferries for him as we speak. And Fox,


  where is he?”


  “He went off to find Eddie, as he calls him. They could both be in danger now. You do believe


  me, don’t you?”


  “Yes. And we appreciate you coming in and waiting all this time. I’ll have someone drive you


  home now. You must wait there. If Afton Baillie or Dr. Atherton contacts you, you must get in touch at


  once.” He handed Godfrey a card and rose to indicate that he wanted him to leave now. Beckoning a


  young man, Conran said, “Take the reverend home.” He extended a hand.


  Godfrey shook it firmly but hung on to it when he said, “You will find them and keep them safe?”


  “Don’t worry. They’ll be looked after.”


  Feeling somewhat reassured by Mr. Conran, Godfrey followed the young man back through the


  maze of corridors and out onto the street. It was wonderfully cool out. The shining pavements and


  puddles attested that it had been raining for some time, but in the windowless concrete bunker he’d


  had no idea.


  “NICE MAN,” STEPHEN Conran said to his colleague. “It took courage to bring this story to


  us, and thank goodness he did. Maputwa has been a concern for the last five years. Every bid for


  election has ended in failure for him, so now he’s resorting to terrorizing his way into government. He


  needs to be removed…permanently.”


  “First we need to find Dr. Atherton and his bf,” Rosemary Crane said.


  “Bf?” Conran squinted at her.


  “Teenage abbreviation for boyfriend. My daughter says it all the time, that and OMG, which


  means ‘oh my God.’”


  “Ahh.” Conran nodded. It would be a few years before his three children were teenagers, but


  soon enough. He dreaded the thought of little Annabelle bringing boys home. The phone on the table


  rang, and he pressed it to his ear. “Not there? Stand by.”


  “No sign of Afton Baillie or the bf at Great Russell Street or at the Baillie house in Finchley.


  Where do the Atherton parents live?”


  Conran stood behind Rosemary while she put a password in the computer, which took her


  directly into the database of the Metropolitan Police Service. She searched the name Atherton in the


  vehicle license files. “Cowbell Lane, Mitton Village. It’s about two hours away.”


  Conran bit his lower lip. “Bet he’s there. When people are afraid, they always return to a place


  where they feel safe.” He picked up the phone again, punched in a number, and began to give


  instructions.


  Chapter Fifteen


  The first lift Fox got was from a middle-aged woman who spent the whole time admiring his


  clothes and telling him how much she loved gays. She said she wished her son were gay, though his


  dad would kill him. Fox just wished she’d shut the fuck up. All he wanted was to see Eddie, to know


  Eddie was safe until whoever Godfrey talked to at MI6 came to save him. Even thinking about MI6


  and international kidnappers seemed crazy. Like the world had gone mad. If it seemed that way to


  him, who lived in the war zone of their house in Finchley with a father who threatened his family with


  guns, then what the hell were Eddie save-the-world Atherton and Godfrey feed-the-poor Rooke going


  through? Especially Eddie, who was running for his life. Fox did not believe the story about his


  joining his parents in Paris. He had gone to the farm even though the bad guys knew about the place.


  Like an ostrich, Eddie would hide his head in the sand and think no one could see him.


  The woman dropped him off at a deserted BP station on the A603 where she had to make the turn


  to Aylesbury. “Someone will come along soon, luv. You’ll be fine.”


  “Thanks.” Fox waved her off, glad not to have to listen to her anymore but worried that he


  wouldn’t get another lift. What was happening to Eddie at that moment? Had the Men in Black found


  him, and what would they do to him when they did?


  The little variety shop at the petrol station was in darkness. Fox walked over to find that the sign


  read CLOSE 9:00 p.m. OPEN 5:00 a.m. He pulled out his mobile to check the time. It was coming up


  to eleven o’clock.


  It had been raining steadily for the last hour, but suddenly it began in earnest. For a couple of


  minutes he tried plastering himself against the building, but the wind carried the rain into his face.


  There was no shelter, and anyway, he’d never get a ride by hiding. Perhaps someone would feel sorry


  for him standing in the downpour.


  They didn’t.


  Waiting by the side of the road, soaking wet, makeup running until he must look like Brandon


  Lee in The Crow, he was not attracting another lift. Cars sped by without stopping. The few that


  slowed down sped up again when they saw him up close.


  When a vehicle finally did stop, it was a frigging great articulated lorry with a driver who


  looked like a serial killer from one of those road films. He had a shaved head with the hair just


  beginning to grow back, a day’s growth of beard on his face, and a plaid shirt that needed a good


  wash. His jeans looked greasy. “Hop in, kid.”


  Fox hesitated just long enough for the driver to say loudly, “Get the fuck in, or close the door.


  The seats are getting wet.”


  The man reminded him of William Baillie sufficiently to make him obey. Better the devil you


  know.


  Climbing up into the rig was like climbing a tree. It was incredibly high and felt unsafe. While


  he fastened his seat belt the driver watched him, half smiling. “You a queer?”


  “I am, actually. Do you want me to get out?” The scared side of him hoped the man would say


  yes, but the desperate-to-see-Eddie side prayed he would say no.


  “Nah. You can stay.” With a looked over his shoulder the driver pulled the lorry back into the


  sporadic traffic. With one hand he reached between the seats and produced a roll of kitchen paper.


  “Where you going, kid?”


  “Mitton. How close can you get me?” Fox pulled off several sheets of paper and began to dry his


  face. The paper came away black with his eye makeup. With another wad of paper he wiped away the


  remaining makeup and rubbed his hair.


  “I’m going right by, but I can’t drive through. They have a no big hauls regulation that prohibits


  lorries driving through the village. I’ll drop you on the nearest ring road; then I can go on to the


  coast.”


  “Thanks, mate,” Fox said gratefully. The bloke seemed kinder every minute.


  “So what do queers get up to?”


  Here we go again. The endless curiosity of boring heterosexuals about what gays do in


  private. “Same as you lot: eat, sleep, fart, go to school, go to work. We just choose to do it with


  members of the same sex.”


  The man looked sideways at him while Fox wished he would keep his eyes on the road. He was


  as bad as Eddie on that trip to Mitton. Eddie. Everything was Eddie now. Eddie had become his


  reference point. The center from which all else extended. For so many years it had been the twins,


  and he was still circling in their orbit, but Eddie had become his satellite without his even realizing


  it. Now Eddie hated him, and Fox couldn’t blame him, but he wouldn’t let anyone hurt him if he could


  help it.


  The man looked straight ahead as he said, “Will you give me a blowjob? I’ll pay you.”


  That didn’t take long. Fox looked at the windscreen, rain belting against it. The wind had


  picked up, whipping trees and sending branches hurtling across the road. He did not want to be left


  out in this mess trying to find another lift. “I don’t want money. I just want to get to Mitton. If I have to


  suck your cock for it, I will. But I’d rather not.”


  For the next ten minutes the only sound in the cab was the rain lashing the windows and the wind


  screaming. There was very little traffic; people probably had more sense than to be out in a storm.


  When the traffic thinned to almost nothing, the driver pulled over into a lay-by. Without a word he


  opened the fly on his greasy jeans and leaned back against the headrest. One more glance at the storm


  and Fox decided there was no getting out of this. He unfastened his seat belt and leaned over.


  The smell of unwashed cock met his nose before the feel of wiry pubic hairs tickled his face.


  Holding his breath, he took the cock in his mouth and sucked hard, but he refused to squeeze the balls


  or help the man orgasm. Typical of a straight bloke, he lasted about ninety seconds before flooding


  Fox’s mouth with his hot sperm. Even as the serial killer look-alike filled his mouth, Fox was


  grabbing blindly for the kitchen roll. He sat up and spat the fluids into a wad of paper, wiping his lips


  as he did so in an attempt to erase the taste of the man from his mouth. The only cock he wanted to


  taste was Eddie’s. The only smell he wanted in his nostrils was Eddie’s. Eddie’s mouth on his.


  Eddie’s tongue down his throat. Only Eddie.


  Panting, eyes still closed, the man handed him a bottle of water from the door pocket. Fox drank


  most of the bottle with gratitude, washing the taste from his mouth. He fastened his seat belt again and


  waited.


  “I love you,” he whispered.


  “That’s nice, but I don’t think I’ll be seeing you again, kid,” the man said.


  “I wasn’t talking to you, mate. I was talking to my boyfriend.”


  The man glanced over his shoulder before looking at Fox. “Oh, right.”


  Within minutes they were on the road again. Looking straight ahead, the driver slid a CD into the


  player. “This is an American CD. Truckers for Jesus.” The cab was blasted with a woman who


  sounded like Dolly Parton warbling a sentimental hymn, “The Road Ahead Is Straight, and My Lord


  Leads Me Down it.”


  “No shit,” Fox said. “Did Jesus like blowjobs?”


  “Hey!” The man looked at him. “I won’t have any blasphemy. I’ll leave you at the next service


  center if you say things like that.”


  Both hands held up, palms out in a gesture of defeat, Fox watched the road, thinking of Eddie.


  “Just get me to Mitton.”


  


  * * * *


  Except for the muted light filling the kitchen and living room windows through the closed


  


  curtains, the farm lay in darkness when Edward drove into the courtyard. In an attempt to make it look


  like he wasn’t there he parked the small rental car over by the barn. Covering his head with his


  carryall to ward off the pouring rain, he ran to the house and let himself in, punching in the alarm code


  at the door. Only when he had wandered through the house, checking every room, did he acknowledge


  that his parents were not there. They were in France. They had said they were going, and they went.


  His mum had phoned him last night to verify their departure and to assure him that the timed burglar


  lights and the alarm were activated.


  Ever since he could remember, even though he knew something to be so, in his mind’s eye


  Edward always saw what he had seen the last time or what he saw most times. Home always meant


  his parents at the door happy to see him.


  “You are thirty years old. Grow up, Edward,” he said into the stillness. The way his mind


  worked had always confused him. How was it possible to be so intelligent and yet so naive, to


  understand complex information so well and yet not understand a joke or truly grasp that his parents


  were not home until he checked every room?


  In the kitchen he opened the fridge. Mum had been shopping for a siege as usual. With a packet


  of cold meat in hand he took a loaf from the bread bin and put them on the table before setting the


  kettle to boil on the AGA.


  In almost every instance Edward had the ability to put distracting thoughts from his head in order


  to focus on the immediate task. The drive to the farm had been horrendous in the rain, and the idea that


  the men in the black car could be behind him at any moment was not far away, but he was able to


  focus on the road and arrive in one piece. They’d find him at the farm, Eddie knew that for certain,


  but home was always a place he felt safe and loved, so that was where he gravitated. Here he knew


  all the places to hide.


  For the last few days he had attempted to thrust Fox from his mind. Fox was a liar. He was a


  betrayer. He was an artist who wore makeup and skirts. They would never have lasted. But he could


  not compartmentalize him. Thoughts of Fox crept into everything Edward did, every thought he had.


  To his utter astonishment he sank down at the table, dropped his forehead onto the cool wooden


  surface, and burst into tears, wailing loudly for several minutes. Gasping, choking on his own mucus,


  he finally sat up, looking round for something to blow his nose on.


  His father always kept a copious supply of snowy white hankies in the drawer in the bedroom.


  Edward lifted the hissing kettle off the hob and set it aside before stumbling upstairs.


  Sure enough a stack of neatly folded handkerchiefs was in its usual place in his father’s


  underwear drawer. Comforting, familiar, the sight almost made him break down again. On the side of


  his parents’ four-poster bed Edward sat down and blew his nose.


  Fox, I want you. I want to be able to trust you. I want us to live together and have kids. A


  little boffin like me and a little Goth like you. You can paint and sell your work whenever you can.


  I’ll bring home the bacon until you’re famous. The twins can live with us forever if you want. Just


  be my husband, and stop confusing me with your stories.


  The pouring rain on the thatched roof muffled the sounds coming from the road, so it was not


  until Edward saw a light through the curtains that extinguished abruptly that he knew a car had pulled


  into the courtyard. He switched off the bedside light before opening the curtain a little. Outside a


  sleek black car waited in the rain. Five or six men got out and began to move around the exterior of


  the house. They had found him, and so quickly. They wanted the deadly version of Lintrane. He’d die


  before he would live with that on his conscience, but not willingly.


  It took only minutes before they were inside the house. Edward heard them moving around,


  speaking in heavily accented English and another language he assumed to be Swahili. It was too late


  to run up to the attic. As a child he always hid under the bed during hide-and-seek, and he was always


  found. Eventually a school friend had told him, Atherton, if you always hide in the same place, I’ll


  always be able to find you, that he’d realized his mistake.


  Dropping to his knees, he crawled under the bed. There was no other choice. A moment later the


  door opened, and the overhead light went on. The man searching the room was methodical. Edward


  heard the wardrobe doors open, the curtain being lifted aside, and then the whites of two eyes shone


  brightly in a dark-skinned face, staring straight at him. The man called out in Swahili. Moments later


  the room was filled with strangers. Arms reached under the bed, dragging him out by his clothes.


  Five men surrounded him, three black and two white, but they faded into nothing at the entrance


  of a large man who looked like Idi Amin. His presence was frightening, exuding a sense of raw


  violence and power. He was not as tall as Edward, but he was much broader and more muscular.


  The man laughed, showing dark gums and yellow teeth. When he’d heard the men in the house,


  Edward had begun to get frightened, but that laugh formed a knot of abject fear in his belly, taking it to


  a new level. That the man was mad was patently clear.


  “Dr. Edward Atherton. The boyfriend of Captain Baillie’s son with the black eyes. Do you know


  what we do with homosexuals in my homeland? We hound them to death. We put them in jail. We


  torture them. When I am leader, there will be a death penalty for any man caught in a homosexual act.


