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PROLOGUE

Lacklustre strands of tinsel lined the community centre walls, and silver balloons etched with Mr & Mrs Taylor bobbed limply against the ceiling above the heads of the drunken reception guests.

The DJ, ‘Cheap ’n’ Cheerful Chas’, had been hired from an ad in the newsagent’s window, and so far he’d lived up to his name in the worst possible way by spinning the biggest load of shite the guests had ever heard. But booze had a way of turning tripe into treasure, so it hadn’t taken long for the mutterings of discontent to change to whoops of delight. The Shoop Shoop Song had brought every female in the room to her feet, and then it was down onto their boat-rowing bottoms for Oops, Upside Your Head, followed by the cheesiest fool-maker of them all: The Birdie Song.

Halfway through her fourth Vodka WKD, Amy, the bride, was having the time of her life. Everything had gone perfectly to plan, and she felt like the queen of the ball in her hired Cinderella dress, with her blonde hair coiled up and held in place by a pearl tiara. When her all-time favourite, Whitney’s Saving All My Love, came on, she raised her bottle into the air and sang along with her friends at the top of her voice. But just as they reached the chorus, something popped down below, and a puddle seeped out around her white satin shoes.

‘Christ, I hope that’s booze, not piss?’ her friend teased, pointing at it.

‘No, I think her waters have broke,’ said another girl.

‘They can’t have.’ Amy stared down in dismay. ‘I’m not due for another three weeks. Mum! Muuum!’

Sonia Clark was standing by the wall chatting to an elderly aunt. Glancing round when she heard her daughter’s panicked voice, she noticed the girls huddled together on the dance floor and rushed over.

‘Oh, bloody hell,’ she squawked when she saw what was happening. ‘I told you not to overdo it. And you’re not supposed to be drinking, neither!’ She snatched the bottle out of Amy’s hand.

‘I’ve only had one,’ Amy lied, clutching at her stomach as a sharp pain ripped through her. ‘I don’t feel well.’

‘What’s wrong?’ Jane Taylor, the groom’s mum, asked, wandering over. ‘She’s not gone and started, has she?’

‘Nothing for you to worry about,’ Sonia said frostily. ‘She’s my daughter, I’ll look after her.’ She turned back to Amy now and, seeing the pain on her face, said, ‘Right, we need to get you to hospital. Just let me find your dad.’

‘Isn’t that him over there?’ Jane pointed towards the front of the stage where a group of Amy’s scantily clad school friends were sexy-dancing around a fat middle-aged man.

Furious, Sonia shoved Jane aside and yelled, ‘John Clark! Get your arse over here before I crack you one!’

‘I think I’m gonna puke,’ Amy moaned.

‘Not here, you don’t!’ hissed Sonia. ‘They’re already going to make us pay extra to clean up the mess you’ve just made. And pick your dress up before it gets ruined and they keep me deposit for that, an’ all.’

‘Mum, stop it!’ Amy complained when Sonia started yanking her skirt up. ‘You’re making a show of me.’

‘What’s up?’ John Clark ambled over, wiping his sweaty brow on his sodden shirt sleeve.

‘She’s started.’ Sonia scowled. ‘Go and fetch the car – you’ll have to drive her to A and E.’

‘I’m not going with him, he’s pissed,’ Amy protested. Then, doubling over at yet another pain, she sobbed, ‘Where’s Mark? I want Mark.’

‘Where is he?’ Sonia asked Jane. Getting a shrug in reply, she blew out an exasperated breath and yelled, ‘Where’s Mark? Anyone seen Mark?’

‘I think he went for a fag,’ Steve, the best man, told her.

‘Find him.’ Sonia shoved the boy towards the door. ‘And hurry up!’

Steve rushed outside. It might be Mark’s wedding day but that hadn’t stopped the sex-mad bastard from casting his net, and Steve had seen him and Ginger Jenny Abbot sneak out ten minutes earlier. They were nowhere to be seen, so he hurried round to the dark alley that ran down the side of the hall.

Mark had Jenny pressed up against the wall at the far end, her dress pulled up over her hips, his suit trousers on the floor around his ankles. He was going at her like a man who hadn’t had sex in a year – which was what it felt like to him, considering that Amy hadn’t let him near her in weeks. Not that he’d have wanted her even if she’d been willing, because he’d gone right off her since she’d bloated up like a beached whale. In contrast, Ginger Jenny was as thin as a rake – but that was the only good thing she had going for her, in Mark’s opinion. That, and the fact that she was up for it, unlike Amy’s mates who had all thought he was joking when he’d tried to chat them up.

Eyes shut now, Mark was mentally visualising all the girls he’d rather be shagging when he heard Steve calling his name. ‘Piss off,’ he grunted. ‘I’m busy.’

‘You’d best hurry up,’ Steve whispered urgently. ‘Amy’s gone into labour.’

‘Oh, fuck!’ Mark croaked, scrabbling to pull his trousers up.

‘You’re not just going to leave me here like this, are you?’ Jenny gasped, tugging her dress back down. ‘I need a tissue.’

Mark was already walking backwards to where Steve was waiting. He pulled out of his pocket the serviette that he’d used earlier to spit a mouthful of rancid sausage roll into and tossed it to her.

‘Sorry about the crumbs – it’s all I’ve got. See you later.’

‘When?’ Jenny called after him. But Steve had already pulled him around the corner.

‘You’re a right one, you,’ Steve whispered as they re-entered the hall. ‘You’ve only been married two minutes, and you’re at it already.’

‘Last fling,’ Mark retorted cockily.

‘Thought you had that last night?’

‘That was me last one as a single man,’ Mark informed him, grinning as he pulled open the door to the inner hall.

