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   One
 
    
 
    
 
   It was midnight when Molly Kaminski looked away from the window of the Quick Snack Mini-Mart where she was currently on a double shift, having just watched her Mother (the owner of said mart) drive angrily away in her Ford Fiesta, and found herself looking down the barrel of a gun.
 
    
 
   She looked from the gun to its owner. Despite wearing a pig mask and a hoody, a few things were obvious about its wearer. Firstly, she was a woman. She was petite, curvy and full breasted, so there was no hiding her gender. Secondly, she was nervous. Her stance gave the game away. She kept shifting her weight from foot to foot, trying to look confident but falling a little short.
 
    
 
   A glance to the left of the gun wielder and Molly knew that she was dealing with a duo. There was a man with the girl. He was a lean guy, much taller than his partner. He seemed about as relaxed as his partner, which was not very much at all. In fact, Molly could have sworn he was shaking his head faintly, as though annoyed at having to be here. He was wearing a clown mask.
 
    
 
   Molly took in the scene and inhaled deeply before she looked the Pig in her deep set electric blue eyes, still visible through her mask.
 
    
 
        ‘And what the hell do you want?’ Molly asked her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Two
 
    
 
    
 
   And why was Molly being so cavalier with her own life, you may ask. You might also want to know who the Pig and the Clown were, if you’re possessing of an enquiring mind. Thirdly, why were they holding up a tiny mini-mart in the dingy Biddlesworth council estate that probably had about £20 in the till? All good questions.
 
    
 
   For the answers, we need to go back about ten minutes. We could go back further, cycling through the lives of our robbers and victim, trying to explain how they all ended up at this point, what twists and turns brought them eyeball to eyeball in this standoff. But for the best stuff, the juiciest stuff, ten minutes is sufficient.
 
    
 
    
 
   11.50pm
 
    
 
         ‘FUCK, FUCK, FUCK!’ Jamie Jenson yelled as she banged her dainty fists repeatedly on the wheel of her old, dinged up, black SUV. It was all she could do right now. Vent. Everything had gone so badly wrong tonight. 
 
    
 
   Her brother Max, who sat in the passenger side, watching her chuck her toys out of the pram, decided to wait it out before he contributed anything to the situation.
 
    
 
         ‘Dad’s gonna fucking kill us’ Jamie shouted. But she was clearly starting to calm a little. There were words other than expletives coming out of her mouth now. But Max knew Jamie. He wanted to be sure she’d run out of steam before he attempted to speak to her. She was smaller than him but when she went off, it was more hassle than it was worth to get into it with her. She’d been known to punch him in the throat when she got a bit heated. And her small fists could be quite strong when she threw her full weight behind them. 
 
    
 
         ‘What are we going to do now?’ she demanded. Max waited to see if it was a rhetorical question. It was not. ‘Max, answer me would you, you bloody mute!’ Jamie shouted at him. She loved her brother, but the whole laconic vibe was occasionally insanely irritating. Now was one of those times. He was about as much use as a chocolate dildo when he was like this.
 
    
 
         ‘What do you want me to say?’ Max asked. ‘You were the one who left your post.’
 
    
 
         ‘But you were supposed to give the security guy the backhander. That was the real problem, if we’re pointing fingers.’
 
    
 
         ‘I told him I’d see him later and give him the cash then. He gets paid when the work is done. Like everyone else.’
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah, that’s the thing about being a criminal, Max. People aren’t usually prepared to trust your word. He probably thought you were gonna rob the warehouse and then leave him with the blame. That’s why he shafted us.’
 
    
 
          ‘That’s not what happened. It was just bad luck. Ray’s alright. He wouldn’t do that to us.’
 
    
 
          ‘That is what happened, actually, Maxwell. Because when the cops showed up, he was pointing at us and shouting ‘That’s them!’ I’m shocked we got away un-arrested. We were just lucky we got a chance to switch cars or we’d be wearing silver bracelets right now, I can guarantee you that.’
 
    
 
   Max’s mouth dropped open. He was truly hurt at the thought that Ray had sold them out. He’d had a cup of tea with him. They’d talked about Ray’s chocolate Labrador, Judy. Max had thought they’d bonded.
 
    
 
          ‘You think you know someone…’ Max said forlornly. 
 
    
 
   But Jamie wasn’t interested in Max’s hurt feelings. She had bigger fish to fry.
 
    
 
          ‘And now Dad’s gonna flay us alive. He gave us that job. He scouted it out and he could have done it himself. But he trusted us to do it. And we’ve just lost him a metric fuck-ton of cash.’
 
    
 
          ‘He’ll understand.’
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah, that’s Dad. A very understanding, measured sort of person. Not at all prone to fits of rage.’
 
    
 
          ‘He’s gonna chuck us out, isn’t he?’
 
    
 
   Jamie paused.
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t know. He might not have been serious about that.’
 
    
 
          ‘He said ‘If you fuck this up, don’t bother coming home.’ Sounded serious to me.’
 
    
 
          ‘I think it was just meant to be extra motivation’ Jamie said, hoping to allay her brother’s fears. But in truth, she wasn’t so sure their Dad hadn’t meant every word.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Max sat for a moment with the thought of their possible impending eviction. Max, at twenty, didn’t feel at all ready for that. He was the youngest sibling and he wasn’t so sure how he’d do on his own. The family home, his Dad, his sister, they were his world. 
 
    
 
   Jamie, on the other hand, was twenty-two. And she thought that perhaps she was long overdue a move from the family home. But there were a few things that had been holding her back. Firstly, she wasn’t entirely sure what she’d do if she left, what her life could be. She only knew how to do one thing and that was stealing. And truth be told, she wasn’t really even very good at that. She’d been working under her Dad’s supervision, who was the real brains behind the operation. Tonight had been the big handover, their chance to see if they were up to doing jobs without him. And apparently, they were not. So what was she supposed to do now?
 
    
 
   It was a big question. 
 
    
 
   But Jamie was young enough that she might have just said fuck it to all that, to larger questions, to plans, and gone ahead and jumped off the cliff into adult life anyway. She might have simply gotten some shitty job somewhere and given the whole gainful employment thing a pop. But then there was Max.
 
    
 
   They’d grown up in a unique family home, in which the storage of one hundred and fifty pounds’ worth of frozen steak or twenty smart TVs - not to mention the occasional police raid – had been their version of normal. And from that strange upbringing, they’d ended up becoming each other’s closest bond, as the only people who could understand each other’s lives.
 
    
 
   But still, they had to leave the nest sometime. And if they had to be flung out, maybe that wasn’t the end of the world, Jamie thought as her mind began to slow its angry, crazy circles. 
 
    
 
          ‘Look, Max-’ Jamie began, before noticing that Max was biting his nails. He only did that when he was really worried. 
 
    
 
   And it was true. Max was bricking the upcoming conversation. He couldn’t stop picturing his Dad’s reaction when he came back empty handed. His face going all red and blotchy, stomping around, telling them both how disappointed he was. And Max would laugh it off later, but underneath it, he’d be wounded. But he wouldn’t share that with Jamie. She had enough on her plate without him laying his anxieties on her.
 
    
 
   But Jamie knew Max. She knew what was going through his mind without a word passing from his lips. And that was all it took. Jamie knew she had to do something to fix this. It was all on her.
 
    
 
   And then she glanced down the street.
 
    
 
          ‘Look’ Jamie said and Max followed her eye line. She was looking at some all-night shop across the road, the Quick Snack Mini-Mart. 
 
    
 
          ‘Did you want a coke or something?’ Max asked.
 
    
 
          ‘No! Look, you tit.’
 
    
 
   Max did as instructed, looking closer. 
 
    
 
   They both watched through the large windows as a stern looking woman in her forties with short grey hair angrily ranted at someone else. The girl on the till. She was a delicately cheek boned woman in her early twenties, with thick chestnut hair pulled back into a tight ponytail and thick black rim glasses, cute in a snarky sort of way. She looked a little like the stern woman, only younger. In fact, Jamie thought the stern woman had probably looked exactly like the till girl once upon a time, before life had happened to her.
 
    
 
          ‘Once that woman goes, the place is practically empty. Just that girl on the till’ Jamie explained. At last, Max caught on.
 
    
 
          ‘No way. We don’t do that sort of shit. Robbing a warehouse while someone’s paid to look the other way is one thing. Holding someone up… No.’
 
    
 
   Jamie considered it. She didn’t really want to scare the girl at the till any more than Max did. But larger than the voice of her conscience was a different voice. It was the voice of a big sister. One quick holdup and Max wouldn’t need to feel so worried about their Dad. All things considered, it was the lesser of two evils. If she could get him on board. 
 
    
 
          ‘Where’s that toy gun?’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
          ‘I’m not doing it, Sis.’
 
    
 
   But she wasn’t listening. She was in action mode, too busy looking through her backpack, trying to find the prop gun they’d gotten off eBay. It had been for the benefit of CCTV, so that Ray could claim he’d been held up by some tough bastards who were armed to the teeth. They also had a couple of masks that they’d worn to protect their identities.
 
    
 
   She found the gun and then considered the masks.
 
    
 
          ‘Do you want the pig or the clown? Doesn’t matter. You’re getting the clown. It’s way too fucking creepy. I can’t put it on my face again.’
 
    
 
   She held out the clown mask.
 
    
 
          ‘JAMIE! I’m not doing it! End of story!’ Max said, uncharacteristically riled. 
 
    
 
   The angry tone gave Jamie pause at last. 
 
    
 
          ‘Max’ she said. ‘I don’t want to do this either. And we won’t if you don’t want to.’
 
    
 
   Max sighed. He knew what his options were. The robbery or his Dad’s furious face. And maybe being put out on the street. He took the clown mask and slipped it on. Jamie gave him a grateful smile as she put the pig mask on.
 
    
 
          ‘It’s all gonna be ok’ she said. In that moment, Max believed her.
 
    
 
   Suddenly, the stern woman was storming out of the mini-mart and climbing into a battered Fiesta.
 
    
 
          ‘Let’s go’ Jamie urged. They climbed out of the car as Jamie whispered to herself ‘I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.’
 
    
 
    
 
   11.50pm. Again.
 
    
 
   It had been the longest day of Molly Kaminski’s life. At about half eleven, she’d been nearing the end of an awful shift packed with obnoxious buffoons and rude bastards. Her only comfort had come from knowing that at midnight, it would finally be over. And then Jack, the late shift guy, had called in sick.
 
    
 
   She’d tried to ring her Mother (and boss) Vera, at the other location of the shop, a much larger site across town in a similarly broke area. But no one picked up. Eventually, she left a message saying ‘Jack’s sick. I’m going to close for the night.’
 
    
 
   And then, ten minutes from the end of her shift, her Mother suddenly burst into the shop, shouting in her light Russian accent ‘Molly Kaminski! This shop never closes. Never!’
 
    
 
   After Molly had recovered from her Mum’s dramatic entrance, she replied ‘Mum, I’ve been here since four this afternoon. I need to go to bed. Not to mention the employment laws you’re breaking.’
 
    
 
          ‘You can have tomorrow off. I’ll get someone for then. But for now, just have some coffee. Because this shop NEVER closes’ Vera repeated.
 
    
 
          ‘But I’m knackered! And I don’t like the graveyard shift. All the weirdos show up.’ 
 
    
 
          ‘What are you talking about?’
 
    
 
          ‘I’m a young woman alone in an illuminated glass box.  I might as well put a sign in the window saying ‘Attack me!’
 
    
 
          ‘Stop exaggerating. There’s an alarm under the till if you get in trouble. And you’ve worked plenty of other nights. I don’t see what the problem is. Unless you feel I should just hand you the business when I retire. That you shouldn’t have to put in any real work for it. That you can’t make the occasional sacrifice for your family? Is that what you think?’
 
    
 
   Molly sighed. This was her Mother’s trump card. Anytime Molly didn’t want to do something, her Mother would put it down to a failure of work ethic. Molly didn’t agree. She worked a full week at the mart. Sometimes a bit more than that. But any attempt to reason with her Mum, she knew from bitter experience, would only lengthen the lecture. And she’d still end up working the shift.
 
    
 
          ‘Fine’ Molly said. ‘But we need to get some backup for times like this. I can’t live here, Mum. I’ve got to have a life.’
 
    
 
          ‘You’re twenty-two, you’re not a teenager anymore. You’ve had your fun. Now’s the time to start building something. Make something of yourself.’
 
    
 
   Molly couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Firstly, she’d caved to her Mother’s demands and she was still getting a lecture. Second, the ‘You’ve had your fun’ comment. 
 
    
 
   If Molly was certain of anything, it was that she’d never had fun. Her teenage years had been spent under a duvet, with a torch and a book. And that had been good in its own way. Even if the other kids she’d gone to school with had wanted her to hang out with them at the park at night, drinking booze and snogging each other, Molly wouldn’t have wanted to do that. Probably not, anyway. But she’d never had the chance to turn the invitation down. Because she’d been ‘That Girl’, with the strict Mum and always with a book in her hand. Not just another kid, someone to have a laugh with. So no ‘fun’ for Molly. Not really.
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah’ Molly said, wanting to be done with this conversation. She’d lost and she knew it. If her Mother wasn’t going to really listen to her, Molly just wanted her to go now. ‘Whatever.’
 
    
 
          ‘Not ‘whatever’. I came to this country with nothing except you in my belly. And I had to work to make sure we had a good life.’
 
    
 
   The truth was that Molly knew her Mother had not had it easy. And she understood that she’d achieved amazing things with very little. But it was late and Molly was exhausted. She had no desire to listen to the same story she’d heard a million times, a story meant to make her feel lazy and unappreciative. She wasn’t one to argue with her Mother usually, but she couldn’t take anymore. Not tonight. 
 
    
 
          ‘Mum, can you not do the monologue? I know, alright! You came here with bugger all and you pulled yourself up by your bootstraps. It’s a classic tale of immigrant pluck. So can we skip it for once?’
 
    
 
   Vera shook her head. She never failed to be amazed that her fight to get here and make a living seemed like nothing more than a boring fairy-tale to her daughter, just another story from one of her books. Her daughter had never known real hardship. Vera had made sure of that and she was glad Molly had grown up never truly wanting for anything. But sometimes she wished that Molly could get a glimpse of struggle, just to know what she really had. 
 
    
 
          ‘You’re an ungrateful child, Molly Kaminski. And you’d better buck your ideas up if you want to run this business.’
 
    
 
   There it was, Molly’s chance. All she had to do was take the set-up handed to her and explain calmly to her Mother that she didn’t actually want to run the business at all.  That she’d rather be doing a million other things. Travelling the world, working with animals, running a marathon, building a log cabin, running for Prime Minister, anything except sitting in this dreary little building, selling scratch cards and cheap booze to the residents of the Biddlesworth council estate.
 
    
 
   But she wasn’t ready for that conversation. She had a strong feeling that it would just about break her Mother’s heart to hear it. So instead, she threw out the second most hurtful thing she could think of.
 
    
 
          ‘I hate my life! And it’s all your fault!’
 
    
 
         ‘We all hate our lives sometimes. It’s part of being an adult’ Vera said coldly. She turned on her heels, never able to resist a good exit line, and walked out of the shop.
 
    
 
   Molly watched her leave and climb into her car. And then she turned around to see Jamie and Max, Pig and Clown, waiting to rob her. 
 
    
 
   And she wasn’t having it. Not at all.
 
    
 
   She was brim full of anger at her Mother, because she was the reason Molly was stuck in this place and she’d been warning her that this very thing could happen. And now it was. These two people had walked in and pointed a gun at her. And they probably thought she’d drop to her knees and beg for her life. But what kind of life was it to beg for?
 
    
 
          ‘And what the hell do you want?’ Molly asked her wannabee robbers. The question was aimed more at the Pig. This woman who was not much bigger than she was. Molly thought she might even have an inch or two on her. Who did she think she was to walk in here and try and frighten Molly like this?
 
    
 
   The Pig, Jamie, looked at her accomplice, expressing the question ‘What now?’ with a glance. But Max was no help. His response was a shrug.
 
    
 
   Molly watched the small exchange and she was emboldened by it. She actually had them on the ropes.
 
    
 
          ‘Well?! What do you want? Because unless you’ve come in here to buy something, you can piss off!’
 
    
 
   Jamie’s voice finally woke up.
 
    
 
          ‘Hey! Till girl! Do you see this?’ Jamie shouted, trying to sound menacing as she waved her gun. ‘Do you know what it does?’
 
    
 
   But it had been a mistake to engage with Molly. It only fuelled her.
 
    
 
          ‘Are you asking me if I’m stupid? Because I’m not the one robbing a shop after the till money was collected a couple of hours ago, moron!’ Molly said with a snarky laugh.
 
    
 
   Max put his head in his hands. This had been a stupid idea from the start. He’d only gone along with it in a crazy moment of panic. And now they just needed to get out of there, before the police showed up for the second time that night. He began to pull on Jamie’s arm.
 
    
 
   But Jamie was feeling a bit foolish. And when Jamie knew she’d made a mistake, she tended to dig her heels in even more. She wasn’t leaving without something.  She yanked her arm from Max’s grip and glanced around wildly, spotting a free standing cash machine in the corner.
 
    
 
          ‘What about that?’ she demanded of Molly. 
 
    
 
          ‘It charges £1.50 to use it but knock yourself out’ Molly replied drolly. 
 
    
 
          ‘Hilarious. Now open it’ Jamie demanded.
 
    
 
          ‘We don’t have the keys. There’s a security company that comes once a week. Only they can open it to refill it’ Molly explained. She’d had enough of this now. The Pig had been a magnificent place to direct some anger but Molly was becoming more aware of the reality of the situation. There was a gun on her.
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t believe you’ Jamie said. But actually, she did. 
 
    
 
   In fact, when Jamie had asked about the cash machine, part of her had known that would be the answer. But Jamie had gotten herself snarled up in a difficult situation, full of actual problems and Jamie problems.  It was a bad combination. The real world problem was the thing with her Dad and Max. He’d be angry, possibly mad enough to throw them both out. And she thought there was a possibility that she might land on her feet. But Max was a different animal to her. She didn’t know if he’d cope. 
 
    
 
   But alongside that, the problem in Jamie’s head, was dented pride. It wasn’t just the potential shit-fit her Dad would throw. She’d failed. She’d failed herself. And she’d failed Max. Yes, he hadn’t done what he was supposed to and bribed the guard. But Jamie still felt the failing had been on her side. She should have made sure he’d done it. As older sister, that was her job.
 
    
 
   Now she was about to fail again. Because of that, some part of Jamie wouldn’t let her back down. And the girl that had just proven she was stupid, in front of her brother, had unknowingly hit a nerve.
 
    
 
          ‘Believe what you like. But that won’t make it so. Just get out, will ya?’ Molly said, thinking it was a finishing statement. 
 
    
 
   But it wasn’t over. Not at all.
 
    
 
          ‘Hey!’ Jamie yelled, her temper rising, causing her to drop her gun arm ‘You don’t tell me what to do. I tell you what to do!’
 
    
 
   It was unfortunate phrasing, considering the conversation Molly had just had with her Mother. 
 
    
 
          ‘Why’s that, then?’ Because you’ve got a gun?’ she shouted at the Pig.
 
    
 
          ‘Pretty much’ Jamie yelled back.
 
    
 
          ‘Well, I don’t give a damn. So what else have you got?’
 
    
 
   Max watched Jamie’s small pause and knew there was trouble on the horizon. And he wasn’t wrong. Jamie, wanting to be able to speak properly without plastic covering her mouth, as well as looking the girl on the till in the eye while they had this out, ripped her mask off.
 
    
 
   Well, shit Max thought.
 
    
 
   Molly was shocked. The girl underneath the mask wasn’t what she’d been expecting. She had long, glossy, blonde hair and the face of an angel. Although clearly not the temperament of one. But more surprising than that was the fact that she’d showed her pretty face at all. What the hell kind of criminals were these two?
 
    
 
          ‘You know what?’ Jamie said. ‘I’m sick of this. Just open the till, would you? I’ll take whatever you’ve got.’
 
    
 
   That made Molly remember the button underneath the till, the alarm. It wasn’t linked to the police like some alarms were. Vera had decided that was an unnecessary expense. But it was loud. And it would draw attention. All Molly had to do was go along with the blonde girl and she could hit the button. It might be enough to scare them off.
 
    
 
   But she didn’t.
 
    
 
          ‘I’m not opening the till, Piggy. I will never open this till. Not even if you shoot me in the kneecaps.’
 
    
 
   Jamie shook her head in disbelief.
 
    
 
          ‘What the fuck is your problem? You’re willing to get seriously hurt, maybe even die, for a tiny bit of money.’
 
    
 
         I’m not. But I’m also not willing to let you tell me what to do. So you decide what you want to do about that.’
 
    
 
   Jamie looked to Max. He was pleading with his eyes. He wanted to go. And he was right. This was a bust. It was time for Jamie to leave with her tail between her legs, the second fiasco of the night under her belt. It killed her to look at it this way, but there wasn’t any other way to see it. Time to go home and see if there was any way she could talk her Dad out of kicking them out. She might have to do some serious grovelling, which was not exactly in her skillset. But Till Girl was tough as old boots. Jamie had no choice but to let go of this mad plan and let the night spiral further into the disaster it apparently could not be saved from.
 
    
 
          ‘Alright-’ Jamie began.
 
    
 
          ‘FREEZE!’ shouted a new voice.
 
    
 
   Everyone turned to see that a gingery boy of about sixteen, wearing a red school jumper, holding a can of hairspray in one hand and a lighter in the other, had leapt out from behind a shelving unit.
 
    
 
          ‘This is a homemade flame thrower!’ he yelled, his voice quivering. ‘So get out before I burn all your hair off!’
 
    
 
   No one moved.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Three
 
    
 
    
 
   The teenage boy, Henry O’Donnell, had been hiding in the back of the shop, next to the beans, listening to the robbery. He’d even been there through Molly’s argument with her Mother. But why? Why had he stayed back there throughout what appeared to be an armed robbery? Why didn’t he creep out while everyone’s backs were turned? Or even make a dash for it if he wasn’t confident in his ninja skills?
 
    
 
   Quite simply, for love.
 
    
 
   Henry O’Donnell came into the Quick Snack Mini-Mart every single day. And every day, Molly Kaminski served him, barely looking up from whatever book she happened to be reading. So of course, Henry fell deeply, passionately in love with her. 
 
    
 
   She was a cross section of things he liked. Firstly, she was always reading, which Henry took to mean she was clever. Secondly, she was very pretty but she didn’t make a big deal of it. She was never particularly coiffed and always had her thick chestnut brown hair pulled back in an unassuming ponytail. Henry felt that indicated depth. Thirdly, he saw her every day. Those three facts made him a goner.
 
    
 
   Months of mooning had been all well and good but recently, Henry had decided that the fantasy wasn’t enough. He was going to try and turn it into reality. 
 
    
 
   And so he’d decided that tonight was the night he would express his love. He knew he was a bit younger than Molly. And he knew he wasn’t the coolest boy. Nor the most handsome. And a bit on the weedy side. But he and Molly were destined to be together. Surely Molly would recognise that, when he professed his love? The profundity of his feelings had to be enough to win her over.
 
    
 
   Henry had managed to figure out (from an amount of observation that walked just up to the line of stalking without ever quite crossing it) that she worked till midnight on a Thursday, and he’d snuck out of his house half an hour ago, avoiding parental detection. Because he’d decided that when she finished her shift, he’d be there, ready to ask her out. So he slipped into Quick Snack and waited. Molly didn’t seem to notice him. But Henry didn’t mind that. It was all part of their little chess game.
 
    
 
   He’d been in the middle of psyching himself up for the big reveal, tucked away in the back, when Molly’s Mum had shown up and started a blazing row with her. Henry had begun to wonder at that point if this was really the best moment to romance her. He’d been trying to figure out how best to sneak out without Molly seeing him so he could try again another night. And then he heard the robbers. 
 
    
 
   A lot of boys would have legged it. But not Henry. He was a romantic in the way that only a teenager can be. His feelings had taken him beyond all logic and indeed, good sense. And his one true love was in peril. Surely, if he saved the day, what else could she do but fall into his heroic arms?
 
    
 
   But they had a gun and he had nothing except the lighter he kept for melting the odd pen. When he saw the hairspray on a low shelf, inspiration had struck. Action heroes were always knocking together crazy weapons from whatever was around and then wading in, muscles glistening with the sweat of bravery. Maybe Henry didn’t quite have the muscles yet, but the weapon bit was easy-peasy. Soon he had a homemade flame thrower, ready to go. He was half scared, half excited.
 
    
 
   He’d held his weapon and summoned all the nerve he could muster, while he listened to Molly trying to fight through the terror she must be feeling, waiting to be rescued. And when the argument had reached its zenith, out Henry jumped, screaming his threat about making the robbers bald.
 
    
 
   But they weren’t reacting as he’d hoped. The girl with the gun was looking at him like he was a fly she’d like to swat. And Molly? She was looking at him as though he were, well, a teenage boy holding some hairspray and a lighter.
 
    
 
   Henry wished dearly at that moment that he’d stayed in bed, playing Candy Crush on his phone. But it was too late. He’d committed.
 
    
 
          ‘Did you hear me?!’ Henry shouted, trying to sound as manly as he could manage.
 
    
 
   The Clown turned to him and took off his mask. He was blonde, like the gunwoman. He looked kind of dopey but there was kindness in his blue eyes. He looked tired.
 
    
 
          ‘Yes, we heard you’ Max said to the boy. The situation had been at the point of peaceful resolution. And this kid was going to screw it up with hair product. ‘But there’s no dramas. We’re probably gonna head off now. So no one needs to lose an eyebrow, yeah?’
 
    
 
   Henry didn’t believe him. It had to be a trick to make him drop his guard. 
 
    
 
          ‘Alright then’ Henry said, readying his can and flicking on the lighter. ‘Get out now and no one gets hurt-’
 
    
 
          ‘Oi’ Molly suddenly shouted. ‘Put that down, would you? You’re gonna set the shop on fire.’
 
    
 
   Henry, who’d been midway through a speech he’d heard in pretty much every cinematic bank robbery he’d ever seen, was thrown.
 
    
 
          ‘What?!’
 
    
 
          ‘Turn that lighter OFF!’ Molly said sternly.
 
    
 
          ‘But, but, but…’ Henry stammered, wounded. Why was Molly being so mean? He was here to help her.
 
    
 
          ‘Why don’t you just get out of here, little boy’ Molly said with a nod at the door, done with him.
 
    
 
   Little boy? Did she not even know his name? He was Henry O’Donnell, her one true love, her daring rescuer. How could she talk to him like he was a toddler that had knocked over a display of cornflakes?
 
    
 
          ‘Molly! We have to get them out of here. They’re dangerous!’ Henry appealed, desperate to give her another chance to get behind his audacious rescue. 
 
    
 
          ‘How do you know my name?’ Molly asked, somewhat surprised.
 
    
 
   Jamie decided she’d been listening to this for long enough. 
 
    
 
          ‘Right, you little fucker. The show’s over. Go home. No one’s got time for this’ she said to Henry.
 
    
 
          ‘Everyone should leave’ Molly amended, glaring at Jamie.
 
    
 
          ‘I’ve still got a gun, ya know’ Jamie reminded her, waving the toy pistol.
 
    
 
   But as she waved it, it slipped out of her hand and skittered across the floor, landing with a bump against the bottom of a shelving unit full of biscuits. It sounded unmistakably plastic and hollow. Jamie prayed that Molly hadn’t properly heard it.
 
    
 
          ‘Oh my god!’ Molly cried. ‘Is that plastic?!’
 
    
 
   She walked out from behind the till and Jamie, Max and Henry watched as she picked the toy up off the floor. She examined it for a second before snapping it in two with her hands.
 
    
 
          ‘Un-fucking-believable!’ Molly whispered to herself. 
 
    
 
   Jamie knew then that she was done trying to scare the Till Girl, Molly - the boy had called her. Even when she thought Jamie been holding a real gun, Molly hadn’t been scared. God knows what she’d do now.
 
    
 
   But Max, who had long learned how to act as a ballast to his sister’s temper, was ready to smooth the situation over.
 
    
 
          ‘Look, I think we can all agree that this has been a bit of a silly incident’ Max said. ‘So I think the best thing would be for everyone to just leave. Except you’ he said, gesturing at Molly ‘because you work here, obviously. But everyone else will go and we’ll forget this happened.’
 
    
 
          ‘You know this still counts as armed robbery, don’t you? Even if the gun is plastic?’ Molly said.
 
    
 
   Jamie, caught up with the need for a quick cash injection, had forgotten that inconvenient little fact when she’d walked into the Quick Snack. She felt a jolt of panic at Molly’s words. She glanced at Max, hoping to read some genius plan in his eyes, unlikely as that was. But she could tell that he was still hoping he could talk his way out of this. Jamie wasn’t so certain that was going to work.
 
    
 
          ‘Look’ Max said calmly ‘I know that’s, like, technically true and everything. But if you’d let us off, we’d really appreciate it.’
 
    
 
          ‘Let you off? Of an armed robbery?’
 
    
 
          ‘Armed robbery? Prank gone wrong? It’s a fine line if you ask me’ Max said, hoping that his lazy charm would work on Molly.
 
    
 
          ‘Your girlfriend walked in here and pointed this’ she held up the broken gun bits ‘at me and told me to open the till. And if I had, she’d have robbed every last penny.’
 
    
 
          ‘She’s my sister, actually’ Max amended. 
 
    
 
          ‘Whatever! She tried to scare me into giving her money. And the only reason she wasn’t able to do it is that I wasn’t scared.’
 
    
 
          ‘Then what’s the harm?’ Max asked with a shrug.
 
    
 
          ‘The harm is that next time, maybe the girl behind the till will be scared. And maybe the gun won’t be made of plastic. So I have to call the police’ Molly checked around the till, looking for her mobile phone underneath the counter.
 
    
 
          ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa, there’s not gonna be a next time!’ Max entreated. ‘We’ve never done this before. It’s the first and the last time, I promise you.’
 
    
 
   Jamie rolled her eyes at her brother as Molly found her phone and began to make the call.
 
    
 
          ‘Max! How many times do I need to tell you!’ Jamie snapped at her brother. ‘People don’t trust the words of criminals’ she said as she stepped behind the counter, grabbing the phone out of Molly’s hand. She threw it on the floor and smashed it with one hard stamp of her heel.
 
    
 
   Molly looked down at her busted phone. She looked back up at Jamie, who was fixing her with a defiant glare.
 
    
 
          ‘That was BRAND NEW’ Molly shouted.
 
    
 
   A jet flame suddenly shot into the air, narrowly missing Max’s nose. Everybody jumped around to see Henry, who they had all forgotten about, wielding the now functioning flame thrower. He took his finger off the hairspray’s button, halting the flame.
 
    
 
          ‘I’m not gonna let you hurt her’ he cried, desperately trying to sound tough. In truth though, he’d frightened himself and it was obvious to everyone else in the room. Especially Molly, who’d been giving serious thought to socking the female robber in the eye. She rounded on Henry, affronted.
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t need your help! Get the fuck out of here! You’re just making everything worse’ she said angrily.
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah’ Jamie agreed. ‘I can’t think of many situations that have been improved by fire. So don’t be a twat and get off home. Your Mum’s probably waiting to change your nappy’ she added with a short, nasty laugh.
 
    
 
   Henry looked from Molly to Max to Jamie. Then back to Molly and back to Jamie. It was a nightmare come true. The robber was like the horrible girls at school, the pretty ones with the perfect blonde hair, the ones who ripped the piss out of him. And Molly was on her side, so it seemed. She didn’t think he was a hero. She thought he was a dickhead.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Molly watched as Henry’s face began to go red and blotchy. And then his eyes became wet as he tried to blink back large, angry tears. 
 
    
 
   Jamie started to feel bad. The kid actually had a lot of nerve confronting ostensibly armed robbers with nothing but hairspray. And she’d obviously hurt his feelings. Boys, she thought. It’s way too easy to emasculate them. Just as she was considering taking back what she’d said, Henry threw the hairspray angrily on the floor. It bounced away with a tinny clatter. 
 
    
 
          ‘You two are both just, just, just…’ he stuttered. Everyone waited patiently. ‘You’re both…’ Henry tried again. 
 