  Women will be beaten in the public squares.”


  “Then I pray you will never gain power,” Edward said. He sounded remarkably calm


  considering how loose his bowels were.


  “I will gain power. I will rule Uganda. And you will help me. My name is Ogwambi Maputwa.


  Remember that name if you live through this night.”


  The men in the room could be the same men he had confronted on his doorstep. It had happened


  so quickly he never got a proper look at them, but judging by the way these men swarmed him and


  took control of him so quickly, they were obviously ready for him. Two of them pinned his arms


  behind his back and handcuffed him while the others cuffed his feet. In a second Edward was helpless


  and being carried downstairs to the kitchen.


  The bread and meat from his unmade sandwich were where he had left them. He was dying for a


  cup of tea. At a gesture from Maputwa, the men dragged the large kitchen table away from the middle


  of the room.


  The Ugandan placed a kitchen chair in the middle of the flagstone floor. He pointed at it, and at


  once the men fastened Edward to the chair. The steel ankle cuffs were removed, and his legs were


  secured to the chair legs with plastic handcuffs. Likewise his hands were tied to the sides of the chair.


  The kitchen he had always found so inviting had become a torture chamber.


  It was the most terrifying and surreal situation he had ever been in, and it was made stranger by


  the fact that all the men, including Maputwa, wore dark suits as if they were at some sort of


  diplomatic meeting at the UN. He had not anticipated the suddenness of this attack and the


  helplessness of being overpowered and restrained.


  “Now, Dr. Atherton.” With his arms folded over his broad chest, Maputwa stood before


  Edward, smiling down at him. “You know what I want.”


  Edward met his gaze. “You want to kill people with my pesticide.”


  “Yes.” Maputwa laughed again. “I hear you are a genius. Would you like to work for me? You


  would enjoy untold wealth.” Thunder crashed loudly overhead. “You could live in a country where it


  is warm and sunny much of the time.”


  Scattered laughter issued from the men standing about the kitchen. One of them had taken the


  packet of cold meat from the table and was eating it directly from the plastic wrapping.


  “No, thank you. I would rather keep my integrity,” Edward said.


  The power of the arm that shot out, cracking Edward across the face, sent his head snapping


  back. Caught unawares, his tongue crushed between his teeth. Blood ran from his mouth even as he


  wondered if his vertebrae had fractured.


  “You will lose your life if you do not agree to cooperate very quickly.” Maputwa took a step


  back, refolded his arms, and smiled. “Let us begin again. I hear you have an excellent memory. That


  you are a genius. You will give me formula for the lethal form of Lintrane, and I will let you live.”


  The ringing in Edward’s ears made it impossible to think. There was a gash in his tongue where


  he had bitten it. The taste of blood was sickening, and he feared his jaw was dislocated.


  When the pain subsided slightly, he attempted to move his lower jaw from side to side. It still


  moved, but his tongue was swelling from the bite. When he spoke, his words sounded thick. “I don’t


  care to live with that on my conscience, so kill me if you must.” Like birds winging through the skies,


  images flew through Edward’s brain. His mum and dad at his funeral. Nik telling her kids about Uncle


  Edward who had died heroically. Fox living with another man, not even remembering him.


  Through the kitchen door a short, stocky figure strode. “Don’t be a fool, Atherton. You are taking


  the high moral ground right now because all you have suffered is a slap to the cheek. You will be


  praying for death by the time these men have finished with you, and you will have told them all they


  want to know anyway, so why not get it over with?” In one hand Dr. Howard held an iPad, and with


  the other he dragged a chair over to sit about six feet from Edward. “I have in here the data on the


  safe form of the pesticide. You will tell me what alterations to make, and I assume Mr. Maputwa will


  let you go.”


  “Your career will be over.” Edward’s speech sounded oddly slurred like that time he had


  smoked marijuana.


  Without opening his mouth Howard chuckled deep in his throat. The sound was so smug it made


  Edward want to punch him. In fact, he had wanted to punch him for a long time.


  “My career is just beginning. I am going to Uganda to live and work in my own lab, all funded


  by Mr. Maputwa. He will lead Uganda within the next year with my help and yours. If you had not


  changed the Lintrane and then refused to give me the original compound, you could have gone on with


  life, pursuing prostitutes, and been none the wiser. But you would insist on having morals. Silly man.”


  The bullying he had been subjected to in school made the cruel words roll off Edward’s back.


  “Is Captain Baillie here as well, and his son?” Fox was in on this just like his father. He had to be.


  Maputwa raised a hand to silence Howard. “Captain Baillie is in Uganda waiting for the


  Lintrane to use in guerrilla warfare. The boy in the skirt is nothing more than his father’s pawn. He is


  not here. He has nothing to do with this. He was sent to lure you, to get into your flat to steal the data


  we needed. And you were very easy to lure.” He grinned, leaning down into Edward’s face. “Begin


  now to give Dr. Howard the information he needs.”


  So Fox had told the truth about his part in this. And he had come to Edward at LSHTM to warn


  him. That knowledge alone would make his death easier, because he was not going to tell this man


  anything. “I don’t remember the formula, and I destroyed all the data. There’s nothing I can do.”


  Maputwa’s eyes opened wide as if he were terribly surprised. Edward spotted at once the signs


  of drug use: bloodshot eyes, clumsy movements, inappropriate affect. “But what about your eidetic


  memory, Dr. Atherton?”


  This time the crack rocked the opposite side of Edward’s face. If possible, the force was even


  greater, but he saw it coming and avoided biting his tongue this time. The man was going to break his


  jaw. Gasping for breath, he steadied himself. The beating would continue and get worse. He saw that


  now. How long could he stand the assault before he passed out? Passing out might be a good thing. At


  least he would feel nothing.


  “Atherton, don’t be a fool. Start speaking before you are unable to. If you think you are going to


  die before you give us what we want, you are wrong. They will torture you and bring you round as


  many times as it takes, but you will give up the information,” Dr. Howard said.


  The swelling in Edward’s mouth was causing him to slobber as if he had been to the dentist and


  had freezing. At about eleven years old he had been knocked around quite severely at school before


  he took karate. At the time, in his eleven-year-old mind, he had thought he was going to die.


  But it was the sight of one of the men with what looked like a crowbar in his hands that made


  him finally lose control of his bowels. Everything in his intestines had turned to liquid, and the


  crowbar hefted by a man in a suit with a blank look on his face caused it to run out. The smell filled


  the air around him, humiliating him more than anything else that could have happened.


  “Oh dear. I think he is getting nervous,” Maputwa said.


  Laughter erupted around him.


  “For God’s sake, Atherton, just give me the information. This is not going to have a happy


  ending, but you can make it less painful by speaking now,” Howard said.


  An unexpected raging anger took hold of Edward, making the man with the crowbar fade into a


  mist of faces. He closed his eyes and ordered his brain to focus on the one thing that was more


  important than anything. Fox was not involved in this. Fox had tried to warn him.


  Every sense in Edward’s body was magnified and yet distorted. He heard a loud crack, but it


  was not his face this time. His left knee exploded with fiery pain that traveled up and down his leg


  and made him release the contents of his stomach. He had vomited and shit himself. What was left?


  His head dropped forward, and he must have lost consciousness because the next thing he knew, he


  was waking up. It was like the dentist again, that time he’d had his wisdoms out. One minute he was


  inhaling the gas; the next he was waking up with his mouth stuffed with cotton batting. But on that


  occasion the pain was numbed. Nothing numbed this pain. His left leg was on fire, the pain so severe


  that he would vomit again if there were anything left in his stomach.


  “Are you ready to speak now?” Dr. Howard asked.


  His voice sounded distant and strange. Edward did not answer, because at that moment he


  couldn’t. One glance down showed blood-soaked trousers and a bone sticking out of his left leg


  through the tear.


  The confusion in his mind drew him back to the experiments he had conducted on the large


  animals. Fox would hate him for it. The animals had died slowly over a period of several hours. The


  autopsies he had conducted showed that their lungs and throats had become paralyzed. The very


  thought of people, not just soldiers, but women and children suffering such a fate made his pain fade


  into nothingness. He managed to say, “Fuck off.” All his years of martial arts training kicked in. He


  focused his mind on a single thought that made the pain bearable. Fox.


  


  * * * *


  Fox was drenched. The soaking he had got before he was picked up by the trucker for Jesus had


  


  more or less dried by the time he was dropped off at the ring road into Mitton. Trying to remember


  the roads Eddie had driven along when they visited, Fox had wandered all over the place before


  finally finding the village green. From there he found his way easily to Cowbell Lane.


  The sight that greeted him there made him sick to his stomach. Two black cars were parked in


  the dark courtyard. The lights in the downstairs rooms were on. Where the hell was Eddie?


  Then he spotted a small car that looked like a rental by the barn. Eddie was in the house, and


  God only knew who else was in there and what they were doing to him. In the darkness he walked


  around the house looking for an open window, but there wasn’t one. He was out of his depth, having


  no idea how to break into a house undetected. Stealing Eddie’s computer was the only criminal act he


  had ever committed in his life, and he hadn’t wanted to do that.


  At the kitchen window he listened. The pounding rain lessened for a few moments, allowing him


  to hear voices inside. Heavily accented English indicated Mr. Maputwa talking, but Fox could not


  make out the words. Then, in shock, he heard his father’s voice. Pressing his ear to the window, he


  heard the words, “Let him regain consciousness, and tell him what you will do next if he doesn’t


  cooperate. He already knows what you’re capable of.”


  Regain consciousness? He had to mean Eddie. Holy shit, what had they done to him? Baillie


  was supposed to be in Uganda; it must have been a lie.


  Beside the window a spade leaned up against the wall. Fox grabbed it. What the hell was he


  supposed to do with it? Those men had guns like his father. A gun he could use if he had one; he knew


  how to shoot straight. He’d have to disarm one of the men. No. His only hope was to try to talk to his


  father. But he’d never listened to him before. Why now?


  Without warning the kitchen door opened. Fox plastered himself against the wall. The man who


  exited looked briefly left and right, then turned to go back in. On instinct Fox slammed the spade over


  the man’s head. The thud of the spade and the man’s brief cry were both swept away in the storm. His


  heart pounding with fear, Fox felt over the body for his gun. As soon as it was in his hand he knew it


  was a GLOCK 26, his father’s weapon of choice.


  Inside he heard someone moan, and a voice said, “He’s waking up.”


  Driven by fear, not thinking or seeing, Fox opened the door and walked in. Maputwa stood


  looking directly into his eyes. The mad, drug-crazed stare he had seen before filled him with terror.


  The man was not in the slightest bit afraid of him, and a second later Fox knew why. By the time he


  felt someone behind him, an arm took a stranglehold on his throat. A hand gripped his wrist and


  effectively disarmed him before he had time to speak. “Sir!” he screamed, appealing to his father, but


  he could not see him.


  “What are you doing there, you fucking moron?”


  Fox looked frantically around for his father, unable to grasp were the man’s voice was coming


  from, but his gaze fell on Eddie. His face was bruised and turning grayish purple. Through swollen


  slits of eyes Eddie looked back at him. His face was bad enough, but it was his leg that made Fox’s


  stomach lurch. His left trouser leg was soaked with blood, and, sickeningly, the tibia bone was


  broken and sticking out through the flesh and out of the hole in his corduroys. The grayness of his face


  could be due to blood loss. “Eddie!” It came out as a wail.


  With one finger Maputwa pointed at a chair, and in seconds Fox was secured to it with plastic


  handcuffs just as Eddie was but about five feet away from him. All Fox wanted to do was take care of


  him, get him to a hospital and nurse him back to health. Not being able to save him or even get close


  to him made him feel ill and raging angry. That was when he saw that one of the men held a crowbar.


  A glance back at Eddie’s leg and he knew how the injury had happened.


  Maputwa snatched the iPad from Dr. Howard’s hands and thrust it into Fox’s face. His father


  was on Skype. He wore his camo gear as usual, but the background was unfamiliar. “I’m in Uganda.


  Why are you there and not at home where you’re supposed to be?”


  For no more than a second Fox looked at the man he despised before looking back at the man he


  loved. “They’ve nearly killed Eddie. Do something, please, sir.”


  “Get him to tell them the information they want, and they’ll let him go. They just want the


  information.”


  At once Fox said, “Eddie, give them what they want, or they’ll kill you. Just give them what they


  want.”


  It took Eddie more than a minute to answer, and when he did, his voice was weak with effort.


  “I’ll die first, but I won’t let them kill innocent people. I’m not telling them anything.”


  “Eddie, I didn’t know anything about this. I stole your computer, but beyond that, I’m not


  involved. I didn’t know; I didn’t.” He blinked back tears, ashamed to be emotional before these men


  and his father. And the state Eddie was in, if anyone should be crying, it was him, but he wasn’t.


  Eddie sat stoic even in his bloodied and beaten state. There was vomit on his polo shirt and shit


  soaking through his trousers, but he wasn’t crying, and he was still refusing to compromise his


  principles.


  Through swollen lips Eddie said, “I know, dear.”


  At the words, Mr. Maputwa laughed out loud. Around him his lackeys laughed too. “They are in


  love. Captain Baillie. Your son is in love with Dr. Atherton.”


  “You’re a fucking madman,” Fox said. “And you’re drugged up to your eyeballs.”


  The smack across his cheek stung like hell but didn’t do the damage Eddie had suffered. Eddie


  looked like he’d been hit with a sock with a brick in it. Maputwa leaned into Fox’s face; his fetid


  breath turned Fox’s stomach. “Tell your boyfriend to give me the information I want, and all this will


  be over. You will be free to go and do whatever dogs like you get up to.”