The main lights had been turned on by now, and Amy had been moved onto a chair by the wall. Already furious that the ambulance wasn’t here yet, despite it only being a couple of minutes since the call went out, Sonia lost her temper when somebody in the gawping crowd kneed her in the back as she knelt in front of her daughter.

‘It’s not a flaming sideshow!’ she roared, shoving people roughly back. ‘The party’s over, in case you hadn’t noticed, so why don’t you all just piss off home!’

‘Leave them,’ Amy groaned, seeing no reason to deprive her mates of their fun just because it was over for her. ‘There’s loads of food left over from the buffet, and the DJ’s booked till twelve.’

Mark pushed his way through the crowd and dropped to his knees in front of his wife. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Where have you been?’ she demanded. ‘I was shouting you.’

‘Nipped out for a smoke,’ he lied. ‘Nearly choked on it when Steve told me what was going on.’

Amy spotted a smudge on his cheek and jabbed it with her finger. ‘That’d better not be lipstick, ’cos if you’ve been messing around, I swear to God—’

‘Don’t be daft.’ Mark rubbed his cheeks to remove the evidence. ‘It’ll be off that aunt of yours. She’s been following me around all day.’

Another contraction robbed Amy of the energy to continue the argument. ‘Oh, Mum, it hurts,’ she cried.

‘Whatever you do, don’t start pushing,’ Sonia ordered. ‘Just breathe slow and hang on for the ambulance.’

‘Anything I can do?’ John asked, wringing his hands behind them. He’d managed to swerve away from Amy’s birth and had no clue how to deal with this.

‘Yeah, keep your big gob shut and your eyes to yourself,’ Sonia snapped, still fuming about him flirting with Amy’s friends.

The door opened and Ginger Jenny walked in. Blushing guiltily when all eyes turned her way, she self-consciously smoothed her frizzy hair. ‘The, er, the ambulance is here.’

‘Don’t leave me,’ Amy wailed when Mark stood up to make way for the paramedics.

‘Don’t worry, I’m not going nowhere,’ he assured her.

‘Promise?’ She clung to his hand.

‘Babe, I’m about to be a dad,’ he reminded her proudly. ‘Nothing’s gonna stop me being there.’

Three hours later, baby Cassie had been delivered, cleaned, and fed – with a bottle, Amy having already decided that she would rather die than let anyone get even an accidental flash of her breasts. Cassie was fast asleep in a perspex cot beside the bed now, and Amy was gazing down at her in wonder.

‘Isn’t she gorgeous?’ she purred, unable to believe that she had produced such a perfect little creature.

‘The bomb,’ Mark agreed, reaching for Amy’s hand. ‘I know I ain’t always been the best, but you and that little girl are my world now and I’m gonna look after you like a proper husband and dad. Soon as I get home I’m gonna go through the paper and look for a job.’

Amy’s eyes welled up and a tear trickled slowly down her cheek. ‘I love you,’ she whispered.

‘Love you, too,’ said Mark, glancing at his watch. ‘Right, I’m off, before me mum thinks I’m stopping out and puts the bolts on.’

‘Can’t you stay?’ Amy pleaded, nervous of being on her own with the baby. She’d babysat for other people’s kids a few times but they had always been in bed by the time she got there so she’d never had to do anything. If Cassie woke in the middle of the night and started crying, she wouldn’t have a clue what to do with her.

‘What, and sleep on a chair when I’ve got a perfectly good bed at home?’ Mark gave her a come-on-now look.

‘I’m scared,’ she admitted, her chin wobbling.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Mark assured her, leaning down to kiss her before backing towards the door. ‘You’re gonna be a great mum – everyone says so.’

‘Do you think so?’ Amy sniffed.

‘Deffo.’ Mark opened the door. ‘You’ve got the nurses to help you out if you need a hand, and I’ll be back first thing.’

‘Promise?’

Mark winked and slipped out quietly.

Amy wiped her eyes, then snuggled down and gazed at the slim gold band on her finger. Everyone had said they wouldn’t last, but she and Mark had proved them all wrong. And now they had their beautiful daughter, the council would have to hurry up and give them a house of their own. It was kind of Mark’s mum to let them move in with her but Amy didn’t want to stay for one minute longer than she absolutely had to. She wanted it to be just her, Mark and Cassie in their own little palace. And when that dream came true, nothing and nobody would ever wipe the smile off her face.

‘Who does she look like?’ Ginger Jenny asked, sitting up when Mark had finished and swiping her hair out of her eyes.

‘Spit of me,’ Mark said proudly as he rolled over and reached into his jacket pocket for his cigarettes and lighter. ‘Proper little stunner, she is. Loads of jet-black hair, and this dead cute little nose.’

Jenny turned her head and made a gagging face. She wasn’t the remotest bit interested in the kid and had only asked so he wouldn’t think she was being funny. It had been sickening enough watching him act all loved-up with that stupid bitch Amy at the reception. But she really felt like puking, listening to him spout off about the brat like it was some kind of fairy princess.

Mark lit up and lay back against the pillow. ‘What’s up with you?’ He squinted at Jenny through the swirling smoke.

‘Nothing.’ She turned back with a smile. ‘I was just thinking I’d best open the window. My mum’ll be back in a bit, and she’ll kick off if she thinks I’m smoking.’

Mark decided it was time to leave. He’d only called round to finish what he’d started earlier on, and now that he’d shot his load he was bored.

‘You don’t have to go,’ Jenny said when he reached for his trousers. ‘Just blow it out of the window so my mum can’t smell it.’

‘Nah, I need some kip.’

‘When am I going to see you again?’