    
 
   Molly had tried to be patient with this crying boy, but she didn’t like the idea that he was about to lump her in with the person who’d tried to rob her.
 
    
 
          ‘We’re not both anything, as a matter of fact. I’m nothing like this thief’ she said with a nod at Jamie. ‘I work for a living!’ 
 
    
 
   Jamie, despite the fact that Molly’s description was essentially accurate, was suddenly and oddly outraged.
 
    
 
          ‘Oh, that’s all I am, is it? Just some dumb little thief?’
 
    
 
   Molly turned to Jamie and blinked at her, incredulous.
 
    
 
          ‘I’m very sorry, would you like me to describe you some other way? Perhaps you collect stamps as well as robbing mini-marts? Should I have said thief slash philatelist?’ Molly asked sarcastically. 
 
    
 
          ‘MEAN!’ Henry interrupted, finally finding the word. ‘You’re both mean. And you’re the same.’
 
    
 
          ‘WE ARE NOT THE SAME’ Molly and Jamie cried in unison.
 
    
 
          ‘Yes you are! You’re exactly the same! Horrid and nasty and selfish! And it would serve you right to be stuck with each other, having your pointless argument forever!’ Henry said, surprised at his own outburst. It wasn’t only the fact that he’d spoken to Molly like that, which he felt bad about immediately. It was more the way he’d felt when he said those words. A weird feeling behind his eyeballs. He didn’t like it.
 
    
 
   And it wasn’t just a feeling in his head. It seemed to spill out into the world. Because on that final word, ‘Forever’, a rumble began beneath everyone’s feet. At first it was merely a low growling sound, but then the floor began to shake. The shelves began to rattle. A tin of peas fell from a nearby display and rolled across the floor.
 
    
 
   Jamie, Molly, Max and Henry had no idea what was happening. Biddlesworth wasn’t really known for its earthquakes. Perhaps some colossal articulated lorry was passing by? But as they all looked around the shop and out of its windows, nobody could find a visible source of the vibration.
 
    
 
   Jamie, who’d been standing behind the counter with Molly, suddenly lost her footing on the shuddering floor and reached out to steady herself on the counter. She grabbed its edge, feeling something stick out underneath it that seemed to push in with her grip. It didn’t take her long to figure out that she’d just pressed a button. Or what that button did.
 
    
 
   WEEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAWWEEEEEEEAAAAA!
 
    
 
   The shaking seemed to have finished but it had been replaced with a screaming security alarm. Everyone clapped their hands to their ears as the sound flooded the small space.
 
    
 
   For Henry, the audio assault was the last straw. He ran from the shop, as fast as his legs could carry him, away from the noise and his own shock and embarrassment. The weird feeling in his head was beginning to pass, thankfully. But still, he wanted to go home.
 
    
 
   Max watched him go and thought the kid was probably onto something. He turned to his sister, crying out ‘Jamie! We’re going! Now!’ and followed Henry’s lead out of the door.
 
    
 
   Jamie made no attempt to argue. Not only had she started this stupid situation, now she’d set the alarm off. It was a fuck up too far. She began to follow Max out of the shop door, twenty feet away from the counter.
 
    
 
   Molly watched her start to run, relieved that everyone was finally leaving. It was all over. She stepped out from behind the counter, ready to lock the door once Jamie was gone.
 
    
 
   But as Jamie got halfway to the door, something peculiar happened. She felt a sort of pull at her waist, as though someone had crept in when she wasn’t looking and attached a bungee cord to her belt. It yanked her back with a shocking force, causing her to fall backwards and slip back along the tiled floor with the sheer power of the jerk. She sat up and looked around, trying to understand what had just happened. There was nothing. There was no reason she should have just pinged across the shop floor like a rubber band.
 
    
 
   But as she looked back, trying to see what had caused this weird occurrence, she noticed something. Molly the Till Girl. She was lying on the floor too, wearing a look that Jamie knew mirrored her own. She looked stumped. 
 
    
 
   But Jamie didn’t have time for any of this. The alarm was still blaring. The cops would be here any minute. She stood and tried to move forward again. And this time, it wasn’t a yank, it was a drag, like she was pulling a heavy weight.
 
    
 
   She looked back to see what was pulling her and saw that as she slowly trudged forward, Molly was sliding across the floor on her back, legs kicking in the air, dragged by an invisible force, screaming ‘What the fuck IS this!’
 
    
 
   Jamie stopped walking. Molly stopped moving. Jamie looked down at her, annoyed.
 
    
 
          ‘Points for this. As tricks go, it’s surreal. Now will you get whatever see-through Spiderman webbing you’ve attached off of me and just let me go?’
 
    
 
   Molly didn’t really hear her. She was too confused. She stood up from the floor and dusted herself off, saying ‘Is this another part of the robbery? It’s not enough put a gun in my face? You’ve got to drive me out of my mind as well?’
 
    
 
   Max popped his head around the door.
 
    
 
          ‘Sis! What’s the delay? There’s blue lights on the horizon, figuratively speaking. We gotta go!’
 
    
 
   Jamie glanced back at Molly and said ‘I’m going now, alright?’
 
    
 
   Molly shrugged and said ‘Please, do!’ and Jamie took that to mean that whatever weird thing she’d just done was finished with. She turned and began to run.
 
    
 
   Molly watched her go and just as she got about twenty feet away, it happened again.
 
    
 
   SNAP!
 
    
 
   This time, Molly and Jamie, stayed on their feet but that was even worse because they slammed into each other, their heads bumping against one another, sounding like coconuts cracking together.
 
    
 
          ‘Stop it!’ Molly shouted, rubbing her forehead.
 
    
 
          ‘You stop it!’ Jamie yelled back.
 
    
 
   Max watched this strangeness and whatever questions he might have had were obliterated by the distant sound of sirens. He didn’t think any further about what was going on or why. He didn’t even try to figure out if it was real. It was just another problem and he decided quickly how to solve it. He ran into the shop and said to Molly, with bottomless sincerity, ‘I am so, so sorry about this’ and grabbed her by the waist, throwing her over his shoulder. 
 
    
 
   Molly was livid at being tossed over the Clown’s shoulder and immediately began to beat her hands on his back, shouting to the world ‘I’m being abducted! The Clown and the Pig! The Clown and the Pig!’ But angry as she was, she couldn’t fight Max’s size.
 
    
 
   Max took the painful hits with small whimpers as he ran past his astonished sister and out of the shop. But she didn’t have long to gawk. Her body quickly followed the pair, pulled by the waist against her will.
 
    
 
   As she got out of the shop, she heard the police sirens. They were close. But there was no time to scan the horizon. She had to keep going. There was no choice in it. She was being pulled down the street, following Max and his furious hostage. He was explaining ‘I’m not going to hurt you’ as she smashed her palms into his back, clearly not employing the same policy.
 
    
 
   Jamie didn’t understand what was going on with the weird force that was compelling her to follow Molly but there was no time to think about it. They had to get away. She decided to simply allow the force to do what it was doing and go with it, at least for the time being.
 
    
 
   Max managed to get Molly into the back of the car, snapping the seat belt over her and saying ‘See? I don’t even want you to get whiplash. And as soon as we disconnect you and my sister, I’ll drop you off. Cool?’
 
    
 
   Molly made a lunge for Max’s face but he jumped quickly back and shut the door on Molly, locking it. Molly went straight for the lock on the door but she couldn’t get it to release.
 
    
 
          ‘Child safety lock. Save your energy for ripping my throat out later on, when we’re out of this mess, alright?’ Max explained, as he got in the driver’s seat, joined on the passenger side by Jamie.
 
    
 
   Jamie looked into the back at Molly and immediately wished she hadn’t. She was beside herself with fury. It was scary.
 
    
 
          ‘You two are in so much fucking trouble’ Molly screamed at her captors. ‘I’m gonna make sure you both get hanged for this. I don’t care if we don’t have it in this country anymore. I’m going to get it reinstated!’
 
    
 
   Jamie sighed deeply and turned to her window to keep an eye out, glad of the chance for a breath, as Max started the engine and sped away from the Quick-Snack.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ten seconds after they were out of sight, a police car came around the corner, its lights and sirens at full pelt. Someone had called in an alarm and the two officers in the car were ready to take on whatever robbery might be in progress.
 
    
 
   But all they found was an empty Mini-Mart with a cacophonous alarm bleating away. On the floor of the mart was a tin of peas, a broken toy gun and a can of hairspray. 
 
    
 
   Sargent Archie Skipple, the older of the two, turned to his young protégé, PC Joey Compton and said ‘Well. I’m fucked if I know what this all means.’
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   About twenty-five minutes later, Jamie and Max were standing on the hard shoulder of a motorway, looking into the back of their car. Molly was staring right back at them. She looked unnervingly serene.
 
    
 
   The first twenty minutes of their journey out to the quietest road they could think of had been laden with verbal abuse from Molly, as she listed the various consequences of this abduction, legal or otherwise, from the back of the car. 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Max had decided not to engage with any of it. There was no need. This wasn’t a kidnap. Or if it was, it was a temporary one. More of a ‘Borrowing’, Max decided.
 
    
 
   But then Molly had gone quiet. Somehow, that had been more disconcerting than the threats.
 
    
 
   And now Max and Jamie were looking at Molly, sitting calmly in the back of the car, watching them watching her, deciding whether it was a good idea to let her out. Max’s back still hurt from the pounding it had taken earlier.
 
    
 
          ‘Do you think she’s calmed down a bit?’ he asked out of the side of his mouth.
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t know’ Jamie replied out of the side of hers.
 
    
 
   Molly suddenly rapped on the window and they both jumped a little.
 
    
 
          ‘Look’ she said evenly, through the glass ‘if you’re looking to get some ransom money, my Mum could give you something. But she’s really, really tight so keep the amount reasonable. Otherwise you’ll find yourself haggling and you might as well give up once that gets going. Also, don’t bother about posting her any of my fingers. She comes from the Eastern Bloc so that sort of thing probably won’t rattle her-’
 
    
 
          ‘No, no, don’t say stuff like that’ Max protested, thoroughly ruffled. ‘Nobody’s getting ransomed!’ he finished and opened the door.
 
    
 
          ‘Max!’ Jamie cried out in warning. But it was too late. Molly was out of the car and running.
 
    
 
          ‘You’re damn straight no one’s getting ransomed’ Molly cried over her shoulder as she began to run away from the car, down the road, looking for any approaching headlights.
 
    
 
   But of course, she didn’t get very far. No more than twenty feet, in fact. And then the force put a hasty halt to her progress. ‘Aagghh’ she cried as she was yanked back toward Jamie, falling down in the mud. 
 
    
 
   Unfortunately for Jamie, she didn’t think to ready herself for the impact, so she was also snapped forward, running and then falling over headlong, right on top of Molly. Molly let out a surprised grunt as she felt Jamie’s weight land directly on her solar plexus. She began to wheeze, the breath knocked from her. Jamie rolled off Molly quickly and sat her up as she tried to take a breath.  But Molly couldn’t seem to catch hold of one and she started to panic, desperately trying to drag air into her lungs.
 
    
 
          ‘You’ve had the wind knocked out of you. That feeling, that’s your nerves spasming. Don’t try to fight it. It’ll pass’ Jamie explained patiently. ‘I’ve done it enough times to Max to know.’
 
    
 
   Max nodded sympathetically, saying ‘She learned it from wrestling on TV. It’s her go-to move.’
 
    
 
   Molly heard them through the panic and found a little assurance. She tried to slow her inhalation and eventually, the pressure began to ease. At last, came a full, deep breath. Once Molly felt alright, she turned to Jamie. 
 
    
 
          ‘What did you do that for?’ she asked, angrily. ‘You could have broken my ribs.’
 
    
 
          ‘I didn’t do it! If anything, it was your fault. You tried to run and that… thing kicked in. I couldn’t help it! I was pulled off my feet.’
 
    
 
          ‘What thing?’ Molly asked, playing dumb. But she wasn’t dumb at all. She knew what was happening here. She was attached to the Pig. Or Jamie, as she’d heard her brother, Max, call her. She was connected to Jamie by some invisible force. That much was obvious. The problem was that she couldn’t make sense of it. 
 
    
 
   Molly liked to read and she didn’t restrict herself to any genre, so there was a healthy dose of fantasy in her literary diet. And in those books, these sorts of things could happen. An invisible force attaching two people was par for the course within the fictional realm. But this was no book. This was shitty reality, a place devoid of even the merest smidgen of the mystical. Molly would have loved some magic in her life, like most people. But believing it could really ever happen? That was for kids. And she wasn’t a kid anymore. 
 
    
 
   Consequently, Molly could not absorb the idea of this. It fucked with her entire worldview. If this could be true, then what were the rules of the world? Were there dragons? Did little green men come down to Earth to abduct country bumpkins? Were there witches in the woods, waiting to lure her into their gingerbread houses? It was ludicrous. 
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about’ Molly stated calmly, trying to keep her head amidst this craziness. If she could hold onto reality, there was chance that it might stay in place, unchallenged.
 
    
 
          ‘Yes you do’ Jamie replied. She’d had the same adverse reaction to all this that Molly had had. But Jamie was a practical girl, in the truest sense. She believed what she saw, even if the thing she saw was sheer lunacy. And she’d had the car ride to come to grips with it. So she’d sped past the ‘Grappling with large philosophical questions about the nature of reality’ stage. And now she was at ‘How the fuck do we fix it?’ But that was as far as she’d gotten.
 
    
 
          ‘Look, I don’t pretend to know what this is and how it happened-’ Jamie began.
 
    
 
          ‘That bit’s easy’ Max interrupted. ‘It was that kid.’
 
    
 
   Jamie and Molly looked up at him from the dusty ditch they were still sitting in.
 
    
 
          ‘What?’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
          ‘You know, the kid. He… what do they call it? Curse! He definitely cursed you.’
 
    
 
   Jamie stood up and Molly followed suit.
 
    
 
          ‘How would a teenage boy be able to do that? Isn’t it more ‘Wizened old crone’ territory?’ Jamie asked Max.
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t want to get ‘Mansplain-y’ or anything but that kid said something about you two being stuck together forever, then there was that rumbling and then…’ he gestured at Jamie and Molly.
 
    
 
          ‘You’re both nuts’ Molly interjected. ‘Stark staring barmy.’
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to Molly, tired of her scepticism. There wasn’t time for it. 
 
    
 
          ‘OK, tell you what. I’m going to stand here and you walk away from me. And then we’ll see what happens. And if it’s what I think, this debate is over. Agreed?’ 
 
    
 
   Molly wasn’t sure she did want to make that agreement. But her doubt was still matched by her incredulity. She had to believe she could walk away from Jamie if she wanted to. She needed to believe it.
 
    
 
          ‘Fine! But if I get to that’ she pointed at a shrub twenty-five feet away, ‘you drive me home right this minute.’
 
    
 
          ‘Gladly’ Jamie said.
 
    
 
   Molly span on her heel and began to walk away, trying to affect a casual gait. She got most of the way to the shrub and it began to get harder. Three feet later and that was it. She could go no further. She turned to see Jamie holding onto the handle of the car door to steady herself, having learned a lesson from the last time.
 
    
 
   Molly turned back, still not ready to accept defeat, and tried to take another step. But it was as if there was the hand of a giant around her waist. She couldn’t go any further. She began to wave her hands all over her body, looking for something that might be attached. She still half believed that when she found the string, she’d turn around and Jamie and Max would be laughing at her. 
 
    
 
   But there was nothing. 
 
    
 
   It was a true mind fuck of a moment. All Molly could do was scream at the sky. And so she did.
 
    
 
   Max plugged his ears as Molly gave the primal cry. But Jamie understood it. She wanted to do the same herself.
 
    
 
   They watched Molly scream out her frustration and confusion. It went on for a few seconds. Once she was done, she stayed where she was for a moment, panting, bent double with the exertion of her scream.
 
    
 
   And then she stood straight and turned to Jamie and Max. She walked back to them slowly. They waited, not sure what to expect of her.
 
    
 
          ‘Right then. We need to find this kid’ Molly said calmly.
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   They were all back in the SUV, headed towards town. A fresh argument was already in full swing.
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t see why we can’t go to my house?!’ Molly was demanding. ‘My Mum’ll be wanting to know where I am.’
 
    
 
          ‘Are there security cameras in your shop?’ Max asked from the passenger seat. He’d thought it best to let Jamie drive at the moment. God knows, she’d lost a lot of control over her life tonight. Driving the car was slim consolation but better than nothing.
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah, we’ve got cameras’ Molly answered.
 
    
 
          ‘OK. Now cast your mind back to earlier. How did we leave the place?’ he asked.
 
    
 
   Molly began to see what he meant. 
 
    
 
          ‘And we showed our faces to your camera’ Max said with a look to Jamie.
 
    
 
          ‘You didn’t have to show yours’ Jamie said defensively.
 
    
 
          ‘Once yours was off, it was all over’ Max said irritably.
 
    
 
          ‘So what you’re saying is that the police will be looking for you.’ Molly asked, not wanting to get side-tracked by a sibling squabble.
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah, so if you turn up at your Mum’s with us in tow, the first thing she’ll do is call the police.’
 
    
 
          ‘Actually, I think the first thing she’ll do is lecture me for leaving the shop unattended…’ her voice faded out as she realised something. ‘Oh god!’
 
    
 
   Jamie turned in the car.
 
    
 
          ‘What?’
 
    
 
          ‘She’s going to look at the footage and think I’ve been kidnapped! She’s gonna be worried sick!’
 
    
 
          ‘This is such a shit storm’ Jamie muttered to herself. 
 
    
 
          ‘It’ll be alright. I’ll call her and explain’ Molly said, mostly talking to herself.
 
    
 
          ‘And how are you going to explain?’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   Molly’s closed mouth was her answer. There wasn’t a way to explain any of this. Not in any way her Mother could understand. Not when Molly didn’t even understand it herself.
 
    
 
          ‘We’re just gonna sneak you into ours. But try and avoid our Dad. He’s got a nose for a lie.’
 
    
 
          ‘But if you do cross his path’ Jamie added, ‘You’re my… friend. From school.’
 
    
 
   Molly snorted.
 
    
 
          ‘Something funny about that?’ Jamie asked sharply.
 
    
 
          ‘No’ Molly said quickly.
 
    
 
   There was quiet in the car after that.
 
    
 
    
 
          ‘So, I get the key in the door and Molly, you follow me upstairs. Max, you’re running interference if Dad’s still awake. Ready?’
 
    
 
   Molly and Max nodded.
 
    
 
   She unlocked the door of the house and they went into the small hallway. Molly glanced around the space, it was pokey and clearly hadn’t been decorated in at least twenty years. 
 
    
 
   All was quiet. Jamie thought they’d been lucky as they crept towards the foot of the stairs. 
 
    
 
   Then a light switched on in the living room off the hallway. Leo Jenson was still very much awake. He’d been waiting for them, sat in the dark, in his armchair. The dramatic switching on of the light reminded Molly of her Mother. It was a total Vera move.
 
    
 
          ‘Well, well, well’ he said, standing from the chair. He was a chubby guy with stubble and a thick estuary accent, which gave him a tendency to drop his H’s, even when he didn’t need to. It was almost as though no one was ever allowed to forget what a cockney wide boy he’d once been. ‘What’s going on ‘ere then?’
 
    
 
          ‘Dad!’ Max said, stepping right in front of Jamie and Molly.‘I’m glad you’re up, I wanted to speak to you-’
 
    
 
   But Leo wasn’t diverted in the slightest. He hadn’t missed the young female stranger wearing a blue tabard, stood in his house. He stepped around Max, whose voice trailed off.
 
    
 
          ‘And ‘oo might you be?’ he said to Molly.
 
    
 
   Molly looked wildly from Jamie to Max, looking for rescue. Jamie came to her aid ‘Her name’s Molly, she’s a friend. She’s staying the night. And we’re tired, so-’ 
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t understand why we’re ‘avin houseguests, tonight of all nights. I thought you two would be pretty busy?’ he said, looking to his kids. He couldn’t come straight out and talk specifics, not in front of a random. That was pissing him off on its own. But what was really getting underneath his skin was his strong suspicion something had gone awry with the job.
 
    
 
          ‘Can we talk about it in the morning, Dad?’ Jamie pleaded. 
 
    
 
   But Leo was not one to cut anyone slack, not when it came to money.
 
    
 
          ‘Just tell me tonight went off alright and there’s nothing more to say’ he said, a black note of warning in his gruff voice.
 
    
 
   Jamie looked down.
 
    
 
          ‘Right. So what I’m starting to understand is that not only did you fuck it up, but then you’ he pointed at Jamie ‘decided to cheer yourself up by picking up some skirt? Have I got that right?’
 
    
 
   Molly gawped at Leo, aghast. She hadn’t seen that one coming. So Jamie not only liked girls, but tended to pick up strange ones? It was an insight she hadn’t expected from the night. But then again, it was a night for the unexpected.  
 
    
 
   Still, she wasn’t prepared to be cast in the role of anybody’s ‘Skirt’. She opened her mouth to correct Leo, happening to catch a look from Jamie. She was giving her a look of caution. Molly closed her mouth, understanding what Jamie was trying to convey. Being thought of as his daughter’s one-night stand was simpler than trying to explain the truth.
 
    
 
   Jamie shrugged at her Dad and said ‘Dad, can you please not do this in front of her’, nodding at Molly. 
 
    
 
   Leo’s mouth puckered and his brow creased. He looked like he might blow. But with a glance to Molly, he knew that wasn’t an option.
 
    
 
          ‘Get to bed then. But this conversation is not finished. We might need to talk about responsibility and living arrangements’ he said, darkly. He walked past the group and up the stairs.
 
    
 
   Jamie flushed with mortification. She’d been put in her place in front of Max and Molly. And it was only a taster of what she’d be getting tomorrow.
 
    
 
   Max sensed his sister’s humiliation and said ‘Why does he never assume any of the strange women that come through this house are mine?’
 
    
 
   Jamie gave him a small, grateful smile. ‘Because you don’t have my game, that’s why.’
 
    
 
   Molly watched the moment between the siblings and noticed something she’d missed before. They were tight. 
 
    
 
   Max had just rescued his sister from the embarrassment of what had just happened with her Dad, and he’d sacrificed his own reputation to do it. He’d made the moment about his sister’s sexual success instead of her apparent failure. And she’d obviously known what he was doing and said thank you without the words ever leaving her lips. Molly, as an only child, felt a pang of envy.
 
    
 
          ‘Come on’ Max said. ‘Let’s get upstairs and figure out what we’re gonna do now.’
 
    
 
    
 
   Upstairs, in Jamie’s room, Molly and Jamie sat on the bed while Max sat in an armchair near the window. Molly couldn’t help but look around. The room was covered in clothes. The floor, the end of the bed, the dresser was almost buried in them. And they were the kind of clothes that Molly would never have had the confidence to wear. They were bold colours and tight fit. Jamie, even amidst this night, was clearly the type of girl who was easy in her own skin. That much screamed out of her. Not like Molly.  
 
    
 
          ‘I still don’t get how some boy who looked like his balls had barely dropped could have done something like this’ Jamie was saying, tiredly.
 
    
 
          ‘Maybe it’s something to do with puberty’ Max pondered. ‘Like Carrie? She got her Auntie Flo and then boom! She was throwing people about like they were tennis balls.’
 
    
 
   Jamie bit her lip as she thought about that. When she’d hit puberty at thirteen, a lot of people had called her a little witch, so maybe there was something in it. What if he was some kind of warlock?
 
    
 
          ‘Look’ Molly interrupted, trying not to look at the poster of Megan Fox that was staring down at her from Jamie’s wall ‘what difference does it make? We just need to find him.’
 
    
 
          ‘And how the hell do we do that?’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   Molly shrugged and said ‘Milcroft.’
 
    
 
          ‘Milcroft?’ Jamie asked, perplexed.
 
    
 
          ‘The local school, ten minutes from Quick Snack. He was wearing his school uniform; the crest was on his chest. He definitely goes there.’
 
    
 
          ‘That narrows it down’ Jamie said. ‘So what, we go there tomorrow and catch him as he goes in?’
 
    
 
          ‘Great’ Max said, jumping quickly up from his armchair. ‘So that’s that and I’m going to bed before any other calamities happen. See you both in the morning’ he finished and dashed out before anyone could stop him.
 
    
 
   It was only then that Jamie and Molly realised they’d be sharing a room tonight, the connection making it impossible to do anything else. They looked at each other.
 
    
 
          ‘Well’ Jamie said ‘I’m sleeping in my bed. So you can share or take the floor. Your choice.’
 
    
 
          ‘Floor’ Molly said immediately. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Later on, after some awkward bed preparations, t shirts handed out, sleeping bag dug out from underneath the bed, people having to turn while the other got undressed etc., Molly was lying on the floor, a few feet from Jamie’s bed. The light was off and she was staring at the ceiling, wide awake. She was trying to understand the route from A to B. 
 
    
 
   A was her standing behind the counter of the mart, bored out of her skull. B was right here, on this floor, feet from the woman who’d tried to rob her, attached to her by a mystical curse. But there was no connecting the dots. There was no logic that could be applied. Yet that didn’t stop Molly from trying.
 
    
 
   Jamie was also wide awake, unbeknown to Molly. But she wasn’t trying to understand what was happening. It was just another disaster and in that sense, it seemed like a natural development of the way things had been going for her for quite a while now. 
 
    
 
   First off, the job. The ‘Apprenticeship’ with her Dad was not her choosing but it was the only choice given to her. And then when Max had come of age, he’d been given the same choice. None at all. No one had ever really asked them if it was what they wanted. Leo didn’t ask questions. He gave orders. 
 
    
 
   And their Mum hadn’t been any use in preventing it. She’d decided she couldn’t take any more of this haphazard life and scarpered three years ago. But Jamie and Max had stayed. Not out of loyalty. Their Mum had simply not extended the invitation to escape the party to her kids. Jamie tried not to think about that. But she couldn’t help but wonder how Max felt about it. It was the one thing they never talked about.
 
    
 
   So tonight had been bungled and if Jamie was honest with herself, it had not been that unexpected. Jamie and Max weren’t what you’d call natural criminals. They were fine as subordinates, acting under orders. But if tonight had shown anything, it was that their hearts weren’t really in it.
 
    
 
   And now this? Molly the Till Girl? When you got right down to it, it was just the kind of thing that would happen to Jamie. Just another weight to drag, another person to carry. It was nothing new.
 
    
 
          ‘Are you still awake’ Molly suddenly whispered, breaking into Jamie’s maudlin thoughts. 
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah.’
 
    
 
   There was a pause and then Molly asked nervously ‘This is really weird, isn’t it?’
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah. Totally fucking weird’ Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   She waited for Molly to say more, but she was quiet.
 
    
 
          ‘Was that it?’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
          ‘Yes. I just wanted to hear someone acknowledge it. I feel like I’m losing my mind and you and your brother are just carrying on like it’s no big deal that we’re trapped together by a curse from a teenage boy.’
 
    
 
   Molly heard Jamie sigh.
 
    
 
          ‘What can I say? Life’s weird.’
 
    
 
          ‘People always say that. And I thought I knew what they meant. But there’s weird. And then there’s this.’
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t know what to tell you. I’m just trying to keep it together until we can break the curse. Once that’s done, I might just let my mind snap’ Jamie said.
 
    
 
   Molly and Jamie began to drift off to sleep, some kind of peace brought to them both by simply admitting how fucked up all this really was.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Six
 
    
 
    
 
   At eight thirty the next morning, three people were peeping out from behind a large oak tree on Davis Road, looking at the large wrought iron gates of Milcroft Comprehensive. Rowdy kids had been piling in for a while, but so far, no one had spotted the curse thrower.
 
    
 
          ‘What about that one?’ Jamie asked, pointing at a boy walking into the gates, swinging his bag from side to side.
 
    
 
          ‘No, he was shorter than that’ Max replied.
 
    
 
          ‘Him?’ Jamie suggested, pointing at another boy.
 
    
 
   Max squinted. ‘Maybe? Not sure.’
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to Molly, who had been silent thus far.
 
    
 
          ‘You’re the one who should know him. He knew you. He said your name.’.
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t know how he knew my name’ Molly defended. ‘I didn’t know his, I can promise you that. Anyway, all these teenage boys look the same to me. Acne, whiskers on their chins, goofy teeth. They’re about as distinctive as Minions.’
 
    
 
   Jamie had to admit she was right; they were all quite similar. She turned to see Max rubbing his chin defensively. She realised that at twenty, he was barely out of his teens.
 
    
 
          ‘S’alright Max, you’re well out of the awkward phase. And you turned out alright.’
 
    
 
          ‘Dya reckon?’ Max asked casually, pretending not to care.
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah. Obviously, I got most of the hot genes. But you didn’t do badly.’
 
    
 
   Max tried not to smile. 
 
    
 
   Molly, who’d been telling herself that the second she could get away from this pair of thieves the better, felt the slightest twinge of warmth toward them. 
 
    
 
          ‘Hey!’ a voice cried out suddenly, startling all three of them. They turned to see a woman walking across the street, in her sixties, wearing a severe suit. She was looking right at them.
 
    
 
   Molly, Jamie and Max all froze, still half hidden behind the tree. But they’d definitely been spotted.
 
    
 
          ‘Can I help you?’ Jamie said, stepping out from behind the tree with a dash of quickly conjured confidence. This woman looked a bit angry, better to head her off directly.
 
    
 
          ‘Do any of you have kids here?’ she asked. But she obviously knew the answer. None of them could be old enough to have a teenage child.
 
    
 
          ‘No’ Jamie answered, confused. And then it hit her. They were three people, hiding behind a tree, watching children. She looked over at Max, hoping he’d be able to come up with a reasonable explanation for what they were doing. But his face was blank as white canvas.
 
    
 
          ‘Then can you explain what-’ the woman began.
 
    
 
          ‘We’re here for the assembly’ Molly said abruptly. She didn’t know what had made her say it. But it was out of her mouth now.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Max turned in surprise to Molly but then they heard the woman, who was no doubt a teacher of some sort at the school, say ‘Oh!’ There was an unmistakable relief to her tone. Whatever unsavoury thing she’d thought they were doing had been wiped from her mind by Molly’s lie.
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah, the assembly’ Jamie added, for further authenticity.
 
    
 
          ‘I thought we booked you for next week?’ the woman said.
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to Max and said ‘Billy! You didn’t put the wrong date down again, did you?’
 
    
 
   Max slapped his hand to his forehead, like the dunce Jamie was painting him as.
 
    
 
          ‘I’m so sorry, Jane. Let me just check the schedule’ he said and took out his phone, pretending to scroll. ‘Yeah, I’ve got today. My bad, everyone! So I guess we’ll just-’
 
    
 
          ‘Actually, we have assembly every Monday. I don’t see why we can’t just squeeze you in today. I’d hate to see you have a wasted trip’ the teacher said.
 
    
 
   Everyone looked round as they tried to come up with a reason that they couldn’t do whatever the hell they were supposed to do in this assembly right this minute. But they’d just told the lie that they’d thought it was today and that they were ready to go. What reason could be found now?
 
    
 
          ‘I’m Mrs Foyle, the headmistress, by the way. Why don’t you all follow me in and we’ll get you set up.’
 
    
 
   Jamie, Max and Molly dutifully trooped after her as she led them into the school, their eyes downcast.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the bright, airy hall of Milcroft Comprehensive, about three hundred bored kids were sat in row after bored row, talking, laughing, arguing or some combination of the three, while they waited for assembly to start.
 
    
 
          ‘Settle down everyone!’ Mrs Foyle cried to the packed hall from the stage. Kids from eleven to eighteen dutifully began to wrap up their conversations and turned their eyes to the front.
 
    
 
   Behind Mrs Foyle, on three hastily grabbed school chairs, sat Jamie, Molly and Max. They kept shooting each other looks, trying to figure a way out of the seventh circle of hell they’d wandered into.
 
    
 
          ‘Now, today we have some special guests who are going to do a performance that’s going to instruct us about a very important topic. The…’ she stopped, put her hand over the mic and turned to the trio and asked quietly ‘I’m sorry, what’s the name of your theatre troupe? It’s slipped my mind.’
 