  Maputwa looked at the iPad. “Captain Baillie, what do you recommend next?”


  “Show me the queer,” he said. Laughing, Maputwa turned the iPad toward Fox. “Not him. The


  other queer.” The man’s laugh was insane, literally like a hyena, as he turned the iPad to Eddie.


  “Show me his whole body,” Baillie said.


  Maputwa stepped back to give a better view. “He’s too injured to push him further, and if he can


  take that knee injury and still refuse to cooperate, he’s willing to die for what he believes in.”


  “Yes!” Fox said. “That’s my Eddie.” The next words that came out of his father’s mouth struck


  him a blow like no other.


  “Torture Fox. That will make the other queer talk.”


  “No! No!”


  For one unreal moment Fox thought he had cried out, but he was too stunned to speak.


  Eddie, with a tortured look on his face, had screamed the words. “Don’t hurt him.”


  Maputwa placed the iPad flat on the table and took a bag from his pocket. On the iPad screen he


  razored and snorted a couple of lines of cocaine before thrusting the bag back into his pocket. The act


  seemed to give the others leave to do the same. Several of the men present followed suit. Then


  Maputwa picked up the iPad and walked out of the kitchen, saying, “Tell me how best to do it. I take


  it you don’t want him dead.”


  Across the kitchen Fox’s gaze met and locked with Eddie’s. If he weren’t about to be tortured


  and the man he loved weren’t sitting there with a bone sticking out of his leg and his face looking like


  raw meat, the look would have rivaled the best romantic film. “I love you, Eddie. I love you.”


  “Do you?” He looked really weird speaking through swollen lips that hardly moved.


  Not a sound came from the other men in the room during the exchange.


  Minutes later Maputwa walked back in carrying a towel. “Dr. Howard.”


  “Yes, Mr. Maputwa?”


  It was like they were at the Mad Hatter’s tea party. A gang of complete nutters was doing blow


  while politely using everyone’s proper names. “Hold the computer so that Captain Baillie can watch


  his son.”


  The man with the Charlie Chaplin walk obeyed while Maputwa went to the kitchen sink. After


  rooting about in the cupboard underneath, he pulled out a large black bin bag. Fox couldn’t take his


  eyes off him. As terrified as he was, he felt strangely still. It was like when he cut himself. Everything


  looked distant, and sounds became muffled.


  Looking at his father’s face, he whispered, “Dad?” The stony stare he got in response was the


  same one he had seen many times before. It was that look of blame; if Fox would just be more of a


  man, more like Baillie, everything would be fine. It was that look that said, You are a disappointment


  to me.


  Maputwa turned on the tap and soaked the towel before wringing out some of the water. Then,


  standing in front of Fox, he wrapped the sodden towel tightly around his head. It took a second for


  him to realize what was happening, and when he did, he panicked, yanking at the plastic ties holding


  him to the chair, but he was helpless. They were so tight.


  Thrashing about, he tipped the chair and felt hands gripping him roughly, righting the chair and


  holding it still. In another second the water he was inhaling from the wet towel was nearly cut off


  when something else covered it. Maputwa had wrapped the plastic bin bag over the towel and was


  twisting it tightly at his neck.


  Fox couldn’t move or breathe. Fear and panic shot through his muscles and brought bile up from


  his stomach into his mouth. Powerless to spit it out, he began to choke. He was going to die.


  Do anything to me. Rape me, beat me, but don’t take my air.


  Survival instincts kicked in when death was imminent. In an attempt to dislodge the towel and


  bag, Fox shook his head so violently he felt as if he had dislocated the vertebrae in his neck. All the


  time he could hear Eddie screaming his name.


  “That’s enough. Stop now.”


  The voice filtering through his fear was his father’s. The bag and towel came off at once.


  Gratitude flooded him. Even his father could not watch him being tortured and was sorry he had


  suggested it. The sudden light after the moments of blinding darkness caused Fox to close his eyes as


  he gasped for breath. Burning yellow bile spilled from his mouth down the front of his shirt.


  It was over. But it wasn’t. The sight of the bin bag lying on the floor brought on a fresh wave of


  nausea. Fox couldn’t remember eating that day, but there was something in his stomach, because it


  came up now, spilling down his shirt and between his feet as he leaned forward. The water he had


  inhaled dripped from his nose. Even when the water had cleared and his stomach was empty, he


  gasped for air as if it had been cut off again.


  The fear in the pit of his belly had become a knot tightening like a tourniquet. He feared it would


  never go away again. A tear ran down his cheek when he looked at his father’s face on the screen.


  He must love me, because even he couldn’t watch me being tortured.


  “Dr. Atherton, are you ready to talk to us?” Baillie asked.


  Fox looked at Eddie, who nodded. “Yes, I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Just don’t hurt


  Fox again.”


  “Eddie, don’t. So many innocent people will die. I can’t bear to step on an ant, and you’ve got


  more morals that all these arseholes put together. We can’t let people die.” As he said the words, he


  felt vaguely safe. William Baillie would put an end to this. He would not let them hurt his son again.


  But what if they turned on Eddie? He could not see his father because of the angle the iPad was being


  held at. “Sir, please make them stop.”


  Howard leaned down into Eddie’s face. “Dr. Atherton, are you ready to give me the formula? If


  you are, Mr. Maputwa will release you both, and when you are done, these men will drop you at the


  nearest hospital. You really should get something done about that leg.”


  Eddie looked at Fox. “I’m going to tell them what they want. I can’t let them hurt you again.”


  “They’re not going to hurt me anymore. Dad, tell them, please.”


  “Do it again.”


  His father’s voice was clear and loud in the silent room.


  “Torture Fox again just to show these fools who they are dealing with. If I was there, I’d do it


  myself.”


  In a dream Fox watched Maputwa soak the towel for a second time. As he approached him with


  the dripping cloth, the man was grinning so broadly every one of his yellow teeth showed in his dark


  gums. The red veins in his eyes stood out like a mad Jackson Pollock painting. The numbness that had


  followed the first assault was gone in a flash. Fight-or-flight gripped Fox’s body, shooting adrenaline


  through his muscles just as it had a few minutes ago. But he could not fight them, and he could not run.


  His scream tore at his throat.


  Again he inhaled water as the bag wound tightly over the towel, cutting off his air, squeezing the


  remaining water from the towel, which Fox inhaled as he gasped for breath. There was none of the


  peace he found with cutting, only unimaginable fear, followed by pain as the water burned his


  breathing passages and the panic of finding himself unable to breathe. On and on it went as Eddie


  screamed and Maputwa laughed.


  Again William Baillie’s voice said, “Stop now.”


  The bag came off and then the towel. Every breath Fox took was painful all the way from his


  nose down into his watery lungs. He was drowning as he sat there.


  “I’ll tell you everything,” Eddie said, and this time Fox did not tell him not to. The towel and


  bag were thrown onto the floor at his feet. As if they were writhing poisonous snakes, he attempted to


  shimmy his chair away from them. Just looking at them made him want to throw up again.


  In the madness of their dilemma Fox could focus on nothing but staying alive, on his next breath,


  and on Eddie, who was about to hand over everything he believed in to save Fox from further pain.


  A pop like a champagne cork escaping a bottle sounded in the suddenly still room, followed


  instantly by another and another. The noises came from both ends of the kitchen. One by one in


  breathtaking succession the men dropped to the ground, Maputwa, Dr. Howard, the minders. The


  whole thing happened so fast, and the men were so stoned they could not get out their weapons in


  time.


  In a daze Fox looked at the men scattered about the floor, every one of them with blood


  streaming from their heads.


  “Fox?” Eddie gasped.


  “We’re gonna die,” he replied.


  Two men walked into the middle of the room. One came through the back door, the other from


  the door to the hall. One was very tall and handsome with a shaved head and startling blue eyes, the


  other younger, slender, beautiful, with short blond hair. They wore identical black clothing and made


  no sound when they walked. The bigger man spoke into his lapel. “All clear. Maputwa is dead. The


  targets are safe. They need medical assistance ASAP. Give us two minutes to get out of here.”


  The tall man looked at the younger man. “You check those three. I’ll check these two.”


  “I killed one outside the back door, sir. He was unconscious but not dead.” The younger man had


  an American accent.


  “Good boy,” the older man said in a tone and with a look that spoke love.


  Methodically they went from man to man, putting a second bullet through the back of each head.


  “I don’t suppose you could kill my dad as well,” Fox said.


  Without a word the man looked at him, and then the two disappeared out through the back door


  into the night. The rain had stopped, and for a moment Fox looked at Eddie in the silence and then


  around him at the Mad Hatter’s tea party. Water seeped up from his throat, and he was choking again,


  unable to breathe.


  Chapter Sixteen


  Something was choking Fox. There was something in his throat. He was awakening out of a


  dream where he had been drowning, suffocating. Filled with fear, panicked, and at the same time


  angry, Fox grabbed at his face, only to have his hands grasped and pulled away. He tried to sit up and


  was pushed back down.


  “Get the fuck off me!” he screamed.


  “Everything is fine, Afton. You’re safe. You’re safe. Stop fighting.” Only his mum called him


  Afton, but it wasn’t her voice.


  Fox opened his eyes. Two women, one in a white coat, the other dressed like a nurse, looked


  down at him.


  “There’s a tube in your nose going down your throat. If we let go of your hands, you mustn’t


  touch the tube. Okay?” the doctor said.


  Coming to full consciousness, he panted, “’Kay.”


  The doctor leaned on the bed rail with both hands. “And there is a drip in your hand supplying


  you with fluids. Do you know where you are?”


  “Sounds like a mental health question.”


  Both women smiled. The nurse said, “You are in St. Mark’s. It’s a private hospital just outside


  London.”


  “Private? I don’t know who is going to pay you,” Fox said. “I doubt my dad will. He tried to kill


  me.”


  “Don’t worry. It’s taken care of. Do you remember what happened to you?”


  The kitchen, Maputwa, drowning. Those two blokes in black who shot the place up. Eddie.


  “Eddie!”


  The doctor pressed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Dr. Atherton is in surgery. They’re


  trying to put his leg back together. He also has a fractured cheekbone, which was repaired earlier


  today. He’s going to have a fair bit of metal in him by the time he’s done.”


  “Will he…” He could hardly say the words.


  “Oh, he’ll live. He has serious injuries, but it’s you who were in danger of dying, not him. You


  were brought here in the nick of time. I’m going to pull the tube out of your nose now. It will feel


  strange, but don’t worry; I’ll do it quickly. Ready?”


  He wasn’t ready, but she did it so fast he had no time to protest. A horrible pulling sensation


  was followed by the feeling that a worm or something equally gross was slithering up his throat and


  out through his nose, accompanied by an overwhelming sense of panic. He gagged and coughed,


  grabbing at the doctor’s hands.


  “Calm down, Afton. Everything is fine.”


  “Don’t fucking call me Afton. My name’s Fox.” He had no idea why he felt so angry and out of


  control.


  “Fox,” she said. “I’ll write that on your chart. Now I’m going to remove your catheter.”


  “What’s that?”


  She drew down the light blanket and sheet. “It’s in your penis to take the urine. It’s standard


  when you have surgery.” As she spoke, she pulled it out. Again a slithering feeling made his stomach


  muscles tighten, and the end of his cock stung.


  “Are you done fucking around with me?” He really should not be speaking to them like that. He


  was not even conscious when they removed him from the farm, because he had no memory of anything


  but bringing up water and choking.


  “Yes, we’re done. Someone will be in to debrief you soon.” She stood up straight. “All right,


  Fox.” It seemed she had not taken offense at his tone, because she kept hers calm and kind.


  “Debrief? Sounds like the military. Why do I need a debrief?”


  “Everything will be explained.” She indicated a red cord attached to the wall. “That’s a call


  button. Pull it if you need help with anything. Don’t get up without help. You’re still weak.”


  The nurse straightened the bedding, and they both left.


  For a long while he lay alone in the private room. It was really pretty with nice curtains and


  proper armchairs, not his choice in design, which was far more dramatic, but it was nicer than any


  hospital he had ever seen. There were flowers beside the bed. He looked over at the window. The


  curtains were drawn, but the gap between them showed it was night out. Was it the same night, or had


  days gone by?


  Shit! Mum and the twins. Are they all right? Is she feeding them?


  William Baillie’s face filled his head. Fucking bastard. You told them to torture me, you


  fucking bastard. You told them to do it again after I threw up.


  The memory of the towel and the plastic bin bag brought panic rising up in his chest again. He


  sat upright, gasping for air, but he felt so weak. His back hurt; his chest hurt.


  “Shall I fetch a nurse?” A slim, tallish man in a well-tailored suit watched him from the door.


  “I’m all right. You are a doctor?”


  “No.” The man closed the door and pulled a chair up to the bed. “My name is Stephen Conran. I


  need to talk to you about what happened.”


  “I’m really worried about my mum and my sister and brother. Mum can’t look after them


  properly. She drinks.”


  “Someone has already been over to your home to tell Mrs. Baillie where you are. She seemed to


  be coping quite well, though they did say she had been drinking. I’ll send someone over there again to


  check on your siblings. Don’t worry about them. They’ll be fine.”


  Another whoosh of memory came back. It was as if everything that led up to this moment had


  been wiped away in the fear of his near-death experience. The towel and the bin bag were like a


  rebirth of some sort. Like everything before it was a dream. “Oh, I remember now. Everything is such


  a blur when you think you’re going to die. You forget things because they don’t seem important


  anymore. All that matters is being alive and being able to breathe.”