‘Dunno.’ Mark shrugged and stuffed his shirt tails in. ‘I’m gonna be pretty tied up with the baby from now on. Oh, and not a word about me coming round here tonight. If Amy finds out, I’ll know who to blame, won’t I?’

‘Didn’t bother you a minute ago,’ Jenny said sulkily.

‘Yeah, well, I’m a dad now,’ Mark reminded her. ‘I’ve got responsibilities.’

When he turned and walked out, Jenny noticed that he’d left his cigarettes and was about to shout after him. But she changed her mind. Why should she do him any favours after the way he’d just spoken to her?

She heard the front door close down below and lit one of the cigarettes. Then she knelt on the bed to watch through the gap at the bottom of the net curtain as Mark hopped over the gate and sauntered down the road.

‘I’m a dad now,’ she mimicked under her breath. ‘I’ve got responsibilities. Yeah, well, let’s see if Amy lets you anywhere near the kid after I tell her what we’ve just done.’

A taxi turned onto the road. Guessing that it was her mum, Jenny took a last tug on her smoke and flicked the butt into next door’s garden before hopping back into bed. As much as she’d have loved to set Amy straight, she’d never have the guts to actually do it. Not only because Amy would kick the living crap out of her, but because Mark would probably never speak to her again. And, as angry as she’d been a minute ago, there was no way she was risking that.

She had worshipped Mark Taylor for years and had tried everything to get him to notice her, to no avail. Until tonight, when he’d not only noticed her but had dragged her away from her job helping her mum on the community-centre bar and made love to her on the other side of the wall from where his new wife had just gone into labour. And then he’d turned up here at the house straight after the birth of his baby and made love to her again, which must mean that he was interested.

Reassured, Jenny stroked the indentation that Mark’s head had left in the pillow and held his Clipper lighter against her breast. So what if he’d put a ring on that stupid cow’s finger and had a baby with her? That didn’t mean anything. He was only sixteen and everyone knew that teenage boys couldn’t stand kids. She’d give him two weeks, max, before he got bored and came back to her for seconds.


PART ONE

FIVE YEARS LATER
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Mark slammed his fork down and glared at Amy across the table. ‘Don’t you ever stop fucking nagging?’

‘I wouldn’t have to if you came home when you were supposed to.’ Amy jabbed her own fork into a lump of leaden mash. ‘This was lovely when I made it, but look at the state of it now.’

‘I was working. What am I supposed to do when the gaffer asks me to stay back? Tell him to fuck off, ’cos I’m gonna be late for me dinner?’

‘You could have rung to let me know.’

‘And get into trouble for using my phone at work?’ Mark shook his head in disgust and shoved his plate away. ‘You do my head in, you. All day I’m out there grafting, and all I get when I come home is nag, nag, fuckin’ nag. I don’t know why I bother.’

Amy looked down at her plate and pushed her shrivelled peas into a heap beside the mash. Maybe she was turning into a nag, but it wasn’t easy being stuck in the house on her own all day with two kids to look after. It was all right for Mark, he could escape to work and have a laugh with his mates. But she was trapped in here day in, day out, with nothing but the washing, cooking, cleaning, shitty nappies and tantrums to keep her company. And Mark saw little enough of the kids as it was, so the least he could do was come home in time to see them for two minutes before they went to bed.

‘I’m going out,’ Mark said suddenly.

Amy jerked her head up at the sound of his chair scraping back. ‘You’ve only been back five minutes. Just sit down and eat your tea.’

‘Lost me appetite.’ Mark strode out into the hall and snatched his jacket off the hook.

‘Don’t you dare go out and leave me on my own again,’ Amy yelled after him. ‘Mark . . . I’m warning you. I’m not joking.’

His answer was a harder than usual slam of the front door.

‘Bastard!’ She hurled her plate at the wall.

A few seconds later, the back door creaked open and Marnie from next door poked her head in. ‘Is it safe?’

Amy nodded, and swiped at her tears.

‘What was it this time?’ Marnie stepped over the broken plate and eyed the mixture of mince, mash, peas and gravy that was sliding down the wall.

‘The usual.’ Amy stood up and snatched the dishcloth off the sink drainer. ‘I’ve had a horrible day, but he doesn’t give a toss. He just strolls in late and expects me to wait on him hand and foot.’

‘That’s men for you.’ Marnie plonked herself down on the chair that Mark had just vacated and watched as Amy wiped the mess off the wall. ‘They’re all over you till they’ve got you, then they think they can treat you like shit. Wankers, the lot of ’em.’

‘He’s not that bad,’ said Amy, automatically jumping to his defence like she always did when someone dared to criticise him. ‘I’m just stressed out ’cos the kids have been playing me up. I shouldn’t have taken it out on him.’

Marnie gave her a knowing look. ‘You don’t have to cover for him on my behalf, hon. I’ve heard the way he talks to you, and I think he’s got a damn cheek calling you a nag.’

Amy turned her back and angrily rinsed out the dishcloth before reaching for the dustpan and brush and sweeping up the broken crockery. Nosy bitch must have had a glass up against the wall if she’d heard him say that.

‘Oh, leave it,’ Marnie urged when Amy reached for Mark’s plate after depositing the rubbish in the bin. ‘No point wearing yourself out, you won’t get any thanks for it. Come round to mine and chill for a bit. I’ve got some wine.’

‘The kids are in bed,’ Amy told her, scraping the remains of Mark’s dinner off the plate.

‘They must be asleep by now. They’ll be all right for half an hour.’

‘No, I can’t leave them. Mark will go mad if he comes back and I’m not here.’

‘You’ll be lucky. He’ll be halfway to the pub by now. You won’t see him again tonight.’