    
 
          ‘The Quick Snack Players’ Molly heard herself say. Max suppressed a small snort of laughter and Jamie merely fixed a grin on her face and stuck her thumbs up at Mrs Foyle. Mrs Foyle, to her credit, did not show her confusion at the odd name of the group. She simply nodded as though it were completely normal and turned back to the hall.
 
    
 
          ‘The ‘Quick Snack Players’ will be doing a performance on a problem that has been known to touch our school. Theft!’
 
    
 
   Jamie felt a small jolt of adrenaline shoot through her body at the word. She turned to Max to see what his reaction was to the subject they’d just been told to improvise an edifying play on, but he looked nothing less than thoroughly amused. She wanted to kick him in the nuts. This was not remotely funny. 
 
    
 
   Molly, on the other hand, had an entirely different look on her face, one that Jamie couldn’t interpret.
 
    
 
          ‘So, if we can all pay attention, our guests will do a small performance on the consequences of thievery, after which will be a Q and A, so that we can all have a frank discussion on the subject. Anyone making noise will be sent out immediately’ she warned and added ‘And I’m talking to you, Patrick McElroy.’
 
    
 
   A large, older boy with a shaved head who was sat in the second row, presumably the infamous Patrick McElroy, gave a ‘Who me?’ look, as though he were a choir boy who’d simply fallen in with a bad crowd and would be indebted to Mrs Foyle forever if she’d grant him the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    
 
   But Jamie had known plenty of Patrick’s in her day. She could smell the trouble on him a mile away.
 
    
 
          ‘Right, so please could everyone give a warm welcome to ‘The Quick Snack Players’ Mrs Foyle finished and turned to give a nod to her performers. Jamie was rooted to the spot as the kids clapped with little enthusiasm. She knew she was supposed to get up and do something now, but she was buggered if she knew what.
 
    
 
   But Molly abruptly stood and approached the front of the stage, a strange confidence in her step. Because, luckily for Jamie and Max, she knew what she was going to do the moment Mrs Foyle announced the subject. It had come to her with ease.
 
    
 
   She stopped at the edge of the stage and waited for Mrs Foyle to step down off the stage, joining the other teachers who stood at the side of the hall. And she was ready.
 
    
 
          ‘I work at a Mini-Mart. I work long hours and the pay is average’ she announced to the hall. ‘I’m just a normal girl, trying to make a living. And then one day, two people walk into my shop and pull out a gun.’
 
    
 
   She turned around on that and gave Jamie and Max a nod. Jamie didn’t understand what was happening but Max jumped up immediately, knowing precisely what Molly wanted him to do. He made his fingers into a gun shape and shouted aggressively, and a little too loudly, ‘Put ‘em up!’
 
    
 
   Jamie, now up to speed, rolled her eyes as Molly stuck her hands in the air and said in terrified tones, ‘Please don’t kill me!’ Jamie was struck by the injustice of the depiction. This wasn’t what had happened at all!
 
    
 
   She stood up and joined Max, adding in the politest tone possible ‘We don’t want to hurt you. We just need what’s in your till. Please be so kind as to make this simple for everyone and remember that this robbery will most likely be covered by your insurance.’
 
    
 
   Molly turned to her, realising that she was trying to undercut the dramatic situation she’d just gone to pains to set up, and said in a pantomime tone ‘But there is nothing in the till! Please, don’t murder me. I have several children who will surely be turned out into the snow if you kill their Mother!’
 
    
 
   Jamie narrowed her eyes at Molly and said irritably ‘Miss, do not fret. We are merely poor people, such as yourself, trying to pay the bills and keep our heads above water. We have no desire to make any orphans. Alright?’
 
    
 
   Molly’s hands dropped ever so slightly as she asked, her tone antagonistic ‘So why do you have a gun?’
 
    
 
   Max, who thought that was a reasonable point, replied ‘Because we were hoping to frighten the shit out of you.’
 
    
 
   A ripple of gasps and giggles went through the hall, the kids delighted to hear an obscenity dropped in such an official capacity.  Mrs Foyle, who’d been thinking that this performance was a tad on the nose and that she probably wasn’t going to be asking these people back, was especially unhappy about The Brown Word. She wondered if she should just shut this down right now. But Molly wasn’t finished.
 
    
 
          ‘Sir!’ she cried out to Max, dropping to her knees and holding out her hands in dramatic entreaty, ‘You’ve achieved your end. I fear for my life, truly! I will give you what little I have, if only you’ll swear never to do this again. Please, give up your life of crime. It’s not too late!’
 
    
 
   Mrs Foyle, still wavering on the issue of allowing this to continue, decided to let it run a bit longer. She was beginning to wonder how it was going to end. Although she would have to ask later why they kept speaking in this bizarre Dickensian manner.
 
    
 
   But before Max could reply to Molly’s plea, Jamie decided she should be the one to address the request to mend her ways.
 
    
 
          ‘Look, Miss. It’s all well and good telling us to change. But how do you actually expect us to do it? Will you help us with our CVs? Give us references? Assist us in filling out loads of application forms? No. You just expect us to magically change the way things work. Well, it’s not that simple! So maybe you should consider the socio-economic whatever’s that lead people into the criminal life. And then tell us to give it up!’
 
    
 
   Patrick McElroy, who’d been watching this weird play and thinking it was pretty bad, decided that the hot blonde had a valid point. He yelled out ‘Yeah! You tell ‘em, Sexy!’
 
    
 
   Mrs Foyle was on him in moments, picking her way through the rows of chairs, grabbing him by the arm and yanking him out of his seat. Patrick shouted ‘I’ve got rights! Me civil liberties are being fucked over!’ at Mrs Foyle and at the captivated crowd, as he was dragged from his chair.
 
    
 
   Onstage, the play paused for the ejection. But as they watched Patrick being wrenched from the hall, he seemed to ‘trip’ over a smaller kid, a boy who fell from his chair with a clatter.  A closer look at the embarrassed boy and Jamie realised who he was. The amateur warlock.
 
    
 
   Henry, who’d been trying to understand why on earth Molly was performing a re-enactment of last night’s robbery at his school (and with the people who’d held her up, no less) had decided to assume that maybe the robbers had been thrown in the slammer last night and that this was some sort of community service thing. It was odd but it was the only thing that made a lick of sense. He was still trying to understand how it had been arranged so quickly when Patrick McElroy had used his expulsion from the room to disguise his intentional knocking of Henry off his chair. Henry was embarrassed but not surprised. It was classic Patrick. 
 
    
 
   But as he sat on the floor, trying to cover his blushing cheeks, he noticed that the blonde robber on the stage was gaping at him. And then she was joined by Molly. They were staring at him in a way he didn’t remotely like. They looked quite angry. Even weirder, they were clearly angry with him. What on earth had he done wrong in all this? 
 
    
 
   He could possibly understand the blonde girl being pissed off with him. He’d thwarted her crime with his bravery. But Molly? What was her problem? Maybe she hadn’t seemed too thrilled with him last night, but that was no reason to be giving him the icy glare she was directing his way.
 
    
 
   And, it had to be asked again, why the hell were they together doing bad theatre? Shouldn’t two of them be in prison and the third recovering from shock? Not stinking up the stage of his school?
 
    
 
   Mrs Foyle, who had now thrown Patrick out amidst a chorus of boos, came back in. ‘Go ahead!’ she instructed the actors.
 
    
 
   Molly managed to wrench her attention back from Henry, remembering Jamie’s last line.
 
    
 
          ‘If you want to find someone to blame for your crimes, you can always find a scape goat. Lots of people have problems but they don’t hold up Mini-marts. What have you got to say to that?!’
 
    
 
   Jamie knew they were only supposed to be playing for time until they could find the little sod who’d stuck them together, and technically, they’d managed it. He was mere feet away. 
 
    
 
   But she couldn’t simply stomp off the stage, grab him and take him somewhere quiet where he could fix what he’d done. That could only lead one way. To the school calling the police, to report the weird theatre troupe who’d absconded with one of the student’s mid-production. 
 
    
 
   Right now, Jamie’s only crime was terrible acting. She didn’t want to make it any worse. Not if she and Max were currently wanted for robbery and abduction, as she suspected was the case. No, she’d have to see this thing through. And wrap it up in haste. So, even though it just about killed her, she took the quickest route possible. She gave in.
 
    
 
          ‘You know what? You’re right’ she said to Molly. Molly’s eyebrow raised, waiting for the punchline. But Jamie only said ‘I give up. I’ll do my time and come out of prison, my debt to society repaid. Then I’ll become a changed woman, a solid citizen. Like your good self’ she added mockingly.
 
    
 
   Molly was disappointed. She’d kind of been enjoying herself. It wasn’t the play. It was the arguing she’d gotten invested in. And then Jamie had caved way too easily. But once Molly had remembered why she was actually stood on the stage in the first place, she knew why Jamie had acquiesced so easily.  All she could do now was bite her tongue, fighting the urge to question Jamie any further on her alleged ‘changed woman’ status.
 
    
 
   Max realised it was time to rap this whole shit-show up and turned to the teenagers, saying ‘So, yeah. That’s the end. Any questions?’
 
    
 
    
 
   After a confused question and answer session that Jamie, Max and Molly barely scraped through (a girl with a nose ring asking ‘I don’t get it. Why were you being Victorians?), Mrs Foyle finished up the assembly and released the kids. 
 
    
 
   Jamie was ready to get the hell out of the assembly hall but before she could take a step in the direction of the exit, Mrs Foyle was in front of her.
 
    
 
          ‘Well’ Mrs Foyle said. ‘That was… interesting.’
 
    
 
   Max went to stand next to Jamie, ready to back her up if she was going to get a talking to about their dodgy show. Molly, who’d spotted Henry dashing quickly out among the hoard, had no intention of letting him slip through her fingers. She went after him, leaving the Jenson siblings to deal with Mrs Foyle. But in her haste, she’d forgotten the very reason she was after him. As she got twenty feet from Jamie, she was given a reminder.
 
    
 
   Mrs Foyle had just begun to ask ‘So, do you get much work?’ when Jamie suddenly fell over sideways and shot along the wooden floor. Molly, her fingers just managing to caress the double doors before she lost contact, a supernatural tug throwing her backwards, fell squarely on her arse.
 
    
 
          ‘I’m gonna feel that tomorrow’ she muttered bitterly to herself, standing and rubbing her sore posterior. 
 
    
 
   Across the room, Jamie was sitting up. ‘Idiot!’ she hissed to Molly, who retorted with an insolent shrug.
 
    
 
   Mrs Foyle rushed over to Jamie, putting out a hand to help her up. ‘Are you alright?’ she asked, concerned. 
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah, I’m fine’ Jamie replied. ‘You didn’t happen to have these floors waxed recently, did you?’ she said, trying to cover.
 
    
 
          ‘We did get it done at the weekend, but I wouldn’t imagine… That was quite a fall! I’ve never seen anyone taken down by a waxing like that’ Mrs Foyle sputtered, somewhat worried about Jamie’s implication of the school’s liability for the fall.
 
    
 
          ‘Guess I’m just a clumsy bitch’ Jamie said, distracted. The boy was getting away! ‘But I’d better go and get checked out.’
 
    
 
          ‘Yeah’ Max added ‘She might be concussed! Better get her to the hozzie.’
 
    
 
   Jamie and Max ran over to where Molly waited at the door and the three of them escaped from the hall and from their short careers as the Quick Snack Theatre Group. Mrs Foyle watched the strange threesome leave, wandering if it was too late to call up the bank and cancel their fee.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Henry was standing behind the bike sheds, peeping out. He’d seen Molly come after him with a purpose that had scared him witless. A few days ago, the idea of Molly Kaminski running to him would have been a fantasy. But there had been a look in her eyes that told him she wasn’t coming to kiss him.
 
    
 
   So now he was standing behind the bike sheds, in the empty playground, wondering what had happened to Molly. She hadn’t been that far behind him and then somehow, he’d managed to lose her.
 
    
 
   He’d dashed out of the hall and past the classroom he was supposed to go into, Molly hot on his heels. In his panic, he’d imagined that Molly knew that he was headed for Integrated Humanities and he’d zipped right past it. It wasn’t the craziest idea. She’d tracked him to his school. Who knew how much she knew about his schedule?
 
    
 
   But now there was no sign of her. Henry wasn’t sure what to do next. Now he’d escaped the school, he was starting to feel like he might have overreacted. Maybe she hadn’t been looking for him at all? Perhaps there had been someone standing just behind him, and that person was the one Molly had been giving the evil eye to? And like a fool, he was hiding out in the playground. No one was even looking for him, probably. And his absence in class was probably going to get him in trouble.
 
    
 
   He sighed and stepped out from behind the sheds.
 
    
 
          ‘Got ya!’ a voice cried and he turned to see the blonde girl had him by the hood of his coat. He tried to clamber out of it, but by the time he’d escaped both sleeves, Molly and the male robber were standing in front of him. He was trapped in a triangle of people.
 
    
 
          ‘Don’t even think of running again’ Molly said. They’d been dashing about the school, looking all over for this kid and then they’d walked out of the side of the building to see him creep out from behind a bike shed.
 
    
 
          ‘What do you want?’ Henry asked.
 
    
 
   Molly and Jamie exchanged a look and then Jamie turned back to the kid. ‘Don’t mess around. You know what we want. Undo what you did.’
 
    
 
          ‘What did I do?’ Henry asked, puzzled.
 
    
 
          ‘You cursed us, nobhead!’ Jamie said, angrily. This whole thing was close to being over and she’d had enough of messing around. She wasn’t in the mood to play games with the boy. 
 
    
 
          ‘I didn’t!’ Henry said, his training as a teenager meaning that he automatically maintained plausible deniability for any and all accusations. Then he realised what he’d actually just heard. ‘Wait, what do you mean?’
 
    
 
   Max saw his sister’s hands turn to fists, her knuckles going white with frustration and he decided he’d better interject. Things were getting a bit too heated. His sister probably wasn’t really going to thump this boy in the face. But better safe than sorry. Maybe the boy just needed a man-to-man chat?
 
    
 
          ‘Dude, let’s not make a bigger deal of this than it needs to be. You threw a curse. Which, any other day, I’d say was cool. I mean, fuck, that’s some serious Merlin shit. But you cursed my sister so I’m not gonna give you a slap on the back for it because frankly, man, it’s been a pain in the neck to deal with. But if you just break it now, and get these two’ he nodded at Jamie and Molly ‘detached from each other, we can all go about our lives. Yeah?’
 
    
 
   Henry looked from Max to Molly to Jamie. They looked serious. But how could they be?
 
    
 
          ‘Err, if this is a joke, I really don’t get it. But can I go back to class now?’ Henry asked, nervously.
 
    
 
          ‘Look, you little dickhead-’ Jamie began but Molly put her hand up and said ‘Wait.’
 
    
 
   Jamie allowed herself to be silenced, albeit unwillingly. Molly looked like she was thinking. And since her brain had managed to conjure up a way out of the assembly, however crap it had been, perhaps she could apply that inspiration to getting the boy to do what was necessary, whether it was a chant or a rain dance or whatever the fuck would reverse this curse. So Jamie, rather than get the boy in a headlock, let Molly take her shot. But she wasn’t going to give her long. She didn’t have the patience for messing around. Not when she might be a wanted woman.
 
    
 
   But Molly didn’t have a plan to extract the breaking of a curse from the teenager. She was coming at this thing from a different angle. She took a long hard look at Henry, trying to figure something out. Henry, uncomfortable as he was, allowed his face to be stared at. He didn’t really have much choice. Eventually, Molly turned to Jamie and said ‘I don’t think he knew he’d done it.’
 
    
 
          ‘How do you do a thing like that and not know it?’ Jamie demanded.
 
    
 
          ‘I don’t know. But think about it. If he knew he had the power to do something like that, he would have cursed that bully who knocked him off his chair. Turned him into a frog or something.’
 
    
 
   Jamie thought about it. That big kid had indeed been asking for a cursing, if anyone was. But the boy in front of them had simply sat on the floor, looking humiliated and powerless. And wasn’t that the perfect word for him? Powerless. 
 
    
 
   Whatever he had, he was unaware of it.
 
    
 
          ‘What’s your name’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
          ‘Henry. Henry O’Donnell’ he replied nervously.
 
    
 
          ‘Henry, I’m Jamie. This is my brother Max’ she said, gesturing to him ‘and you know Molly. Apparently.’
 
    
 
   He nodded, embarrassed at the small reference to his relationship, or lack thereof, to Molly.
 
    
 
          ‘And later on, I’m gonna ask more about that’ Molly added. But she didn’t want to break Jamie’s flow too much. She’d obviously decided to handle the situation with a bit more finesse than she’d had a few minutes ago. Molly was deeply relieved. She didn’t think you could beat magic out of someone. Or if you could, she didn’t want to. He was just a boy, not the Blair Witch. And he was nervous as it was. Maybe they could all just settle this nicely. If they did it that way, it was possible that in a few minutes’ time, Molly could be free.
 
    
 
          ‘Henry, I… Actually, it would be easier to show you this rather than explain it you. Molly, do you think you can handle a demo?’
 
    
 
   Molly nodded.
 
    
 
          ‘But this time, nobody runs. I don’t wanna crack my skull on this concrete. I’m gonna sit on the floor and you can start walking. Just drag me.’
 
    
 
           ‘Good idea’ Molly said and she watched as Jamie sat on the floor, cross legged.
 
    
 
           ‘This is gonna ruin my jeans, Henry, so I hope you appreciate this’ Jamie said as Molly began to walk slowly away. 
 
    
 
   Henry watched as nothing immediately happened. What are they doing? But then, as Molly got a distance away, Jamie, her hands in the air so that Henry could see she wasn’t making herself move, began to shuffle, her bum dragging in fits and starts across the playground. Molly’s progress slowed as she hauled Jamie with effort.
 
    
 
   Henry started to laugh and said ‘How are you doing it? Is it some clear string or something?’
 
    
 
   Molly stopped and turned to Henry, saying ‘We’re not doing it. You did it. Just walk between us. There’s nothing but, I don’t know what to call it, a curse I guess, keeping us attached.’
 
    
 
   Henry rolled his eyes. He wasn’t going to be mugged off but he was prepared to play along. He walked between the girls but he couldn’t find the secret attachment. 
 
    
 
   Molly, watching him walking back and forth between them, waving his hands about, trying to find something that he couldn’t touch, took a large step and Jamie nudged sharply forward. 
 
    
 
   Henry jumped, frightened for a second. And then logic kicked in again. How were they doing this? It was a fantastic illusion.
 
    
 
           ‘Look, this was really funny, but I’ve got to get to class…’
 
    
 
   Max stepped in. They were going to need more than this.
 
    
 
           ‘Molly, come over here and grab Henry by the hands. Jamie, you stand there and hold onto me.’
 
    
 
   Molly dutifully grabbed Henry’s hands, who immediately began to go pink. Ten feet away, Jamie was standing with her brother, holding onto him by his shoulders. He grabbed hers and they were locked into place.
 
    
 
           ‘We’ve not tried this one before but I think it should be interesting. Everyone, hold on tight.’
 
    
 
   He pulled Jamie toward him while Molly held tightly onto Henry and the force that held them, having nowhere to go, began to pull the bodies parallel, tilting them until they were fully horizontal and hovering. 
 
    
 
           ‘I’m totally jelly right now. You look like superman’ Max said to his sister, who was in full parallel position, body straight, nervously hoping her brother wouldn’t drop her.
 
    
 
   But Molly wasn’t nervous. She was elated.  
 
    
 
   For the first time since this debacle had happened, Molly could feel the power of this magic. And it was extraordinary. She was flying. She was only doing it four feet above the ground, holding hands with a teenage boy with slightly sweaty palms. But still, flying all the same. 
 
    
 
   Just for a moment, she forgot that this was a problem. Instead, it was a miracle.
 
    
 
   Henry, holding onto Molly and watching this madness happen, was less blissful. He was frightened. This was real. He could see it. He could even sort of feel it. The force that was holding Molly and Jamie, it was giving something off to him, something he remembered from last night. A kind of feeling, like a whiteness behind his eyes. That was as close as he could get to describing the sensation. 
 
    
 
   The curse was true. And he’d done it.
 
    
 
           ‘OK!’ Max yelled. ‘Prepare for wheels down!’
 
    
 
   He took a small step forward and Jamie began to drop. He shuffled forward quickly, grabbing her before she could land on her face. Molly, on the other end, managed to right herself and get back onto her feet, which was lucky, because Henry had dropped her hands in his panic.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Max walked back over to where Molly and Henry were stood and they saw that the demonstration had worked. Henry believed. In fact, he was spinning out.
 
    
 
           ‘I didn’t… How do you even...? What kind of...? I couldn’t…’ he was burbling to himself. ‘I heard her say it that once, but I thought she was joking. But what if it is true? What if he does have that? Is it genetic? Like heart disease? But why wouldn’t he just say? What does this mean for me? Am I gonna do this all the time? What if I-’
 
    
 
           ‘Henry!’ Molly cried, grabbing him by the shoulders. He looked up abruptly. In his fugue, he’d forgotten he wasn’t alone. ‘I realise this is probably a big deal for you. But can you deal with it later? Because we need you to fix us!’
 
    
 
   Henry looked at her and said ‘How?’
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t know, do I? You’re the… Warlock!’ she said, realising how silly that word sounded out loud.
 
    
 
           ‘Warlock?’ Henry cried. ‘I’m not that! I don’t know how to break curses. I can’t even get my laptop to stop making that weird noise!’
 
    
 
           ‘Just say something.’
 
    
 
           ‘Like what?’ 
 
    
 
           ‘Well…’ Molly began, desperately trying to be patient with Henry. ‘Last night, you said something about us being stuck together forever and then the floor rumbled and that seemed to be it. So it’s words that did it. Words probably have to break it. So just say something like ‘You’re not stuck together.’
 
    
 
           ‘Alright’ Henry said and inhaled deeply. He didn’t know if it was going to help but he supposed there had to be something a little epic about the moment you break a curse. So, for want of a cape and a wand, he simply drew a long, dramatic breath into his lungs and then said ‘You’re NOT stuck together!’
 
    
 
   As anticlimactic as watching Henry say that in a school playground was, everyone hoped it had worked. But there was only one way they were going to find out.
 
    
 
   A few seconds later, Jamie and Molly were in a heap on the floor. 
 
    
 
   Molly was deeply disappointed but Jamie shook it off a little quicker. ‘Try again’ she said as they climbed back onto their feet.
 
    
 
   What followed in the next twenty minutes was the magical equivalent of forgetting the password for your email. Henry tried every combination and permutation of words he could think of to try and untangle Molly and Jamie. He even tried saying the same words backwards. But nothing seemed to work. They were still very much attached, no matter what he said.
 
    
 
   After he’d tried everything he could think of (which had included checking some of the Harry Potter curses on his phone. Of course, they didn’t work. Harry and his friends had never encountered this particular problem), everyone was completely disheartened. 
 
    
 
           ‘What now?’ Max asked.
 
    
 
   No one answered for a moment. And then, with a tragic little shoulder slump, Henry said ‘I’ve got to go home and talk to my Dad.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘Get it off me!’ Max screamed as he swiped at a spider on his jacket’s arm. Jamie made no move to help him as he batted himself down in arachnophobic panic. Once he was certain the spider was no longer on his person, he turned around in the tight little space and said sarcastically ‘Don’t worry about me, Sis. I’m just fine!’ 
 
    
 
           ‘When you’re bound by a supernatural curse, I’ll be a bit more worried about you. But money spiders just don’t cut it right now.’
 
    
 
   Max rolled his eyes and turned back to look out of the tiny, dirty window of the small, dusty shed that he, Jamie and Molly currently inhabited. The shed belonged to Henry’s Dad, Aiden. 
 
    
 
   They’d needed to stay close to Henry while he had his little chat with his Dad. Although he seemed remorseful about what he’d done, nevertheless, no one really trusted him not to run off if he was given the chance. So they’d demanded that he let them accompany him home to see his Dad. 
 
    
 
   However, it wouldn’t have been useful for them all to stand there while he tried to talk to his Dad. So Molly’s first idea was to simply stand outside his house and wait. But then Jamie had reminded her that she couldn’t just stand around outside showing her face any more than she’d already been forced to. She wasn’t totally certain that her and Max were on the police most wanted list, but she couldn’t take the chance. They had to hide.
 
    
 
   The shed had been the only option.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Molly were next to each other, nearest the door, and neither one of them was happy about how close they were having to stand. There wasn’t room between them to swing a tampon. 
 
    
 
   Jamie didn’t love being squished in with Max, but at least he was family. This kind of proximity with a stranger though? It was uncomfortable. Despite what they’d gone through together, she was still Molly the Till Girl. Still a mystery.
 
    
 
   Molly didn’t like it much more but in a strange way, she was starting to get used to Jamie’s presence. They’d been attached for about twelve hours now and it was like having a dog follow you around. Eventually, it became wallpaper. 
 
    
 
   Still, the unspoken mutually accepted truce that had been in place for most of the morning had been on the proviso that this attachment was finite. And now it looked a little less so. Henry hadn’t been able to break his curse. And that had been their big idea. If he couldn’t do it, what was next? Molly didn’t want to consider the idea that there might not be another plan.
 
    
 
   Jamie heard a buzz coming from her pocket and carefully slipped her hand into her denim jacket, pulling her phone out to read the message. It was from her Dad. She opened it with trepidation. It was pretty much what she was expecting. 
 
    
 
   Don’t think just because you snuck out this morning that we’re not going to have a little talk. I’m not happy, Jamie. You can tell your brother that he’s in the shit as well. 
 
    
 
   Jamie wondered if she should pass the message on to Max. For about half a second. But there was no need to upset him too. 
 
    
 
   As she thought about how she might be able to cushion the impact of all this on Max, she felt a sharp pain in her foot. ‘Ow’ she screeched. Molly, resettling her weight, had just stepped on her foot. ‘Careful! You almost broke my toe.’ 
 
    
 
           ‘I’m sorry’ Molly said, insincerely. ‘But maybe you could just budge up a bit. These paint cans are digging into my ankle. You’ve got a lot more room than me.’
 
    
 
   Jamie glared at Molly and said ‘Just so you know, ‘Sorry’ followed by ‘But’ is not a real apology.’
 
    
 
           ‘Christ’s sakes. What do you want? I stepped on your little toe. I didn’t burn your house down.’ And then she added, bitterly ‘Or hold you up at gun point.’
 
    
 
   Jamie made a face and said ‘Are you ever gonna let that go?’
 
    
 
           ‘Let it go?! Is that supposed to be funny?’
 
    
 
           ‘I’m completely serious. Yeah, fine, we tried to rob you. But we didn’t get very far. So get over it!’
 
    
 
           ‘Jesus’ Molly muttered to herself. ‘What kind of person does a thing like that and then tells the victim to get over it?’
 
    
 
           ‘Victim?’ Jamie snorted. ‘Don’t confuse what actually happened with that little performance you gave earlier in the assembly. I wasn’t really going to shoot you. And you knew it.’
 
    
 
           ‘Oh, I knew, did I?’ Molly asked, sarcastically. 
 
    
 
           ‘Well, you didn’t act like you were gonna get shot. In fact, you were quite a snotty little bitch about the whole thing.’
 
    
 
   Molly’s mouth dropped open.
 
    
 
           ‘What did you just call me?’
 
    
 
   Max, who’d been listening to this growing fracas, wondered if he should intercept. But he was getting a bit tired of playing referee. He loved his sister. But she really needed to learn when to shut her mouth.
 
    
 
   Even Jamie thought she might have overstepped. But backing down wasn’t something that usually occurred to her, even when she had some understanding of her own wrongness. Like right now.
 
    
 
           ‘Do you want me to repeat myself? I called you a snotty little bitch.’
 
    
 
           ‘You…’ Molly began, unsure how to retort. She and Jamie had been sparring from the start. It was how they spoke to each other. But this was too much. ‘You’re a stupid arsehole who can’t even rob a mini-mart properly!’
 
    
 
   Jamie’s mouth opened to let fly at Molly. But her brother spoke instead.
 
    
 
           ‘Jesus, guys. Get a room’ he said absently, dusting a cobweb off his leg.
 
    
 
   Molly and Jamie looked at him sharply.
 
    
 
           ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Jamie demanded.
 
    
 
   Max looked up startled. He hadn’t really been paying attention to what he was saying. But it was clear to him that he’d just made a big mistake. The girls looked like they were thinking about kicking him in the nuts. And knowing his sister, it might be more than a thought.
 
    
 
           ‘No, no, no’ Max sputtered. ‘That’s just what people say in movies, don’t they? When two characters keep squabbling. And then they end up ripping each other’s clothes off.’ And then, seeing two scowls deepening, he quickly added ‘Not that I actually think that’s what’s going on here. It was just a joke.’
 
    
 
           ‘Well, it wasn’t funny’ Molly said. Jamie couldn’t help but notice a touch of pink in her cheeks as she said it. Was she actually embarrassed by Max’s joke? It had been dick-ish, for sure, but stupid. Not something to blush over.
 
    
 
   But then again, Jamie had a notion that Molly might not have had a ton of sex in her life. She worked night shifts in a shitty shop. Not the most glamourous of settings to be picking up hotties. Or to be picked up in, for that matter. Not that she couldn’t do OK in that department if she took off the tabard and let her hair down. But maybe she didn’t know that yet, Jamie speculated. 
 
    
 
   Jamie herself had never lacked in that department. Girls were easy. All Jamie had to do was walk up to a girl in a club, give her a certain look and then take her by the hand, leading her onto the dance floor for something that was just shy of foreplay. And then Jamie lead them off the dancefloor and all the way to bed. There were very few times that move hadn’t worked.
 
    
 
   She knew that probably wasn’t going to fly forever. Eventually, there had to be a time when girls would expect more than a one-night stand. But they seemed to intrinsically know that Jamie wasn’t after anything beyond that. It was as though Jamie had two words written on her forehead that everyone but her could see. Bad Girl.
 
    
 
   And if you were looking for a Bad Girl, Jamie supposed she fitted the bill. She was sexy, confident, impulsive and possessed the kind of face that positively screamed ‘Naughty’. Not to mention that she was an actual criminal. 
 
    
 
   However, in all honesty, Jamie hated the term. She’d always thought that the phrase ‘Bad Girl’, when you really boiled it down, translated into ‘Arsehole’. It meant someone who would treat you badly and never commit. Jamie wouldn’t have denied that about herself. She supposed she was a Bad Girl.  But sometimes she wondered if she might be able to treat someone right if they gave her half a chance to find out. 
 
    
 
   But you don’t bring the Bad Girl home to meet your Mum. You take her to bed and throw her out before anyone finds out. And that’s how it had been for Jamie since she’d first gotten her first taste of a woman at seventeen. After she’d realised that boys were permanently off the menu, she’d known that she liked sex. A lot. And she liked it casual. Women treated her like she was good for a hot time and little else. At first, Jamie had been good with that. But over time, doubts had crept in. Which came first? The reputation? Or the earning of it? Jamie wasn’t sure.
 
    
 
   And she wasn’t really in a position to find out. She had enough on her plate as it was without deciding to seek out true love, if it even existed. Her lifestyle, her family, none of it really matched up with a serious girlfriend. So for the time being, Jamie would keep going as she was. Looking out for her brother, trying to keep the family out of prison. She could get certain needs met. But that was it. 
 
    
 
   And Molly? Were Jamie’s presumptions about her sex life correct? In a word, yes. 
 
    
 
   Molly Kaminski wasn’t a virgin, exactly.  But that wasn’t saying much. She’d had sex exactly five times, all with the same boy, Nathan. He’d been the boy who delivered newspapers for the mini-mart, cycling around the estate on his bike, shoving red tops through letterboxes. They’d both been sixteen. 
 
    
 
   It wasn’t that Nathan wasn’t a nice guy or a good boyfriend. But Molly had known he was probably not going to set her knickers on fire from the beginning. 
 
    
 
   For a start, he seemed to have a permanent sinus infection. They’d be talking one minute and then, without warning, he’d abruptly tip his head back and start squirting nasal spray up his nostrils. Then he’d keep talking as though it had never happened. 
 