  Conran nodded as if he understood completely. He had really nice eyes, a pale blue. Not the


  startling blue eyes the big bloke had. “Who were those dudes who shot everyone? The young one with


  the American accent and the big bloke?”


  “Don’t worry about them. They did their job.”


  “But I want to give them a big kiss.”


  Conran gave a little laugh. “I’ll pass that on.”


  “Can you get them to kill my dad?”


  After a pause, Mr. Conran said, “We don’t do that sort of thing, Fox. We don’t kill people on


  request. It is unfortunate those men had to die, but it was the only way to get you and Dr. Atherton


  safely out of there.”


  “I’m glad they’re dead. They were evil. Was it you the vicar spoke to?”


  “Yes, we had a long chat. He’s a good man. You were right to confide in him.”


  “So you’re MI6.”


  Without acknowledging the question, Mr. Conran continued, “He told me your father, Captain


  Baillie, ordered you to steal Dr. Atherton’s computer. Do you feel well enough to tell me about it


  yourself?”


  “All right.” From the first order to lure Eddie, he told Mr. Conran everything. Several times he


  had to pause while the man held a glass of water for him, allowing him to sip from a straw. “My


  throat feels raw.” He left out the part about the sex, but he made certain to say, “I knew I loved him,


  almost from that first day. He’s totally weird, he never gets jokes or anything, and he eats Pot


  Noodles, but he’s great. He’s really great.”


  With a gentle smile, Mr. Conran patted his shoulder. “That’s lovely. Can you continue?”


  The last thing Fox wanted to talk about was what happened in Eddie’s house, but he did his best.


  “My dad was on Skype.”


  “Captain William Baillie? He works as a mercenary soldier now he’s retired. Is that right?”


  “Yeah, but I only just found that out. He told Maputwa to torture me to make Eddie talk. Then he


  told him how to do it and when to stop before I died.” The fear of the moment flooded back. Fox


  gasped, gulping in air as the memory grabbed him again. “I couldn’t breathe without inhaling water. I


  was drowning sitting up. My dad told that drug-crazed psycho how to torture me.”


  Mr. Conran took Fox’s hand. “It’s much worse when you are betrayed by someone you love.”


  “I don’t love him. I hate him. I want him dead, but I always wanted him to love me.” Tears ran


  down his cheeks. “Every time I think about that towel and that bin bag, I can’t breathe again.”


  With his other hand Mr. Conran patted Fox’s chest. “What they did to you was a form of


  waterboarding. You can actually drown from it. You inhaled a good deal of water. The doctor tells


  me that you also inhaled some vomit into your lungs. You could easily have died or suffered brain


  damage.”


  “I hate my fucking father. I hate him.” Mucus filled his throat and nose. “I’ve got to sit up. I can’t


  breathe.”


  Mr. Conran released Fox’s hand and pressed a button on the head of the bed. “Wait a minute. I’ll


  adjust the bed so it will elevate your shoulders.”


  With relief Fox sat partially upright, grabbing at the handful of paper tissues Mr. Conran handed


  him. He blew his nose hard. “Thanks.”


  “You’ve got post-traumatic stress disorder, Fox. I’ll get you someone to help you with that after


  you leave here. It will lessen with time. But listen to me very carefully now. Are you paying


  attention?”


  He looked into the man’s gentle face. “Yeah.”


  “You must tell no one what happened.” He looked directly into Fox’s eyes. “None of it, not the


  pesticide, Mr. Maputwa, nothing. You will most certainly not talk about the men who rescued you.


  They risked their lives for you. I will be having this conversation with Dr. Atherton when he is


  conscious. If you talk about this to anyone, you will be in very grave trouble. Do you understand? You


  could be prosecuted by the government.” His face was very serious. “You must forget it ever


  happened. You are no longer in danger.”


  “Yeah, but how do I explain the state I’m in?”


  “You’ve been in a car accident with your friend Dr. Atherton. He was driving. There was a


  storm. There were a number of accidents last night. You remember nothing because you have lost


  your memory of the event.”


  “So it was last night, then?” Fox asked.


  “Yes. All evidence of the activities at the Atherton farmhouse has been removed. They will


  never know what went on in their absence. Your mother and Dr. Atherton’s parents have been


  informed of the accident.” From his briefcase he pulled a folded copy of The Times. A small article


  on page two mentioned several car accidents due to the storm. Afton Baillie and Dr. Edward Atherton


  were mentioned by name. Conran held the newspaper for him, pointing at the story.


  Fox read the article, amazed at these people and how quickly they acted. “I had no idea what my


  dad and Maputwa were up to, and that slimy bloke, Howard. Eddie didn’t either. He had less of a


  clue than me.”


  “We know that, Fox. As soon as you knew the seriousness of the situation, you worked to


  prevent it. You did the right thing. You’re both very brave.”


  “It was God’s idea to come to your people,” Fox said. “I didn’t think anyone would believe


  me.”


  “God?”


  “Godfrey Rooke.”


  “Ahh.” Conran went into his briefcase again to remove a document. He placed it on a clipboard


  and handed Fox a pen. “Read this and sign it.”


  The Official Secrets Act was emblazed across the top of the document in calligraphy. Fox read


  the act and scrawled his name at the bottom.


  “I must go now,” Mr. Conran said. “Get well, and I will arrange a psychologist to assist you


  with the PTSD.”


  Conran was at the door when Fox said, “I want to see Eddie. I want to say sorry for all the lies I


  told him.”


  “He’s already had two surgeries today, his leg and his face. Two different surgeons were


  needed, so he won’t be in any shape to communicate for a while. Aside from that, his debrief is more


  extensive than yours. You can see him after you both leave here if you want to. You may be well


  enough to leave the day after tomorrow. Even though your physical injuries were more immediately


  life threatening, his will take longer to heal.”


  Mr. Conran had the most reassuring voice. Why couldn’t he have a dad like him instead of the


  nutjob he got?


  “Get some sleep, Fox.”


  


  * * * *


  It was still dark out when Fox sat upright and dropped his feet to the floor. Experimentally he


  


  pushed himself up off the bed until he was standing. He felt quite steady and attempted a couple of


  steps. He was naked, and while that didn’t bother him in the least, he doubted it would be a good idea


  to go in search of Eddie like that. A built-in wardrobe across the room caught his attention. Inside he


  found a dressing gown that, while it was new, looked like something Eddie’s dad would wear. “Very


  fetching,” he said, looking at the navy blue and gray stripes. After some fiddling around he figured out


  how to unhook his intravenous bag from the pole, slide it through the arm, and pull on the dressing


  gown. Decently covered, he pushed his IV pole outside into the dim corridor.


  It was more like a hotel than a hospital, nice furniture, none of that utilitarian plastic and metal


  crap NHS hospitals used. Vases of fresh flowers adorned alcoves and tables in the waiting areas. The


  place wasn’t that big, but it was incredibly well equipped. He didn’t get far before a uniformed


  security guard stopped him.


  “Can I help you, sir?” No one had ever called him sir before. Goths were the least likely people


  on earth to be called sir. Aside from that, it reminded him of his father.


  “Name’s Fox. Take me to Dr. Edward Atherton’s room.”


  “I’m not sure I can do that, sir,” the man said.


  From a nearby nurse’s station a couple of nurses came hurrying over, one male and one female.


  “Let me help you back to your room, Mr. Baillie.”


  They were not going to treat him like an Alzheimer’s patient, and he was not going anywhere


  without checking that Eddie was still in the land of the living. “I’m not going back to my room until


  I’ve seen Eddie. Now take me to Eddie, or I’ll start screaming.” After a brief demonstration, his still-


  raw throat was killing him, and the nurses quickly assured him they would see what they could do.


  One rushed back to the desk and got on the phone. The other said to the security guard, “Get him a


  wheelchair. He shouldn’t really be out of bed.”


  The relief he felt when he sank down into the comfortable wheelchair was huge. He hadn’t


  realized how exhausted he was. For several minutes Fox sat resting while the security guard held on


  to the handles of the chair to make sure he didn’t go anywhere.


  “Right, what’s this?” A youngish male doctor walked up to him.


  “Take me to my boyfriend, Dr. Atherton, right now.” If he sounded really determined, they


  would have to comply with him.


  “All right, but he was still asleep last time I looked in on him.” He took control of the


  wheelchair. The sensation of riding in the chair was not pleasant. It moved too fast when he was still


  a bit dizzy. He felt really out of control to have someone else moving him around. They hadn’t gone


  far when they stopped at a room with a security guard sitting outside.


  “Why does he need security? Is he in danger?”


  “It’s just a precaution.” The guard opened the door for them.


  Eddie was asleep. His jaw was wired shut, and his left leg was in a metal caliper that held it


  straight and had screws going through his flesh directly into the knee. His skin was yellow with


  iodine around the screws, and the whole thing was held up by wires suspended from a frame. The


  doctor wheeled Fox over to the bed close enough to take Eddie’s hand. It was very cool. “Why is he


  cold?”


  The doctor placed his hand on Eddie’s chest and then his forehead. “He’s not; he’s fine.


  Sometimes the extremities get cold after surgery.”


  “When is the wire going to come off his jaw?”


  “Maybe ten days,” the doctor said. “Let me take you back to your room now. He’s not going to


  wake up for hours, and you should be lying down.”


  “Hang on,” Fox said. Slowly he stood and leaned over the bed rail. With his fingertips, he


  touched Eddie’s face and then leaned down to kiss him on the forehead. “I love you, dear.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  The twins screamed, running down the steps toward him. “Fox!”


  Gathering them into his arms, Fox kissed and hugged them. “How’s my favorite aliens?”


  “Mum,” they said in unison, looking at the open front door. It was eleven in the morning, and she


  was up. She wasn’t dressed, but still, she was up and smiling. As if that wasn’t enough, the twins had


  said their second word ever.


  Fox turned to wave to the driver who had brought him home from the hospital, but the man was


  already cruising slowly out of the driveway. In the hall Tara kissed him, surprising him with her


  strength when she hugged him tightly. “I wanted to come to the hospital, Afton, but they wouldn’t let


  me.” She still smelled of booze, but she was not drunk by any means. “The man who came to tell us


  what happened said it was called St. Mark’s. He said you weren’t allowed visitors. I tried to look


  them up, but I couldn’t find them on the Internet or in the phone book.”


  Fox had spent four more days in the hospital. When he tried to see Eddie again, he found they


  had moved him. Mr. Conran had returned, saying Fox was not allowed to speak with Eddie until he


  had been debriefed, and he had left it at that.


  “I know. It’s a new hospital, and they were really strict.” Was he going to spend the rest of his


  life lying? “I’m fine now.”


  “What about your boyfriend? The hospital said he was driving the car.”


  “Yeah, he was. He was worse than me. Broken bones. He’s still there.” They walked into the


  bright, extensive living room and sat on the big leather sofa. The room was spotlessly clean and tidy.


  The curtains were wide open. Never in the four years they had lived in the house had they all sat in


  the living room together. “You two been cleaning?” The twins smiled at him. They looked really


  happy.


  “I’ve been up with them every day, Afton,” Tara said proudly. “I’d forgotten how nice it was


  when he’s gone and it’s just us. I wonder if he knows about the car accident. I thought about trying to


  get in touch with him, but I didn’t know how.” At the mention of their father, Arden grasped Fox’s


  hand, and Alder leaned into his side.


  “I suppose he’ll be back soon enough.”


  “Afton, things have got to change, luv,” Tara said. She looked fixedly at him, and he knew


  exactly what she meant.


  “I know,” he said quietly. “I’ve had lots of time to think about it over the last few days.”


  William Baillie was going to die. It was just a matter of when.


  “When do you think he’ll come home?” she asked fearfully.


  “Any day, unfortunately.”


  


  * * * *


  The twins were in the shower together, filling the bathroom with steam and making the air moist.


  


  Fox panicked when he breathed it in and quickly stepped back onto the landing to gather his wits. He


  hadn’t been able to touch a bin bag since he got home, and he’d had to show the twins how to put the


  rubbish out. The shower terrified him, and going out in the rain had become impossible.


  Taking a deep breath, he walked back in, speaking loudly and firmly, which always reassured


  the twins. Someone in their lives had to know what they were doing.


  “Blinkin’ heck, aliens, you didn’t open the window or put the fan on.”


  Giggling came from the glass shower stall. As fast as he could, Fox opened the window and


  switched on the fan, breathing deeply to calm himself as the air cleared. He opened the shower door


  and leaned in to switch off the water. “Look how pink you both are. You must be the cleanest twins in


  the world.”


  His time away had made them cling to him even more, while their happiness at his return


  reminded him of a couple of puppies who missed their master. The thought of their joy being trampled


  on by William Baillie’s return made him feel almost as ill as wet towels did. They’d had two more


  days of freedom, but it couldn’t last. There was nothing to keep Baillie in Uganda now.


  The twins stepped out of the shower, and Fox handed them a towel each. While they rubbed


  themselves he took another towel and began to dry their hair. “Where’s your pajamas, in the


  bedroom?” He never expected an answer, but he was thrilled that they were saying mum now. If they


  could say mum and Fox and pronounce the words perfectly, then they could say other things too.


  From the shelf beside the sink he picked up the hairbrush, glancing at the misted mirror. Just the


  sight of mist made him ill. “Arden first.” His sister stood with her back to him while he gently


  brushed the tangles from her hair. When it was perfect, she stood watching while he did the same to


  Alder.


  Fox glanced at the mirror again to see the mist clearing. The psychologist had come in to see him


  while he was still in the hospital and made him an appointment to come to his Harley Street office for


  counseling. Cognitive behavioral therapy would sort him out in no time, he’d said.