Amy’s heart sank. Marnie was right. Once Mark hooked up with his mates and got the first few pints down his throat, he’d forget all about her and the kids. The mood he was in when he left, he’d probably crash at Steve’s, then crawl home after work tomorrow full of apologies. That was how it usually panned out when he stormed off after a row.

Marnie’s phone beeped. She took it out of her pocket, read the message and jumped to her feet. ‘Oh, shit! Sorry, hon, got to go. I forgot Neil was coming round tonight. He’s waiting outside, and I can’t risk Fat Gemma seeing him or she’ll be straight on the phone to his missus. See you tomorrow.’

Amy locked the door behind her, then finished clearing up and went into the living room. The kids had been watching CBeebies before they went to bed, and stuffed toys were still prancing noisily around on the TV screen. She reached for the remote to turn it over, but hesitated when she caught sight of herself in the mirror above the fire. Her wedding photo, in pride of place on the mantelpiece below, showed a heavily pregnant girl with gleaming blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a mile-wide smile. But the woman staring back at her from the mirror was a scrawny, dull-eyed, straw-haired replica of her mother. Worse, her nan. No wonder Mark couldn’t be bothered to hurry home from work if this was all he had to look forward to.

Blinking back the tears of self-pity that were stinging her eyes when a peal of raucous laughter floated through the wall, Amy released a weary sigh. Mark had his faults, there was no denying that, but at least he wasn’t a cheat like that pig Neil Foster. His poor wife had no clue what he was getting up to behind her back, and Amy hated bumping into her at the shops because she always felt as guilty as hell even though it had nothing to do with her.

Disgusted by the grunting sounds that were starting to filter through now, Amy decided to get an early night. Most of her and Mark’s problems stemmed from the fact that he was always knackered from working so hard and she was always stressed out from dealing with the kids, so a good sleep would do her the world of good. Then, hopefully, she wouldn’t be so quick to bite Mark’s head off when he came home tomorrow – and he wouldn’t be so quick to storm out again.

As Amy headed up to bed back home, Mark walked into The Junction and looked around for his mates, in desperate need of some light-hearted man-banter to shake him out of the mood that Amy had put him in. She was turning into a right old woman lately, always whining and bitching and making him feel like a cunt for coming home five minutes late. He loved his kids as much as she did, but he could do without having them forced down his throat every time he stepped through the door. And as for all that bedtime kissy-cuddly shit that Amy wanted him to do, that was her job, not his.

None of his mates were in, so Mark bought a pint and wandered over to the fruit machine in the corner. Made up when three cherries rolled around on his first go and ten pound coins rattled down into the tray, he shoved another fifty pence in, only for a further five quid to spew out. Mood lifting, he took a swig of his pint and dragged up a stool. It was his lucky night, and no fucker was getting near this machine tonight until he’d hit the jackpot.

It didn’t happen, and by the time the bell rang for last orders he had precisely forty pence left to his name – not even enough to feed the machine one last time, never mind catch the bus to work in the morning. And definitely not enough to buy another drink to cushion him against the shit that Amy was going to throw at him.

Relieved to find the house in darkness when he got home, Mark let himself in quietly and slipped his feet out of his trainers. Then, keeping an eye on the stairs, he crept into the kitchen and pulled Amy’s handbag out from the tray beneath Bobby’s pram. Smiling when he looked in her purse and saw two ten-pound notes in the slot behind the change compartment, he slipped one into his pocket before putting everything back where he’d found it and heading up to bed. Amy would go mad when she realised the money was gone but he didn’t care. He’d earned it, so he could do what the fuck he liked with it.
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When the alarm woke Amy the next morning she reached out and switched it off, then stretched her arms above her head and yawned. She’d thought she was never going to get to sleep when Marnie and that stupid man of hers moved the action upstairs, but the cotton wool had shielded her from the worst of it – thank God.

She pulled the sticky little plugs out of her ears now and sat up. Surprised to see a lump on Mark’s side of the bed, because she hadn’t expected him to come home, she remembered the vow she’d made to be nicer to him and lay back down.

‘Morning,’ she purred, snuggling up to him and kissing the back of his neck.

‘What time is it?’ Mark rubbed at his eyes.

‘Just gone seven.’ She slid her fingers slowly down through the hairs on his stomach. ‘You’ve got twenty minutes yet.’

When she reached his crotch, Mark’s brain switched places with his dick and he rolled towards her and tugged at her nightie.

‘Sorry about last night,’ she murmured when he climbed on top of her.

‘Sshhh,’ he grunted, shoving her legs apart.

‘You shush,’ she gasped, giggling when he set the headboard banging against the wall. ‘You’ll wake the kids up.’

‘Tell ’em we’re playing doctors and nurses,’ said Mark, clamping his mouth over hers to keep her from saying anything else.

They hadn’t had sex for a while, mainly because they had been arguing so much lately. And when they argued, Mark always stormed off to the pub and came back late, if he came back at all, by which time Amy wouldn’t have let him touch her even if she’d still been awake. So it was short and sweet now, and all over within a couple of minutes.

When they had finished, Mark jumped out of bed and had a quick wash before leaving for work. After he’d gone, Amy woke the kids and went downstairs to make breakfast, singing softly along to the radio as she toasted the bread and made herself a cup of tea.

She’d only been fourteen when she’d started going out with Mark, fifteen when she’d got pregnant, and sixteen when they’d got married. A pair of kids propelled into adulthood, they’d had more than their share of fights over the last five years, and she’d lost count of how many times one or other of them had demanded a divorce. But Mark had been her first love, and she felt as strongly about him today as she always had, so it was good to be back on track.

Now all she had to do was make sue she didn’t let the kids get to her today and sour things by being moody when Mark got home this evening.