    
 
   He was also quite fond of the sound of his own voice. Every time Molly saw him, he’d have read some new article on why the bees were vanishing or on the Tunguska blast of 1908 or how people didn’t realise how inaccurate forensic evidence really was or a new theory on the assassination of JFK. And he’d want to explain every nuance of those articles to Molly. 
 
    
 
   It wasn’t as though Molly was intellectually uncurious. But Nathan was, quite simply, a bore. Molly hadn’t really been very attracted to him. But he’d been interested and persistent. And she hadn’t had a suitor before. So she’d given it a go.
 
    
 
   After two months of trying to pretend to herself that she liked him, she gave up. She told him, in no uncertain terms, that it was over. He’d begged her to reconsider but she’d made her mind up and would not be persuaded. He’d run out of the shop crying, trying to pass it off as another sinus problem.
 
    
 
   The next day, Vera had mentioned that out of nowhere, Nathan had quit and wouldn’t be doing the papers anymore. And who else would they get to do it at such short notice? Of course, Molly had ended up with the job. But as she cycled around the estate at the crack of dawn, it seemed a small price to pay not to be bored silly by Nathan anymore. 
 
    
 
   But since then, there had not been any more boyfriends. Molly wasn’t sure exactly why. Was she the problem? Or was it everyone else who sucked? If anyone had been interested enough to ask, she would have said it was the second reason. But in her darker moments, in the middle of a night shift, when it seemed as though she were the last person left on earth, she suspected it was really the first reason. Was there something wrong with her?
 
    
 
   She read all the time. She knew that wasn’t considered sexy. Also, the thought of ‘Making an effort’ for some idiot boy was hard to swallow. So she didn’t. And her hours were terrible. Even when she wasn’t stuck in the shop, she was too tired to do anything but lie on her bed, paperback in hand, reading till she fell asleep.
 
    
 
   Molly knew that all that flirting business wasn’t for her. It was for the Jamie’s of the world, the girls who seemed to radiate sex without effort. That could never be Molly. She was too busy getting into arguments with anyone who might be a romantic prospect. She couldn’t help it. She wasn’t sure how it even happened. Her Mum said she was just like her, fiery. But Russian temperament or not, what it amounted to was the fact that Molly never got any. She was too busy having to be right about everything.
 
    
 
   And now Max had said that was what she’d been doing with Jamie. That the tension between them was sexual. Molly was annoyed at the mere suggestion. She didn’t fancy Jamie. She’d never thought about girls like that.
 
    
 
           ‘Can everyone just relax? It was a joke’ Max said, hoping the danger was over. And then Jamie punched him in the nuts.
 
    
 
    
 
           ‘That’s it!’ Aiden O’Donnell yelled as he banged his hammer against the water boiler in the kitchen. ‘It’s completely buggered.’
 
    
 
   Aiden had been out doing his deliveries when his wife had called, explaining that she was sick of not being able to get anything done in the house because of fluctuating hot water. He’d asked her to wait until he could get home and take a look at it. And then she’d pulled out the big guns, threatening to call a plumber. 
 
    
 
           ‘We need an expert, Aiden. They could probably fix it in about ten minutes’ said his wife Louise, knowing full well she was pushing Aiden’s buttons.
 
    
 
           ‘If it could be fixed, I’d be able to fix it. What’s a plumber anyway, when you get down to it?’
 
    
 
           ‘A trained professional who’s been taught how to fix boilers’ Louise replied.
 
    
 
           ‘And I’ve got the internet. So what’s the difference?’
 
    
 
   Being that Louise had had this argument with her husband something like a dozen times, she knew how it was going to go. He’d say he could do it. She’d say he couldn’t and that they should hire a plumber. He’d act like it was an affront to his machismo. She’d tell him not to be an idiot. And then he’d admit that he simply didn’t want to pay for someone to do what he could do for free. And then she’d say yes, that was great in theory. Only he couldn’t properly fix it. And round they’d go again.
 
    
 
   Louise didn’t mind having the same row she’d had before. She didn’t have a lot else going on today, anyway. But then her son burst into the kitchen through the back door, looking flustered. 
 
    
 
           ‘Henry! Why aren’t you at school?’ Louise demanded. 
 
    
 
           ‘I need to ask Dad something’ he said, hoping he’d get the chance before his Mum frogmarched him back to school.
 
    
 
   Aiden, who didn’t think bunking off was the big deal his wife did, and was sort of proud of his very straight-laced son for breaking a rule for once, put his hammer down and said ‘Lay it on me, boy. What’s up?’
 
    
 
           ‘No!’ Louise said. ‘If he wants to talk to you, he can wait till the school day is over. What could be so urgent that he could just walk out of school…’
 
    
 
           ‘I’M A WITCH!’ Henry exploded.
 
    
 
   Louise’s mouth closed instantly.
 
    
 
           ‘I mean, I’m a warlock’ Henry continued. ‘Or I might be a wizard. I don’t really know what you call it but I am one. And I’ve done something weird and bad.’
 
    
 
           ‘Aiden, what did I tell you?’ Louise said, turning to her husband without surprise. ‘You should have had this talk with him years ago. I did the sex talk; you do this one. But no, you put it off and put it off and now look-’
 
    
 
           ‘Son’ Aiden broke in. ‘What did you do?’
 
    
 
   Henry had known that his Mum and Dad would probably know something about his accidental curse throwing. That if he told them what had happened, they’d have some answers. He’d known it because of last New Year’s Eve. 
 
    
 
   His parents had decided to stay at home and pop a cork as Big Ben struck midnight on TV.  And Henry had been old enough to stay down with them and have a small glass of fizz as the bells rang.  His Mum had started early. By midnight, she was fairly smashed.
 
    
 
   As the clock struck midnight, Henry, who’d seen a horror film about the Salem witches a few nights before at his friend Ben’s house (they’d heard there would be boobs in it) had said ‘That’s the witching hour. From midnight to two, magic is supposed to be dead strong.’
 
    
 
   Louise had snorted with laughter and said ‘Your Dad knows all about that. His family were practically driven out of Ireland along with the snakes over that kind of thing!’
 
    
 
   Henry wouldn’t have read much into that comment. He’d probably have thought it was drunk nonsense. But for his Dad’s response.
 
    
 
           ‘Louise! That’s not funny!’
 
    
 
   It was an odd reaction, an angry reaction. Henry hadn’t really understood it. Until this morning.
 
    
 
           ‘I’ve done, like, a curse. On Molly Kam- On the girl from Quick Snack’ Henry explained to his Dad.
 
    
 
           ‘Where is she?’ Aiden asked wearily.
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   ‘You can come out now’ Henry said to the trio hiding in the shed. ‘My Dad wants to talk to you.’
 
    
 
   Everyone filed out of the shed and stood in Henry’s garden while Aiden watched them. Jamie and Molly got the distinct impression they were getting an inspection.
 
    
 
           ‘You two’ he said, looking at both the girls. ‘You’re the ones with the problem?’
 
    
 
           ‘It’s a bit beyond a problem’ Molly answered. ‘It’s more like a complete catastrophe.’
 
    
 
           ‘Show me’ Aiden said, already fed up. He needed to get back to work. He had twenty packages sat in his van that wouldn’t deliver themselves. Instead, he was in his back garden, asking for the ridiculous.
 
    
 
   Molly and Jamie looked at each other and agreed with a nod to do yet another demonstration.  ‘OK’ Jamie said. ‘But this is the last time.  I’m not a performing monkey.’
 
    
 
   Henry and Max got into the same positions as they had in the playground. Molly and Jamie were pulled until they were horizontal and hovering, for the second time that day.
 
    
 
   Again, Jamie was secretly nervous. And again, Molly was secretly loving it. It was with great disappointment that she let herself be put down again. 
 
    
 
   Once everyone had both feet on the ground, Aiden let out a moan of frustration. 
 
    
 
           ‘Shit. I really hoped Henry was exaggerating. He does that sometimes. But I suppose I can’t argue with what I can see.’
 
    
 
           ‘Dad!’ Henry protested with a blush. He’d cast some sort of powerful spell with his newfound abilities and his Dad had still managed to make him look like a daft pillock in front of Molly.
 
    
 
           ‘Henry says this might be genetic?’ Max asked.
 
    
 
           ‘That’s right. My Dad had this’ he waved at the space between Molly and Jamie ‘little ability. He never stuck two people together though. Other things’ Aiden said, his brow furrowing ‘but never this.’ 
 
    
 
           ‘So you can do this too?’ Molly asked hopefully. If Aiden knew how to do it, maybe he knew how to reverse it.
 
    
 
           ‘Nope. Missed me out, thank fuck. Guess it skipped over me to Henry. I was hoping it might have vanished.’
 
    
 
   Molly’s face fell as her dreams died once again.
 
    
 
   Aiden turned to Henry and said ‘Sorry, son. I should have said something but I was hoping I wouldn’t have to.’
 
    
 
   Henry looked at his Dad and all he wanted to do was throw an epic tantrum, with foot stamping and screaming, the works. Sorry, son. Was that it? He might have just cursed poor Molly to be stuck with Jamie, who wasn’t as bad as he’d first thought, but still. 
 
    
 
   And if his Dad had only warned him that he had the potential to do something like this, he could have been more careful before he made declarations that might doom people to an eternity of encumberment. 
 
    
 
   He had a right to a tantrum. But Molly was there. And above all else, he wanted to be cool in front of her. So instead of shouting at his Dad, he just shrugged and said ‘S’alright.’
 
    
 
           ‘Err, no it fucking isn’t alright. Not even close’ Jamie said, heatedly.
 
    
 
           ‘Agreed’ added Molly. ‘What are we supposed to do now? I mean, if your Dad’s dead and he was the only one who might know-’
 
    
 
           ‘What makes you think he’s dead?’ Aiden interrupted. 
 
    
 
           ‘You were talking about him like he was’ Jamie replied. She’d thought the same as Molly.
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah’ added Max, ‘Total past tense.’
 
    
 
           ‘He’s not dead. Just a bastard. I haven’t seen him since I was twenty.’
 
    
 
           ‘So…?’ Molly asked, hopefully. ‘Where does he live? Is it close by?’
 
    
 
           ‘Not as such. Last I heard, he’s still in Corai.’
 
    
 
           ‘Where the fuck is Corai?’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
           ‘It’s a little island off the coast. West of here. It’s about a five-hour drive to the port. Then it’s a half hour ferry ride.’
 
    
 
           ‘Island?!’ Jamie and Molly cried in unison.
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah. You can probably catch the last boat out if you hurry.’
 
    
 
           ‘What do you mean you? You have to take us there, so you can ask your Dad to fix it!’ Molly said hotly. 
 
    
 
           ‘No way. Sorry, girls. There is no chance I will EVER talk to that fucker ever again.’
 
    
 
   Jamie began to sputter out some angry exclamations but Max stepped in quickly and said ‘Aiden, is it?’
 
    
 
   Aiden nodded at Max.
 
    
 
           ‘There’s obviously some bad blood between you and your Dad. I get it. Family is fucked’ he said with a glance to Jamie. She rolled her eyes but she knew what he meant. ‘But do you think’ Max said, looking back to Aiden ‘seeing as your son got us into this, that you might make the exception? Just this once?’
 
    
 
   Aiden considered the young man’s words. He had a persuasive way about him, certainly.  And Aiden was sorry for what his failure to talk to his son had indirectly caused.   
 
    
 
   But the last time he’d seen his father, his final words to him had been something along the lines of never wanting to see him again. And he’d managed twenty years of keeping that promise. The thought of having to break that vow, after all this time, it was too much. 
 
    
 
           ‘I’m sorry. No. Can’t do it.’
 
    
 
   Jamie was about to go off again when Aiden held up his hand and said ‘But! I do have a compromise.’ He turned to Henry and said ‘You’re going to go with them.’
 
    
 
   Henry’s eyes went wide. 
 
    
 
           ‘What?! What about school? And Mum?!’
 
    
 
           ‘I’ll deal with all that. Don’t worry. It’ll be alright’ Aiden said, with as much reassurance in his tone as he could muster. He didn’t envy his son’s task. He turned to Molly, who he’d singled out as the most responsible of the trio. Something about the sensibleness of that ponytail. She looked like a person who’d return a wallet. ‘I’m trusting you to look after my son. Keep him safe and out of trouble. Can you do that?’
 
    
 
   Molly glanced at Henry, who looked like he might be suffering from the world’s first case of fatal embarrassment, and back to Aiden. 
 
    
 
           ‘If you won’t come, I guess we’ve got no choice.’
 
    
 
           ‘Hang on a second’ Jamie protested. ‘Why do we even need the kid? All we need is an address.’
 
    
 
   Aiden started to laugh and said ‘Trust me, you need Henry. Ronan O’Donnell’ Aiden added, almost shuddering at having to utter the name he hadn’t said in many years ‘won’t give a shit about any of this otherwise. Your Grandad is a selfish old fucker’ he said to Henry ‘but he’ll probably talk to you. You’re family and you share his ability. I can’t swear he’ll help but if you play the family card, it might be a foot in the door.’
 
    
 
           ‘I really think we need you to come’ Molly pleaded.
 
    
 
           ‘If I come, it might actually make things worse. This is the best idea, trust me.’
 
    
 
   Everyone regarded each other wearily. It was an unappealing journey that lay in front of the four of them. They all felt a dread just trying to picture the time they’d have to spend in each other’s company, sharing rooms, food, cars, even a bloody boat, plus whatever else might crop up in the course of the expedition.
 
    
 
   Except for Max, who simply shrugged and said ‘Road trip! Have we got time to do a snack run?’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Ten
 
    
 
   Molly looked through the window of her bedroom, holding on tightly to the lilac covered trellis. A few feet below her, Jamie was holding on too.
 
    
 
           ‘Hurry up’ Jamie hissed, impatiently. 
 
    
 
           ‘I am!’ Molly replied.
 
    
 
   She gripped the window frame and began to jiggle it up and down, hoping this wasn’t one of the few times she’d remembered to lock it. But the gap that began to form told her that she hadn’t. Her Mum was always going off about it (‘Do you want us to be killed in our beds?’) but right now, Molly was deeply grateful for her own forgetfulness. 
 
    
 
   She was going to have to journey to a far land. Or Corai, wherever the hell that was. She couldn’t stay in the clothes she’d been in for two days. It was hard enough knowing she was going to have to do this. But without some deodorant and a change of knickers? Somehow, it was even worse.
 
    
 
   That was why Molly was taking the risk of running into her Mum, for whom she fully intended to leave a note that she’d written in the car. That was the other reason she was here. She needed to let her know that everything was alright. Jamie had broken her phone so she couldn’t send a text. She would have to do it the old fashioned way, pen and paper. The note read;
 
    
 
   Mum,
 
    
 
   I’m not sure what you think has happened to me but I want you to know that I’m safe. I have to leave for a day or two but when I come back, I’ll explain everything. 
 
    
 
   Love,
 
    
 
   Molly Pop
 
    
 
   She’d added the childhood nickname so that her Mum knew it was really from her and not something left by, as far as Vera knew, her kidnappers, something to throw her off the scent. Molly’s plan was to slip in, grab a bag and some stuff, and leave the note on her bed.
 
    
 
   But being tied to Jamie by a mystical safety cord was making it a lot harder than it needed to be. As she struggled to worm her body through the gap in the window that she’d managed to prise apart, she felt a small tug at her waist. She looked over her shoulder to see that Jamie had slipped down a few rungs on the trellis.
 
    
 
           ‘Careful!’
 
    
 
   Jamie looked up at her, furiously. She couldn’t believe that her hatred of heights was being tested yet again. 
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t know why we can’t just sneak in through the bloody door’ she grumbled.
 
    
 
           ‘I’m almost in. I just need a few more feet and then I can pull you inside.’
 
    
 
   Jamie considered throwing her toys completely out of the pram by refusing to go along with this. After all, if she didn’t cooperate, Molly wouldn’t be able to go any further. And Jamie didn’t understand why Molly couldn’t just borrow some of her clothes. They were about the same size.  
 
    
 
   But Molly had been weirdly insistent, despite the insane risk of it. ‘I need my things’ was all she’d say. So they’d all decided they’d have to go along with it, if only to speed up the departure time. Molly was a stubborn little mule, which came as no surprise to the person who’d shoved a gun in her face and still hadn’t been able to budge her. Jamie had arrived at the conclusion that if she kept trying to argue the illogicalness of this move, it would only slow them further.
 
    
 
   So, rather than fruitlessly arguing with Molly, she was stuck on this rotting trellis, covered in lilac that was making Jamie’s nose itch, trying to climb up the side of a house. 
 
    
 
   She hated this sort of thing. Whenever their Dad had sent them on a job, she’d always found ways around any scaling of walls and fences. She’d send Max over first and then get him to open up any gates and doors she couldn’t get through. But Molly wasn’t Max. She wasn’t cutting her any slack whatsoever. 
 
    
 
           ‘Just one more foot’ Molly urged. But Jamie couldn’t hear her. Because Molly’s head was in the bedroom. Only her legs were still sticking out.
 
    
 
   In the bedroom, Molly’s top half was trying to grab onto her bedframe, the closest thing to the window. Jamie was climbing at a pace that was excruciatingly slow. Molly thought that if she could pull her own weight inside, she could simply drag Jamie up the last few feet needed to get completely into the room.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately for Jamie, there was no way to pass that idea to her from where Molly was. She was desperately trying to get higher, with every passing foot telling her not to look over her shoulder. Don’t look down. Never look down.
 
    
 
   But just as Jamie was making progress, she felt a sharp tug at her waist, presumably from Molly trying to throw herself through the window. And as she muttered ‘What the fuck is she-’ the hay fever induced itching in her nose evolved into a full blown sneeze of outrageous size. The full impact banged her face into the trellis and her hands lost their grip on it, ten feet off the ground.
 
    
 
   At the moment that Jamie was looking at the place where her hands used to be holding onto the trellis, having the kind of moment only cartoon characters understand - just after they’ve run off the cliff but before they’d begun the plummet - Molly had gotten her ankles over the ledge of the window and was getting up from the carpet.  And then came an almighty yank on her mid-section. It was the biggest one yet.
 
    
 
   Jamie, falling backwards off the trellis, readied herself for the impact of her back and head hitting the concrete below. But it never came. She opened her eyes and found that she was staring at the sky, fully horizontal, floating centimetres off the ground.
 
    
 
   ‘Hold on!’ she heard a voice whisper from the window. And Jamie began to rise up, her body starting to tilt forwards, until she was fully vertical and could grip onto the trellis once more. 
 
    
 
   Molly, on the other end, had felt the yank and rapidly clicked on to what was happening. Jamie had fallen. But Molly reacted quickly, running forward to counteract the force, grabbing onto the door handle of her wardrobe, using it to pull herself along the room, Jamie’s dead weight making progress slow. 
 
    
 
   Eventually, the weight began to lessen as Jamie obviously managed to get a purchase on the frame. Moments later, a head appeared at the window.
 
    
 
           ‘Fuck me sideways! I nearly cracked my nut open’ Jamie said, clearly relieved. She clambered through the window, practically falling into the room, and leant over to take a deep breath. The drop had given her a shock. It had only been a fall of a few feet but from Jamie’s perspective, she felt as though she’d fallen off the peak of Everest. And survived.
 
    
 
   Molly watched Jamie recovering from her fall and she felt a pang of guilt. Jamie was obviously afraid of heights. Why hadn’t she said anything? Molly might have reconsidered their entrance route if she’d known.
 
    
 
           ‘Are you alright?’ Molly delicately inquired.
 
    
 
   Jamie looked up at Molly and felt immediate embarrassment. Molly was being kind to her. Molly was never kind to her. That meant she was feeling sorry for her.
 
    
 
           ‘I’m alright. Just pack your bag.’ she said, brusquely.
 
    
 
   Molly was affronted. She’d been trying to be sensitive, as tough as she’d found it. But then she realised, in the reverse situation, she would have been just the same. She would rather have rejected kindness than let on that she’d been scared. Molly decided that, just this once, she’d let it go.
 
    
 
           ‘OK’ Molly said and went to pack her bag.
 
    
 
           ‘Thanks for saving me’ Jamie said quickly to Molly’s back, as she watched her push clothes haphazardly into her rucksack.
 
    
 
           ‘No bother’ Molly replied as she zipped up the bag. She didn’t look at Jamie as she said it. She didn’t want to appear smug. And the accident had partially been her fault anyway.
 
    
 
   Jamie nodded. It was cool of Molly not to enjoy her moment of lifesaving gratitude. Maybe she wasn’t the worst ever, Jamie speculated. 
 
    
 
   A sudden thump of feet on the stairs interrupted Jamie’s pondering. Molly turned to Jamie and cried in a stage whisper ‘Quick! Get in the wardrobe!’
 
    
 
   In a flash, Jamie did as she was told and Molly closed her in. But not before she whispered ‘Be quiet or we’re both in the shit!’ as she slammed the door.
 
    
 
   Jamie stood in the darkness of the wardrobe and it was hard not to think about how she’d ended up there. From a robbery gone wrong to a robbery gone even wronger to a curse to an argument with her Dad to an impromptu performance at a comprehensive school to a dirty shed to a rickety trellis to an almost broken skull to the inside of a wardrobe. There were no two ways about it: it had been a weird twenty-four hours.
 
    
 
   On the upside, of all the times Jamie had been kicked out of the beds of various girls because their boyfriends/girlfriends/mums/dads were about to walk in, she’d never quite made it into a wardrobe before. She ended up under the bed usually, with the dust balls. This was definitely nicer. In the current situation, Jamie was willing to call it progress.
 
    
 
   Molly didn’t have time for such contemplations. Her Mum was thundering up the stairs and there was nowhere to run. The note was rendered irrelevant. She was going to have to say its contents, face to angry face. Molly wasn’t relishing the thought. A big selling point of the note had been the ‘Hit and run’ of it. She could say what she wanted and get the hell out, on her own terms.  That chance was about to vanish.
 
    
 
   The door of Molly’s bedroom exploded open and Vera threw herself into the room, racing to her daughter and enveloping her in a diaphragm-crushing bear hug.
 
    
 
           ‘Where the hell have you been?’ she demanded loudly into her daughter’s eardrum. ‘Are you alright? Did they hurt you? I heard a noise and I didn’t dare to think it was you but here you are. Here you are! WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?!’
 
    
 
   Molly, although partially enjoying her Mum’s somewhat scary caregiving, wriggled out of the embrace.
 
    
 
           ‘I’m OK, Mum. How are you?’ she said, trying to sound nonchalant. 
 
    
 
           ‘I’m… what?! Tell me what happened to you, will you? You were kidnapped! I saw it on the CCTV.’
 
    
 
   And that had been the other point of the note, to give Molly a chance to come up with a believable story about what had happened at the Mini-Mart. The truth was far too confusing. Molly thought that her Mum was much more likely to believe a lie than the truth. Never in a million years would she ever buy into this craziness. She would take her last breath arguing for logic, even if the evidence was right in front of her eyes. That was Vera in a nutshell.  She was a hard line realist with no time for something as frivolous as magic. So Molly would need to find a much more believable explanation for what the tape had shown. And her own subsequent disappearance. 
 
    
 
   The simplest thing would have been an incomplete truth. Yes, I was robbed. And yes, they kidnapped me. But I escaped and now here I am. That would have worked. But the consequences for Jamie and Max would have been utterly dire. She still felt angry at them for what they’d done. But they’d all been through too much together today for Molly to simply throw them under the bus. She needed a different tale. Something that would spare everyone.
 
    
 
   But Molly hadn’t really had time to come up with the cover story. She’d been too busy racing around the city, trying to solve this stupid problem. So now, she’d have to improvise.
 
    
 
           ‘Wow! My friends really did a great job with the whole… fake… robbery… thing.’
 
    
 
   Vera’s hands dropped slowly off her daughter’s shoulders. 
 
    
 
           ‘What?’
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah, ha ha’ Molly said, falling quite short of a real laugh. ‘I was just trying to get back at you. Because of the argument. You said the fun was over and I thought, I thought, you know, maybe it didn’t have to be? It was a jape.’
 
    
 
   Jape? Where the hell had that 1920’s vernacular come from? Molly could only think it was the total fear she was operating under that was making her use words like ‘Jape’.
 
    
 
           ‘A… A trick?’ Vera said, in sheer disbelief. Her face was beginning to redden. 
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah, it was just a joke. You said I wouldn’t get robbed and I just wanted to prove how easily it could happen’ Molly said, feeling like she was standing on top of Krakatoa, throwing rocks into its smoky depths, listening to its angry rumbles and laughing as she waited for her imminent death by hot, molten, Russian accented lava.
 
    
 
           ‘Molly Kaminski’ Vera began quietly. ‘Are you trying to tell me’ she continued, her voice rising with every word ‘that you staged a robbery and kidnap and then simply waited with your friends while I lost my mind! I THOUGHT YOU MIGHT BE DEAD!’ she screamed, reaching a crescendo. 
 
    
 
           ‘I’ve been working really long hard hours lately, and… I don’t know… I guess I just thought it was a good way to make you realise that I need a break’ Molly said, hoping it was a reasonable explanation for why she had done this terrible thing to her Mother. If she’d actually done it, she reminded herself.
 
    
 
           ‘Do you understand what you’ve done?!’ Vera shouted. ‘The police have the tapes. They’re looking for you. You’re a missing person!’
 
    
 
   That was a shock to hear. How was Molly going to get herself out of that? There were probably laws about it, wasting police time or something. She might get arrested. She might go to prison!
 
    
 
   From the inside of the wardrobe, Jamie was in a state of fluctuating emotions. Molly might have just gotten her off the hook with the cops. But it could be at the cost of her own neck, Jamie realised. Why hadn’t they worked this out before? They could have come up with something better. Fuck knows what. But something.
 
    
 
   But as with everything that had been going on since last night, she and Molly were just going to have to file that under ‘Bridges to be crossed when we get to them.’ For now, Molly’s Mum was a big enough problem. Vera reminded Jamie of her Dad in a way. There was something there that you didn’t want to fuck with. Still, she clearly loved her daughter. That was why she was so angry. And fair enough. The story Molly had just told her was pretty horrible.
 
    
 
           ‘Mum’ Molly pleaded. ‘Do you think you can cover for me? With the police? I really am sorry for this’ she said, hoping that her Mother might just give her a break for once. ‘But I didn’t know it would get so out of control.’
 
    
 
           ‘Cover for you? How am I supposed to do that?’
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t know, Mum. You’ll think of something, though. Won’t you?’
 
    
 
   Vera shook her head and turned away from her daughter. Molly saw how disappointed Vera was and she felt as bad as if she actually had done the thing she was pretending she had. Because her Mum believed she had. So what was the difference? Her Mum thought she’d done something that was completely reckless and idiotic, something she would never really have done. Molly, who’d spent her life always doing what she was supposed to do and always being where she was supposed to be. And it had all gone down the drain in a moment. She’d lost her Mum’s respect.  
 
    
 
   Amazingly, there was something even more heart breaking about all this. Because the truth was that if Molly hadn’t had to come up with a workable lie on the spot, a thing like staging a fake robbery to teach her Mum a lesson. It would never have crossed her mind. She wouldn’t have done something this cruel. Not ever. Because her Mum didn’t deserve it. As tough as she was on Molly, she’d done her best to be a good parent. She’d raised a daughter alone and set up a successful business to take care of Molly’s future. And now her Mum believed that she had no respect for any of her hard work and sacrifice. Knowing that was the worst of all. Molly felt sick at the thought.
 
    
 
   But the truth made less sense. Molly had no choice. She would have to see this thing out.
 
    
 
           ‘Mum’ she said. ‘Please?! I’m begging you, I’ll do anything you like. I’ll work any shift you like. Forever. But please don’t let them send me to prison.’
 
    
 
   Vera turned back to her daughter, one tear running down her face, the first Molly had ever seen, and said ‘You silly, silly girl.’ She walked out.
 
    
 
   Molly watched her leave, crushed. 
 
    
 
   After she’d gone, Jamie opened the wardrobe door slowly. She peeped out.
 
    
 
           ‘Hey’ she said, nervously. That had been some heavy shit that had just gone down. The vibe was palpably sour. Molly looked like someone had just killed her kitten in front of her. ‘Are you alright?’ she asked.
 
    
 
   Molly didn’t look at her. She turned to the bed and grabbed her bag.
 
    
 
           ‘Come on. We’ll take the door this time.’ 
 
    
 
           ‘What if your Mum sees me?’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
           ‘What difference does it make now?’ Molly said and walked out, throwing her note down on the bed. Her Mum still needed to know its contents, that she was leaving for a while and she didn’t know exactly when she’d be back.
 
    
 
   Jamie quickly followed, not prepared to argue. But she hoped to hell she didn’t run into Molly’s Mum. She couldn’t bear to see how upset the woman must be.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Max and Henry were waiting in the back seat of the car, playing thumb wars. Henry wasn’t that into it, but Max had seemed to think it was a good way to pass the time while they waited for Molly and Jamie. So Henry was going along with as much enthusiasm as he could summon up for having his thumb crushed.
 
    
 
           ‘Ha! That’s three victories in a row for me’ Max said as he pressed Henry’s thumb firmly under his. ‘I think that makes me the thumb King. King Maximilian of the SUV. My reign shall be brutal and all shall fear me.’
 
    
 
   Henry sighed as he took his hand back.
 
    
 
           ‘What’s up?’ Max asked, sensing Henry’s disquiet. ‘I didn’t crush your self-esteem with my crowing, did I? Because Jamie’s always saying what a horrible winner I am. One time I thrashed her at pool and I went on about it so much, I ended up with her foot on my windpipe. Actually, maybe that’s really a story about Jamie’s anger issues? But either way-’
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t care if you beat me at thumb wars. It’s stupid.’
 
    
 
   Max hesitated for a moment before he said ‘Is this about Molly?’
 
    
 
   Henry looked up sharply.
 
    
 
           ‘What about Molly?’
 
    
 
           ‘Your big, honking crush on her?’
 
    
 
   Henry’s eyes went as round as ping pong balls.
 
    
 
           ‘What are you talking about? Crush? Ha!’ he cried out. ‘Me? No way.’
 
    
 
   Max wasn’t stupid but even if he’d been as thick as pig shit, he still wouldn’t have bought that sad little performance. But he decided not to push. They sat in silence for a few seconds before Henry casually asked ‘What makes you think I have a crush on Molly, anyway? Just out of curiosity.’ 
 
    
 
   Max gave Henry a lop sided smile and replied ‘Because… Whenever you think no one’s looking, you’re always staring at her.’
 
    
 
           ‘What?! No, I’m not!’ Henry protested loudly.
 
    
 
   Another brief silence.
 
    
 
           ‘You don’t think Molly’s noticed, do you?’
 
    
 
           ‘Nah. Don’t sweat it. I think she’s probably been a bit side-tracked. What with being cursed to knock about with my sister until the end of her life.’
 
    
 
   Henry was relieved for a second. Until he remembered that the Molly and Jamie thing was all his fault. How was he ever going to get Molly to like him now? 
 
    
 
   His Dad had told him once that when he first started going out with his Mum, he thought he’d blown it with her when he unknowingly gave her genital warts. But somehow, she’d forgiven him. Henry supposed that story was meant to convey the depth of love between them. And in a way, it was quite comforting. But what Henry had done to Molly was probably worse than an STI. And he’d had a lot less fun giving it to her.
 
    
 
   The car door was abruptly pulled open and Molly climbed into the front passenger seat. Jamie joined her in the driver’s seat.
 
    
 
   They’d managed to get out of the house without dealing with Molly’s Mum again, but they were both feeling low, in their different ways, from the encounter.
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to the back seat. ‘Belt up. We don’t need any more police attention.’
 
    
 
   Max and Henry followed orders. But Molly didn’t move. She was staring into the foot well. 
 
    
 
           ‘Hey’ Jamie asked, quietly. ‘Did you catch that?’
 
    
 
           ‘Mmm?’ Molly asked, surprised out of her reverie. ‘Oh, yeah. Sure.’  She clicked her the belt into place. 
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled out into the road. She wondered if it was worth pressing Molly on the Mum incident. But Jamie didn’t feel like she had any right to quiz her. They weren’t exactly friends. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   They’d been on the motorway for about three hours and everyone was fed up. The air in the car was stale and oppressive. 
 