  Fox jumped, convinced he saw a shadow cross the mirror. Every time anything unexpected


  happened, he jumped. Last night he woke up from a dream, certain someone was in the room with


  him, but he was alone. Afterward he had checked the whole house to see if his father had returned.


  “There you go, sweetheart,” he said when Alder’s hair was as perfect as his sister’s.


  Naked, side by side, the twins looked at him, waiting for instructions. Again Fox looked at the


  mirror. The mist had cleared completely, reflecting, to Fox’s horror, William Baillie, standing in the


  half-open doorway staring into the mirror. But his gaze was not on Fox or Alder. He looked intently


  at Arden, making Fox look at her also. For the first time he realized that she was budding little


  breasts, and there was a sprinkling of golden pubic hair at the apex of her thighs. Alder, too, had


  pubic hair, though both twins had narrow, skinny bodies like Fox.


  With lust on his face, William Baillie stared at his daughter’s slender, pale beauty. The sickness


  sprouting in Fox’s belly compared equally with the sickness he had felt when nearly suffocating in


  Eddie’s kitchen.


  As if he had not seen him, Fox kicked the door closed. “Right, you’re both too big to be running


  round the house naked anymore.” He took a couple of clean towels. “Wrap those around yourselves,


  and we’ll go and get your pajamas on.”


  Alder wrapped the towel around his waist, and Arden did the same. “No, like this.” Fox took


  Arden’s towel and wrapped it so it covered her breasts. Alder copied her. “That’s right; well done.”


  He pulled them into a tight hug.


  I’ll keep you safe.


  Cautiously Fox opened the bathroom door. If Baillie was still there, the twins would be


  terrified. But he was gone. “Bedroom!” It must have been the tone of his voice, because the twins


  looked nervous and ran.


  Tonight is the night you die, Captain Baillie. I will not let you hurt my sister.


  From the drawer in their bedroom Fox took two pairs of Winnie the Pooh pajamas and threw


  them at the twins, making them laugh. “Get them on.”


  The twins dropped their towels on the floor and then pulled on their pajamas. He didn’t want


  them out of their bedroom now until he could take care of William Baillie. Fear had taken hold of


  him, and he couldn’t let it go. None of them were safe, but Arden was in greater danger than anyone.


  I’d let him fuck me before I’d let him touch you.


  “Do you need a bedtime snack? You can stay up here and look at the telly, and I’ll bring it up.


  Do you want Ovaltine?”


  They nodded.


  “Say ‘Ovaltine.’”


  They looked at Fox and then at each other, but neither spoke.


  The bedroom door opened slowly. Fox held his breath as his chest seized up and his throat


  constricted. He was having so much trouble breathing since the assault that he was light-headed most


  of the time. Knowing it was all due to panic and stress did not improve it.


  “Afton?” It was his mum.


  “They’re ready for bed. I’m going to get them some Ovaltine.”


  He’s home, she mouthed.


  Fox nodded. I know, he mouthed back. They looked at each other with all the apprehension and


  horror they felt. Tara’s face, pretty these last few days as she tried her hardest to cut down on the


  drink and take part in their lives, was tense and filled with fear again. She would be falling down


  drunk before midnight. “Is he in his office?”


  “He’s in the living room. He says we all have to go down and sit with him.”


  Fox looked at the twins, who stood frozen, gripping each other’s hands. The deer-in-headlights


  analogy described them perfectly. “We have to go downstairs and see him,” he told them gently. As if


  released from bonds, they threw themselves at him and began to whimper.


  Hugging the twins, Fox said over their shoulders, “Let’s play it as cool as we can, Mum. I’m


  going to take care of this tonight.” He forced as much meaning into the words as he could, and she


  knew what he meant. “Come on, it’ll be fine.” Whimpering like abandoned puppies, the twins refused


  to move, clutching Fox and each other.


  “Come on, luvs,” Tara said. “Just for a few minutes. If you don’t come down, he’ll come up and


  get us. We don’t want that.”


  As if they were going to the gallows, they all walked very slowly down the stairs, Fox holding


  the twins by the hands, Tara behind them. At the bottom of the stairs they could see into the living


  room through the wide arched doorway. William Baillie, dressed in camo trousers and a green T-


  shirt, sat on the couch watching them. Overhead the ceiling fan hummed softly. He took a long swig


  from the beer in his hand, then waved them into the living room.


  Alder and Arden tugged on Fox’s hands, wanting to leave. He led them to the couch farthest


  away from their father, and all three sat down. Tara sat with them, lined up like children before an


  angry father.


  “Fox, get me another beer.”


  “Yes, sir.” When he stood, the twins got up with him.


  “Sit down, you fucking morons,” Baillie shouted at them. They sat down again while Fox ran to


  the kitchen. The knife block absorbed his gaze for a long moment, and he stood caressing the handles.


  A knife would not work. He had to shoot him. When everyone was in bed, he would look for his


  father’s guns.


  With a can of Newcastle Brown taken from the box on the floor, he hurried back. Not a sound


  came from anyone in the living room. The twins were holding hands and staring at the ceiling fan,


  their heads tilted back. Fox held out the can while Baillie looked him steadily in the eyes. He reached


  for the beer but instead gripped Fox’s wrist painfully in his much larger, stronger hand. “No hard


  feelings?” he said quietly.


  “No, sir,” Fox said.


  “It was business, nothing else.”


  “I know.”


  He released Fox’s wrist, and Fox quickly joined the others on the couch. Their bodies were so


  rigidly tense with fear and apprehension that they were like twigs in a fierce wind, ready to break at


  any moment.


  “Arden,” Baillie said, “come and sit here with me.” The girl did not move and appeared not to


  have heard. “Get the fuck over here, girl.” Still she didn’t move. His face twisting with anger, Baillie


  said, “I want her dressed like a girl every day from now on, and I want his hair cut. No one knows


  he’s a boy. You see to it in the morning, Fox. Do you hear me?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Does she have any dresses?”


  “A few, sir.”


  “Take her shopping, and get her something pretty.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He looked at the twins, his face contorted with anger. “Hey, morons, get to bed!”


  They did not move until Fox said, “Go.” Then they ran from the room and up the stairs.


  “And you’d better start looking nicer too,” Baillie said to Tara.


  “Yes, Billy, I’ve been meaning to.”


  “You look like a filthy old slag most of the time. I’m sick of it. Now go upstairs.” With the same


  relief the twins had displayed, she left the room. At the foot of the stairs she made brief eye contact


  with Fox, pleading with him to do something.


  “Who came?” Baillie asked.


  “Sir?” Fox asked.


  “Was it MI6? MI5 only deals with domestic situations.”


  “Haven’t a clue. I passed out.”


  “What about your queer friend?”


  “I haven’t spoken to him.” At least that was true. There was no number for outside contact to the


  hospital. It wasn’t listed anywhere. Fox had arrived there unconscious, having no idea where he was,


  and when he left, he had noticed that there were no road signs or anything indicating that a hospital


  was there. He had no idea how to find the place again. And Eddie had not contacted him.


  “You won’t be seeing Atherton again. I’ve got plans for the future.”


  “What plans?” Fox asked cautiously.


  With his boots still on, Baillie stretched out his legs on the couch. “I’m going to get Tara sober


  so she can look after the twins, and you’re going to Peru in the next week or so. There’s a training


  camp in the jungle. I’ve already spoken with the commander. He’s going to make you into a real


  man.”


  “Oh yeah, what’s a real man?” Fox asked.


  “One who can kill,” Baillie said.


  “Mum can’t look after the twins. It will take her months to get sober. She needs to go to rehab.”


  “I’ll get her sober. And I’ll be here to help her look after the twins. It’s time they started acting


  like a proper girl and boy. You’ve let them get strange like they are by indulging them. I’m going to


  make them normal. You won’t recognize them when I’m finished with them.”


  Feeling nauseated, Fox stood up. “Can I go to bed, sir?”


  “If you want.” Fox reached the bottom of the stairs when Baillie said loudly, “And another thing.


  I want the twins sleeping in separate rooms from now on. They shouldn’t be sharing a bed at their


  age. Put Arden in the spare bedroom at the end of the hall.”


  “Right next to yours?” Fox asked.


  “Yes. Next to mine.” He chugged the remains of his beer.


  “I’ll do it tomorrow, sir.”


  Heavy with responsibility and fear, Fox walked up the stairs. His father had to die, he’d known


  that for a while, but to have it thrust on him before he felt totally ready added to the burden.


  When are you ever totally ready to kill your dad?


  The twins were not in their bed, and neither were they with Tara when he slipped into her room


  to check. “Fox, I’m really scared. I didn’t like the way he was looking at Arden or the things he said. I


  know he’s a bastard, but he wouldn’t touch her, would he? He’s not that bad.”


  Fox sank down on the side of her bed. “Mum, he’s that bad,” he said. “He told me to move her


  into the bedroom next to his tomorrow.”


  A sob heaved her chest, and she pressed her hand over her mouth to stifle it. “No, no. I know


  he’s rotten, but that? I’ve been worried about Arden because she’s so pretty, but I never thought she’d


  be in danger in her own home. Would he really do that?”


  “You have no idea what he’s capable of.” Fox would never tell her that her husband had ordered


  the torture of his own son. “I’m going to kill him tonight, so whatever you do, do not come out of this


  room till morning. I’d tell you to lock the door but he’s taken all the frigging locks off.”


  Eyes wide with fear, she asked, “What are you going to do?”


  Half a bottle of merlot stood on the bedside table with a dirty glass. She’d probably finish it as


  soon as he left. “I’m not sure yet. I’ll try and make it look like a break-in. Don’t worry. I’m going to


  stay with the twins until he’s asleep. He’s drinking. I don’t trust him not to try something with Arden


  tonight.” He kissed her and left.


  Fox ran to his room to find the twins in his wardrobe fast asleep, hugging each other, huddled on


  the nest of blankets and pillows. With care he closed the door again and stripped down to his undies


  and T-shirt before lying down on his bed. With the same sense of hope he’d had for the last week, he


  checked his phone, looking for a text or missed call from Eddie or Nik. Nothing. He tried Nik’s


  number and left a voice mail. He had not been able to reach her by phone or e-mail in a week. He


  tried Eddie’s phone next and heard the same thing he had heard before. This message box is full. Try


  your call later.


  Were they avoiding him?


  The farm, he should try there. Quietly so as not to disturb the twins, he went to his desk and sat


  down and switched on his laptop, opening the British Telecom Phone Book site. He punched in the


  Athertons’ name and address, but it came up ex-directory. Why the fuck did people have a phone


  number if they didn’t want anyone to phone them? Why hadn’t Eddie been in touch; had he taken a turn


  for the worse? Or had he decided after all that he could not be involved with someone who lied, stole


  from him, and involved him in international terrorism? Who could blame him, for God’s sake. True


  love could survive a lot, but maybe not lies and betrayal and torture.


  At the sound of his father’s boots on the landing, Fox crept to the door and opened it a crack.


  Baillie stood outside the twins’ bedroom grasping the door handle. “Good night, sir.”


  Obviously slightly shocked at being caught, Baillie looked at him and then grinned. “You’ll be in


  the jungle soon, and then there’ll be no one to watch me.”


  He wasn’t even ashamed or trying to hide it. Fox closed the door, waiting until he heard


  Baillie’s footsteps recede to his bedroom and the door close. Everyone in the house pussyfooted


  around, except him. They always knew where he was, because he made sure they did.


  Fox waited half an hour and then, barefoot, left the room to walk with well-practiced silence


  down the stairs. Without putting the lights on he knew where every creak in the house was and


  avoided them like land mines. Glancing up the stairs to ensure he was not being watched, he tried the


  office door. It was locked. All the guns were in there. Did his father suspect something? He never


  locked the office door.


  Clenching his fists, Fox wanted to scream. A gunshot would be fast and clean. With a knife he


  might not be able to kill him with the first blow, and if they got into hand-to-hand combat, Fox would


  lose.


  On tiptoe he made his way to the darkened kitchen. The floodlights outside were sufficient to see


  what he was doing without risking switching a light on. Just inside the door Fox leaned his back


  against the wall and looked around. He needed a knife or a blunt object heavy enough to kill with one


  blow. That crowbar Eddie had been struck with would be handy right now. There must be one in the


  garage. Halfway to the door he remembered the utility room. There was a toolbox in there with a


  large spanner and a couple of hammers. He went in and with shaking hands hefted a large claw-foot


  hammer and the heavy steel spanner. Panting with fear and anticipation, Fox wielded the weapons,


  throwing a few practice blows at the air.


  Make sure he’s asleep, then one swift blow with the hammer to whichever part of his head is


  most easily accessible. That will knock him out, and then deliver the finishing blow.


  The memory of the last attempt returned. What if his father was awake this time too? What if he


  grabbed the hammer as it descended and got it out of Fox’s much weaker grasp? Imagining the


  scenario, he raised the hammer, swung it down, envisioned it connecting with his father’s head, the


  crack, the blood spurting out. Then he raised the spanner and brought that down quickly, seeing the


  skull crack as he watched. When it was done, he would bury the weapons in the flower beds and


  break a window to make a point of entry.


  Do it. Do it.


  Silently he ran up the stairs and paused to listen outside his father’s door. Every other second,


  doubt seized him just long enough for him to remember the towel and the bin bag, drowning, dying of


  suffocation, but more important than anything, Arden, and what she would do when her father started


  to rape her.


  Not a sound came from inside the room. Fox opened the door and stood just inside, watching the


  bed as if a cobra lay there waiting to spring. William Baillie lay utterly still in the darkness, seeming


  to sleep so deeply that Fox could not hear him breathe. Was it a ruse like last time? His father was an


  experienced soldier trained by Special Forces, used to living, sleeping, and surviving in deserts and


  jungles. He must always be on alert, sleeping with one eye open, always listening.