Thinking about the kids, she walked out into the hall and shouted, ‘Cassie, hurry up. Your toast’s going cold.’

‘It’s Bobby,’ her daughter’s complaining voice floated back. ‘He won’t let me put his jumper on. He keeps pulling his arms out and kicking me. And now he’s locked ’isself in the bathroom.’

‘Bobby, get out of there right now!’ Amy yelled. ‘And do as your sister says, or I’ll be coming up to sort you out.’

Amused when she heard the bathroom bolt slide out of its hasp, followed by the sound of Bobby’s pudgy little feet slapping on the floorboards above as he ran back to the bedroom he shared with his sister, Amy went back into the kitchen and finished her tea. She was rinsing her cup at the sink when she heard a tap on the window.

‘Bit early for you, isn’t it?’ she teased when she opened the door. ‘I thought you’d be hibernating for a week after the racket you and Neil made last night.’

‘Don’t mention that man’s name to me,’ Marnie grunted, pulling a face as she walked in. ‘I told him from the off that I didn’t want to get into anything serious, and he said he felt the same. But then he goes and gets all heavy on me last night, prattling on about leaving his wife and moving in with me.’

‘You’re joking!’ Amy raised an eyebrow. ‘What did you say?’

‘Oh, believe me, I soon set him straight. I said, listen here, mate, I don’t mind the occasional shag, but you can fuck right off if you think I’m giving up my freedom to wash your stinking boxers!’

‘Bet he loved that. So, have you told him it’s over, or are you just going to freeze him out?’

‘The ice queen cometh.’ Marnie grinned. ‘And if that don’t work, I’ll get our Lee to kick his head in. Anyhow, I don’t wanna talk about him.’ She flapped her hand to indicate that the subject matter was as finished as the relationship. ‘Fancy coming to town after you’ve dropped Cass off?’

‘Yeah, why not?’ Amy kicked off her slippers and sat down to pull her trainers on. ‘Oi!’ she protested when Marnie picked up a piece of toast. ‘That’s Cassie’s.’

Marnie took a bite and grinned through the crumbs. ‘Sorry, but I’m starving, and it was just sitting there asking to be scoffed. Fussy knickers probably won’t want it anyhow, knowing her.’

‘Bobby’s the fussy one, not Cassie,’ Amy corrected her. Then, noticing the time, she pushed past her and went back out into the hall, yelling, ‘Will you two get a move on, I won’t tell you again!’

Cassie came stomping down the stairs, tugging her little brother along behind her. ‘Stop dragging your feet,’ she warned, almost yanking him right off the last couple of steps. ‘I’ve had just about enough of you for one morning.’

‘Bless!’ Marnie laughed. ‘She sounds just like you, Ames.’

Amy turned her head so the kids wouldn’t see the smile on her lips. Cassie had just turned three when Bobby came along, and she’d mothered him from the off. And, just like a real mother, her adoration was mixed with impatience, so she thought nothing of telling him off if he didn’t do as she said, or giving him a little slap if she thought he deserved it. Amy’s mum had told her off for letting Cassie get away with that, but Amy didn’t see the harm in it as long as Cassie didn’t hurt him. Anyway, she thought it was kind of cute to see a five-year-old acting like a full-grown woman.

As Amy manhandled Bobby into his anorak and strapped him into his buggy now, Cassie slotted a piece of toast between her teeth and pulled on her own coat. When she reached into her pocket for her mittens, a folded piece of paper fell out. She picked it up and handed it to her mum.

‘What is it?’ Amy asked, ushering her out into the hall.

‘My teacher said to give it to you. It’s about the trip.’

‘What trip?’

‘Chester Zoo, next week.’ Cassie gazed up at her with a world-weary look in her eyes. ‘You forgot, didn’t you?’

‘Oh, shit!’

‘Language,’ Marnie teased, grasping the buggy’s handles and pushing it over the step.

Amy opened the letter and groaned when she saw that it was a reminder for payment: £9.50 – due today, or Cassie would be excluded from the trip.

‘Sorry, love, I can’t afford it.’ She gave her daughter a regretful smile and tossed the letter onto the hall table. ‘Maybe next time, eh?’

Tears immediately welled in Cassie’s big blue eyes. ‘I’ve got to go, Mummy. Everyone else is going, an’ I don’t wanna stay in the office with Mr Tunney. He smells.’

Amy sighed. Cassie was right: Mr Tunney, the deputy head, did smell. Correction, he stank – of BO and halitosis.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said again. ‘I’d let you go if I could, but I’ve got to put credit on the electric and get a bit of shopping.’

‘Don’t be so tight.’ Marnie gave her friend a disapproving look. ‘It’s horrible being the odd one out when you’re a kid.’

‘Can I?’ Cassie’s face was a picture of hope. ‘Please, Mummy? Ruby will sit with Shandi if I don’t go, and they’ll make bestest friends and won’t play with me no more.’

‘Right, fine,’ Amy conceded, flashing Marnie a hooded look of annoyance as she yanked her handbag out from under the buggy. ‘But don’t bother asking for sweets for the rest of the week ’cos you won’t be getting any.’

As Cassie nodded her eager agreement, Amy opened her purse – and frowned when she saw the lone ten-pound note.

‘What’s up?’ Marnie asked when she started rifling through her bag.

‘I’ve lost a tenner.’

‘You probably spent it and forgot. I’m always doing that.’

‘No, it was definitely there last night. I bought the kids an ice cream on the way home from school yesterday, and there were two of them. And I didn’t go anywhere else after that.’

‘Maybe Mark took it?’

‘No, not without telling me.’

‘You’ll have put it somewhere safe, knowing you,’ Marnie suggested. ‘But can you look for it later, or we’ll miss the bus. Don’t worry, I’ll pay.’