    
 
   Jamie was starting to get a headache from the first driving shift. Molly couldn’t stop thinking about that last conversation with her Mum. Henry was switching between wondering how to make things up to Molly and what the hell he was going to say to his Grandad, whom he’d never met. The two were intertwined. If he could get his Grandad to cancel this thing he’d done, maybe it would be a start? 
 
    
 
   Overall, the mood in the car was dour.
 
    
 
   Even the normally buoyant Max was flagging. He wondered if it was too soon to request a toilet stop? But something about the vibe in the SUV told him that he should probably wait it out. Ten minutes later, however, his body spoke for him. Jamie picked it up first. She sniffed the air suspiciously.
 
    
 
           ‘Max? Have you farted?’
 
    
 
           ‘No!’ he said automatically.
 
    
 
           ‘You have. I know your brand. Do you want me to pull over?’
 
    
 
           ‘No. I’m fine.’
 
    
 
           ‘Are you sure? Because we don’t want another incident like the shart of twenty-twelve’ Jamie said without thinking.
 
    
 
          ‘Shut up, would ya?! The gang doesn’t need to hear that I shat myself when I was sixteen!’
 
    
 
   Henry perked up at that. At twenty, four years older than Henry, Max seemed very cool to him. He had a confident, lazy swagger that Henry could never imagine achieving. But was it possible that when Max had been his age, he’d been the kind of person that could crap his own pants? It was a heartening thought.
 
    
 
           ‘Right! I’m pulling in at the next services’ Jamie declared.
 
    
 
   Molly turned and said ‘Do we have to? I just want to get there and get this sorted as soon as humanly possible.’
 
    
 
           ‘Trust me. If you knew what I was saving your nose from, you’d kiss my arse with gratitude’ Jamie assured her.
 
    
 
   Molly snorted with involuntary laughter as Max rolled his eyes in the back. Jamie was taken by surprise. It was as close as she and Molly had so far come to anything approximating a warm moment. 
 
    
 
           ‘OK. I guess I could do with a drink’ Molly said.
 
    
 
    
 
   At Dizzy Cook’s restaurant (Grapston Service Area, exit 12) the group were sitting around a laminated table, sipping fizzy drinks and eating crap sandwiches. 
 
    
 
   Max decided in the silence that, as they were going on this journey together, perhaps it was time for some group bonding. The disparate people he was sat with would probably not instigate such a thing themselves. But that didn’t mean that he couldn’t give it a go. 
 
    
 
           ‘So… Molly!’ he began.
 
    
 
   Molly looked up, taken by surprise.
 
    
 
           ‘Tell us about yourself. I mean, we know what you do for a living. Obviously’ he said with a side eye at Jamie, who responded with a casual bird flip. ‘But what else? Who is Molly?’ he finished, dramatically.
 
    
 
   Christ, Molly thought. What is it with this guy? Can’t he take a little silence?
 
    
 
   But Molly knew that Max was essentially a nice guy, armed robberies aside. Molly couldn’t bring herself to be rude to him. He was practically the only reason that she and Jamie hadn’t yet murdered each other.
 
    
 
           ‘Err… I guess I like to read?’
 
    
 
           ‘Yep, alright. I can work with that. Who are your favourite authors?’
 
    
 
           ‘I like the Russians.’
 
    
 
           ‘Oh?’
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah. Dostoevsky in particular. Crime and Punishment.’
 
    
 
   Jamie, who’d been listening to all this with a little interest, felt Molly’s book choice was yet another swipe at her. And she was tired of it. A few hours earlier and she would have blown her top about it. She almost did. But something stopped her. 
 
    
 
   She was starting to feel bad about what she’d done to Molly. Or tried to do. Molly had done her a serious solid earlier when she’d taken the blame for the robbery. And Jamie knew she hadn’t deserved it. She’d not been very nice to Molly during all this tumult. Yet Molly had saved her arse anyway.
 
    
 
           ‘Fine. You win. I’m sorry. Ok? I really and truly wish I hadn’t tried to rob you. And not just because I ended up getting cursed. It was fucked up.’
 
    
 
   Molly turned to Jamie in surprise. She hadn’t been having a dig at all. It really was her favourite book. But a genuine apology from Jamie? Somehow, it did mean something.
 
    
 
           ‘Alright. Fair enough’ Molly said mildly.
 
    
 
           ‘Do you actually mean that?’ Jamie asked, taken aback. Molly’s clemency had come a little too easy after all the backbiting.
 
    
 
           ‘Why wouldn’t I?’
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t know. I just… It was pretty bad, what we… Well… I did. If you hadn’t been such a badass, we might have really freaked you out.’
 
    
 
   Molly felt her mouth starting to turn up at the corners but she pushed the smile down. Jamie had just called her a ‘Badass’. Coming from someone like her, someone who seemed like they lived every single day of their lives as a genuine law-breaking rebel, it felt good to earn the title. Even her arse kicking moment had only been the result of a bad mood that was redirected from her Mother onto the two buffoons that had walked into the shop in silly masks.
 
    
 
           ‘Well, I guess you’re lucky I’m so hard-core then’ Molly said, trying to brush off her pleasure. ‘Apology accepted.’
 
    
 
   She turned back to her tuna mayo sarnie and took a bite while Jamie sipped her diet coke. She was astounded and slightly elated. Was it always this easy to earn forgiveness? Did it really only take a genuine apology to make up for some of her more stupid and rash moves? It was a mind blowing concept.
 
    
 
   Max watched his sister and Molly seemingly getting along and he gave himself an inner high five. He’d done that. Actually, no he hadn’t. But he’d kind of started the conversation that had led to it. So there was a little credit to be snatched. 
 
    
 
   Henry was less pleased. Jamie and Molly were bonding. How could he get Molly to bond with him? He tried to think of something they had in common, something they could talk about. The Russians were no good. He’d tried to read Notes from the Underground once, (it was one of the short ones) but he hadn’t got past the first page. What else?
 
    
 
   It was only then that Henry started to realise that he didn’t really know anything about Molly.
 
    
 
           ‘We better get back on the road if we’re going to get that last ferry’ Jamie said. ‘Max, you’re driving.’
 
    
 
           ‘Yes, boss’ Max replied as he caught the keys Jamie threw to him. He couldn’t wait to drive. Being a passenger was dull. 
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later, stuck in teatime traffic, Max wanted to bang his head against the steering wheel. Was it possible that Jamie had planned this? That she knew he’d get the stops and starts of the traffic jam? Maybe that was doing his sister a disservice, he decided. 
 
    
 
   Jamie, drifting to sleep in the back, would have loved to laugh in her brother’s face and admit that she had very much thought this through. But she decided to be content with the small, private victory. 
 
    
 
   Next to her in the backseat was Molly, who was also starting to feel rather drowsy. There was still some time left on the road before they reached the port, several hours in fact. Maybe she could just grab a few Z’s while she had the chance? 
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty minutes later, Molly began to blink awake. She wasn’t sure where she was, but she felt quite cosy. As she began to wake fully, she remembered her location. In a car, travelling to a ferry. Blonde hair was draped across her face, which confused her for a moment. Had she gotten a dye job and forgotten about it? And then she realised that it wasn’t her hair.  She was asleep on Jamie’s shoulder, snuggled close into her neck. 
 
    
 
   Molly sat quickly upright, embarrassed. How had that happened? She’d gone to sleep on the other side of the car. Jamie, who’d been sleeping peacefully, was jolted by Molly’s sudden movement and awoke too. Molly wondered if she knew they’d been cuddling. She passionately hoped not.
 
    
 
   One glance at the rear view mirror in the front of the car told her that even if Jamie didn’t know, Max hadn’t missed it. He was looking at her with a cheeky crinkle in his eyes.
 
    
 
           ‘Did you sleep well?’ he asked Jamie.
 
    
 
   Jamie began to stretch her arms out, yawning. 
 
    
 
           ‘Surprisingly, yes’ Jamie said.
 
    
 
           ‘Must have been your human cushion’ Max said.
 
    
 
   Molly began to blush a deep red. Jamie was confused by her brother’s mysterious comment.
 
    
 
           ‘What are you talking about?’
 
    
 
   Max decided not to humiliate Molly any further. He’d watched with interest as she had unconsciously began to creep over from her side of the car, to his snoozing sister. But no surprise. His sister was catnip to women. Even sleeping women.
 
    
 
   What had amazed him was how receptive sleeping Jamie had been. They’d just seemed to slot in together like they’d done it a million times. It was weird. They’d only just stopped arguing with each other. But maybe their unconscious minds knew something that they couldn’t accept when they were awake, Max posited. Wouldn’t that just be classic? He was stuck driving in traffic while his sister pulled while fast asleep. 
 
    
 
           ‘Sorry’ Max said. ‘I’m delirious from the traffic. Talking crap.’
 
    
 
   Molly was beginning to shake off her awkwardness. Jamie didn’t know about the snuggles and Max had obviously decided to shut his trap, thankfully.
 
    
 
   But Jamie hadn’t forgotten her brother’s odd comment. And when she found a chestnut brown hair on her top a few seconds later, it all fell into place. She wasn’t sure what to think about it. She didn’t remember snuggling with Molly. Angry, argumentative Molly. The girl who thought she was just a dumb thief. So why had she been sleeping on her? Presumably it had just been an accident. Best not to read too much into it, she decided.
 
    
 
   But still, Jamie found herself stealing glances at Molly. She never looked back. Her gaze was fixed on the view from the window (pitch black nothingness) as she straightened her clothing and pushed her glasses back up her nose.
 
    
 
   Luckily for Henry, he’d nodded off too. He didn’t find out that his one true love was in the arms of another. He would have been deeply upset to know it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘Shit, shit, shit!’ Jamie cried as she climbed out of the car, sitting a mile from the docks. There it went, sailing across the ocean, now a small dot in the distance. The last ferry of the night. 
 
    
 
   Max, sitting in the driver’s side, could only shrug at his sister. He couldn’t control traffic.
 
    
 
           ‘We should never had done that stop’ Molly grumbled from the back.
 
    
 
   Jamie shot her a look as she got back in the car but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    
 
           ‘The next ferry goes in the small hours of the morning. We just need to hole up for the night and wait’ Max said, trying to bring comfort to the group. 
 
    
 
           ‘Henry, you should probably text your parents and tell them what’s up’ Molly said.
 
    
 
   Henry got his phone out to comply. But he wished his Dad hadn’t put Molly in charge of him like this. It was making it very difficult to transition into the smooth and masculine sixteen-year-old he desperately needed to be if he was going to catch Molly’s eye. Like Max he thought, looking to the man himself. 
 
    
 
   But Molly’s mind wasn’t on romance. She was wondering where they were going to stay for the night.
 
    
 
           ‘Why don’t we all just kip in the car?’ Jamie said, as though reading her mind. ‘We can sleep here till the sun comes up. It’s not the Hilton but it’ll do for now.’ 
 
    
 
           ‘No’ Molly said, instantly. She couldn’t risk her sleeping body betraying her again with Jamie. ‘It’s too cramped in here. Can’t we just find a hotel?’
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t know about you but I’m strapped’ Jamie said. ‘I just about scraped the petrol money together. That and the ferry fare and I’m tapped out. Can you cover it?’
 
    
 
   Molly was about to reply that yes she could. And then she remembered that she had about twelve pence in her account right now. Ordinarily, she was quite careful with money. But last week, she’d bought a very fancy, very expensive phone that had drained her account. She didn’t usually make big purchases but she was sick of being stuck in the shop and never really having anything to show for all the hours she worked. And a new gadget had seemed like it might alleviate the tedium and make the dreadful hours feel a smidgen more worthwhile. It had worked for about ten minutes before Molly realised that it was just a phone. It was not the answer to anything. 
 
    
 
   And then Jamie had broken the pricey gadget like a Kit-Kit.
 
    
 
           ‘I’m broke too’ Molly admitted.
 
    
 
           ‘So much for the working girl’ Jamie snarked.
 
    
 
           ‘Actually’ Molly retorted ‘I did have money. I bought myself a nice phone with it. A phone which you broke. And don’t think I’ve forgotten that. I expect to be compensated when all this is over!’
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to her and said ‘I thought we were past that? Is this how much your forgiveness is actually worth? The price of a mobile?’
 
    
 
   Molly tutted and tried to think of a good retort. But it was tough. She had said she was over it and then whipped it out to use as a weapon when it suited her. Kind of shitty, she had to admit.
 
    
 
           ‘Sorry’ she mumbled quickly.
 
    
 
           ‘Didn’t quite catch that’ Jamie said, cupping her ear sarcastically.
 
    
 
           ‘I’m sorry!’  Molly said loudly. But even though she sounded very angry at having to apologise, Jamie knew that was because it was a real apology. Her own apology had probably sounded somewhat similar. Maybe Henry had been right last night. Were they actually kind of alike? 
 
    
 
           ‘Alright. Then we’re stuck in the car’ Max said. And then jumped in his seat and shrieked as someone tapped his window. He turned around to see a policeman standing there. In the moment that his eyes met the policeman’s, he was very glad that Jamie had allowed him a toilet stop. 
 
    
 
   But he quickly slapped a smile on his face and wound down the window while the rest of the car waited with baited breath.
 
    
 
           ‘Evening’ the young policeman said. ‘Not planning to park here, are you?’
 
    
 
           ‘Err, well-’
 
    
 
           ‘We’ve very strict laws about that in this town. Lotta people passing through, miss their ferry and try and sleep in their cars, that type of thing. You’re not planning anything like that, I take it?’ he said with a passive aggressive smile.
 
    
 
           ‘No, officer. Course not’ Max replied, nervously. The policeman had a look he didn’t like. He seemed just the type to make a big deal out of small potatoes. ‘We’ll be off then, alright?’
 
    
 
           ‘Okey dokey. Mind how you go, then.’
 
    
 
   Max started the car and drove away from the policeman. Jamie let out a relieved moan from the back of the car.
 
    
 
           ‘What was his problem?’
 
    
 
           ‘Small town policeman with no actual crimes to solve?’ Molly offered. 
 
    
 
   Jamie thought that had the ring of truth.
 
    
 
           ‘Well, that doesn’t leave us much choice, if that pocket dictator’s gonna be trying to sniff out the car all night. We have to go into town and find somewhere. And then we’ll figure out how to pay for it.’
 
    
 
   Max turned into a road that was signposted ‘Crankport’, not liking the sound of that. He hoped his sister wasn’t going to get them all in trouble again.
 
    
 
    
 
   The SUV sat outside a rundown pub at the edge of the small town of Crankport. It looked a little shady but after asking around, it was the only place left to try. Apparently, they weren’t the only ones that had missed that last ferry. Every hotel was booked up. 
 
    
 
   So now they were sat outside the Gorgon’s Nest Hotel and Public House. 
 
    
 
           ‘So, what’s the plan?’ Molly asked of the car. ‘Are you gonna do some kind of grift to get us rooms?’
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to Molly with a burst of laughter as she repeated ‘Grift?!’
 
    
 
   Molly was immediately defensive. ‘I don’t know what word you use, do I? Con? Scam? Sting? Swindle?’
 
    
 
   Max turned to Jamie. ‘What’s she talking about?’
 
    
 
           ‘I think she thinks this is Ocean’s Eleven’ Jamie explained.
 
    
 
           ‘I wish. I’ve always wanted to go to Vegas’ Max sighed.
 
    
 
   Molly was getting very fed up. She didn’t like being laughed at.
 
    
 
           ‘Look! I’m just trying to figure out how we pay for the room. And if we don’t actually have any money-’
 
    
 
           ‘Let me stop you there’ Jamie said, putting her hands up for silence. ‘Me and Max? I don’t think we’re quite what you imagine us to be. We do the odd job with our Dad but it’s usually nicking tellies from a parked lorry or a load of iPads from a warehouse. And then he shifts the items using his contacts. Usually, we just steal a van for him to use and then we’re basically removals. But that’s it. We’re not high stakes criminals, robbing banks and smooth talking our way into vaults full of priceless jewels. We just nick stuff.’
 
    
 
           ‘And we’re not even that good at it’ Max added. ‘That’s how we ended up at your shop. I wasn’t lying when I said we’d never done anything like that before. We’d buggered up a job earlier that night. We needed some quick cash so our Dad wouldn’t kick our arses out of the house. Which he’s probably going to do the very next time we see him, while we’re on the subject’ he finished with a look to Jamie. 
 
    
 
   Jamie gave him a quick shrug. It wasn’t the time to get into that.
 
    
 
   Molly had kind of known that they were only petty criminals. In fact, she’d known it the second she’d laid eyes on them as the Pig and the Clown. They didn’t look scary or dangerous. Take the gun out of the equation and they couldn’t have spooked a highly strung Yorkshire Terrier. But she’d thought that they might have a few extra strings to their felonious bows.
 
    
 
   But no. No Ocean’s Eleven. From the sound of it, they were more like the burglars from Home Alone. But with less nous. 
 
    
 
           ‘Right. So what exactly is the plan then?’
 
    
 
           ‘The usual’ Jamie said. ‘Improvise.’
 
    
 
    
 
   The four walked into the Gorgon’s Nest and no record scratched to a halt. The regulars didn’t turn to look around and stare. No one said the words ‘We don’t like strangers in here.’ But somehow, the atmosphere said it anyway. 
 
    
 
   There was a subtlety to it. It was in the sly glances of the inhabitants of the pub, who consisted of about twenty people, mostly middle aged men. They knew that there were outsiders among them and they felt vaguely uncomfortable about it. They weren’t about to chase them out with pitchforks. But there were some definite side-eyes being flung to the strangers.
 
    
 
   But then again, in all fairness, they were a fairly odd landing party. Four utterly incongruent people had just walked in, looking like they’d been herded in together by accident. Jamie stuck out the most. It was that unapologetic sexuality that she exuded. You couldn’t miss it. And then Molly, with her contemptuous glances around the bar. Her face simply screamed ‘I suspect you all of interspecies relations.’ Even Max felt the vibe was off. It was all the big guys with their country muscles, eyeballing him. He was a little spooked. And Henry? He looked downright terrified, as any sixteen-year-old does when they walk into a pub. He wasn’t supposed to be in there and he knew it. But he kept telling himself ‘I’m not trying to order lager. I only want a room.’
 
    
 
           ‘Barkeep’ Max said loudly at the bar, trying to appear more confident than he felt. ‘We’re after beds for the night.’
 
    
 
   The woman at the bar eyed Max with dead eyes and said ‘We’ve got one double and one single. It’s sixty quid a room.’
 
    
 
           ‘Great. No manger for us then’ Max replied and then laughed at his own joke. No one joined him. His laughter died in his throat. 
 
    
 
   Jamie decided it was time to get down to business. 
 
    
 
           ‘Can I be straight with you? We’re stranded and we’re also broke. I mean, we have money. We just don’t happen to have it on us at the present time. We got robbed at the port by these… guys. So if you’d do us a favour-’
 
    
 
   She stopped mid-sentence as the woman turned a sign that sat on the bar. It read ‘Please do not ask for credit as refusal often offends.’ 
 
    
 
   Jamie sighed and turned to Max. They began to whisper conspiratorially to each other, trying to come up with a solution. The words ‘Wash pots’ and ‘Shag the owner’ were heard but neither seemed happy with those solutions so they kept whispering.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Molly wasn’t paying any attention to Max and Jamie’s machinating. She was looking through the bar, into a room adjoining it. Three men were playing cards in a small ramshackle room, probably a private party. Molly thought it had the makings of a solution.
 
    
 
   v‘Oi’ she said to the other three and then dragged them into a corner, away from prying ears. ‘Does anyone here know how to play poker?’
 
    
 
   Everyone mumbled that yes, they sort of knew, they’d played a bit, they’d been taught a little by so and so. Which was a shame. Molly had been hoping that one of them would confess to being some kind of secret poker expert. But as usual, she was shit out of luck. That mean it was time for plan B.
 
    
 
           ‘OK’ she said. ‘You know how you said earlier that you didn’t do con jobs? Fancy giving it a go? I’ve had an idea and I think it will work.’
 
    
 
   Jamie’s mouth dropped open.
 
    
 
           ‘Wait, what?! Have you had a bang on the head?’
 
    
 
   Molly had been a little surprised to hear the words come out of her own mouth. But yesterday’s Molly, the bored till girl, something had happened to her in the midst of all this. It had begun with the curse. Something like that is enough to make you consider the axis your world spins on. She felt untethered from the person she’d been. She’d basically flown today. She felt capable of anything.
 
    
 
           ‘Are you up for it or not?’ she asked the group. ‘Because I need a yes from everyone.’
 
    
 
   Henry, of course, was the first to agree. 
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah, alright. But, err, what are we actually doing?’
 
    
 
   Molly ignored the question. The idea was currently only half formed and she had to know if Jamie and Max would go along with it before she could pin down the specifics. 
 
    
 
   The Jenson’s glanced at each other and Max shrugged. Jamie sighed. Whatever Molly was planning; she couldn’t be arsed arguing. And she still felt there was a debt owed to Molly. If Jamie went along with whatever crazy idea Molly had, perhaps it was a chance to chip off some of what was owing.
 
    
 
           ‘Go on, then’ she said with an eye roll. ‘But if we all go to prison, don’t blame me. Not this time, anyway.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Roy Russell, Crankport’s postmaster, was taking his friends to the cleaners in the back room of the Gorgon’s nest.
 
    
 
           ‘Ha! Full house’ he cried out, never a gracious winner. Everyone around the table grumbled as he raked his chips into an ever growing pile with pudgy hands. Bloody Roy. How did he always manage to win? And even with the most mediocre of hands? 
 
    
 
           ‘I think I’m gonna call it a night, Roy’ Greg Pollard said. He was broke. Plus, he’d had enough of looking at Roy’s smug smile every time he took their money, with its huge teeth like old worn out crockery.
 
    
 
           ‘Aww, come on Greg! We’re just getting started’ Roy protested.
 
    
 
           ‘No, mate. Had enough. I’ve got to go home and explain to the missus why I’ve lost half my pay cheque.’
 
    
 
   Roy sighed and wondered if he should stake Greg. But only so he could take it back in a few minutes. He didn’t mind making his friend feel bad. On the contrary, if Greg was stupid enough to think he could ever beat Roy, he had it coming to him. And when you lived in the country, you took your entertainment where you could find it. 
 
    
 
           ‘Come on, Greg. Stay for another hand? I’ll spot you a tenner to get you started.’
 
    
 
   Greg considered. What if he made all his money back? He could go home a hero rather than a loser.
 
    
 
   But before he could make what anyone could have told him was a bad decision, the three other men at the table who’d been glancing at each other, thinking that perhaps Greg had the right idea, began to stand, putting their coats on.
 
    
 
           ‘Where you lot going?’ Roy cried.
 
    
 
   But everyone was already settling up cash. Sorry, mate. Best call it a night. Gotta be up in the morning, came the selection of excuses as the men shuffled out.
 
    
 
   Roy was annoyed. He’d just been getting warmed up before his so called mates had all bottled it. 
 
    
 
           ‘Fine!’ he called after them. ‘Bloody chickens!’
 
    
 
   But they’d already gone. He was talking to himself.
 
    
 
   He began to clear the card table, putting the chips away in their box, when the door of the small room flew open and a teenage boy fell into the space. He was wearing a school uniform, but not a local one. He looked up at Roy.
 
    
 
           ‘Sorry, mister!’ he cried out to Roy, mortified. ‘I tripped!’
 
    
 
   Roy was wondering whether or not to clip him round the ear for bursting in on him when a young blonde woman came in after him. Roy’s eyes nearly fell out of his head at the sight of her. 
 
    
 
           ‘Harry, for god’s sake! Be more careful’ she said to the boy.
 
    
 
   Roy immediately ran to help the kid up.
 
    
 
           ‘He’s alright. Just a bit clumsy, aren’t you? It’s that teenage thing. Their balance hasn’t caught up with the rate their bodies are growing at’ he explained. He had no idea if that was true but the woman smiled at him, obviously charmed.
 
    
 
           ‘That’s nice of you to say.’
 
    
 
           ‘So, is he your…’ Roy asked, hoping the woman would fill in the blank.
 
    
 
           ‘My son, yes.’
 
    
 
           ‘Son?’ Roy asked, surprised. She looked no more than twenty-five and the kid was definitely in his mid-teens.
 
    
 
           ‘Yes, people are always surprised. Maybe it’s Maybelline?’ she said with a laugh.
 
    
 
   Roy laughed along, adding ‘Time’s definitely been kind.’
 
    
 
   The woman blushed a bit and then seemed to realise where she was. ‘We’re so sorry to intrude. We’re staying at the pub for the night, just passing through, visiting some family.’
 
    
 
           ‘No trouble at all. So, I suppose you’d better be getting back to your husband?’ he asked hopefully.
 
    
 
           ‘It’s just me and Harry’ she said with a glance to her son. The boy was dutifully waiting for his Mother to finish up the conversation. But if he believed they were getting away any time soon, he was in for a shock, thought Roy.
 
    
 
   And maybe he wasn’t exactly single himself but when a woman like that practically fell into your lap, it would have been insulting to the universe not to take advantage of the situation. It was clearly his prize for being amazing at poker, he thought as he subtly slipped his wedding ring off and dropped it into his pocket. He couldn’t have been more pleased that his friends had buggered off now. When one door closes…
 
    
 
           ‘I’m Jenny’ by the way, the woman said, holding out a delicate hand. Roy grabbed it in his meaty paw. ‘Roy. Roy Russell. I’m the postmaster here in Crankport’ he said. In a place as small as this, the title had a certain amount of cache. He just hoped Jenny thought so too.
 
    
 
           ‘Important job’ Jenny said. ‘The town must rely on you quite a bit.’
 
    
 
           ‘I’m not exactly the mayor’ Roy said, faux modestly. ‘But I keep things ticking over.’
 
    
 
           ‘Is that a poker set?’ asked the teenage boy (Roy had forgotten his name already), fiddling with the chips. Roy felt a stab of annoyance. The kid could seriously cramp his style if he didn’t find a way to get rid of him.
 
    
 
           ‘Yep’ Roy replied. ‘I’m kind of an expert’ he added for Jenny’s benefit.
 
    
 
           ‘Could you teach me?’ the boy asked.
 
    
 
   Roy was in no mood to teach some spotty little sod how to play poker. But as he glanced at Jenny, he wondered if perhaps it might be a good way to keep this thing going. At least until he was sure that Jenny was in the bag. Then he could give the kid a fiver for the fruit machine while he romanced his Mother.
 
    
 
           ‘Of course! Why don’t we all play a few hands?’ he asked, knowing that if Jenny replied in the affirmative, then it was very likely that he had this thing licked.
 
    
 
           ‘That sounds fun!’ Jenny replied.
 
    
 
   Roy sat down at the table and began to divvy up chips, trying not to look too pleased with himself. 
 
    
 
           ‘We’ll play for ten pence a hand’ Roy said as he dealt the cards. No one could get upset about losing ten pence to him. And maybe he’d even let the kid win? That would impress his Mum, no doubt.
 
    
 
   Just as everyone was set up and ready to go, the door opened again and a young couple walked in, bold as you please. The guy was blonde, a bit dopey looking. The girl was a brunette, utilitarian specs and a ponytail. The guy said ‘Is this a private game or can anyone play?’
 
    
 
   What the bloody hell was going on tonight, Roy wondered. He had a deal with the manager of the Gorgon. He got the little empty room for Friday nights and in exchange, he would keep the guy in free postage, within reason. And it was supposed to be off limits to the plebs. But people were coming and going like it was St Pancras station. 
 
    
 
           ‘Actually…’ Roy began. But then the guy pulled out a bundle of twenties and said ‘I’ve got money to play if you could find us a space.’
 
    
 
           ‘Felix’ his girlfriend pleaded. ‘Please, let’s just go. You’ve been clean for two months.’
 
    
 
   Felix turned to his girlfriend and said ‘Come on, Babe. Just a couple of hands? It won’t be like last time, I swear.’
 
    
 
   Roy made a quick decision. He’d been planning to tell these two where to go. But maybe this was an extra cherry on the cake? What if he could take this idiot’s wad while impressing Jenny at the same time?
 
    
 
           ‘Please, take a seat’ Roy said to the couple. ‘The more the merrier’ he said, glancing at Jenny for her approval. She smiled and nodded. 
 
    
 
   Felix looked delighted and slid into a seat opposite Roy. His girlfriend reluctantly sat down next to him. Roy supposed she was pretty enough but he’d take Jenny any day of the week over this other girl. She looked like a bit of a brainbox and she was clearly trying to get her boyfriend’s nuts in a vice, albeit unsuccessfully. Roy didn’t like woman with too much to say for themselves.  
 
    
 
           ‘I’m Felix, this is Polly’ Felix said.
 
    
 
           ‘Roy’ he replied and nodded at Jenny. ‘This is Jenny. And, erm…’
 
    
 
           ‘Harry’ the boy supplied. Roy was relieved. That could have been a bit of a potential cock-blocker, forgetting Jenny’s kid’s name. Harry, Harry, Harry he chanted to himself internally. Like the wizard, he added as a memory aid.
 
    
 
           ‘So?’ he said. ‘I’ll deal. Maybe we could up the stakes a bit though. Twenty quid a hand?’
 
    
 
           ‘Ooh, I don’t know’ Jenny said, biting her lip anxiously. ‘That might be a bit rich for my blood. Me and Harry are just learning, after all. We’ll be broke in ten minutes!’
 
    
 
   Roy hadn’t thought about that. And then it hit him.
 
    
 
           ‘Why don’t you play with me? Then we can split whatever winnings I might have? Harry, you can watch me and I’ll show you what to do. I’ll give you some chips once you’ve got the hang of it. My treat’ he added with a glance to Jenny.
 
    
 
   Jenny seemed relieved and Roy congratulated himself on a genius move. Not only would she be able to see him win, but she’d benefit from his magnanimous attitude. And she’d almost certainly want to repay his kindness. Roy had some thoughts on how she could do that.
 
    
 
           ‘That sounds like fun’ Jenny said.
 
    
 
           ‘Why don’t you squeeze in with me?’ Roy asked. ‘So you can see my hand?’
 
    
 
           ‘Good idea’ Jenny said as she pulled her chair up next to Roy.
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty-five minutes later, Roy was seething. He couldn’t seem to win even a single hand. The dopey blonde guy was on the hot streak of his life, it seemed. And at Roy’s expense. 
 
    
 
   Every time Roy had a strong hand, Felix backed down quickly. And every time he bluffed, the guy seemed to know it.
 
    
 
   Jenny kept giving him little encouraging smiles and pats on the hand, but it didn’t matter to Roy. She probably thought he was lying about being great at poker. It was over. He’d lost the several hundred quid he’d made out of his friends earlier and humiliated himself in front of the most gorgeous woman he’d seen outside of television. And he’d been on such a promise with her earlier. 
 
    
 
   Harry had fallen out of the game pretty early on, although Roy had been sure to give him a few tips and check his hand every now and again, to keep the generous fatherly vibe going for Jenny’s sake. Felix hadn’t seemed to care that he was playing against some kind of weird three-person team. And why should he? He was whipping Roy’s arse.
 
    
 
           ‘Wow’ Felix said as he put down three of a kind, after Roy had folded, and winked at his girlfriend. ‘I’m on fire tonight, Poll!’ It was not a great hand. In fact, Roy’s hand, a flush, should have shit all over it. But by this stage of the game, Roy’s mojo was all over the place and he’d gone out way too early.
 
    
 
   What the hell had gone wrong, Roy wondered. The girl had clearly implied that Felix had a problem and that he was also a born loser. So why was he murdering him?
 
    
 
           ‘Right, I think we’ll call it a night there. Right, Babe?’ Polly said, part question, part veiled demand.
 
    
 
           ‘Good call’ Felix said.
 
    
 
           ‘What! I’ve still got some chips left. I’m down, not out’ Roy said, trying not to get too angry in front of Jenny. Surely this gambling addict wouldn’t be able to resist such an offer?
 
    
 
           ‘Nah’ Felix said. ‘Go out hot, that’s my motto.’
 