  With carefully placed steps, Fox approached the bed.


  Do it now. Do it! He raised the hammer high, at the same time getting ready to swing the spanner


  next. Two blows in quick succession.


  “Don’t ruin my handiwork, boy.”


  “Ahh!” Fox screamed, dropping the hammer. On the other side of the bed someone flipped on the


  bedside lamp. It was him, the big man from Eddie’s kitchen who had killed the Mad Hatter’s tea party


  guests.


  “Were you going to kill him, boy?”


  “Yes, sir.” Fox had no idea why he called the bloke sir. It just seemed appropriate, maybe even


  expected. William Baillie was lying on his side, slumping forward onto his face. A single bullet hole


  ran with blood. But when Fox looked closer, the hole seemed larger than a single, close-range bullet.


  “Double cap,” Fox said. His father had lectured him on how to kill professionally even though Fox


  knew he would never use the skill. He looked up at the man, who nodded, tipping one corner of his


  mouth in a smile.


  “And that’s your idea of a double cap, a hammer and a spanner. Very professional. Didn’t


  Captain William Baillie teach his son how to kill?”


  “He tried,” Fox said. “But I’m an artist. I create, not destroy.”


  “Killing can be very creative.” The man sounded offended. “There’s myriad ways to do it. You


  were going to bash his brains in with a hammer. How artistic is that, boy?”


  “Not terribly, sir. But I was desperate.” Fox glanced around for the blond young man.


  “He’s not here,” the man said as if he had read his mind.


  “Is he your boyfriend?” The man looked questioningly at him. “It’s just the way you spoke to


  him. The tone, the look in your eyes. You were proud when he told you he killed the dude outside,


  who, by the way, was unconscious because I had hit him with a garden spade. You were proud of his


  work.”


  Ignoring the question, the man said, “In the morning you will call 999 and tell them you found


  your dad shot to death in his bed.”


  “They’ll think I did it. I need the insurance money.”


  “You were prepared to bash his brain in a moment ago.”


  “I’d have done anything to stop him. I didn’t know you were coming.” Fox swallowed hard.


  “You’ve got no idea what goes on in this house.”


  “I know exactly what goes on in this house. I’ve met your father before, and I’ve been in this


  house for the past two hours. I saw everything, including the way he looked at your sister.”


  Fox shuddered. “Two hours watching us? Shit! That’s creepy. You must be fucking good at your


  job if my father didn’t know you were here.”


  “People only know I am present when I want them to.” The man was so self-assured Fox envied


  him. “You’ll get the insurance money. It will all be taken care of, just like the car accident story.”


  Crossing the room on silent feet, the man said, “Let’s go downstairs.” With his arm around Fox’s


  shoulders he walked him down and into the kitchen. The man took the spanner and hammer from him


  and put them away. “These would have made a very messy kill.”


  “He must have known I was going to kill him tonight. I was going to get one of his guns, but he


  locked his office. He never locks his office.”


  The man went into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a set of keys, which he dangled from


  one finger. Fox noticed for the first time that he was wearing latex gloves. “He didn’t know a thing.


  But I knew. I locked the office to stop you attempting to kill him before I did. I also didn’t want you


  waving guns around in confined areas. After I saw the way he behaved with your sister, I knew you’d


  kill him tonight.”


  “Who are you?” Fox asked.


  “A ghost. You never saw me. If you talk, my people will not be nice to you. I won’t be nice to


  you, and that would be a shame because I like you, boy. You’ve got integrity.”


  For reasons he could not explain Fox quickly crossed the space between them and hugged him,


  his head resting against the man’s chest. He felt enormous and solid as rock in Fox’s arms. “Thank


  you, sir.”


  “You’re welcome, boy, and remember”—he held Fox at arm’s length—“be good to your mother.


  She’s had a hard life.” A second later Fox stood alone in the kitchen. The man was gone as if he had


  never been there. Truly a ghost. Fox felt exhilarated, as if he had crept downstairs on Christmas Eve


  and met Father Christmas himself.


  Before he could go to bed, he slipped back into his father’s bedroom to make sure it was true.


  The lamp was still on. William Baillie lay unmoving on the bed, his face stark white in contrast to the


  dark, congealing blood spilling from the wound. It was true. A line from A Christmas Carol came to


  him. Old Marley was as dead as a doornail. William Baillie was as dead as a doornail. Now they


  could begin to live. Fox walked around the bed to flip off the lamp. In the darkness he opened the


  curtains and looked out, hoping to see the assassin leaving, but he was gone.


  Strangely he wasn’t creeped out by being alone in a dark room with his dead father. He felt safe


  for the first time in his life. At his mother’s bedroom door he slipped inside. The bottle on the


  bedside table was still half-full. With big eyes his mum looked at him, seeming both afraid and


  hopeful. “It’s over,” he said simply. “In the morning I’ll call 999 and say I found him shot dead. If


  anyone asks you if you heard anything or saw anything, you tell them you were drunk and slept through


  the night.”


  Tara nodded, reaching for the wine bottle. Though he wanted to snatch it away and pour the


  contents down the sink, Fox did nothing. Without booze she might not sleep tonight, and she needed to


  sleep just then. They had wanted this and planned it, but they were both in shock that it had happened.


  “It’s going to be different from now on, Mum.”


  “I love you, Afton. I’m so sorry for all the rotten times, your miserable childhood and all the


  years you’ve spent looking after the twins instead of being a teenager.”


  All the anger he had harbored against his mum, his resentment of her drinking, faded in the


  aftermath of the man’s words. “Be good to your mother.”


  “I love the twins, and we can’t change the past.” He kissed her on the cheek. “It’ll be better from


  now on. Get some sleep. I’m going to.”


  In his bedroom Fox opened the wardrobe. The twins must have looked like that in the womb,


  wrapped around each other, their limbs entwined, eyes closed, utterly peaceful. Now they could


  know that peace all the time and not just when they slept.


  Gently he shook them awake. “Come and get in bed with me. Everything’s fine. Dad’s asleep.


  He’s never going to wake up again.”


  Faces creased with confusion and sleepiness, the twins crawled out of the wardrobe and into


  bed on either side of Fox. He clung to them, looking at the door. On the other side of the landing their


  father lay dead, shot in the head by a professional killer.


  Perfect.


  Now if only Eddie would talk to him again.


  Chapter Eighteen


  In the small, cool interior of the nondenominational chapel, the Reverend Godfrey Rooke recited


  the funereal service for Captain William Baillie. Decorated with flowers, the coffin rested on the


  catafalque behind him awaiting cremation.


  “Pathetic fallacy,” Fox whispered into his mum’s ear. She looked lovely. William Baillie’s


  death had taken years off her. The bright floral-patterned dress was full in the skirt to hide her


  swollen torso. She wore a shawl despite the heat of the day to hide the fact that the rest of her body


  was so thin.


  “What?” Tara had drunk very little over the past week while they prepared for the funeral, but


  she still smelled strongly of alcohol. Her attar of roses cologne did little to mask it. Before they left


  for the service, she had sat in the kitchen with them while they ate breakfast and unapologetically


  drunk half a bottle of wine. Fox had not commented.


  “It’s a literary term for when the weather mirrors your mood or emotions.”


  “The sun is cracking the flags out there. It’s a gorgeous day.”


  “Exactly,” Fox replied. “It can only get better from here.”


  The funeral was very small with only two decorated military men in uniform, Fox, Tara, the


  twins, and a few relatives who had long since stopped getting in touch because William Baillie had


  made visits impossible.


  “Please rise while we bid Captain William Baillie farewell,” Godfrey said.


  A shuffling of feet followed as everyone rose, but the atmosphere was dry, hollow, with a


  general sense that everyone wanted it over with so they could leave. There were no tears, and no one


  read a eulogy.


  “We commit the earthly remains of Captain William Baillie, husband, father, and honored


  soldier, to the flames. Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”


  Like a magic show, the coffin began to move backward while at the same time a pair of heavy,


  dark blue curtains closed slowly. The twins started to clap. Fox had taken them to the pantomime a


  few times over the years, and everyone clapped when the curtains closed, so they did it automatically.


  Fox still wasn’t sure if they fully understood that their father was not coming back. An embarrassed


  silence followed the applause, which the twins appeared completely unaware of.


  “God go with you,” Godfrey said, indicating the end of the service. The moment the words were


  out, the aunts and uncles nodded and smiled apologetically as they hastened from the chapel. Having


  no desire to speak to them, Fox sighed with relief. Tara looked up at him.


  “Thank God that lot have gone. I’ve got nothing to say to them. Where were they when we


  needed them?”


  Fox took his mum’s elbow to help her up. She looked really tired, and he knew that it was hard


  for her to stay sober this long.


  The army officers walked up the aisle toward them. From their insignia Fox knew them to be a


  colonel and a lieutenant. They both shook hands with Tara, offering quiet words of condolence. The


  look they gave Fox was so blatant they might just as well have said, What the hell are you wearing


  at your father’s funeral? The red tartan kilt and white button-down shirt were probably not the best


  choice, and neither were the black Gravel boots with six silver buckles on each. Heavy eye makeup


  was the clincher. His father would have hated it, and that was the point.


  “You must be Afton. He always called you Fox,” the colonel said.


  “Yes, Colonel.” Fox shook hands with them both. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lieutenant.”


  “You recognize army rank?” the colonel said appreciatively. “Most civilians haven’t a clue.”


  “I grew up on army bases, and when other kids were doing their times tables, sir was drilling me


  on army insignia and the Royal Clothing Warrant. I suppose he thought it would make me want to join


  the army, but it just made me interested in art and fashion.”


  “Did you always call him sir?” the lieutenant asked.


  “Yes. He insisted on it.”


  The colonel smiled as if it was adorable to make your kids call you sir. “It’s only natural he


  hoped you would join the army. Your father was a fine soldier, as was his father and grandfather


  before him. He was brave and fearless. Damn shame that, surviving combat only to die accidentally


  with his own gun.”


  Fox looked back and forth between the two men. Even had they been in civvies, he would have


  known they were army officers by their bearing and their snotty expressions. “I know. He loved his


  guns. He was always cleaning them.”


  “Captain Baillie talked about another son. Isn’t he here?” the colonel asked. “It would be nice if


  one of you continued the family tradition.”


  The twins were standing with Godfrey, who chatted to them as if they understood every word.


  “Yeah, he’s here. Alder!” Fox waved him over. The boy came forward, holding Arden’s hand. When


  they came down to breakfast that morning, they were dressed in identical plain white T-shirts and


  hip-hugging denim miniskirts with white trainers. Fox didn’t see much point in telling his brother that


  trousers would be better on this occasion. “Alder is on the left, and this is his twin sister, Arden.


  They’ve got learning disabilities. Neither of them are army material.”


  The men stared at the twins, then back at Fox, obviously embarrassed by Captain Baillie’s


  strange children.


  “We are very sorry about the loss of your father.” They walked quickly away.


  “Fox?” He looked at Godfrey, who stood beside him. “Did you do it?” he asked very quietly. “I


  can take your confession and offer absolution.”


  “Thanks, God. And thanks for agreeing to come here and do the service. I know it’s not your


  usual gig.”


  Godfrey placed a hand on Fox’s shoulder and squeezed. “It was my pleasure. I’ve done services


  outside my parish before. Do you need to talk to me?”


  “I plan to count you among my best friends and have you over for vegan food as soon as I’ve got


  my act together, but I didn’t do it. I swear, I didn’t do it.”


  “I’m glad to hear it.” Godfrey smiled warmly. “And look who’s here.”


  At the back of the small chapel, leaning heavily on metal crutches, was Eddie. Fox felt a sudden


  lurch in the pit of his stomach, but this time it was excitement, not panic.


  Beside Eddie, his parents stood ready to support him should he fall. Bruises still wreathed his


  cheekbones. They had faded to yellow and gray, and the swelling was largely gone. “Mum, Godfrey,


  come and meet Eddie.”


  The twins walked in front of them, and when they reached Eddie, they patted his chest by way of


  hello.


  “Hello, twins,” he said with such gentle affection that Fox wanted to grab him and hold him


  forever.


  Fox introduced his mum to the Athertons and everyone to Eddie.


  “Fox, I’m so sorry about your father,” Eddie said. The wires on his teeth were gone.


  “Dreadful,” Dr. Atherton agreed, shaking Fox’s hand. “We read it in the papers. So fast on the


  heels of that awful car accident. You must be reeling. Nicoletta sends her regards.”


  “They both survived. That’s all that matters,” Tara said. “But you be more careful next time you


  drive my son around.”


  “I will, Mrs. Baillie,” Eddie assured her. “Mea culpa.”


  Eddie’s gaze rested unwaveringly on Fox, and Fox met it as if they were completely alone.


  “Sorry about the attire,” Eddie said. He wore very baggy knee shorts dragged in at his skinny waist


  with a belt, topped with a loose polo shirt. On his left leg he still wore the metal contraption that held


  his leg straight. “Not much fits over the caliper.”


  “You look great,” Fox said.


  “So do you,” Eddie replied.


  “Shall we go outside?” Dr. Atherton looked uncomfortable at the soft voices and tender looks.


  “You two need to talk.”


  “Twins, help Mum,” Fox said. Obediently they each took an arm to assist her outside. The


  Athertons followed with Godfrey until only Fox and Eddie remained in the silent chapel.


  “I have to sit down. I can’t stand up for long.” Eddie nodded at the back pew and made his way


  toward it, sitting down heavily and with difficulty.


  “Does it still hurt?” Fox asked, anxious to remove any pain he could.