Amy knew that she hadn’t taken the money out of her purse, but she could do without Cassie’s teacher giving her another lecture about the importance of punctuality so she pushed it to the back of her mind, telling herself that if worse came to worst and she didn’t find it, Mark would just have to stump up for the electric. He always pleaded poverty whenever she asked for money, but if he could afford to go drinking three or four nights a week he could certainly afford to keep the lights on at home.

By lunchtime, the tenner was burning a great big hole in Mark’s pocket and he couldn’t wait to get to the bookie’s. It was another week and a half before he was due to be paid, and he needed cash asap. But he had no intention of telling Steve where he was going, because he could do without one of his mate’s legendary lectures about the folly of throwing money away on gambling when he could be spending it on booze instead.

Hoping to avoid Steve now, he darted into the staffroom and changed out of his paint-splattered overalls. But Steve popped his head around the door just as he was pulling on his jacket and asked if he was ready.

‘Er, no, I’m giving the pub a miss today,’ Mark told him cagily.

‘Yeah, right.’ Steve smirked. ‘And the pope’s coming round mine for dinner tonight. Come on, the lads are waiting.’

‘No, I’m serious,’ Mark said, following him out. ‘I’ve got an errand to run for Amy.’

‘I don’t mind subbing you a couple of pints if you’re broke,’ Steve offered.

‘Cheers.’ Mark gave him a grateful smile. ‘But I promised Amy I’d check up on this thing she’s waiting for from the catalogue.’

‘Whatever,’ Steve said dismissively, accurately guessing where Mark was really going. ‘Just don’t be late back.’

‘I won’t,’ said Mark, grinning as he set off in the opposite direction.

Mark had no clue about form, or any of that other shit, so when he had the money to take a punt he generally picked out horses whose names gave him ‘a feeling’. It was a shit system, and nine times out of ten he came out of the bookie’s with less in his pocket than when he’d gone in. But not today. Today, luck was on his side, and he had two hundred and fifty quid in his hand by the time he realised he was late back to work.

Another race was about to start, and it was a real temptation. But he managed to drag himself away and ran all the way back to the depot.

The gaffer, Stan, was waiting when he sneaked in through the back door.

‘What time do you call this?’

‘Sorry, boss, an old lady fell over when I was on my way to the butty shop,’ Mark lied. ‘I had to call an ambulance, then wait with her till it came.’

‘And that took two hours?’

‘I know, it’s shocking, isn’t it?’ Mark shook his head, the picture of innocence and indignation. ‘I gave them a right mouthful when they turned up. I said, what are youse playing at, leaving an old woman lying on the pavement for that long? She could have froze to death.’

‘Such compassion,’ Stan drawled, not believing a word of it.

‘What was I supposed to do?’ Mark asked. ‘Leave her lying there?’

‘Yes, if it meant getting back to work on time,’ barked Stan. Then, pointing a finger in Mark’s face, he said, ‘Do it again and you’re out. Consider yourself warned.’

Mark gave a chastened nod and looked down at his feet until Stan had gone about his business. Then, smirking, he slipped his jacket off and his overalls on, and sauntered through to the workshop.

‘Where’ve you been?’ Steve hissed when Mark joined him at the paint-mixing machine. ‘Stan’s been going off his nut, threatening to sack you, and everything.’

‘He’s all talk,’ Mark replied unconcernedly. ‘I’m going nowhere.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ Steve said grimly. ‘You’re pushing your luck, mate.’

‘If you say so.’ Mark smirked.

Amy had just sat the kids down in front of the telly and was about to make a start on dinner when Mark got home that evening. Surprised, because he was earlier than usual, she reached up to kiss him.

‘I’m just putting dinner on. Go and sit down – I’ll bring it in when it’s ready.’

‘No need.’ Mark grinned. ‘I stopped off on the way home and got these.’

A frown skittered across Amy’s brow when he produced two pizza boxes from behind his back. Closing the door into the living room so the kids wouldn’t hear, she whispered, ‘What did you do that for? You know we can’t afford it.’

‘Yes, we can,’ Mark assured her, putting the boxes down on the ledge. ‘I got a bonus from work, so I thought I’d treat you.’

‘A bonus? What for?’

‘Employee of the month. Look.’ Mark took a wad of twenty-pound notes out of his back pocket and fanned them out. ‘Hundred squids.’

‘Wow, that’s fantastic,’ Amy trilled, throwing her arms around his neck. ‘I’m so proud of you.’

‘You can thank me later,’ said Mark, waggling his eyebrows to let her know that he meant in the bedroom. ‘Now, hurry up and get that pizza out, ’cos I’m starving.’

‘What are you going to do with the money?’ Amy asked, reaching into the cupboard for plates. ‘Only I could do with a bit for the electric, if you can spare it.’

‘It’s yours,’ Mark told her, coming up behind her and putting his arms around her waist. ‘I had to nick a tenner off you this morning, so I was going to buy you some flowers. But I figured I might as well just give you the dosh and let you get yourself something nice.’

‘I can’t take it all,’ Amy protested. ‘You earned it, you should have some as well.’

‘I want you to have it,’ Mark insisted, magnanimous in the knowledge that he had the same again and a little bit more still stashed in his pocket.

Amy looked at the money thoughtfully. Marnie had lent her thirty quid to buy Bobby a new coat and Cassie some shoes off the market this morning, but Mark would hit the roof if he knew she’d been borrowing, so she’d hidden them in the cupboard under the stairs, intending to produce them after his next wages went in. But now he’d given her this money, she could bring them out tomorrow and pretend she’d just bought them.