    
 
   Roy wanted to turn the table over in his rage. ‘Look’ he said, a little anger creeping into his voice. ‘It’s bad form to leave now-’
 
    
 
           ‘I’m tired, Mum’ Harry interjected and Jenny turned to her son. ‘OK, love. Give me a second?’ she asked, gently. She put a hand on Roy’s arm and said softly into his ear ‘I’m just going to put Harry to bed. Then maybe we can have a drink in the bar?’
 
    
 
   Roy was still angry at this Felix kid but if he made a scene, he might lose the chance that he still clearly had with the hot Milf.  If he went out amiably, maybe he didn’t have to lose everything he’d been trying to win? He took out his wallet and paid the guy what he owed. It was two hundred and it stung Roy’s arse no end. After Felix had taken the cash, Roy stuck his hand out to him and said ‘Well played, son.’
 
    
 
   Felix shook his hand and said ‘Take it sleazy, Roy’ and left, with a thankful looking Polly.
 
    
 
           ‘I won’t be long’ Jenny said as she steered her limp son out of the small room.
 
    
 
   Roy watched her go and then, after a moments pause to be sure she was gone, ran off to the toilet to do some quick pre-sex prep. In there, he quickly chewed a mint and got some condoms out of the machine. Would two be enough?
 
    
 
   As he sat in the bar waiting, he downed a few whiskeys as he plotted out the practicals. One: what crap would he feed his wife about why he was going to be so incredibly late home tonight? Two: where would he take Jenny for sex? Not his place, obviously. And if she was sharing a room with her son, maybe they’d just have to do it in his car? That might work…
 
    
 
           ‘Roy!’ the landlord called over, interrupting his filthy train of thought. 
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah?’
 
    
 
           ‘Got a message for you. From a Jenny?’
 
    
 
   Roy ran over to the bar. Whatever the message was, he didn’t need it announced to the pub. Word travelled.
 
    
 
           ‘What’s the message?’
 
    
 
           ‘She says that Harry’s come down with a stomach problem. He’s throwing up right now, so she won’t be back down. But she said you can leave your number and she’ll call you next time she’s passing through.’
 
    
 
   Roy’s mouth dropped open. The disappointment was a gut punch. 
 
    
 
           ‘What, did she…’ Roy said and stopped. He didn’t want to give the landlord, who was a mate, too much info about what he’d been planning for his night. He wouldn’t dob him in with the missus, probably. But better to be safe than sorry. ‘Alright, then. I guess I’ll have to give her that tour round the town another time.’
 
    
 
           ‘Alright, mate. You save your tour for daylight’ the landlord said with a mocking wink and went over to serve a woman at the other end of the bar.
 
    
 
   It was only then that Roy realised how badly south his night had truly gone. He’d lost all that money and he’d lost the Milf.
 
    
 
   He grabbed his coat and stomped out of the pub, banging the door angrily behind him.
 
    
 
    
 
   In a room above the bar, Molly (AKA Polly-the-long-suffering-girlfriend-of-a-gambling-addict) sat on a double bed and popped the cork on the sparkling cider they’d brought from the bar as they’d checked in with Max’s poker winnings. 
 
    
 
           ‘To Roy!’ she said as she poured into everyone’s plastic cups. Max, Jamie and Henry cheered and bashed their cups together before taking celebratory sips.
 
    
 
           ‘Bloody hell’ Max said. ‘What a total twat. How did he not see the hand signals you were giving me?’
 
    
 
           ‘Because I was being very subtle. Plus, his eyes were on my chest most of the time’ Jamie replied.
 
    
 
           ‘I was good as well, wasn’t I? Henry added, wanting a little of the credit for the success. 
 
    
 
   Jamie ruffled his hair and said ‘You nailed it, Henry. You might have a promising career as a grifter’ she added with a cheeky glance at Molly.
 
    
 
   Henry grinned with pleasure as Molly elbowed Jamie’s arm. ‘I thought that’s what it was called’ Molly said, taking the ribbing in unusually good humour. She was high off her success and she wouldn’t have dreamed of ruining the moment by getting pissy with Jamie. And there was no reason to be mad at her. She wasn’t trying to insult her. It was more the kind of teasing that a friend would do, Molly understood with surprise. 
 
    
 
   Jamie gave a snort of laughter and said ‘Well, whatever it’s called, you pegged him exactly right. He went for it hook, line and sinker.’
 
    
 
   They all laughed and Molly was glad to see that everyone was feeling as little guilt as she was about conning Roy out of some cash. He’d been a shady prick that had tried to take advantage of a single Mother and a gambling addict and in the end, that desire to fuck someone else over had been his undoing. If he’d turned out not to be a shit, the plan couldn’t have worked. But it had gone like a dream. Just as Molly had predicted. 
 
    
 
   She’d seen through the door, when it swung briefly open, just how happy he was as he took his wretched friend’s money. And she’d instinctively known exactly what would turn his head while they took that money back from him. It was always the same for men like that. A woman like Jamie, she was strong bait for the kind of middle aged man that needed to feel like his best years weren’t behind him. And Roy had screamed Mid-Life-Crisis, even through a small gap in a door.
 
    
 
   That was one of the benefits of being stuck in the shop. Molly watched life happen. It was all she could do. The people that came in and out all had their stories. And sometimes those stories were sitting very close to the surface, to be read by Molly just like one of her books. And for once, she’d had the chance to use the knowledge that had been stacking up in her, unnoticed. 
 
    
 
   It felt good to find this hidden skill. It felt like her life hadn’t been as wasted as she’d thought.
 
    
 
   Max drained his drink and said ‘Right. I’m knackered. What’s the room arrangement here?’ And then he rolled his eyes at his own stupidity and said. ‘Oh, right. There’s really only one way this is going to work out, isn’t there? Henry, you’re with me.’
 
    
 
   Henry tried to hide his disappointment. The idea of sharing a room with Molly for the night had never truly been on the cards. He’d known that really. But to have the fantasy slaughtered so brutally was tough. He’d have liked a few minutes more to live in the dream while he drank alcohol with Molly, like they were equals.
 
    
 
   But no, it was not to be. 
 
    
 
   Max pulled what had been one of their last remaining twenty quid notes off of the wad of toilet paper it had been wrapped around, an illusion of wealth assembled for Roy, and stuck it back in his pocket. ‘Sleep tight, grifters’ he said as he left. Henry followed reluctantly. 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Molly were left alone. They looked at each other. They looked at the double bed.
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t mind sleeping on the floor if you-’ Jamie began.
 
    
 
           ‘Don’t be silly’ Molly said. ‘We can share a bed. No big deal.’
 
    
 
           ‘No. No big deal at all.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   After bathroom routines had been completed, Molly and Jamie were ready for bed. Molly, wearing her full length fleecy PJs, couldn’t help but notice Jamie wearing skimpy little shorts and a tiny strappy top as she climbed into the bed. Molly wondered what it would be like to be so sexy, whatever the situation. 
 
    
 
   Sexy? Weird word to think right now, Molly realised with a jolt.
 
    
 
   Jamie climbed into the bed, noting that Molly’s usual ponytail was gone. It was the first time she’d seen Molly with her hair down and she had thick, lustrous tresses, the kind that would feel good to run your hands through. Jamie wiped the thought quickly from her mind and turned around to face the other way as Molly got in the other side of the bed. She didn’t want her to feel like she was being watched. That was the last thing she’d want, for Molly to feel like Jamie was sleazing on her. Imagine that, she thought as she felt Molly settling in, trying to shag the person you might be cursed to spend an eternity with. What if you got knocked back? Talk about awkward. There could be up to sixty years of embarrassment between them. 
 
    
 
   She heard Molly cough softly and say ‘Jamie?’
 
    
 
           ‘Yep?’ she answered. 
 
    
 
           ‘Do you think it’s going to be alright? With Henry’s Grandad, I mean?’
 
    
 
   Jamie rolled over onto her back. Molly was also lying on her back, Jamie saw. She was looking up at the ceiling, her dark brown eyes wide with anxiety. The confident Molly who had planned out a con job was gone. She looked worried. 
 
    
 
   Jamie was amazed. Molly hadn’t even looked particularly concerned with a gun in her face. Jamie wished she could offer some comfort, but what comfort could there be? Ultimately, it would be alright or it wouldn’t be. There were no half measures. Cursed forever or free to live your life. Those were the options.
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t know. I hope so.’
 
    
 
           ‘What if it’s not?’ Molly asked uneasily.
 
    
 
           ‘Then…’ Jamie paused. What could she say about the worst outcome? ‘I guess you’re stuck with me. Sorry.’
 
    
 
           ‘Sorry? Why are you sorry? This isn’t your fault.’
 
    
 
           ‘Maybe. But it’s not not my fault either. If I hadn’t come into the shop and tried to rob you…’
 
    
 
           ‘And if I hadn’t started an argument. If we hadn’t been mean to Henry. If my Mum had never made me work the night shift. There’s a lot of ifs. But when you get down to it, no one could have known this was going to happen. I mean, Christ on a cracker, how could we have? If you’d given me a thousand years to calculate the possible consequences of you robbing me, I still don’t think I could have imagined that some cut-rate Harry Potter might wander into the shop and put a spell on us, damning us to be connected by an invisible force. It’s preposterous.’
 
    
 
           ‘You’ve got a point there’ Jamie said, rolling onto her side to face Molly, propping herself up on her elbow. ‘How is that sitting with you now, by the way? The whole ‘Magic is real’ bollocks?’
 
    
 
   Molly turned to face her.
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t know yet. What do you make of it?’
 
    
 
   Jamie considered it. She was no great thinker, she knew that. But she did know a few things that perhaps the great thinkers might not know.
 
    
 
           ‘Well, the way I’m looking at it is this; I had this idea of how stuff works. Not that I understand physics or anything. But I know which way is up, I guess. But now, up is down. And that happen sometimes. My Mum, for example. I thought she’d stick around. That’s what mums are supposed to do, right? That’s, like, an unwritten rule. And then she pissed off, left me and Max with our Dad. So, I don’t know, what can you honestly rely on? So yeah, the laws of nature, I’m not shocked that they can be messed with. Or that they can mess with you. I think I’m just going to mark it as a ‘shit happens’ type of thing. Just like every other fucked up thing that happens.’
 
    
 
   When Jamie had finished talking, she wished she hadn’t started in the first place. Shit happens. That was her philosophical contribution. Not original and not even that deep. No wonder Molly thought she was an idiot. And now Jamie had reconfirmed that initial evaluation by trying to understand this insane thing that had occurred, with her simple little brain. 
 
    
 
   But Molly wasn’t thinking anything of the sort. What she was thinking was that Jamie, with her looser mind, unconfined by the inside-the-box thinking that Molly found herself bound by, most likely had it right. Shit happens. It really did just about sum up the whole bananas situation.
 
    
 
   And that story about her Mum, it was pretty sad. Molly could relate. She’d never even met her Dad. He’d knocked her Mum up in Russia and then buggered off, leaving her Mum alone to raise a child. And then Vera had decided she wanted her child to have more than she’d had and thus had shifted to England, six months up the stick. It was a story that her Mum had tried to tell her again last night. And Molly hadn’t wanted to hear it, knowing the story almost by heart. But hearing Jamie talk about how shit her own Mother was, she wished she hadn’t been so blasé about it. She wished she’d listened. 
 
    
 
   Molly began to wonder what her Mum was doing right now. And how did she feel? Was she angry with Molly? Had she disowned her? Somehow, Molly knew that even though her Mum thought she’d done an awful thing to her, that eventually, it would probably be alright between them. Molly just hoped she’d get the chance to beg for forgiveness before she was carted off to prison.
 
    
 
           ‘Are you thinking about your Mum?’  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
           ‘How did you know that?’ Molly exclaimed, stunned. ‘This tether doesn’t give you the ability to read my mind as well, does it?’
 
    
 
   Jamie laughed. ‘Nah. Just obvious. She seemed quite cool, your Mum. From what I could tell from the wardrobe.’
 
    
 
           ‘Cool? Are we talking about the same woman?’
 
    
 
           ‘I know she blew her top but it was obvious she cares.’
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah. Maybe that’s the problem. Sometimes she cares a bit too much. Puts too much pressure on me.’
 
    
 
           ‘Better than the other way.’
 
    
 
           ‘Your Dad cares though, doesn’t he? Underneath that slightly terrifying exterior.’
 
    
 
           ‘Honestly, I don’t know what he cares about. He’s never exactly been Super Dad. And after Mum went, he was even worse. He’s so hard on Max.’
 
    
 
           ‘And on you?’
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah, I guess so. But I can handle it better than Max. He’s a lot more sensitive than I am.’
 
    
 
           ‘That surprises me.’
 
    
 
           ‘Why.’
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t know. Maybe because you don’t seem as completely horrible as I thought when we first met. Not a total psychopath, anyway. I’m sure Max doesn’t hurt any more than you do.’
 
    
 
   Jamie put her hand to her chest and said ‘Be still my heart!’
 
    
 
   Molly smiled wryly.
 
    
 
           ‘I’m sorry, I’m not great at compliments.’
 
    
 
           ‘If it’s that or being called a moron thief, I’ll take Not-a-Total-Psychopath any day of the week.’
 
    
 
   Molly shook her head at herself. ‘Yeah, about that-’
 
    
 
           ‘Stop right there’ Jamie interrupted. ‘Don’t you dare try to take it back, just because we’re stuck together.’
 
    
 
   Molly realised she was right. She’d meant it when she said it. Even if she didn’t think that way now, she couldn’t honestly take back that particular moment.
 
    
 
           ‘Fair enough. But I don’t think anything like that now. You and Max, I guess it hasn’t been so bad to be stuck with you. You’re both alright. Even Henry isn’t totally annoying.’
 
    
 
           ‘Look at you, warming up’ Jamie said with a cheeky smile.
 
    
 
           ‘I’m not sure I’d go that far’ Molly said with a raised eyebrow.
 
    
 
           ‘You don’t fool me. You’re having the time of your life on this little trip.’
 
    
 
   Molly’s mouth fell open. ‘Are you insane? This whole thing has been a horrible disaster from start to finish.’
 
    
 
           ‘I realise the circumstances aren’t great but I can tell you’re totally into it. Conning men out of money, improvising school plays, climbing into windows. You’re in your element. Admit it.’
 
    
 
           ‘I’ll admit nothing of the sort’ Molly said hotly. ‘I’m just doing what I have to.’
 
    
 
   Jamie rolled her eyes.
 
    
 
           ‘What is it with some girls? Why can’t they just admit when they’re having a good time?’
 
    
 
           ‘I’m not sure what you mean by some girls but if you’re comparing me to one of your casuals, you can stop right there.’
 
    
 
           ‘That’s not what I-’
 
    
 
           ‘You don’t know me! Don’t think any of this means that you do!’
 
    
 
   Jamie wanted to kick herself. An almost nice moment had been completely ruined by a thoughtless remark. Otherwise known as The Jamie Jenson Special.
 
    
 
           ‘Wind your neck in, would you? It’s not bad to be good at… being bad.’
 
    
 
           ‘I’m not bad. I’m stuck.’
 
    
 
           ‘So am I!’ Jamie said, getting a bit annoyed herself now. ‘But that’s what bothers you, isn’t it? What Henry said? That we might be alike.’
 
    
 
           ‘We are nothing alike’ Molly said, angrily. 
 
    
 
   Jamie jumped out of the bed, wanting to get away from Molly. She’d hoped that Molly might have begun to see that she wasn’t just this horrible selfish criminal, but a desperate girl who’d walked into the Quick Snack with a toy gun and no idea what she was doing. But that idea of her had obviously not shifted one iota. Molly was clearly still disgusted to think they could have anything in common. 
 
    
 
           ‘Thanks a bunch’ Jamie said, trying to hide behind plain old disdain. It was much better than letting Molly know that she’d wounded her. It was also better than admitting it to herself. ‘I think I will take the floor after all.’
 
    
 
   Molly considered letting her do just that. But somehow, she couldn’t. She’d seen the look on her face. It had only been a flash, but it had been clear. Jamie was hurt. It was only for a second. But she saw it plainly. It wasn’t something she would have thought she’d be able to do, injure Jamie. And that’s why she’d blurted out yet another cruel thing. And she really hadn’t meant to.
 
    
 
   Jamie, assessing the comfiest spot on the floor, realised that Molly had also jumped out of the bed and was standing in front of her. 
 
    
 
           ‘No’ Molly said quietly.
 
    
 
           ‘No what?’ Jamie asked, baffled.
 
    
 
           ‘Don’t sleep on the floor. I’m… you know. That thing.’
 
    
 
           ‘What thing?’
 
    
 
           ‘The thing where I said something that was mean and maybe it was a bit out of order.’
 
    
 
           ‘Do you mean sorry?’
 
    
 
   Molly nodded.
 
    
 
           ‘That’s the one.’
 
    
 
   Jamie shook her head and said ‘You’re a pain in the arse, do you know that?’
 
    
 
           ‘You’re not the first person to tell me that’ Molly shrugged.
 
    
 
   Jamie knew it was hard for her to apologise. And she had no interest in raking Molly over the coals. It was too late in a strange day for that.
 
    
 
           ‘Well, I’m not such a big fan of the ‘S’ word either.’
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah. Maybe Henry’s right after all’ Molly confessed, begrudgingly. ‘Maybe we are peas in a stubborn pod.’
 
    
 
   Jamie smiled at Molly, pleasantly surprised by her admission. It was a sweet smile, forgiving and warm. And it did something to Molly. Something crazy.
 
    
 
   What happened next surprised both of them. Molly leaned in and pushed her lips against Jamie’s. Jamie was so shocked she nearly fell over backwards.
 
    
 
           ‘What was that?!’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   Molly looked at her with amazement.
 
    
 
           ‘I honestly don’t know!’
 
    
 
   They stared at each other for a second and that was enough time for both of them to process their surprise. And what was left, when the bewilderment had passed, was a craving to kiss each other again. 
 
    
 
   But Molly wasn’t ready to accept it. She felt like she’d just taken a liberty with Jamie. Just because they were sharing a bed did not give her the right to plant one on her in a mad moment. And, she reminded herself for the second time, she was not into girls.
 
    
 
           ‘I… I’m so, I don’t know... That was not alright-’
 
    
 
           ‘Stop talking’ Jamie said softly as she took Molly’s face in both hands, pulling her toward her. Molly had thought she wouldn’t like to be taken like that. But as she felt Jamie’s lips on hers, the excitement was undeniable. She felt her legs begin to tremble.
 
    
 
   For once, Molly’s ordinarily overworking brain did not stop her from going with the moment. It did not argue; it did not challenge. It didn’t ask ‘Should you really be doing this?’ It was beautifully still as she felt herself slide deeper into Jamie’s kiss.
 
    
 
   Jamie had been surprised, to put it lightly, by Molly’s ‘move’. But she wouldn’t let that slow her down. That brief contact of lips and she’d known why they couldn’t stop arguing with each other. And there was only one way there were going to work that particular problem out. 
 
    
 
   Jamie began to push Molly onto the bed. Molly didn’t fight her. Jamie slipped on top of her as they kissed, running their hands all over each other, excited by how illicit this all felt. Jamie the Thief and Molly the Till Girl. They lived on different planets. But it wasn’t the time for reality. The world was upside down.
 
    
 
   The feel of Jamie’s weight on top of Molly felt good and she tightened her grip on the back of her head. She heard Jamie moan and she was encouraged to go further. She slid her hands down her back, all the way to Jamie’s perky little bottom, squeezing it. It felt divine. God, Molly thought, why didn’t anyone tell me that girls feel so soft?
 
    
 
   Soon, Molly felt Jamie pulling her pyjamas bottoms off. She felt the first nervous twinge since this had started. Could she really get naked in front of someone possessing a body like Jamie’s? She wasn’t sure. But she was certain of one thing. She didn’t want this to stop. She let herself be undressed, slowly, languorously.
 
    
 
   And the gradual undressing was deliberate. Jamie didn’t want to rush Molly out of her clothes. Partly because she wanted to give Molly a chance to say no if she didn’t want to go beyond the kiss. The other part of her simply wanted to slow down for her own sake. 
 
    
 
   Molly was different from every other girl Jamie had been with. She wasn’t just some horny idiot who wanted to use Jamie’s body like she wasn’t even in it. No, Molly was complicated and difficult. Jamie wondered if that was somehow better than the easy ones. Where they were junk food, to be consumed hastily, perhaps Molly was an acquired taste. And perhaps you have to take your time to appreciate its subtlety. But it might, just might, be the best meal you ever enjoy, Jamie pondered as she kissed Molly’s neck.  
 
    
 
   Eventually, Jamie had Molly completely naked. She was surprised by how shapely she was. She clearly didn’t know it herself or she wouldn’t hide her striking curves in such loose clothing. 
 
    
 
   But Molly’s restless brain was beginning to wake up, whispering its doubts. ‘Are you staring at a mole?’ she asked Jamie.
 
    
 
   Jamie realised that she must have glazed over as she’d been checking out Molly’s naked body. ‘What? You don’t have any moles.’
 
    
 
   Molly remembered that was true. She didn’t even know why she’d asked it.
 
    
 
           ‘Then what are you looking at? Is it something… not good?’
 
    
 
   ‘There’s nothing not good about your body’ Jamie assured her as she began to strip her own clothes off. Molly watched, hypnotised. Jamie was just as she’d imagined. Perfect.
 
    
 
   Once Jamie was naked, she began to kiss Molly’s stomach and she began to relax again. It was hard not to, as Jamie’s tongue slipped along her torso. 
 
    
 
   And then, as Jamie travelled further down, Molly felt something begin to happen that felt good. Scratch that, it felt phenomenal. It began with a pressure in her upper thighs. That pressure built steadily until she felt as though she was going to explode. And then she heard herself cry out, a sharp sigh of release, like a valve in her body had been unfastened, letting something out.
 
    
 
   Oh, Molly thought. So THAT’S an orgasm.
 
    
 
           ‘Holy cow’ Molly muttered as Jamie appeared next to her, lying on her side, running a finger along Molly’s arm. Molly realised she was somehow out of breath, despite doing very little as Jamie had laboured with her lush mouth. Yet she felt like she’d run 10k.
 
    
 
           ‘Holy cow? I don’t think I’ve ever made a girl say that before’ Jamie said, amused. 
 
    
 
   Molly turned to look at her, a little embarrassed.
 
    
 
           ‘I guess that’s not very sexy.’
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t know. Kind of cute’ Jamie said.
 
    
 
   Molly, who couldn’t have imagined saying something like that as little as half an hour ago, replied ‘So are you.’
 
    
 
   Jamie raised an eyebrow at Molly, a small grin on her lips. ‘Is that so?’
 
    
 
   Molly shrugged, feeling a bit silly. She wasn’t a smooth talker. Jamie probably talked woman into bed all the time. In fact, Jamie probably didn’t have to do any talking, looking like she did. Molly suddenly realised just how out of her element and league she was.
 
    
 
           ‘I’ve never done this before. That’s probably obvious. I’m not a virgin, exactly, but…’ she trailed off, feeling self-conscious. She must seem like a child to Jamie. 
 
    
 
   But Jamie wasn’t thinking about Molly’s inexperience as anything other than lovely. To Molly, this was unique. That made it unique for Jamie too. She felt a kind of pride that Molly had trusted her with herself.
 
    
 
           ‘Don’t worry’ she said as she took Molly’s hand. ‘Would you like me to show you how to make me feel like you just did?’
 
    
 
   Molly felt a thrill. She nodded, nervously.
 
    
 
   Molly watched as Jamie lifted her hand and licked her index finger. She felt momentarily overwhelmed by Jamie’s confident sexiness. Jamie slipped the finger down her thighs and inside herself, guiding Molly’s hand back and forth. Molly felt Jamie and she was like silk. Technically, Jamie didn’t have any body parts that she didn’t have herself. But Jamie felt so different. It was like touching something from another world. And she loved it.
 
    
 
   Jamie felt the way that Molly took the lead and let her hand go. Molly didn’t need any further help as she brought Jamie to a deep and satisfying climax. Jamie was amazed at Molly’s aptitude. She was a quick study indeed.
 
    
 
   After Jamie had given her own moan of pleasure, one that Molly correctly took to mean she’d done it right, they both lay back in the bed. They felt nothing but calm. They were stuck in a crazy situation but just for a moment, it was all OK. 
 
    
 
   And then, doubts began to set in. In fact, now that the hormones were starting to abate, Molly and Jamie both became acutely aware of what they’d actually just done. Or to be more accurate, why they probably shouldn’t have done it. What the hell had they been thinking?! 
 
    
 
           ‘So, err… This doesn’t need to be a thing, right?’ Jamie said.
 
    
 
   Molly had never had a casual physical encounter in her life, but she supposed this was just something that people did. Jamie probably just saw it like a good workout. And although she was thoroughly out of her comfort zone, Molly felt it was important not to act clingy. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to cling anyway. This whole thing had happened so quickly; Molly didn’t know what she wanted or expected to come of it, if anything. So she would just try to be cool.
 
    
 
           ‘Of course not. No thing’ she agreed, nonchalantly.
 
    
 
           ‘Just… blowing off some steam.’
 
    
 
           ‘Steam blown. Check’ Molly said and then gave a small salute. The remorse was immediate. Why did I salute her? She’s not a ship’s bloody captain!
 
    
 
           ‘Maybe we should get some sleep’ she said quickly, wanting to erase the salute. 
 
    
 
           ‘Aye aye, captain’ Jamie said with a cheeky smile. 
 
    
 
   Molly reached over, clicked off the lamp and turned over to face the wall so that Jamie couldn’t see her cheeks turning pink. Jamie, lying on her back and looking at the ceiling, found herself smiling into the dark as she drifted off to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The car idled at the curb as Max waited, one hand on the wheel and one on his phone, for the girls to come out.
 
    
 
           ‘I’m so tired’ Henry complained from the passenger’s seat. ’You snore like your nose is broken.’
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah’ Max muttered distractedly as he stared at something on his phone. ‘Broke it when I was young. Buggered the septum.’
 
    
 
           ‘You could have told me that. We could have bought nose strips or earplugs or something. There was a point where I was thinking about pressing a pillow over your face until you stopped breathing.’
 
    
 
   Max didn’t answer. Henry looked over at him, to see what was so interesting that Max hadn’t noticed his confession of murderous thoughts. And then he saw what Max was looking at.
 
    
 
           ‘You’re not supposed to do that!’
 
    
 
   Max looked up sharply, surprised that he’d been caught out. It was true what they said about teenagers. They were nosy.
 
    
 
           ‘It’s fine. They don’t need to know, alright?’
 
    
 
           ‘But you agreed!’ Henry said, his sense of right and wrong thoroughly ruffled. ‘We said ‘No Googling the robbery!’
 
    
 
           ‘Henry, chill out, would ya?!’
 
    
 
   Just then, at what Max thought was pretty much the most sub-optimal moment possible, the back door of the car opened and Jamie jumped in. Molly was still outside the car, a few feet away. Max wasn’t sure what she was doing. She seemed to be waiting for something. 
 
    
 
           ‘Morning, Sis’ Max said cheerfully, hoping Henry wouldn’t blow his cover. ‘Sleep well?’
 
    
 
   Jamie heard the slight uptick in his tone and knew he was up to something.
 
    
 
           ‘What have you done?’ she asked wearily.
 
    
 
           ‘He was looking on his phone. At the news’ Henry blurted.
 
    
 
   Max turned to Henry and said irritably ‘Come on, man! Bro code!’ 
 
    
 
   Henry felt a mixture of shame and pride. On the one hand, he’d dobbed Max in and maybe that had been a bit spineless. But on the other, Max thought he was his ‘Bro’. He’d never been anyone’s bro before. Maybe they’d become friends after this. Maybe they’d game together and go to McDonalds. Maybe he’d buy him booze. Maybe he could take him to see Patrick McElroy and he’d shit his pants at the sight of Henry’s cooler, older friend, who robbed shops and had a broken septum. If he could forgive the snitching, of course.
 
    
 
   But Jamie wasn’t too worried about the masculine bonding in the front of the car.
 
    
 
           ‘Well, if you’ve already done it, I don’t suppose there’s any point having a go at you now. But what did it say? Is it bad? Are we public enemy’s one and two?’
 
    
 
   Max opened his mouth, not sure how to explain what he’d read. But Jamie was going to find out eventually. Everyone would. And Max knew that what he’d just read wasn’t really a problem for three members of the group, in the most practical sense. But the fourth member, who’d yet to make an appearance, would be deeply affected by it.
 
    
 
   Max told Jamie and Henry what he knew. Jamie put her head in her hands and muttered ‘Fuck me in both ears. This is bad. This is so bad.’
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah’ Max said. ‘I guess it is. Would you mind being the one to spill the beans though?’
 
    
 
           ‘What?! Why me? You read it.’
 
    
 
   Max turned to Henry and said ‘Henry-’
 
    
 
           ‘No chance!’ Henry declared decisively. He was not going to give Molly this kind of bad news. He couldn’t chance being linked in her mind with an awful thing, possibly the worst that had ever happened to her. His chances with her were slim as it was.
 
    
 
   But before Max could suggest drawing straws, the other back door opened and Molly clambered in, not looking at anyone. 
 
    
 
   She’d been assembling a game face for the last few seconds but there was no getting away from the fact that she had to get in the car sometime. When she eventually did risk a glance at the other occupants of the SUV, who she was certain would see straight through her faux casual demeanour and guess exactly what she and Jamie had done last night, everyone was staring at her with what she could only describe as dread. 
 
    
 
   It reminded her of the look her Mum had given her before she’d explained that the goldfish had jumped out of the bowl and died on the living room rug, when she was eight. As severe as Vera could be at times, she really hadn’t wanted to tell her daughter such an upsetting thing. But Molly had known there was bad news coming before she even opened her mouth and she’d wheedled it out of her. And that was the look that Max and Henry were giving her from the front of the car.
 
    
 
   And even Jamie, who she’d been trying to avoid making eye contact with all morning as they silently got ready to leave, was looking at her weirdly. Which wasn’t unexpected. But it was the wrong kind of weird. 
 
    
 
           ‘What’s wrong?’ Molly asked uneasily.
 
    
 
   Jamie decided that Max was right, she should be the one to give her the bad news. It was only fair.
 
    
 
           ‘Max broke the vow. He’s checked the news. Your Mum, she’s… She’s done something.’
 
    
 
   Molly’s opening annoyance at Max’s misdemeanour swiftly transitioned into worry.
 
    
 
           ‘What did she do? Is she alright?’
 
    
 
           ‘She’s alright. Sort of. But she’s in some trouble.’
 
    
 
           ‘What do you mean? Why would she be in trouble?’
 
    
 
   Jamie sighed, feeling her chest hurt before she even spoke the words.
 
    
 
           ‘She took the blame, Molly. She told the police that she set up a fake robbery. For publicity. They don’t mention her by name but there’s been a press release and the nationals are picking up on it-’
 
    
 
   Molly’s face didn’t change for a second. Because it didn’t make sense. None of it made sense. If this was Jamie’s warped idea of a joke, she wasn’t laughing.
 
    
 
           ‘Why would she do that?’
 
    
 
           ‘The police were called out, there’s footage of a robbery. That sort of thing doesn’t just go away. I guess she thought that if the police got to you, that you’d end up going down for it. Because you told her you faked it.’
 
    
 
   It was only then that Molly accepted that Jamie was telling her the truth. Of course her Mum had done this. To protect her.
 
    
 
           ‘Is she in custody!?’
 
    
 
           ‘No, no, she’s out on bail’ Jamie assured her. ‘Look, this doesn’t have to mean-’
 
    
 
   Molly threw the door open and jumped out. She began to stagger away from the car. Not far enough to pull Jamie, but sufficient distance that she felt a small tug. But she didn’t ask her to stop.
 
    
 
   Molly walked up the pavement a few feet and then abruptly leaned over, throwing up against the wall of the Gorgon’s Nest. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday’s sandwich, so there was nothing in her stomach except bile. But the heaving wouldn’t seem to stop. With time, it finally subsided. She spat the sour taste out as Jamie clambered over the seat, getting out of the car. Molly felt a hand on her shoulder and she turned, wiping at her mouth.
 
    
 
           ‘Don’t touch me. Don’t you dare touch me! This is all your fault! Because I protected you’ she yelled at her.
 
    
 
   Jamie nodded and said quietly ‘I know.’
 