  “It aches, especially at night, but I’ve got painkillers. Did you do it?” he said the last words very


  quietly.


  “My dad? No. But I can’t talk about it.”


  “Oh, I see. They took care of it. This whole thing is something we are supposed to forget.”


  “I want to forget it. I want to forget my dad ever existed. I can’t look at a bin bag without getting


  a panic attack. Eddie, I’m so sorry. If I’d just stolen your computer the first time I was in your flat,


  you wouldn’t have had a chance to change the information, and I’d never have seen you again. The


  whole thing wouldn’t have happened. I’m so sorry.”


  “Why didn’t you take it the first time?”


  He was going to be honest now. He’d never lie to Eddie again. “I wanted to see you again. I


  wanted a reason to come back. I was hooked on you from that first night. You were just so…” He


  spread his hands, looking for the right word.


  “Weird?” Eddie asked.


  They laughed.


  “You told me you loved me. Was that only because you thought we were going to die and you


  wanted to be nice to me?”


  “No. I do love you. I loved you all along, but I knew how totally pissed off you would be when


  you found out what I’d done, so I couldn’t say it. I don’t blame you for hating me.”


  “I don’t hate you, you silly Goth. I love you tremendously.”


  “Silly Goth?” A giggle burst from Fox at the words. “So…are we on again, then?”


  Eddie took Fox’s left hand, squeezing it. He struggled to move, but with his leg held straight in


  the narrow pews he was trapped. “I envisioned myself getting down on one knee when I did this, but I


  wouldn’t be able to get up again.” He paused before saying, “Afton Baillie, will you make me the


  happiest man in the world and marry me?”


  Shocked, deliriously happy, Fox said, “Yes. Hell yes!” Still stunned, he watched Eddie reach


  into his shorts pocket and pull out a small box. A modest diamond ring nestled inside on a velvet


  cushion. Hands shaking, Eddie removed the ring and slid it onto Fox’s wedding finger.


  Tears stung Fox’s eyes as he looked down at his hand. The ring was perfect, traditional and


  understated, just like Eddie. But the proposal, in a chapel right after his father had slid through the


  curtains to be cremated, was off the wall, just like Fox. Tears fell from his eyes onto the ring.


  “I love you so much, Fox. I don’t care how we met or all the things that have happened since. I


  care about you. I want you.”


  “Do you know the whole truth now?”


  “Yes, that man at the hospital, Mr. Conran, he told me everything.”


  “Here’s the rest of the story. My mum is going into rehab next month. I’ve got her a place in a


  clinic in Scotland. She’s going to spend four months there. It’s really expensive, but we can afford it.


  The life insurance is a million with me as the beneficiary. I’ve already put the house on the market.


  It’s worth another million, and it was paid off in full. Mum will get Dad’s military pension, which is


  a really decent amount as well. He was in for thirty years. We’re rich.”


  “I’m marrying a millionaire?” Eddie smiled. “I’d take you without a penny.”


  “Will you take the twins as well?” Fox asked doubtfully.


  “Yes, dear,” Eddie said with simple honesty. “You, the twins, your mum. The whole Baillie


  clan. In for a penny, in for a pound.”


  Fox kept glancing down at his engagement ring. “Do you think it’s okay to take the money? I


  mean, it was all ill-gotten gains from my father’s work as a mercenary.”


  “You earned it,” Eddie said. “And think of all the people we saved. Now kiss me, because I can


  hardly move to get closer to you.”


  Fox leaned forward, touching his lips to Eddie’s. They were warm and pliable and delicious.


  He smelled like shaving soap, no aftershave, just Eddie—simple, uncomplicated Eddie. “You’re so


  fucking sexy,” he said against Eddie’s mouth, pushing his tongue inside.


  Turning his face away, Eddie said, “Fox, I meant a peck. I don’t think we should do this here.”


  “I think we should.” With a glance at the closed door to make certain they were alone, he


  unzipped Eddie’s shorts.


  “Fox, no! This is a chapel of worship! Your father’s body just went through those curtains.”


  “All the more reason to celebrate.” He crushed his mouth over Eddie’s. “And it’s a


  nondenominational chapel. We’re doing tantric worship.” He pulled back the waistband on Eddie’s


  plain white Y fronts. “You have got to stop wearing these sexy undies. You are driving me wild.” He


  shoved his tongue between Eddie’s lips and grabbed his cock. Eddie was hard even before he


  touched him. When Fox’s hand encircled the rigid dick, Eddie cried out immediately, pumping sperm


  all over Fox’s hand. “That was quick,” Fox said.


  “I got a hard-on the minute I saw you. Thank God for baggy shorts. I’ve missed you so much.”


  The door swung open. “Oh God.” Eddie hissed, pushing his limp cock inside and fastening his


  shorts.


  “I know you are in love, but this is a house of worship,” Godfrey said in an admonishing tone.


  “Awfully sorry.” Eddie’s face was scarlet.


  “It’s my fault. I’m the bad boy,” Fox said, not in the slightest bit embarrassed. He rubbed the


  sperm off his hand onto his kilt and held it out to show off the ring. “Eddie proposed. Will you marry


  us?”


  “Congratulations!” Godfrey grabbed them each in turn and hugged them tightly. “Of course I’ll


  marry you. I’d love to. But right now you’d better take your mother home. She looks very tired.”


  Between them they got Eddie on his feet and walked out into the sunshine. Tara was talking with the


  Athertons. Though she did look exhausted, she was holding up well.


  “Tell them, Eddie,” Fox said when they joined the small group.


  His cheeks still pink from being caught in flagrante, Eddie ducked his head, then looked up at his


  parents and Tara. “I’ve asked Fox to marry me, and he has accepted. We’re engaged.”


  The Athertons stared, mouths open. Gay was one thing; engaged to a bloke was entirely another.


  To Fox’s sheer delight his mum broke the silence. “That’s lovely. Congratulations, boys.” She hugged


  and kissed them both. “What do you think of that, twins? Your brother is going to marry Eddie.”


  They made no response.


  “Thank you,” Eddie said. Fox kissed his mum on the cheek.


  “You will wait awhile, until I’m finished with rehab? I wouldn’t miss your wedding for the


  world.” The same astonished looks that had gripped the Athertons at the announcement of the


  engagement continued at Tara’s declaration. She looked directly at Eddie’s parents. “I’m an


  alcoholic, but I’m going to get better. Fox has looked after the twins on his own long enough. It’s time


  I got involved.”


  He couldn’t have been prouder of her even though he knew Eddie’s parents were struggling with


  all the news. “We’ll wait till next year, okay, Eddie?”


  “Whatever you want, dear.” He looked at Tara. “We’ll be happy to wait. We just want you to be


  there.”


  Fox threw his arms around his fiancé. His father was dead, his mum was on the mend, and he


  was going to live with Eddie forever. He could scarcely take it all in.


  Chapter Nineteen


  February 14


  It was months since Edward had been down to the Tisbury Court area. Yet it was always the


  same, rife with interesting people, pedestrian traffic, noises, and less-than-appealing odors. Every


  shop he had gone into looking for a valentine card for Fox was full of giggling young girls poring over


  the offerings and impatient-looking men grabbing the first thing they saw that had wife on the front.


  Fox deserved something special, so Edward had left work early to find the right one.


  Beside the alley he had wandered down the first night he had met Fox was Gimme Gimme.


  They’d have something better than pink hearts and cupids everywhere. Inside he found as many men


  and women looking for valentine cards as in the others shops, but here the women were less giggly,


  and the men looked happier.


  “Who’s it for, mate?” A tall, thin, butch young woman with a name tag declaring her to be


  Brittany stood beside him.


  Thrilled to be asked, Edward found his cheeks growing pink. “My husband, or he will be this


  summer. We’re just waiting for his mum to get out of rehab. She was supposed to go for four months,


  but she needed a few more, so we’re planning to tie the knot on June twenty-first, my birthday.” He


  was rambling like an idiot as usual.


  But Brittany seemed patient and kind. “Right, then. You need something special.”


  “Very special. I’ve never had anyone to buy a valentine card for before. We met last June.”


  “Oh yeah, where?” With deft fingers the young woman leafed through cards, frowning at one


  after the next before putting it back.


  “In the alley right next to here.” Edward pressed his fingertips into his forehead. Why couldn’t


  he just shut up and stop letting everyone know what an idiot he was?


  “That’ll be a story to tell your kids one day.” Brittany smiled. “How about this?” The card had a


  rainbow on it, and underneath was a line drawing of two men holding hands. They looked as goofy as


  him and Fox. The caption read My Funny Valentine . “That line’s been done to death, but it’s


  timeless. Or did you want something more romantic? Is he the sensitive type?”


  “He’s very sensitive,” Edward said. “Very kind. Very loving. He’s perfect, and so is this card.”


  “Great.” Brittany looked thrilled to be of service. “Anything else?”


  “He’s also expressed an interest in a black leather dog collar. Do you have one of those?”


  Brittany took a long, hard look at him. “You little devil. I would never have guessed.”


  Edward’s face flooded pink again. “It’s purely for fashion. He’s an artist.”


  “Come with me.” She led him to the more risqué side of the shop. “Spikes or studs?”


  “I assure you it’s for decorative purposes only.” Why he felt the need to say that was beyond


  him. “He’s a Goth.”


  “No need to explain, dude.” She winked at him, which only compounded his embarrassment.


  “You and a Goth. You must be quite a sight on the streets of London together. Him with black makeup


  and you in an anorak.”


  “You should see us when we go out for meals with his autistic twin siblings who like to cross-


  dress.”


  Brittany began to laugh, and seeing the funny side of it, Edward joined her. He was really


  improving on the humor side of things, and with understanding everyday speech and nuance. When


  someone was sarcastic, Fox would say, Windup. When they made a joke Edward took literally, it


  was, Time to laugh, Eddie. If Fox said he was going to jump in the shower and Edward warned him


  he could slip, or Fox was going to run out to the shops and Edward said, No hurry, Fox would say,


  Figure of speech. Not even his family had ever had the kind of patience with him that Fox had. He


  had learned so much over the last few months.


  “So what’s it to be? Spikes or studs?”


  “I think he’d like the spikes.” By the time he walked out of the shop, Edward felt a warm kinship


  with Brittany.


  It was nippy out, a windy, overcast winter day. The cold brought his thoughts back to the old


  man Fox had befriended. Carrying his purchases, Edward walked down the alley, which was slick


  with rain. He had never known the man’s name, or he would have called out. A large cardboard box


  with a tarpaulin over it caught his eyes twenty yards away. “Are you there? Fox’s friend.”


  The tarp shifted, and a head stuck out of the top. “Haven’t seen you in a long time.”


  “I was wondering if you were all right,” Edward said.


  “Why’s that, then?” the man asked with obvious suspicion.


  “It’s Valentine’s Day. Everyone should have someone to care on Valentine’s Day.”


  “I told you before. I don’t get up to that sort of monkey business.”


  Unsure if it was a windup or time to laugh, Edward said, “I know that. I thought I’d help you out


  a bit, that’s all.” He pulled twenty pounds from his pocket and leaned down to give it to the man.


  “Have dinner on me.”


  The man raised his eyebrows at the sum and took it quickly. “Very kind.” He pushed the tarp off


  and stood up. He was wearing a new overcoat, warm and heavy, and new boots. He wasn’t much


  cleaner but perhaps a little. Inside the box was a full bottle of whiskey.


  “You look well,” Edward said.


  “Things are looking up. He invited me to the wedding, but I’ll have to check my calendar,” the


  man said.


  Confused, Edward shook his head.


  “Fox. The bloke you’re going to marry.”


  “Fox invited you to the wedding?” With an inward groan, Edward pictured the scene. On his


  side of the church, his mum and dad with Nik, respectably clad for the event. The grandparents,


  aunties, uncles, work colleagues—all the men in gray suits, the ladies in big hats. On Fox’s side, his


  mum, hopefully sober, the twins dressed as either girls or boys but definitely not one of each. Fox’s


  Goth friends from Wimbledon College of Art, and a tramp. It would look like the queen’s garden


  party versus Cirque du Soleil.


  “He wanted to rent me a room nearby, but I said no. I like this alley. It’s home. He got me this


  coat and boots.” The tramp did a twirl while still standing in the box. “And unlike most people, the


  first thing he ever asked me was my name.”


  The warmth that ran through Edward’s insides was like a stream of comforting water. “I love


  Fox,” Edward said. “He’s an outstanding human being.”


  “That’s exactly what he is. And my name is Alistair.”


  “A pleasure to meet you, Alistair. Now I’m going to go home to spend a bit of time with Fox


  before the twins get off the school bus.”


  “He told me he got them into some school for kids with special needs. You have a nice day,


  Eddie.” At the surprise in Edward’s face, Alistair said, “He told me your name and what a genius you


  are. Says all kinds of lovely things about you, he does. He drops by about once a week to see how I’m


  doing and take me for lunch.”


  “I didn’t know that,” Edward said.


  “And don’t forget his flowers.” Edward looked at him. “He loves flowers.”


  “Does he? Why didn’t he tell me?”


  “No one says, I love flowers; buy me some.”


  “Oh, of course. Thanks, Alistair.”


  Out on the street, Edward hurried toward the tube station. It was seven months since his knee had


  been shattered with a crowbar. The caliper with the screws was gone, but he still needed a patella-


  stabilizing knee brace, and he had a pronounced limp. It was seven months since Fox had been


  tortured on his father’s instructions. After months of cognitive behavioral therapy he was able to take


  a shower without an anxiety attack, and they had taken the twins swimming at the local rec center


  several times without incident. Fox could even laugh about it now. In Sainsbury’s the other day, he


  had gripped Edward’s arm and started to hyperventilate, pointing at the bin bags on the shelf as if they


  were explosives. Edward immediately hugged him, saying, “It’s all right, dear,” until Fox said,


  “Time to laugh, Eddie.”