‘Thank you.’ She turned and kissed him. Then, to cover her guilt, she said, ‘Why don’t you give Steve a ring and see if he fancies going for a pint?’

‘Are you sure?’ Mark gazed innocently back at her, even though it was exactly what he’d expected her to say. ‘I don’t mind staying in with you and the kids.’

‘No, you deserve a break,’ Amy insisted. ‘But get changed first,’ she added, sniffing at his jumper and wrinkling her nose. ‘You stink of sweat.’

‘Must be all that hard work I’ve been doing,’ said Mark, slapping her on the backside as she picked up the kids’ plates and carried them into the living room.

Cassie and Bobby were sitting together on the couch watching TV. ‘What is it?’ Cassie asked, her eyes never leaving the screen as Amy held out her plate.

‘Pizza,’ Amy told her. ‘Daddy’s treat.’

Both children twisted their heads at the mention of their father. When they saw him in the doorway, they jumped up and ran to him.

‘Steady on!’ Mark yelped, squatting down to catch them as they launched themselves into his arms. ‘I’m an old man, you’ll break my back.’

‘We haven’t seen you for ages and ages,’ said Cassie, hugging him tightly.

‘We misses you,’ added Bobby, wriggling to get closer.

‘Yeah, well, now you’ve seen me you’d best give me some air before you kill me and I have to get buried with grandad Taylor,’ Mark said, laughing as he pushed them gently off. ‘And then I’ll have worms in my eyes, and beetles in my mouth.’

‘Mark!’ Amy scolded, fetching in his plate in time to hear this. ‘Don’t say things like that. You’ll give them nightmares.’

Mark exchanged a mock-contrite look with the kids and sat down to eat his dinner.

Half an hour later, he was washed, dressed, and ready for the off. ‘I’ll try not to be late,’ he told Amy, kissing her goodbye.

‘Don’t worry about me.’ She pushed him towards the door. ‘I’m going to have a bath and go to bed with my library book. You just have a good time. And say hello to Steve.’

Watching through the window as he strolled down the road, Amy sighed. When they were like this, life was blissful, and she felt like the luckiest woman in the world.
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Ginger Jenny had never been one for going out. In the past she’d avoided it because she’d been scared of bumping into the bitches who had made her life a misery at school. But in the last two years it had been because she’d been too busy nursing her mum to go any further than the local shops or the doctor’s surgery. Today was the first time in as long as she could remember that she had been anywhere without the clunky old wheelchair preceding her every step, and it felt as if she’d had a limb amputated.

Everyone had been very kind, especially the vicar who had said some lovely things about her mum despite never having met her. But Jenny had kept her mouth firmly shut when he’d asked if anybody wanted to speak. There was nothing she had wanted to say – nothing that she cared to say in front of strangers, anyway. And that was what the other mourners were to her, truth be told. The small gaggle of elderly neighbours who had come along to pay their respects, for example.

Jenny had lived in the same house her entire life, and those neighbours had seen her grow from baby to teenager to the woman she was now. Yet none of them had bothered to call round to see how she was coping while her mum had been sick. And she would never forget the time she’d pushed her mum out in the wheelchair and seen old Mrs Peters scuttle back into her house to avoid them. But they had all turned up in black today, looking suitably mournful, as if they actually cared.

And the same went for the women from the cake factory who had worked alongside her mum for fifteen years before the cancer forced her to quit, only one of whom had ever bothered to call round to see how she was doing.

Still, at least the neighbours had bought flowers – albeit one poxy bunch between the three of them. And the factory girls had presented Jenny with the fifty-seven quid they had collected in a whip-round, so they weren’t completely heartless.

Which was more than could be said for the bastards at the community centre where her mum had worked as a part-time barmaid for eight years. They hadn’t even bothered to send a card, never mind show their faces.

As for family, the only ones who had turned up from her mum’s side were two elderly aunts, Hetty and Lizzie, whom Jenny only vaguely remembered having visited as a child. None of her dad’s side had shown up, but that was no surprise considering Jenny hadn’t seen most of them since her dad had walked out when she was nine.

All in all, it was a pretty poor turnout, and Jenny was glad that her mum hadn’t been there to witness how little she had meant to the world.

It was the first funeral Jenny had ever attended, much less had to arrange. She had completely forgotten that she was supposed to cater for the guests, so she’d been relieved when one of the neighbours had suggested going for a drink in The Junction instead. She was sitting between her aunts now, on a bench seat in the corner, and she was cringing as the elderly sisters bullied the other mourners – and anybody who was standing nearby and was foolish enough to look their way – into joining in with their sing-song. When Lizzie launched into On Mother Kelly’s Doorstep for the fourth time, Jenny stifled a yawn. It had been a long day and she was dying to go home, but none of the others seemed in any rush to leave and she didn’t want to appear rude by being the first to go.

Icy air swirled around her ankles every time the door opened. Shivering when someone else walked in now, she glanced towards the door and nearly choked on her drink when she saw Mark Taylor. It was five years since she’d last seen him, but he hadn’t changed a bit. His glossy black hair was a little shorter, but his face was every bit as handsome as she remembered. And as he and his friend Steve sauntered towards the bar he still exuded that air of self-confidence that she’d always found so attractive.

‘Earth to Jenny.’ Aunt Lizzie brought her out of her daze with a dig in the ribs. ‘What’s up, chuck? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘It’s nothing,’ Jenny lied. ‘I’m just a bit tired.’

‘Best get yourself off to the bar before you drop off, then.’ Lizzie scooped the pot money off the table and dumped it in her hand. ‘Rum for Mrs P and Kenny. Scotch for Mrs J and them other two. Gin for me and Hetty. A lager for Bob. And whatever you’re having.’