    
 
           ‘She’s going to prison! 
 
    
 
           ‘Not necessarily’ Jamie said, knowing what paltry comfort those words were.
 
    
 
   Molly looked at her darkly and for a second, Jamie thought she was going to deliver a slap. Jamie decided that if she did give her a crack around the face, the least she could do was take it without protest.
 
    
 
   But Molly didn’t touch her. She turned her face from Jamie and walked past her, getting back into the car.
 
    
 
           ‘Get in the car and let’s go! I want to get this over with. I don’t want to be joined to you a second longer than I need to be.’
 
    
 
   Jamie heard those words and she couldn’t really argue with them. But still, they pained her. She felt a sudden urge to cry. Not just because of what Molly had said, but all of it. One stupid, hot headed mistake. And look what it had cost? 
 
    
 
   After she’d taken a deep breath, she followed quickly, climbing in next to Molly, who didn’t meet her eye.
 
    
 
   The car pulled out, driven by a silent Max, headed for the port, and Corai. And, Molly hoped, the end of this stupid curse. And once it was done, she never wanted to see Jamie again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   The ferry ride across the water had taken thirty-five minutes. They’d been tense minutes. 
 
    
 
   Obviously, Jamie and Molly had to stay within a certain range of each other, but Molly made sure she stayed at the very edge of the boundary, leaning over the rail of the boat, looking into the ocean. She never once looked at Jamie.
 
    
 
   Molly couldn’t believe that this morning she’d been avoiding Jamie’s eyes out of awkwardness. And now she was doing the same for such extraordinarily different reasons. But, as Jamie herself had said, the world could turn upside down pretty quickly.
 
    
 
   Molly knew that she wasn’t just angry with Jamie. There was a good deal of guilt and shame about how her own actions had contributed to her Mother’s decision. If she hadn’t said it was a prank, there was no chance this would have happened. But her Mother had believed that she needed to take the bullet for her. That obstinate, stern, workaholic Russian had given up her very freedom for Molly. As if she hadn’t given enough already.
 
    
 
   There was only one thing for it. Once she was finally free of Jamie, she was going home to try and convince the police that it was her fault, to explain that her Mother had lied to protect her.
 
    
 
   Jamie watched Molly gazing at the ocean and all she wanted to do was go to her and apologise. But she knew that an apology was worthless. It didn’t change anything. She’d fucked everything up in a way that she couldn’t even begin to see how she could repair. 
 
    
 
   But there was something else that was bothering Jamie. It was last night. As mad as all that seemed now, it kept replaying in her head. Looping around and around, like a song on repeat. And Jamie couldn’t do a thing to turn it off.
 
    
 
   Jamie had fallen asleep soon after they’d stop talking, after the sex. And then she’d woken up about four in the morning. She’d tried to get back off to sleep but she couldn’t do it. It was Molly’s soft breathing. It had her mesmerized. 
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to look at Molly, a little afraid she’d get caught if she woke her. She’d played it all so beautifully a few hours before and she didn’t want to ruin her cool, casual, player vibe. But something in her desperately wanted to look at Molly.
 
    
 
   So she did. For about two hours.
 
    
 
   It was madness. Jamie had never done something so utterly strange before. She felt like a creep. But there was something about Molly’s face that she couldn’t stop looking at. It was like Molly was a riddle and Jamie was trying to solve it by staring at her sleeping face. 
 
    
 
   She supposed at first that it was because Molly hadn’t been the kind of girl that would ever have fallen for Jamie’s smooth act. It was novelty, she told herself. Molly was special because she was a true challenge. But, Jamie realised, she hadn’t actually been trying to get her into bed. There had been no pursuit this time. Somehow, inexperienced Molly had turned the tables on Jamie and broken the routine of stalk and capture. Was that it? Was it as simple as being used to being the one to make the move? Had that shake up thrown her up in the air?
 
    
 
   No, she realised a little while later. She hadn’t done her usual dance. But that was what was truly crazy about it.  Molly had wanted her, game free. Jamie hadn’t used any of her slick little ways to manoeuvre her into bed and Molly had found her way there on her own. If anything, Jamie had shown Molly the very worst of herself. The ugliest side of her, the one usually so well hidden underneath her pretty face. The reckless idiot, the selfish fool. And still, it had happened. Molly had wanted to kiss her, to sleep with her, to let her see her in a way that Jamie knew was exceptional for Molly. 
 
    
 
   That was problematic for Jamie. Because the routine was precisely what allowed her to keep the distance that the one nighters were good for. Distance? That was a laugh. Twenty feet was as much distance as she could get from Molly Kaminski. But somehow, she’d ended up getting much closer than that. Without knowing it, without even suspecting it, Jamie had become attached. In the truest sense.
 
    
 
   In fact, what had occurred not long before they’d slept together had been more intimate, in its way. Jamie had opened up. She’d talked about her Mother’s absence and the gap it had left. And how hard her Dad had made life for her and Max. And Molly had been open too. It was insane how Jamie hadn’t really noticed it happening. It had just grown. A trust.
 
    
 
   Was this what it was like to fall for someone? Jamie didn’t like that thought in the slightest. Falling for argumentative, wilful Molly? It was madness. But maybe that was what had bothered Jamie about Molly’s offended reaction at the thought they might be alike. Every time Molly insulted her, she’d felt a hurtful rejection she couldn’t explain. 
 
    
 
   Well if that’s love, you can keep it, Jamie decided.
 
    
 
   But still, she’d kept looking at Molly, turning the problem over in her head, looking at it from every angle, looking for the solution. An answer to Molly. 
 
    
 
   Eventually, mercifully, Jamie had fallen back to sleep.
 
    
 
   And the next morning, it was all very awkward and full of sideways glances. Jamie had decided that she didn’t know whether this was something or nothing, but there was no way to really talk about it until they’d fixed the big problem. And then the several smaller ones. 
 
    
 
   But once all that was squared away, perhaps Jamie would think about the Molly complication. She couldn’t have dealt with it now, even if she’d wanted to. And thank god for that small kindness. She could decide later if it meant anything to her. And then, if it turned out it did, in that utterly terrifying event, Jamie could think about what she wanted to do about it. If anything. 
 
    
 
   That led to Jamie trying to imagine courting Molly. It was a ridiculous thought. Imagine taking her out on a date?! They’d go to the cinema and never agree on what film to see. Jamie would want to see a silly comedy and Molly was the type that would want to drag her into some subtitled snooze-fest.
 
    
 
   It all seemed so completely unmanageable from start to finish. And yet…
 
    
 
   But that was far down the line of concerns. There were so many things higher up the docket than all this schoolgirl crush crap. Or there should have been. And yet, it was at the very front of Jamie’s thoughts. Until she’d gotten in the car and Max had told her what a true shit show this situation had snowballed into.
 
    
 
   As soon as she heard that, she knew two things with conviction. Firstly, she was to blame for what had happened to Molly’s Mum. Secondly, Molly would never forgive her. 
 
    
 
   It was over before it had even started.
 
    
 
    
 
   On the other side of the boat, Max and Henry were sitting in the ferry’s café, eating stale pastries and drinking lukewarm tea. 
 
    
 
           ‘Molly’s really upset, isn’t she?’ Henry said.
 
    
 
           ‘Not much gets past you, does it?’ Max replied and Henry’s face fell. Max felt a stab of guilt. Henry wasn’t a bad kid. Bit clueless, perhaps. But he was pretty decent when he wasn’t accidently fucking everyone’s life sideways with his wonky magic.
 
    
 
           ‘Is it my fault?’ Henry asked hesitantly.
 
    
 
           ‘It’s a mess, mate. Not yours really. Well, maybe about thirty percent yours. But if you can get your Grandad to sort it… Could be sort of OK? Or better than it is now, anyway.’
 
    
 
           ‘I can’t fix Molly’s Mum though, can I?’
 
    
 
   Max didn’t want to think about that right now. It was too terrible. Poor Molly’s head must be in pieces.
 
    
 
           ‘What do you think you’re gonna say to this guy, your Grandad?’ Max said to change the topic.
 
    
 
   Henry shrugged. He’d been trying to come up with something for most of the trip. But he was going to ask a stranger for a big favour. And the only thing he had to offer in exchange for help was shared DNA.
 
    
 
   On top of that, who the hell was this man? His Dad had never really talked about him. All Henry knew was that they’d fallen out. And that his Dad didn’t have a very high opinion of his own father. How had he described him? A selfish old fucker. It didn’t really inspire Henry to want to meet the man. 
 
    
 
   It would have been weird enough if the family had trooped over to see him for some sort of normal but stilted reunion. But this? It was not the way anyone expects to climb another branch on their family tree.
 
    
 
   An announcement over the tannoy broke Henry’s contemplation, letting them know that they were about to dock at Corai.
 
    
 
           ‘Better round the girls up’ Max said and stood, not looking forward to trying to put the group back together. Molly, who seemed by no means placid at the best of times, was beyond angry. Not that he could blame her.
 
    
 
   And Jamie? Max didn’t think he’d ever seen her like she was right now. She looked like a toy with its batteries worn out, nothing left in her. It scared Max to see her like that. She was usually the one pushing things forward, even if it was in the wrong direction. She always kept going, no matter what. He was only just realising, seeing her look so un-Jamie-like, just how much he’d depended on that.
 
    
 
   Watching her duck and weave through life, past their Dad, past the law, past anything the world threw at them, it had been a counterbalance for him, keeping his life afloat. Somehow, he had thought his Dad was the one that provided stability in the absence of their Mother. But it was occurring to Max, for the first time, that perhaps what he truly provided was only dead weight.
 
    
 
           ‘Hey’ Max said, putting a gentle hand on his sister’s shoulder. ‘Ready to roll?’
 
    
 
   She turned and nodded.
 
    
 
           ‘Molly?’ he called over to her, still looking at the ocean’s depths.
 
    
 
           ‘I’m coming’ she replied brusquely as she waltzed past Jamie without looking at her, headed for the ferry’s carpark. The siblings followed, leaving some space between themselves and Molly. 
 
    
 
           ‘Hey’ Henry said to her, falling into step. ‘Are you alright?’
 
    
 
           ‘I’ve had better days’ Molly replied dryly.
 
    
 
   Henry didn’t know what to say to that. They walked in silence for a while, until they arrived at the SUV. Jamie was trailing behind at the boundary of the tether. It was a mildly painful tug, but she bore it.
 
    
 
   As Molly went to open the back door, Henry had something he could say. And what he’d decided on was ‘Sorry ‘bout your Mum, Molly.’
 
    
 
   Molly turned to see Henry’s face. He really did look sad for her.
 
    
 
           ‘Thanks Henry. That’s sweet’ she said to him. Henry felt the first real warmth from Molly that he’d ever had.
 
    
 
   She got in the car. Henry decided to climb in the back with her.
 
    
 
           ‘What do you think you’ll do?’
 
    
 
           ‘Only thing I can. Once this is done, go straight to Biddlesworth Police station and confess that I was the one who faked it all.’
 
    
 
           ‘But you didn’t. Why don’t you tell them the truth?’
 
    
 
   Molly glanced out of the back of the car, at Jamie and Max.
 
    
 
           ‘I can’t do that. I thought about it. And maybe they deserve it. But I can’t.’ 
 
    
 
   Henry found Molly unimaginably brave in that moment. And although he’d meant what he’d said to her about being sorry for the way things had turned out, he was still just a teenager. And Molly was opening up to him, giving more of herself than he’d ever seen before. So he decided, while he had a private moment with Molly before Max and Jamie could get in, that now was the perfect time to try and kiss her.
 
    
 
   Needless to say, his mouth never touched Molly’s. The second he began to lunge with puckered lips, Jamie slapped him around the cheek, crying out ‘Henry! What the hell are you doing!’
 
    
 
           ‘I, I, I…’ he stuttered.
 
    
 
           ‘You’re sixteen. I’m twenty. Don’t be ridiculous’ Molly said, harshly. Any other time and she might have a been a little kinder with his feelings. But today had been a rough day and she didn’t have the energy to explain patiently to Henry why she wouldn’t touch him with a bargepole. 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Max got into the front of the car, with Jamie in the driver’s seat. Max turned to say buckle up and saw Henry clutching a red cheek, looking mortified. It took him a split second to figure out what had just happened.
 
    
 
           ‘You didn’t, did you?’ Max asked the boy. Henry didn’t say anything. He couldn’t say anything. He was frozen in shame.
 
    
 
   Jamie turned around to see what Max was talking about. But she wasn’t so quick to understand what had occurred. Henry’s crush had flown completely over her head.
 
    
 
           ‘What did he do?’ she asked, confused.
 
    
 
           ‘Nothing’ Henry and Max said together. 
 
    
 
   Jamie shrugged, not really caring very much about why Henry’s face had a hand shaped red mark on it right now, and turned back to the front as she started the car. It was the last thing on her mind. 
 
    
 
   They drove off the ferry and onto the island of Corai.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘What’s that address, again?’ Jamie asked Henry over her shoulder, two hours later. After they’d driven past the lighthouse, the quaint town with its dainty cottages, the open-to-the-public farms, the tearooms, all the shit that the tourists usually came for, they’d kept going until the signs of human life had lessened and then vanished altogether. Apparently, that was where Ronan O’Donnell had chosen to make his life. The middle of nowhere.
 
    
 
   Jamie didn’t have the first clue where they were now. Everyone in the car knew it but no one wanted to say, for fear of making it true. As long as no one spoke the word, Lost, there was a chance that they might not be.
 
    
 
           ‘It’s not really an address. It’s just a road and a house name’ Henry said as he re-read the text his Dad had sent. ‘Doesn’t the sat nav know where it is?
 
    
 
           ‘The sat nav thinks we’re in the ocean so probably not’ Jamie said.
 
    
 
           ‘We need a local’ Max said. ‘Some sheep farmer who knows the land like the back of his hand.’
 
    
 
   Jamie gestured at the flat, barren landscape, broken only by the road they were on. ‘Do you see this sheep farmer?’ she asked irritably. ‘Because he sounds fantastic.’
 
    
 
   Molly, who’d been silent for the entirety of the car journey through the wilds of Corai, suddenly spoke.
 
    
 
           ‘Stop the car.’
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled over immediately. Molly got out of the back and began to walk back along the road. She’d seen a gap in the bush and she hoped it might be a road. It wasn’t a road, but a dirt pathway, made only for feet. The car wouldn’t be able to get down it.
 
    
 
           ‘I think this might be it.’
 
    
 
   Jamie got out of the car and looked down the path.
 
    
 
           ‘Are you sure?’ she asked uncertainly.
 
    
 
   Molly hadn’t spoken a word to Jamie in hours but necessity was now in play.
 
    
 
           ‘No. But there’s nothing else for miles. I think we should walk down it.’
 
    
 
   Jamie thought it was a very slim chance that the cottage they were searching for was down this dirt path. But she wasn’t prepared to argue with Molly right now. 
 
    
 
           ‘Alright. Guys!’ she called over to the car. ‘Grab your shit. We’re going for a walk.’
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes and one nasty nettle sting on Max’s ankle later, they were still walking down the path, single filing along the ever narrowing trail.
 
    
 
           ‘Does anyone else feel like we’re in a horror movie right now?’ Max asked of the group.
 
    
 
           ‘The last two days have been one long horror movie’ Molly muttered darkly.
 
    
 
   Max had no reply to that. Jamie heard it too and kept her head down. She just wanted them to get to the cottage now. She wanted to release Molly from her. She was a walking disaster and Molly needed to get away from her before Jamie made her life even worse.
 
    
 
   Henry was bringing up the rear of the party. He’d quarantined himself out of embarrassment. He didn’t just feel stupid. He felt bad for trying to take advantage of Molly while she’d been sad. But it was so hard to tell the difference between vulnerable and nice. 
 
    
 
   Henry would have loved to talk to his Dad right now, ask him where he’d gone wrong. But in all likelihood, his Dad would probably be equally stumped. Henry often got the impression that any success he’d had with women in his life had been purely accidental. 
 
    
 
   Jamie, who’d thought there was absolutely no chance she’d have any cell reception in the back of beyond (and had taken a measure of comfort in that), heard her phone chirrup.
 
    
 
   She pulled it out of her pocket and saw that the caller was her Dad. She wanted to reject the call, but she was concerned that the longer she ignored him, the angrier he was going to be.
 
    
 
           ‘Dad? What’s up?’
 
    
 
   Max, ahead of her, turned around to see Jamie taking the call.
 
    
 
           ‘What does he want? Is he angry?’ he mouthed theatrically at her.
 
    
 
   Jamie held her hand up to hear her Dad. A second later, she wished she hadn’t.
 
    
 
           ‘Where in the name of FUCK have you been!?’ her Dad yelled down the phone.
 
    
 
           ‘We’re just… we’ve gone to visit a friend. Of Max’s. She’s in the hospital. She broke her clavicle’ she vamped wildly. ‘But she lives way out so we had to go to…’
 
    
 
           ‘Corai?’
 
    
 
   Jamie nearly dropped the phone.
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah. How did you know that?’
 
    
 
           ‘Because I tracked your phone. Where’s your brother, he with you?’
 
    
 
   Unbelievable. Jamie’s phone couldn’t tell her where she was but somehow, it had given her Dad the exact location.
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah-’
 
    
 
           ‘What are you doing out on some shitty little sheep fucker island? Trying to avoid me?’
 
    
 
           ‘No, we-’
 
    
 
           ‘I know exactly what happened with the warehouse. Did you think I wouldn’t find out?’
 
    
 
           ‘No-’
 
    
 
           ‘I’m not stupid, Jamie. Whatever you and your brother might think. You’ve cost me a lot of money and you’re coming home NOW to face the bloody music.’
 
    
 
           ‘Yeah, we’ll be home really-’
 
    
 
           ‘I’d better see yours and Max’s sorry arses back at this house before the end of the day. And then we’re going to have a little chat about the living arrangements. Because if members of this household don’t contribute to it, they don’t get to live in it!’
 
    
 
   The phone went dead. Jamie looked from the receiver to Max.
 
    
 
           ‘What did he say?’ Max asked, not really wanting to know.
 
    
 
           ‘Oh, he just wanted to tell us that he missed us and wanted to tuck us into bed tonight with hot cocoa’ Jamie answered satirically. There was no way he’d believe a lie but she hoped the sarcasm would mask how horrible that call had been.
 
    
 
           ‘Right. So he’s doing his nut’ Max replied tiredly. 
 
    
 
   Jamie gave him a serious look and said ‘Don’t worry. I’ll deal with him. It’ll be fine. But we keep going. One problem at a time.’
 
    
 
           ‘He’s gonna kick us out’ Max said quietly.
 
    
 
   Jamie gave her brother a small, affectionate punch on the arm.
 
    
 
           ‘One problem at a time, bruv.’
 
    
 
   Molly, who’d been listening in, felt a pang of sympathy for them. She pushed it quickly away. She didn’t have time for anyone else’s drama. She was up to her ovaries in her own problems.
 
    
 
   The group trouped on for a few minutes more when they heard a scream come from the back of the line. It was Henry. His leg was caught in a rabbit hole, midway to his knee.
 
    
 
           ‘Help!’ he cried to the other three. They all ran to his aid.
 
    
 
           ‘I thought someone was getting murdered!’ Jamie said critically.  
 
    
 
           ‘Sorry, it freaked me out. One minute I was walking and the next, the earth was trying to suck me into it. Anyone would scream’ Henry protested. 
 
    
 
           ‘Alright, grab on and we’ll pull you free.’
 
    
 
   Jamie grabbed one hand, Molly the other. Max, deciding he would have been a cook too many, watched as they yanked him out. The three of them tumbled to the ground as his leg came free.
 
    
 
           ‘Good lord’ a voice behind them exclaimed, an older male with an Irish accent. ‘What are you lot doing?’
 
    
 
   They all turned around to see a guy - a very lived in sixty years old or so - still with a full head of ginger hair and an enormous beard, looking at them all with astonishment. Molly thought he looked like Henry had come back from the future, now an old man, to warn them of disaster. And he was far too late.
 
    
 
           ‘Are you Ronan O’Donnell?’ Molly asked him as she got up.
 
    
 
           ‘I am, as it happens. And who are you, if I may be so bold?’
 
    
 
           ‘We’ve brought your grandson’ Molly said, dragging Henry off the ground to stand up with the rest of them. ‘He needs to ask for a favour.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronan poured five cups of tea from the pot as everyone sat around his large weathered old table, feeling the warmth creep back into their bones from the nearby log fire. The cottage was not much more than a shack, but cosy in its way.
 
    
 
   They were all amazed to be sitting there. They’d found him. They’d actually found him. Henry’s Grandad.
 
    
 
   Henry was staring closely at the man that his Dad had spoken so bitterly about and he was fairly confused. This man wasn’t the scary, mean monster that he’d been expecting. He seemed nice.
 
    
 
           ‘That’ll warm your bones’ Ronan said as he finished pouring the last tea. He turned to Henry. ‘Well, the O’Donnell genes are still going strong, I see. Don’t worry about the nose, you’ll grow into it.’
 
    
 
   Henry wondered if he should feel a bit offended by the reference to his slightly too large hooter. But seeing as the man probably had the same one, it was hard to be mad at him. And anything he said, in that warm Irish voice, could only sound like music to a person’s ears. Even an insult. 
 
    
 
           ‘Thanks’ Henry said, for want of a better response. ‘My Mum says it’s distinguished but I think she’s trying to be nice.’
 
    
 
   Ronan laughed and clapped Henry on the back, saying ‘Distinguished? I’ll have to remember that one.’ 
 
    
 
   Henry couldn’t help but smile. There was just something about Ronan that was difficult not to like. What on earth could have happened between his Dad and this man that would stop them talking for twenty years?
 
    
 
   Jamie picked up her cup and took a long satisfying slurp of hot tea as she watched Henry and his Grandad chatting. ‘So, I don’t want to be rude, but we’ve come for a reason. Not just a family reunion.’
 
    
 
           ‘Yes, I did wander why I found you lot headed straight for my house. I live in the middle of nowhere and I don’t have visitors. I thought for a second you were bailiffs that had tracked me down’ he said with a croaky laugh.
 
    
 
   Molly gave Jamie a look that said ‘See? I was right about the path.’
 
    
 
   Jamie nodded in acquiescence, hoping Molly might at least give her a smug smile of victory. It would have been something. But she simply turned her face to look at the log fire. Jamie turned back to Ronan.
 
    
 
           ‘Hard to know where to start with this, but what happened was that Henry had… An accident.’
 
    
 
   Molly thought that sounded like Henry had pissed down his leg, not cursed them to an eternity of being stuck together.
 
    
 
           ‘What she’s trying to say is that he put a curse on us. And his Dad said you might know how to deal with it’ Molly added.
 
    
 
           ‘Aiden!’ Ronan cried and turned to Henry. ‘How is he, so?’
 
    
 
           ‘Oh. Errm…. He’s alright.’
 
    
 
           ‘I don’t half miss him’ Ronan said sadly.
 
    
 
           ‘Look, I don’t want to get cunty but the situation is quite pressing’ Molly said. She couldn’t believe that Ronan had reacted to the mention of the curse with such casual ignorance. She might as well have said she had a flat tire that needed fixing. ‘Me and her’ she gestured to Jamie. ‘We’re stuck. Together. By Henry’s curse. Which is apparently a family thing.’
 
    
 
           ‘Oh, yes. That.’
 
    
 
           ‘Yes. That’ Jamie lamented.
 
    
 
           ‘Didn’t your Da explain to you about it?’ Ronan asked Henry.
 
    
 
            ‘No. I think he was hoping I didn’t have this…’ he trailed off, no clue how to describe his problem.
 
    
 
            ‘The Knack. That’s what we always called it. Comes right down the male line. Jumps now and again but I suppose it landed squarely on you, lad.’
 
    
 
            ‘The Knack’ Henry repeated, trying it out.
 
    
 
            ‘But he couldn’t break it, no?’ he said to Molly and Jamie.
 
    
 
   They shook their heads.
 
    
 
            ‘We tried everything.’
 
    
 
            ‘Tell me the full story. Let’s see if we can do something.’
 
    
 
   Everyone looked around to see who was going to tell the barmy tale. Surprisingly, Henry cleared his throat and began to explain. He began with the Quick Snack. He even said what he’d been doing there, with a blush. Molly was less than surprised. The lunge in the car had been something of a clue about Henry’s intentions toward her. But hearing him say it in his own way, the romantic proposal he’d been planning, she sort of wished she hadn’t slapped him earlier. She felt for him. Not enough to let him kiss her. But not without sympathy.
 
    
 
   Henry went on to tell the rest of it while Ronan listened with the occasional nod or grunt.
 
    
 
            ‘And then I fell in that hole and you know everything from there’ he finished.
 
    
 
            ‘Right. OK. Well, the bad news is that I have no feckin’ idea how to fix it.’
 
    
 
   Molly slumped down in her chair. She wanted to weep. She’d pinned all her hopes on this. They travelled all this way and for what? Bitter disappointment in a wrinkled Irish package. 
 
    
 
            ‘The thing about The Knack is… It’s inconsistent. It mutates from O’Donnell to O’Donnell. That’s why I live here now. I can’t be around people. Causes too many problems.’
 
    
 
            ‘You couldn’t break your own curse?’
 
    
 
            ‘I can. I learnt the way with mine. But once you’ve shot one crappy football player into the sky in the middle of a match, even if you get the two-left-footed-fucker down pretty quick, it can cause you problems. You get something of a... A reputation. That’s the bugger of it. If you’ve got a temper, and I’m the first to admit that I have, The Knack can get away from you.’
 
    
 
            ‘Did you... Did you curse my Dad? By accident or something? Is that why you don’t talk?’ Henry asked.
 
    
 
   Ronan turned to Henry and said ‘No. Not as such. After Aiden’s Mother died, me temper, it got worse. I was cursing people all over the place. People talked, made life uncomfortable in the town. Made Aiden’s life harder. So eventually, we had to leave. I said I wanted to come here, to get away from people, and he said he didn’t want to live like that. So I told him he could do what he liked. I told him…’ Ronan paused, ashamed. ‘I told him I didn’t give a shit what he did and he could fuck off without me if he wanted. And he said he never wanted to see me again, that I was a selfish bastard that had ruined his life. And I’ve not seen him since. And with a few years to think about it, I know now, he was right. I was selfish. I thought one day I’d get the chance to say sorry, but it’s been so long now…’
 
    
 
            ‘Ronan, I’m sorry, but there must be something you can do?’ Molly said, interrupting desperately ‘You’re our only hope. You’ve got to find a way to separate us.’
 
    
 
   Ronan sighed and racked his brains for a solution. ‘Hang on. I know a wiccan I can ask. Friend of the family from a long time ago. She might know something.’
 
    
 
   He got his mobile out and made the call.
 
    
 
   Molly and Jamie listened to Ronan’s half of the call as though their lives depended on it. Which in a way, it did.
 
    
 
   He explained the gist of what Henry had done to his Wiccan friend, and then they listened to him saying things like ‘Yes’ and ‘I see’ and ‘Of course’. It was impossible to interpret whether it was a positive call.
 
    
 
   Eventually, Ronan hung up.
 
    
 
            ‘She doesn’t know.’
 
    
 
            ‘Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!’ Jamie exclaimed, banging her small fists on Ronan’s table. Max put a hand on her shoulder. She looked up at him, wondering if she should tell him to leave her alone. But she couldn’t do it. The poor guy was having almost as bad a time as she was. He’d been in it with her from the start, living every moment of it with her. She couldn’t blame him for any of this. She dearly would had loved to go off on someone and Max would probably take it like a champ. But she didn’t want him to go down with her. Not this time.
 
    
 
            ‘Hang about. All isn’t lost’ Ronan said. ‘She said there was a way for Henry to figure it out himself. He just needs a bit of help. She said that the key to breaking a curse is in the original conditions in which it was thrown.’
 
    
 
            ‘What does that mean?’ Henry asked.
 
    
 
            ‘I don’t exactly know.’
 
    
 
            ‘We tried all the words he said’ Molly said. ‘It didn’t make any difference.’
 
    
 
            ‘That’s the thing. It’s not just the words. It’s something else. At least I think that’s what she meant. She’s a bit… I don’t want to say crackers…’
 
    
 
            ‘What do you do to break your curse? Didn’t you say something about getting angry?’ Henry asked Ronan.
 
    
 
            ‘That’s right.’
 
    
 
   Max looked sharply at Henry. ‘You were upset. With me and Jamie.’
 
    
 
            ‘Yeah, but…’
 
    
 
   Max sighed. ‘You were rejected. Fuck man’ he said with regret ‘do you think you could handle Molly being mean to you?’
 
    
 
            ‘I’ve already done that once today’ Molly said uncomfortably.  
 
    
 
   Henry blushed. ‘No, it’s fine. Let’s give it a go. I did this. If it has to hurt to break it, then that’s that’ Henry said. He braced himself for what was coming. But still, he wasn’t prepared.
 
    
 
            ‘You’ve got no chance with me Henry’ Molly said, feeling awful. ‘You’re way too young for me.’
 
    
 
   Henry listened miserably, knowing there was a way to make this even worse.
 
    
 
            ‘What about in ten years?’ he asked, pitiably. ‘When you’re thirty and I’m twenty-six?’
 
    
 
            ‘You still wouldn’t have a hope in hell. Sorry.’
 
    
 
   Henry nodded wretchedly. 
 
    
 
            ‘Give it a go now’ Max said quickly. 
 
    
 
            ‘You’re not stuck together anymore’ Henry whispered, his face red.
 
    
 
   Molly and Jamie looked at each other, a glance of hope. Jamie stood and walked toward the cottage door. And then stopped abruptly, the tug on her waist strong as ever. The curse was still there.
 
    
 
   Molly knew what she had to do now. It was the nuclear option and she’d held it back. She knew full well it would break his little heart. But there was no choice. She had to say it.
 
    
 
            ‘I slept with Jamie last night, Henry. We had, you know… Sex.’
 
    
 
   Henry’s mouth fell open. If he’d looked hurt before, he was shattered now. Ronan suddenly began to fiddle with the teapot. Max looked at his sister with an epic eye roll and she could only shrug.
 
    
 
            ‘What?’ Henry said, looking back and forth between Jamie and Molly. From the looks on both their faces, it was true.
 
    
 
            ‘Yeah. Sorry Henry’ Jamie added. She’d only found out about his crush today. Still, it was hard to see him looking like that. He was a nice kid, as it turned out. 
 
    
 
            ‘Why? Are you… are you a lesbian?’ Henry asked, confused and heartbroken.
 
    
 
   Molly’s eyes went wide. She hadn’t had time to ask herself that question yet. But Henry was cutting right to the heart of it.
 
    
 
            ‘I don’t know. Maybe. I can’t answer that yet. Maybe I’m not. Maybe it’s just Jamie’ she said. And then realised what had come out of her mouth.
 
    
 
   She looked at Jamie. Jamie was examining her, a small glimmer of something in her eyes that Molly couldn’t read.
 
    
 
            ‘Do you mean that?’ Jamie asked.
 
    
 
            ‘It doesn’t matter now. You’ve ruined my life’ Molly said angrily.
 
    
 
            ‘I know what I’ve done. I don’t expect you to forgive me. But did I ever have a real chance with you? Just tell me that?’ Jamie asked quietly.
 
    
 
   Molly looked at Jamie, astonished at the question.
 
    
 
            ‘I thought we were blowing off steam?’ 
 
    
 
   ‘I was just trying to be cool’ Jamie said ‘That’s what I do.’
 
    
 
            ‘You did a bang up job.’
 
    
 
            ‘So did you’ Jamie replied, a touch of defensiveness creeping into her tone.
 
    
 
   They both looked away, at the floor. This had gotten away from them. It wasn’t the point. The point was Henry. But one look at his red little face and they knew that they’d gotten him there. A tear rolled down Henry’s face and he gave a small, squeaky sob.
 
    
 
            ‘I release you’ he said with a quivering voice.
 
    
 
   The ground began to shake and rumble, and everyone grabbed the nearest piece of furniture for support. Eventually, the ground settled.
 
    
 
   Molly didn’t need to be sure it had worked. She knew. She jumped up from her chair and ran to the door, flinging it open. There was nothing to stop her from running straight through it. And she did.
 