  If Edward went to the flower shop on Colchester Street, it would mean he had to get off the


  Underground one stop early, which would make his walk longer. For Fox he would do it. He’d do


  anything for Fox. When you were used to being able-bodied, you never thought about how people


  managed who were not. Everywhere he had gone for the last seven months, he’d had to make a mental


  map in advance. Do they have a lift or an escalator? Can I carry a bag and use my crutches at the


  same time? Will I have a free hand to hold on if I take a bus? How far can I walk before I am too


  tired to go any farther, and is there a bench for me to sit down? Life was very different. He was


  grateful when he no longer needed the crutches, but he was far from recovered. He had also found that


  compensating for a gammy leg made the rest of his body ache too.


  But some things were better. Dr. Howard’s death had been brushed under the carpet at LSHTM.


  No one spoke of him or knew the true circumstances. Edward had been made head of his department


  with an increase in salary. Things had settled back into a normal routine.


  In the flower shop he bought a dozen roses. Red was too ordinary for Fox, so he got a rainbow


  of colors—yellow, peach, pink, white, and a couple of red. The rain started just as he reached the end


  of their street, and as always when he went home these days, he thought of the years he had lived on


  Great Russell Street, walking into an empty flat, eating Pot Noodles before climbing into an unmade


  bed to sleep alone.


  The house they had bought was a narrow three-story terrace on an upmarket street in Shepherds


  Bush. They could have bought something more ostentatious between Fox’s inheritance and Edward’s


  salary, but Tara’s rehab and the school for the twins were expensive. Also they had talked about


  moving to the country in ten years or so, and they were already saving for it.


  Walking up to the house always brought him a sense of warmth and a rush of happiness. In


  another year he hoped to be able to run, but for now just opening the front gate and hobbling up the


  narrow path was enough, especially knowing Fox was there to greet him. Fox had taken a year off


  college to settle the twins into their new school and to be free to visit Tara, so every evening when


  Edward returned, his man was there waiting for him


  “Oh my God!” he said out loud.


  In the front window was a huge hand-painted sign with a big rainbow on it and the words FOX


  LOVES EDDIE.


  Before he could pull out his key the front door opened, and Fox came down the steps. The rain


  began in earnest, but Edward didn’t move. He just stood looking up at the sign while Fox hugged him.


  “Happy Valentine’s Day, Eddie. Are those flowers for me?”


  “Of course they’re for you, dear.”


  Fox took the bouquet and held it to his nose, inhaling deeply. “I love flowers.”


  “I wish you’d told me that before. I had no idea.”


  “I knew you’d figure it out eventually.”


  He probably wouldn’t have. Thank goodness for Alistair.


  Inside the front hall, Fox closed the door and helped Edward off with his jacket. It was a navy


  blue anorak with faux fur round the hood that Fox had bought him for Christmas. They had laughed


  hysterically about it at the time, but he had to admit it was very warm. Just the thing for London’s


  winter weather.


  “Come into the living room,” Edward said. “I desperately need to sit down, and you can open


  your valentine present.”


  “I’ll put the flowers in water first.” Fox hurried down the hall to the kitchen.


  Fox had decorated the house and chosen all the furniture: brocade couches and chairs in dark,


  dramatic fabrics that Edward would never have thought of. Candelabrum on the mantelpiece, groups


  of photographs and paintings arranged in ways that drew the eye, interesting rugs on the hardwood


  floors—and they had curtains. Even the bathroom was great. Fox had insisted that if no other room in


  the house was Goth, then the bathroom had to be. He had decorated it in black and shocking pink with


  a crystal chandelier and mirrors everywhere. Edward’s parents had no idea what to make of the


  house, but Nik loved it.


  “Fox,” Edward called after resting on the couch for several minutes. Receiving no answer, he


  hauled himself to his feet to struggle on his aching leg to the kitchen. The sight of Fox standing beside


  the counter with a small paring knife in his hand sent fear rippling through his gut. “No!”


  “What?” Fox met his gaze.


  Edward limped toward him and then took the knife from his hand. “Were you going to cut


  yourself?”


  “Oh, Eddie, don’t be a goof.” Fox smiled gently. “Haven’t you noticed? I haven’t cut myself


  since my dad died.”


  Edward put the knife on the counter beside the bouquet. “Yes, of course I’ve noticed.” He pulled


  Fox into a tight embrace. “But I’ve been so scared you’d start again.”


  “No,” Fox said, very firmly. “I won’t. And you should have talked to me about it if you were


  worried.”


  “It’s a difficult subject. I didn’t want to bring it up.”


  “Well, you should have,” Fox said. “We can’t have any secrets between us or stuff we don’t talk


  about openly. For years my dad beat the shit out of us, and we all pretended nothing was happening.


  My mum drank herself into oblivion every day, but we never said the word alcoholic. They knew I


  was cutting myself, but no one brought it up. Let’s not be like that, Eddie.” Fox pressed his forehead


  into Edward’s shoulder while Edward kissed him repeatedly on his ear and neck.


  “No, dear, we won’t be like that, but promise me something. If you ever get the urge to cut again,


  come to me first, and we’ll talk about it. I don’t want you to hurt yourself ever again. Deal?”


  “Deal,” Fox said, looking up at Edward.


  “So what were you doing with the knife?”


  Fox indicated the raffia tied in a bow around the flower stems. “I was going to cut it off.”


  He released Edward and cut the tie on the flowers and then placed them with care into a red


  glass vase. “Come on, I’ll put them on the mantelpiece.”


  In the living room Edward sat down gratefully on the couch, watching Fox position the vase so it


  looked perfect. “How’s that?”


  “Lovely.” Edward patted the couch beside him. Fox joined him, leaning into his side. “I’ve


  never had anyone to give a valentine card to before. And I’ve never received one, so this is for you,


  my future husband.” First he handed Fox the card. “The writing might be a bit wonky. I wrote it on the


  train.”


  The grin on Fox’s face when he pulled the card out of the envelope was priceless. “They look


  like us.” The sight of the two men on the front brought laughter bubbling up from them both.


  With the life Fox had led, it always amazed Edward that his man could laugh at all, and yet he


  seemed so free-spirited and ready to have fun at any moment. When Fox opened the card and began to


  read, Edward dropped his chin against his chest. To make it worse Fox read it out loud.


  “Dear.” He looked at Edward with a smile before continuing. “You cannot possibly know how


  very much I love you and how you have changed my life, so I will tell you. I was lonely, and I had


  given up on finding love. Every day was the same, work, home, sleep, work. I thought I would never


  have the family of my own I always wanted. Now I have everything, a family, happiness, and most of


  all, a wonderful man to come home to every day. You are my rainbow in the sky and my pot of gold at


  the end. You are the man I want to spend the rest of my life with. Love, Eddie. XXX.”


  A long pause followed. Had he made a complete fool of himself yet again? Was Fox suppressing


  laughter at his clumsy words? He sneaked a looked sideways and saw tears running down Fox’s


  cheeks, streaking the black eye makeup he wore even at home. “Fox?”


  “I love you so much, Eddie.” He laid his head on Edward’s shoulder, and for a minute they just


  sat together. “You’re the best.”


  Sniffing loudly, Fox got up and returned a second later with a card that had no envelope and


  something else wrapped in a piece of red and gold cloth. Fox never used conventional wrapping.


  “I made this card myself. I didn’t just paint it. I made the paper as well. At college we have a


  papermaking facility.” He sank down beside Edward again on the couch and handed him the card. In


  the middle was a rough rendition of a heart in pink and white watercolors. It was almost like a child’s


  painting, and yet it was clear it was done with skill, every brushstroke perfect. Over the heart Fox had


  written the words, Eddie, here is my heart. It’s yours. Fox.


  “Thank you,” Edward whispered. “My very first valentine card, ever.”


  “And here’s your present.” Edward unwrapped the ten-by-ten unframed canvas. On the front was


  a house painted in oils with a print impressed over the top with all their names—Eddie, Fox, Alder,


  Arden. Beneath it was a series of dotted lines as if someone was left out.


  “Who?” Eddie asked.


  “That’s for the kids we’re going to adopt when we move to the country.”


  “Five of them?” Surely that was too many.


  “As many as will have us,” Fox said.


  “What about Tara?”


  “When mum is recovered, we’re going to find her a lovely bloke. One who’ll look after her and


  treat her the way she deserves to be treated. She’s going to have a real life. She’s going to have her


  very own Eddie.”


  “I don’t deserve you,” Edward said. “You are everything I ever dreamed of in a man.” With the


  back of his hand Fox wiped off the wet eyeliner streaking down his cheeks. He looked at the mess,


  and they both laughed.


  “The painting is unfinished,” Fox said, “because our love story is unfinished. As the years go by


  I’ll add a frame and more details. Maybe other things around the sides. And you will note it’s


  square.”


  “Like me?” Edward asked.


  “Exactly.”


  “Well, this isn’t square.” Edward picked up the rainbow-colored bag from Gimme Gimme off


  the glass coffee table. “This is the height of kinky fashion.”


  Grinning like an excited child, Fox pulled out the tissue paper and unwrapped the collar. “Oh


  shit! This is fab, Eddie.” He jumped up to look in the mirror above the old-fashioned mantelpiece


  while he fastened the collar round his neck. “Don’t I look great?”


  “You always look great.”


  Fox looked at the antique carriage clock below the mirror. “It’s twenty past four. We’ve got


  about ten minutes.”


  “For what?”


  “For a fuck. The twins will get off the school bus in ten minutes. Where haven’t we had sex?”


  Edward looked around. “I don’t know. We’ve done it everywhere.”


  “The kitchen table.” He grabbed Edward by the hand, dragging him out of the living room and


  along the hall to the kitchen where they ate most of their meals. In the middle of the table was a red


  hibiscus plant that the twins loved. Fox moved it to the windowsill before taking off his boots,


  followed by his jeans and undies. He sat on the edge of the table while Edward watched in horror.


  “Fox, that’s very unhygienic!”


  “Don’t panic. I’ll clean it with Dettol afterward.” He unfastened Edward’s belt and zipper.


  Edward was already hard at the sight of Fox’s willy and balls. “What about lubrication?”


  “Shove it in, and make it hurt,” Fox said.


  The words Fox used always excited him. He wasn’t afraid to say things that Edward would find


  hard to say while alone. With Fox guiding his cock, he pushed hard until he was all the way up Fox’s


  rectum. Fox wrapped his legs around Edward’s hips. “I might fall. I’m still not that steady without my


  crutches.”


  Edward placed his hands on the table on either side of Fox’s hips, and with Fox’s help, they fell


  quickly into rhythm. Edward had to brace his feet on the floor about a foot apart in order to stay


  upright. Fox leaned his skinny body closer to Edward’s so the friction from Edward’s belly would


  rub against his cock.


  Fox closed his mouth over Edward’s, thrusting his tongue in deep, and they rocked back and


  forth while the pleasure in Edward’s willy built and built.


  Fox cried out. He was always loud and unashamed of his pleasure. The sounds of his panting


  and moaning brought Edward over the edge. His orgasm rushed through his body, gripping his


  buttocks and thighs. Holding each other, they remained still, recovering, kissing each other on the face


  and neck, breathing hard.


  “I love you so much, Fox.”


  “And I love you, my geeky future husband.”


  Screams from outside had them scrambling to tidy themselves up. Edward fastened his trousers


  while Fox grabbed his jeans and pulled them on. The twins always hammered on the door shouting


  their names—“Fox, Eddie, Fox, Eddie!”—even though it was usually only Fox there to greet them at


  that time of the day.


  Barefoot, Fox hurried to the front door and opened it. Edward brought up the rear. The bus


  driver waved and drove off as the twins tumbled into the house, smiling.


  They hugged Fox and then Eddie and took off their coats, which they hung up with care on their


  pegs. If anyone hung a coat on a peg that was not theirs, one of the twins was guaranteed to move it to


  the right one. Alder pointed up the stairs. “Mum?” Every day one of them asked the question.


  “Not yet,” Edward said. “But as soon as she gets out of rehab she’ll be living in the flat on the


  third floor.” They had spent a lot of money installing a proper bathroom and kitchen upstairs so Tara


  could have privacy when she was well.


  The twins headed to the kitchen. Part of their daily routine was to set the table for dinner as soon


  as they came home from school.


  “Dettol!” Edward whispered.


  In the kitchen, Arden picked up Fox’s underwear from the floor and looked at him. Fox laughed


  out loud, but Edward felt too shamefaced. He took the underwear from Arden’s hand and pushed it


  into his pocket. “It’s marvelous the way they say my name,” he said, watching Fox wipe the table with


  a piece of kitchen paper and Dettol. “It means they can learn other words too.”


  “Yeah, they were waiting for him to die before they could speak. We were all waiting for him to


  die so we could live.”


  “All I was waiting for was you,” Edward said. Fox kissed him softly on the lips.


  The twins washed their hands and set the table. Fox stuck his head in the fridge and took out a


  big pan of homemade bean soup, vegetables, and a package of tofu to start the dinner. With relief


  Edward sank down on a chair at the table to watch while everyone worked. He would help with the


  dishes later. That was something they did as a family.


  “After dinner we’re all going to make a valentine’s cake, and we’ll eat it for our bedtime


  snack,” Fox said. “I got a great vegan recipe off the Internet. Is everyone up for it?”
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  “Sounds lovely, dear,” Edward said.
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