‘Can’t someone else go?’ Jenny asked quietly.

‘It’s for your mam,’ Lizzie reminded her, nudging her off the seat with her hip.

Aunt Hetty had already stood up to let her out from behind the table, so Jenny had no choice but to do as she’d been told. Dismayed to see that the only space at the bar was a tiny gap at the side of Steve, she slipped into it and pulled her hair down over the side of her face, conscious of her drab clothes and washed-out complexion.

When the lads had been served, Steve picked up his pint and turned to look for a seat. ‘Sorry, love,’ he apologised when he banged Jenny with his elbow. ‘Didn’t see you there.’

‘It’s all right,’ she muttered, keeping her face averted as her cheeks flared.

‘Coo-ee!’ one of the factory women called just then. ‘Stevie! Over here!’

Steve looked around and waved when he saw his mother sitting with Jenny’s party. ‘All right, Mam. What you doing here?’

‘Funeral,’ she mouthed. ‘Her mam.’

She pointed at the girl who was standing beside him, and Steve peered down at her. He was about to offer his condolences but hesitated when he recognised her. ‘It’s Jenny, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah.’ She nodded.

‘Sorry about your mum.’

‘Thanks.’

‘That’s mine, in case you hadn’t guessed.’ Steve nodded back towards the table. ‘Didn’t know they knew each other. Small world, eh?’

Jenny gave him a tight smile and willed him to stop talking to her before Mark stopped chatting up the barmaid and spotted her. She’d dreamed about running into Mark so many times, but in those dreams she always looked amazing and he was always completely bowled over. But that was hardly going to happen if he saw her like this.

It was too late. Mark turned round.

‘You remember Jenny, don’t you?’ Steve said.

Mark took a sip of his pint and gave her a bored look. Then, shrugging as if he’d never seen her before in his life, he said, ‘Hurry up, the machine’s free.’

‘Sorry about that,’ Steve apologised as his friend strode away. ‘I’d, er, best go.’ Unsure what else to say, he gave her an awkward smile and rushed after Mark.

Jenny stepped into the space they’d left at the bar and ordered the drinks she’d been sent for.

‘Do you mind if we go after this?’ she whispered to her aunt when she carried them back to the table. ‘I’m getting a headache.’

‘You get off whenever you like, chuck.’ Lizzie patted her hand. ‘You’ve had a hard day.’

‘Aren’t you coming?’ Jenny asked, dismayed at the thought of going home on her own. ‘I thought you and Hetty might stay over?’

‘Oh, no, we’ve got to get home to the cats,’ Lizzie informed her. ‘But don’t you worry about us. The fifty-seven stops round the corner from ours, so we’ll just hop on that.’ With that, she turned back to the others and clapped her hands together. ‘Right, you lot, I bet you all know this one, so don’t be shy about joining in . . . She’s only a bird, in a gilded cage . . .’

As the oldies sang loudly along, Jenny downed her drink and slipped out quietly. It was freezing by now, so she pulled up the collar of her thin coat and walked quickly home.

The house was dark, and there wasn’t a sound but for the soft tick-tock of her mum’s brass carriage clock on the mantelpiece. Jenny made her weary way upstairs and pushed her mum’s bedroom door slowly open. It was a week since she’d found her dead in her bed, and she hadn’t set foot in there since the undertakers had removed the body. She’d been so busy with the funeral arrangements since then that she hadn’t had time to stop and think what life was going to be like without her. But now, with everything done and dusted bar collecting the ashes, this was it.

No more Mother demanding she do this, that or the other. No more stinking sheets to change, or backside to sponge. No more wheedling pleas for morphine – or being called a selfish bitch for refusing to double the dose.

No more of any of it.

Jenny was free. At long last, she was free – and it felt really, really good.
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Three weeks later Amy was sitting on the couch, folding the still-warm clothes she’d brought back from the launderette into piles. Bobby had fallen asleep on the way back so she’d carried him up to his bed. Thinking that he’d got up when she heard a noise in the hall, she looked round. But it wasn’t Bobby who walked in, it was Mark. And he looked really glum.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, shoving the washing aside. ‘You’re not ill, are you?’

‘I’ve been sacked,’ he muttered, dropping his jacket onto the couch and making his way into the kitchen.

Sure that she’d misheard, Amy jumped up and followed him. ‘What did you say?’

‘You heard.’ Mark took a can of beer out of the fridge and flopped onto a chair.

‘Are you serious?’ Amy asked, hoping against hope that he would laugh and tell her it was a joke. When he didn’t, a sliver of fear trickled down her spine. ‘Oh God, Mark, what have you done?’

‘Nothing.’ He ripped the tab off the can and swallowed a mouthful of§ beer.

Irritated that he was being so cagey, Amy said, ‘You can’t get sacked for nothing. Stan must have given you a reason.’

Mark gripped his can and gritted his teeth. ‘If you must know, I’ve been late a few times. Now drop it – I’m not in the mood.’

A frown of confusion creased Amy’s brow. ‘That can’t be right. I always wake you up in the morning, and I make sure you’re out of the house in plenty of time to catch your bus, so how could you be late? He must have got it wrong. Ring him. Tell him to check.’

‘He’s not talking about mornings,’ Mark said quietly. ‘He’s talking about lunchtimes.’

‘You’ve been back late from lunch?’ Amy’s frown deepened. ‘Why? What have you been doing? And what about Steve? You always have lunch with him, so has he been sacked as well?’

‘No.’

‘Why not? That’s not fair.’

Mark groaned and ran a hand over his eyes. He wished he hadn’t told her now. Wished he’d just stayed out until it was his normal time to come home, then she’d be none the wiser and he wouldn’t be getting earache.
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