    
 
   Jamie got up to follow, even though she didn’t need to anymore. She went to the doorway to watch Molly running for freedom. She wasn’t going anywhere, just running in zigs and zags around the overgrown wilds outside Ronan’s cottage. Thirty, forty, fifty feet. She was free.
 
    
 
   Jamie had imagined how this moment would feel. She’d thought there would only be relief. But that wasn’t how she felt. Molly was shot of her. And once they got back home, she’d probably never see her again.
 
    
 
            ‘Sorry it didn’t work out, Sis’ Max said as he joined her at the doorway to watch Molly run. 
 
    
 
            ‘You know me, Maximillian’ Jamie said, trying to sound uncaring ‘Just another notch.’ 
 
    
 
   But Max wasn’t fooled. He’d seen his sister with a lot of girls. He knew exactly what it looked like when she didn’t care. And the way he’d seen her look at Molly, in the cottage before - and now - as she dashed about the grounds like an energetic puppy, it wasn’t that. It wasn’t that at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Inside the cottage, Henry was trying to pull himself together, wiping the tears from his face. Ronan knew that look. He looked just like Aiden at his age, awkward, easily embarrassed. 
 
    
 
            ‘I’m not going to say there’ll be more fish… or anything stupid like that’ he said to Henry. ‘But I can tell you something else. It’s simple but it’s true in a hundred percent of cases. One day, the way you’re feeling… It’ll pass. It feels like it couldn’t. But I swear to you, it will.’
 
    
 
   Henry looked up at his Grandad. 
 
    
 
            ‘But what if it doesn’t.’
 
    
 
   Ronan laughed lightly.
 
    
 
            ‘It does and it will. Everyone goes through heartbreak. And it feels like the end of the world. But you’ll come through, lad.’
 
    
 
   Henry wiped his face, the last of the tears finally gone.
 
    
 
            ‘Grandad?’
 
    
 
   Ronan felt a swell in his chest to hear that word. He’d never thought he’d get the chance to meet his grandson, never mind earn that title.
 
    
 
            ‘Yes, Henry?’
 
    
 
            ‘Do you think I could stay here for a bit? I don’t really want to travel back with them. It feels a bit too…’
 
    
 
            ‘Of course you can.’
 
    
 
            ‘And then… Maybe you could take me home?’
 
    
 
   Ronan sighed. He knew what Henry was trying to do. But with his face all pink and sad, Ronan couldn’t have denied him if he’d wanted to. And in truth, he didn’t. He wanted to see Aiden again.
 
    
 
            ‘That seems like a good idea.’
 
    
 
   Henry smiled. It was his first real smile in days.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie, Molly and Max silently trouped back to the car, left on the main road. Now they were done with the curse they had other problems to deal with. Namely, Vera Kaminski and (to a lesser extent) Leo Jenson.
 
    
 
   It felt a little odd to be down to three now. They’d gotten used to Henry’s presence. 
 
    
 
            ‘Anyone else miss Henry?’ Max asked. 
 
    
 
   Jamie shrugged. ‘I guess.’
 
    
 
            ‘A bit’ Molly added.
 
    
 
   They’d had a deeply weird goodbye with him. Jamie had gone first, grabbing him in a hug he hadn’t been expecting and telling him ‘Sorry, Henry. About the Molly thing. But don’t worry, once you’re through the worst of this whole teenage thing, you’ll be fighting them off with a stick.’
 
    
 
   Henry still had a tinge of anger left for her, but he kind of liked what she’d said about fighting girls off. And it seemed she’d know all about that.
 
    
 
   Next, Molly had gone. She shook his hand and said. ‘Whatever horrible things I had to say to you today, I hope you know that I think you’re… alright.’
 
    
 
   Even though it hadn’t been the love confession he’d been dreaming of, it wasn’t nothing. Molly thought he was alright. He’d take that.
 
    
 
   ‘Thanks. Good luck with your Mum.’
 
    
 
   She nodded and then Max took his turn.
 
    
 
   ‘This is my number’ he said, slipping Henry a bit of paper. ‘If I don’t end up in prison, we should hang.’
 
    
 
   And that goodbye meant the most of all to Henry. He tried to hide his pleasure as he took the number and said, with every drop of the small reserve of cool he had in his possession, ‘Sweet, bro. I’ll text ya’ as he’d high fived him. Max hadn’t laughed in his face, so he thought he’d probably pulled it off.
 
    
 
   He’d lost a Molly. But he’d gained a Grandad, as well as a Max. And in truth, he didn’t really know Molly at all. She’d been a fantasy. He was starting to see that. Better to get a real friend than hold onto a fake love. He was willing to think he’d come out alright in the long run. Better than expected.
 
    
 
   And then Molly, Max and Jamie left him with his Grandad. He was glad. He wanted to hear all about his Dad’s youth. He thought that one day, if he got into trouble, the ammunition could really come in handy.
 
    
 
   The journey back to the car for the remaining members of the group was silent. The order along the narrow path was Jamie at the front, Molly at the back, Max between them. Even though the curse had been lifted, it felt to Max as though the tether was still there. The atmosphere between them was so thick, he was practically stewing in it. 
 
    
 
   He considered making some kind of joke of it, but he had a sense it wouldn’t really lessen the tension. He let the silence sit undisturbed. He couldn’t have fixed Jamie and Molly if he’d tried. And he knew it.
 
    
 
    
 
   On the ferry back, Molly stayed in the car, in the underground car park. She needed time to figure out how to go on from here. Her Mum, the whole legal mess they were in, she wanted a moment’s peace to think about it. And it was her first moment to be truly alone in days. 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Max didn’t argue with her desire for solitude. They left her in the SUV and went topside.
 
    
 
   Molly looked at the phone Max had lent her, trying to Google as much information as she could from what the press had said. But of course, they only had part of the story. The person who had another chunk of it was her Mum. It was time to talk to her. She called Vera’s mobile.
 
    
 
            ‘Hello’ said a quiet, tired Vera. 
 
    
 
            ‘Mum! I’m on my way home’ she spat out quickly. She didn’t want to give her Mum a chance to respond. She had things to say. ‘I know what you did. And I love you for it. But I can’t let you do it. I’ve got to deal with it myself, because at least some of it is my mess. And none of it is yours. So you don’t have to worry about this. I’ll be alright, whatever happens. If I have to go to prison for a bit, then that’ll be OK. I promise.’
 
    
 
            ‘Molly, no… It’s done. You can’t do anything to change it’ Vera cried desperately.
 
    
 
            ‘I can and I will. I can’t let you sacrifice anything else for me. It’s enough now, Mum. Let me take the responsibility for this. It’s what I want to do.’
 
    
 
   And then Molly hung up. She turned the phone off so that her Mother couldn’t call back. The conversation was over. She’d said what she needed her Mother to hear.
 
    
 
    
 
   As Max and Jamie sat in the ferry café, drinking the same dishwatery tasting tea as yesterday, he looked beyond the window to the horizon. Birds were flying above the sea, squawking and fighting with each other. 
 
    
 
            ‘I was thinking…’ he began.
 
    
 
            ‘That’s never good’ Jamie replied reflexively. But then she saw that he was trying to say something serious. She decided to shut her mouth while he said it.
 
    
 
            ‘It’s this thing with Dad. I don’t really want to go home just so he can chuck us out again. What’s the point in that?’
 
    
 
            ‘True’ Jamie said with a small serious nod. ‘So, what do you want to do?’
 
    
 
            ‘I don’t know. Where would we go?’
 
    
 
   Jamie shrugged. She really had no clue what they should do next. And she couldn’t stop thinking about how Molly must be feeling right now. Her situation was even worse than their potential homelessness. 
 
    
 
   It was all such a mess.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   After the ferry ride was over and the journey back down the motorway was out of the way, Jamie, who was currently taking her turn at the wheel, turned the car in the direction of Molly’s house.
 
    
 
            ‘No, I’m not going that way.’
 
    
 
            ‘Where are you going?’ Jamie asked, surprised.
 
    
 
            ‘James Street’ she said, casually. 
 
    
 
            ‘What’s on James Street?’
 
    
 
            ‘Police station.’
 
    
 
   Jamie immediately parked the car up and she and Max turned around from the front to look at her, their eyes wide. ‘Why!?’ Max and Jamie asked in unison, alarmed. 
 
    
 
            ‘Nothing like that, don’t worry. I’m not gonna name you or anything. I wouldn’t do that to you.’
 
    
 
            ‘Even though we deserve it?’ Jamie asked confused.
 
    
 
            ‘Is that how you feel?’ Molly asked tentatively.
 
    
 
            ‘Yeah. In fact, Max didn’t want to do it. He tried to talk me out of it. It was all me. I’m the reason your Mum’s in this mess.’
 
    
 
   Molly thought about it. It was true, of course. But at the end of the day, if she exposed Jamie, she’d go to prison, maybe for a really long time. It was technically armed robbery, after all. Jamie was unlikely to get a judge that would be sympathetic to her desperate crime. 
 
    
 
   But if she told the other version of the story that she’d come up with, that she’d faked it to get back at her Mum for being such a slave driver, then yes, there could well be a stint in the pokey. But it would hopefully be brief. She’d rather that than see anyone else go down. She felt OK about it. She didn’t exactly relish the thought of prison, but she thought she could get through it. Maybe if she read a lot, the time would race by?
 
    
 
            ‘No. It’s alright’ Molly assured Jamie. ‘I’m taking the blame. You could get years and I’ll probably only get a few months. I’m gonna tell them the other story. The fake robbery thing.’
 
    
 
   Jamie didn’t know what to say. Even knowing the cost, Molly was still trying to take the blame for it. 
 
    
 
            ‘Start the car. Take me to the police station’ Molly breathed. She was done with the conversation.
 
    
 
            ‘But-’
 
    
 
            ‘Just do it, Jamie. Please’ she added mildly. She was oddly calm.
 
    
 
   Jamie turned the engine over and drove toward the police station, her mind racing. How the hell could she let Molly do this? Couldn’t there be a solution where no-one had to do any confessing? But Molly was set on doing it, she could tell. She wouldn’t let her Mum face the music for her.
 
    
 
   As they reached the police station, Jamie parked a few hundred metres down the road from the ramshackle building. 
 
    
 
            ‘Molly, I’m begging you-’
 
    
 
            ‘Forget it! It’s done, OK?’ 
 
    
 
   Molly got out of the car and began to walk toward the doors of the station, looking back only once to see Jamie in the car. She gave her the smallest of nods and turned back, walking on.
 
    
 
   Jamie watched her. Step by step, closer and closer to the police station and the trouble contained within. This was it. There were no more chances for Jamie. She didn’t have any more time to figure out how she felt about Molly or what she wanted to do about it. Time was officially up. Do or die.
 
    
 
   It was time for a Jamie Jenson special. A hot-headed move made in haste, a potential mistake that might cost her dearly. But this time, it was for something good. Something better.
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to her brother and said ‘Sorry, Max. Can’t let her do it’ and she jumped out of the SUV. Max watched her go, confused and worried. Should he stop her? 
 
    
 
   Jamie reached Molly and fell into step beside her. She turned surprised. She’d thought this was it. Her big walk of solitude. The long march to the gallows. It was supposed to be a private moment. But here was Jamie. Curse or no curse, there was apparently no shaking her.
 
    
 
            ‘You can’t do this. I won’t let you!’ Jamie said urgently.
 
    
 
            ‘What are you going to do? Kidnap me again?’ Molly said with a small laugh. She wasn’t really taking Jamie seriously. She was going in, no matter what.
 
    
 
            ‘No. But I need to say something. Just hear it and then you can decide what you want to do with it.’
 
    
 
   Molly stopped walking and turned to Jamie, putting her hands on her hips.
 
    
 
            ‘You’ve got thirty seconds. Go.’
 
    
 
            ‘I don’t need that long. It’s pretty quick. I think I might be falling for you.’
 
    
 
   Molly’s hands dropped off her waist and her expression changed. But she didn’t look like her heart was melting. She was pissed off.
 
    
 
            ‘No, you don’t. You only think that because we got swept up in this crazy mess and it was all intense and mad. If you’d met me normally, you wouldn’t be saying this. You would have probably just tried to get me into bed. And if you’d managed it, you wouldn’t have wanted to know me afterwards.’
 
    
 
   Jamie shrugged, frustrated. Classic Molly. Never giving her an inch.
 
    
 
            ‘I don’t know. Maybe that’s true. But I don’t think so. I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re the stubbornest person I’ve ever known. You don’t let me get away with anything. And for some fucking reason, I love that about you. So that’s why I can’t let you walk in there and take the blame for me. Not just because I want to keep you out of prison so that I can get you to go out with me. Christ, I know that’s never gonna happen. But you made me think about what kind of person I want to be. And I don’t know who that is yet, but I do know that it’s not someone who would let you go in there and do this for me.’ 
 
    
 
   Molly tried not to be moved by Jamie’s speech. But that face, with those eyes, saying those words, it was hard. And Molly Kaminski was only human.
 
    
 
            ‘Look’ Molly said gently. ‘Let’s say I feel the same. I’m not saying I do’ she added quickly ‘but let’s just say for a second that I fell for you too. So what? The situation is what it is. And you must know that I wouldn’t let you go down for it. If I did happen to have, you know, those sort of feelings’ Molly finished, looking quickly at the ground.
 
    
 
   Jamie knew that was as close as they’d get to declarations of love. And now, someone had to do something. And it had to be her.
 
    
 
            ‘That’s that, then. I’m going in to confess to an armed robbery’ Jamie said. ‘Maybe I’ll see you in a few years. Might write to you and ask you to tie a yellow ribbon round an old oak tree. Bye, Molly’ she said and turned to the station.
 
    
 
            ‘Jamie, no!’ Molly cried.
 
    
 
            ‘Oi!’ a voice cried out, coming from down the street. Jamie and Molly turned to see Leo Jenson running toward them, puffing away, jogging as quickly he could toward Jamie. It wasn’t fast. They watched him run for what felt like hours.
 
    
 
   At last, he reached them.
 
    
 
            ‘Thank fuck for tracking apps! I don’t know what you’re doing outside this cop shop, but if it’s anything to do with the warehouse, you and your brother are-’
 
    
 
   Max suddenly appeared. He’d seen his Dad running up the road, straight past the car, headed for Jamie and he thought he’d better intercept. He had planned to say something diplomatic but instead, what came out of his mouth was ‘Dad! This is nothing to do with that. Go home!’
 
    
 
   Leo turned to his son, surprised.
 
    
 
            ‘Who the bloody hell do you think you’re talking to! I’m your Dad and you’ll show me some respect or-’
 
    
 
            ‘Or what? You’ll chuck us out? Great! Now get the fuck out of here, would you! We don’t want you here! We don’t need you here!’ he said and glanced at his sister. She was looking at him in amazement. And it was good amazement. It spurred him on. ‘In fact, we don’t need you at all. Consider this our resignation from the business.’
 
    
 
   Jamie clapped an arm around her brother, bursting with pride. She’d been trying to protect him all this time and it was obvious now that she didn’t need to. If he could stand up to Leo like that, he’d be alright. ‘Yeah. No notice, I’m afraid, Pops, so we’ll understand if you can’t give us a reference.’
 
    
 
   Leo gave a nasty laugh.
 
    
 
            ‘And where do you think you’re gonna go? I’m all you’ve got!’
 
    
 
            ‘No, you’re not. We’ve got each other’ Max said. Jamie nodded at him.
 
    
 
   Leo looked at the pair of them and said ‘Fuck ya then, you ungrateful little shits. I don’t need you either’ and he walked off, trying not to let them see how much they’d hurt him. ‘And don’t come running when you can’t find jobs or a place to live. There’ll be nothing else for you in this world’ he said over his shoulder as he shuffled away.
 
    
 
   They watched him go, feeling a sadness. It was true, he was their Dad and the only one they’d ever had. But that didn’t mean that either of them had to turn into him. 
 
    
 
   And Jamie knew where to start with that.
 
    
 
   She turned to her brother and said ‘I’m sorry, bruv. I’m going in to confess to the robbery. Otherwise Molly or Molly’s Mum will go to prison and I can’t have that. Not for something I did.’
 
    
 
            ‘Do you have to?’ he asked, tears springing to his eyes. But he already knew the answer.
 
    
 
            ‘You’ll be OK, Max. I know it. And I won’t be gone forever. I’m sorry but…’
 
    
 
   Molly, who’d been watching the eruption with Leo Jenson and the subsequent moving goodbye between Jamie and Max, was more set on taking the blame than ever.
 
    
 
            ‘Jamie, you can’t! Just let me do it, like I was going to. Max needs you.’
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to Molly. Her mind was made up. 
 
    
 
            ‘Molly, stop it. It’s the right thing. Just let me do the right thing for a change?’
 
    
 
            ‘MOLLY KAMINSKI!’ yelled a voice.  Everyone turned. It was Vera, marching up the street, a face like thunder. 
 
    
 
            ‘Jesus, how does everyone keep finding us?’ Molly exclaimed. ‘Mum, what are you doing here?’ she asked her Mum, as she reached them with considerably more steam than Leo had managed. She looked ready for a fight.
 
    
 
            ‘Thank god, I’m not too late’ she breathed. ‘Molly, I know what you want to do but there’s no point. It’ll only make it worse. I’ll be a liar in any event.’
 
    
 
            ‘No, Mum. I can explain that you were protecting me-’
 
    
 
            ‘She’s not confessing’ Jamie interrupted. ‘I’m confessing. Because I actually did try to rob the shop. Hi, by the way. Jamie’ she said to Vera, by way of an introduction. 
 
    
 
            ‘Wait a second, I thought it was fake?’
 
    
 
            ‘No, Mum. It’s complicated but-’
 
    
 
            ‘Thank the heavens we caught up with you’ said a new voice, an older male with a tinkling Irish accent. Everyone turned to see Ronan and Henry racing toward them.
 
    
 
   Molly and Jamie turned to looked at each other, flabbergasted. How were they so bloody findable?
 
    
 
   Ronan dashed up, exclaiming ‘Henry explained about your legal troubles. And I thought I might have a solution so we jumped on my speedboat. And look, you’re exactly where Henry said you’d be!’
 
    
 
            ‘The speedboat was ace, you guys’ Henry said excitably and then tamped his delirium down. It wasn’t the time. ‘Molly, I knew you’d come here to save your Mum. But, here’s the thing. My Grandad’s Knack is wicked powerful. Maybe we could let him sort it out?’
 
    
 
            ‘I’ve never had the chance to do something good with it’ Ronan added. ‘Just give me a quick second to get worked up enough.’
 
    
 
   Molly and Jamie looked at each other, hopefully. Was it possible that Ronan could help?
 
    
 
            ‘And who the hell are you?’ Vera asked.
 
    
 
   Ronan turned to look at Vera, who he liked the look of straight away. She looked like a fierce woman, the type he’d always loved. ‘Well, would you look at that’ he said. ‘I’m worked up already.’
 
    
 
   Henry wrinkled his nose. ‘Grandad, gross.’
 
    
 
    
 
            ‘That’s right, Officer. A misunderstanding. You simply got the wrong end of the stick. So you’ll have to close the case, won’t you?’
 
    
 
   Sargent Archie Skipple turned to his young protégée, PC Joey Compton, with a wide, dopey grin. 
 
    
 
            ‘That sounds about right to me. Wouldn’t you say, Joey?’
 
    
 
   Joey, equally hypnotised by Ronan’s eyes and voice, smiled back at his boss and said ‘I would, Sir.’
 
    
 
            ‘It’s just a silly misunderstanding’ Archie said. 
 
    
 
            ‘That’s right’ Ronan replied.
 
    
 
            ‘We’ll go ahead and shut the case right now.’
 
    
 
            ‘Do you have any superiors who might ask questions about this?’ Ronan asked.
 
    
 
            ‘Now you come to mention it, the Chief Inspector might want to know a few details.’
 
    
 
            ‘Then send him right down to speak to me, there’s a good chap.’
 
    
 
    
 
   The Chief Inspector came out of the interview room a few minutes later, wearing the same silly grin as Archie and Joey. He went to fetch his boss, the Superintendent, as well as several members of CID and the press officer in charge of talking to the local paper. They all came out certain that the whole thing had been a ridiculous misunderstanding. They didn’t really know what the nature of the misunderstanding had been precisely, but still, that’s all it was. It seemed hard to refute when the nice Irish man explained it to them. It was a simple mix-up.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘Max! Too many boxes!’ Jamie exclaimed as Max staggered out of the storage room holding three boxes filled with baked bean tins, one on top of one another. ‘If I can’t see your face, that means you can’t see anything either. You’re gonna drop ‘em.’
 
    
 
            ‘Chill, would ya. I handle my shit, you handle yours’ Max said laconically. And then immediately dropped the lot. 
 
    
 
   Molly came out of the back of the shop holding tea for Max, to see him scrabbling about, picking up bean tins from the floor. She looked over to Jamie. 
 
    
 
            ‘Is he gonna be alright to run the night shift solo?’ she asked cheekily.
 
    
 
            ‘He’s a tit. But he’s well meaning. We’ve just got to work on the tit bit of it, haven’t we?’ she said as Max got the boxes refilled.
 
    
 
            ‘I can handle the place’ Max protested. ‘And Vera agrees. She totally loves me.’
 
    
 
            ‘That’s because you’ll work any shift she asks without moaning.’
 
    
 
            ‘I don’t mind. Always been a night owl, anyway’ Max said as Molly handed him a cup of tea.
 
    
 
   The door opened with a bell tinkle and everyone turned to see Henry walk in. Molly noted that he was doing his own take on Max’s lazy slouch. The hero worship was still clearly going strong.
 
    
 
            ‘Dad wanted me to check if you lot are still coming to his barbecue?’
 
    
 
   Jamie and Molly, the day shifters who were just about to leave, nodded.
 
    
 
            ‘Yeah. Wouldn’t miss it. And I’m starving’ Jamie assured him.
 
    
 
            ‘How’s Knack training going?’ Molly asked as she got her coat on.
 
    
 
            ‘Been working on it with Grandad. It’s all about keeping your cool. So now, when I get upset, I just take a deep breath, walk away and scream into my pillow’ he said, pulling out a small cushion from his bag. ‘I had to do it yesterday. Patrick McElroy was so asking for a cursing.’
 
    
 
   Max held his hand up and his new little buddy/protégé high fived it with obvious pleasure.
 
    
 
            ‘Nice one. Actually, Jamie’ he said, turning to his sister ‘Maybe we should get you a cushion?’
 
    
 
   She flipped him off.
 
    
 
            ‘Can’t believe I can’t go to the barbie, man’ Max said. ‘I love a hot dog.’
 
    
 
   Molly took out her new phone, a replacement bought by Jamie. It wasn’t as fancy as its predecessor, but Jamie was on a working wage and trying to get the money together for her own flat. Molly didn’t care. She liked the new phone. She shouldn’t have, it was basic as all get out. But somehow, she did.
 
    
 
            ‘You’re coming. I’ll call Kevin. He owes me one. I always end up covering his arse when he gets one of his bouts of Man-Flu.’
 
    
 
    
 
   A whoosh of flame went up and everyone made a noise that was half impressed, half scared. Aiden put the cover over the barbecue quickly, to stem the flames.
 
    
 
            ‘S’alright everyone. I’ve got it under control!’
 
    
 
            ‘Have you heck as like. Let me take the tongs’, Louise said. 
 
    
 
            ‘No!’ Aiden argued. ‘I can do it. Leave me be, woman!’
 
    
 
   Louise shook her head and went over to fetch herself a drink.
 
    
 
   Vera, sat on a lawn chair next to Molly and Jamie, watched him fighting with his over stimulated barbecue and said ‘What is it with men and barbecues? It’s like some kind of penis extension to them.’
 
    
 
   Molly was mortified to hear her Mum talk about penises but Jamie was laughing uproariously. Vera’s harsh observations always got her like this. She was lucky she’d managed to get on Vera’s good side after everything that had happened. But she was glad she had. Jamie had been right. Vera was cool. 
 
    
 
   After Ronan had walked into the police station and done his thing, there had been a lot of confusion and explanation and demonstration. Molly had decided that she didn’t want to lie to her Mum about everything that had happened. So she told her the whole thing. The robbery, the curse, the trip to reverse it, the whole mad mess.
 
    
 
   But of course, Vera hadn’t bought a word of it. So then Ronan had decided to provide Vera with a little proof, causing himself to hover a few feet above the ground in front of her. Vera hadn’t believed it at first. And then he’d grabbed hold of her and flown into the air with her. She’d screamed like a lunatic as he’d done a loop-de-loop, but she came down a believer.
 
    
 
   At first she’d been in shock, but after some time had passed, she seemed sort of cheered by it. She’d flown. And, just like her daughter, she found that it felt sort of wonderful. Once she’d stopped screaming.
 
    
 
   After she’d accepted the truth, which had happened much quicker than Molly would have thought possible, she turned her attentions to Max and Jamie. They’d held up her daughter and she wanted to give both of them a slap. But Molly explained about their Dad and how Jamie had tried to put her hands up for what she’d done, to save Molly and her Mum from criminal charges.
 
    
 
   And somehow, Jamie and Max’s tale of an upbringing in the criminal classes and their subsequent turnaround had won Vera’s heart. After all, she loved a good underdog tale. She could relate to a desire to better yourself. 
 
    
 
   So, after she’d learned that they were now homeless and penniless, she’d offered them a spot in the spare bedroom until they could get their own place, as well as jobs in the shop. Molly had been stunned. Her Mum was a lot kinder than she’d ever given her credit for. 
 
    
 
   Of course, it wasn’t all compassion. Vera worked the Jenson siblings like dogs. But they didn’t seem to mind hard work. They were just grateful to not feel frightened of the law coming down on them any second. It was a nice change of pace.
 
    
 
   And then, seeing that Vera wasn’t the harsh harridan that Molly had written her off as, she decided to have the difficult conversation she’d been putting off roughly since puberty.
 
    
 
            ‘Mum’ she’d said, nervously. ‘I want to go to Uni.’
 
    
 
   Vera had been a little taken aback initially. But after a moment to take the news in, she said ‘Then you should go.’
 
    
 
            ‘Really?’
 
    
 
            ‘Yes. Everything that you said to me that night about how unhappy you were…  I had a chance to think about it while you were gone. I wanted a good life for you. But it’s not for me to choose what kind of life that is. I wanted you to have the options I didn’t. That’s why we came here. I forgot that. And you should have an education. What kind of Mother would deny her daughter that?’
 
    
 
   Molly and her Mother hugged it out.
 
    
 
   So now she was due to go to the local Uni in September, to study literature. It would be three years of blissful reading, uninterrupted by a tinkling bell.  She’d still be doing the odd shift at the shop, of course, but the day times would mostly be Jamie’s dominion now. And after she had her degree, she could decide if she wanted to run the business. She wasn’t making that decision yet. She didn’t have to.
 
    
 
            ‘Well done burger for Vera’, Aiden called out. But before she could get up to fetch it, Ronan raced over to his son.
 
    
 
            ‘I’ll give it to her.’
 
    
 
   Aiden gave his Dad a look. 
 
    
 
            ‘You dirty old sod’ he said to Ronan, who gave him a cheeky wink and took Vera the burger. Now that he and his Dad had made up and cried and drank together and fought again and made up again and crammed everything that they’d missed out on for twenty years into the last few months, they were about back up to speed. Aiden was grateful to his son for bringing the old bastard back into his life. And if that meant he had to watch him hit on women at his barbecue, then so be it.
 
    
 
            ‘Here you go, love’ Ronan said to Vera.
 
    
 
   She took the burger, saying ‘Don’t call me love, Ronan’ with a raised eyebrow. But she looked like she was enjoying his attentions.
 
    
 
   Henry watched the interplay and exchanged a look with Molly. This wasn’t really going to happen, was it? Were they going to end up kind of related?
 
    
 
   Max, eating his hot dog with the pleasure of a man who has escaped work unexpectedly, watched his sister pouring ketchup onto Molly’s burger at the table.
 
    
 
            ‘That’s too much!’ Molly said as she slapped her bun shut. 
 
    
 
   Jamie shook her head, irritated. ‘That’s a normal portion. Don’t be a drama queen.’
 
    
 
            ‘How are you two getting on, working together every day?’ Max asked. ‘Is it awful? Do you row all the time?’
 
    
 
            ‘All the time’ Molly said.
 
    
 
            ‘Yeah. So much fighting’ Jamie added.
 
    
 
   But even though that was true, it was only half the story. And underneath the table, their feet, rubbing gently against one another, told the other.
 
    
 
   Jamie gave Molly a quick glance, nodding to the filthy shed. She nodded back.
 
    
 
            ‘Aiden?’ Jamie called over to the chef. ‘You know when we hid in your shed that time? I lost an earring. You didn’t find it, did you?’
 
    
 
            ‘No’ Aiden said. ‘If it’s in there, it’s probably gone.’
 
    
 
            ‘Do you mind if I check anyway?’
 
    
 
            ‘Knock yourself out’ he called as he flipped another burger.
 
    
 
            ‘I’ll help’ Molly said. 
 
    
 
   Max snorted derisively. He wondered if everyone else could see this flimsy ploy for what it was. But people were eating. They didn’t much care about two girls walking into a shed to look for an earring.
 
    
 
   In the shed, Molly turned in the small space and said ‘It’s filthy in here. Couldn’t you have waited?’
 
    
 
            ‘Apparently not’ Jamie said as she pulled Molly toward her. Molly tried not to smile, but she was powerless against Jamie’s charms.  She let herself be pulled into the embrace and kissed Jamie deeply. 
 
    
 
   This kept happening. In the storage room of the shop, behind the canned food shelf, in the alley where deliveries happened. After around the seventh time, Molly had sworn to herself that she wouldn’t let herself do it again. But then Jamie turned those electric blue eyes on her and that was that. She’d lock the shop door, turn the ‘Back in Ten Minutes’ sign around and they’d be going at it against the till, jingling the change.
 
    
 
            ‘Look’ Molly said between kisses ‘I don’t think we should keep doing this.’
 
    
 
            ‘Yes, you do’ Jamie said softly, kissing her neck.
 
    
 
            ‘But we never agree on anything. We’re a disaster waiting to happen.’
 
    
 
            ‘Look’ Jamie said, coming up from that tender neck to look Molly in the eyes. ‘There’s magic in the world that we didn’t know about. An idiot can try to rob a hot girl on a till and end up falling for her. The world can turn upside down. Anything can happen, including the very slim chance that we could work. Can you just give it a go?’
 
    
 
            ‘But we piss each other off constantly.’
 
    
 
   Jamie gave her a cynical look. ‘And you love it.’
 
    
 
            ‘No, I don’t’ Molly protested.
 
    
 
            ‘Just admit it. You love fighting with me. I think you love it as much as the naked stuff.’
 
    
 
            ‘That’s not-’ Molly began and then stopped. She wasn’t just fighting with Jamie. She was fighting herself. And she was tired of it. It was all true. She loved the whole maddening Jamie Jenson package, whether she liked it or not. She shook her head at herself before she looked at Jamie, shrugging ‘Fine. You win.’
 
    
 
            ‘Be still my heart’ Jamie said with a raised eyebrow.
 
    
 
            ‘Alright, alright! I want this. You. I want you. Even if you send me half insane. Is that good enough?’
 
    
 
   Jamie smiled. ‘I’ll take that, I guess.’ She kissed Molly deeply. Hands began to go everywhere, clothes were pulled at and grinding began to occur. So much so that they forgot where they were and didn’t hear the groan of the wood as they pushed against the wall of the old shed. 
 
    
 
   Everyone in the garden, who’d been enjoying their food, turned in shock as they heard the shed collapse in four pieces, falling neatly apart. Jamie and Molly, intertwined with each other in what was unmistakeably an erotic position, looked up at the crowd from the ground. 
 
    
 
            ‘It’s not what it looks like. We got cursed again!’ Molly cried.
 
    
 
   Everyone stared at them, agape. 
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to Molly and said ‘Let’s just be honest, shall we? I’ve got to be now. I’m a changed woman. Someone told me I had to give up my life of crime.’
 
    
 
   Molly looked at Jamie, exasperated. ‘That’s never gonna stop biting me in the arse, is it?’
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