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Prologue

There was a loud 'pop' and Tom ducked when the cork flew from the bottle, bounced off the ceiling and ricocheted in his direction. He heard Sally giggle and turned to see the foamy liquid spewing out from the top of the bottle and running down over her hand. He proffered a glass to avoid further waste.

“Don't you think it's a bit premature for a celebration? True, we've made a breakthrough, but we still don't know what it means.”

“Don't be such a bore! We've worked intensely for more than a week and we deserve a reward. Maybe it isn't a major breakthrough, but you can't deny we've made real progress. Besides, I haven't gone overboard; it's only Freixenet. It's a decent enough cava, but it's not 'Bolly' – I'd have gone for real champagne if it was a proper celebration.”

Froth was climbing over the lip of the first glass and Tom replaced it with a second one. Sally's enthusiasm was contagious; her grey eyes sparkled and tears of joy had moistened her cheeks. Her smile was so broad, arguing against her wasn't imaginable.

“Not for me,” Ahmed said, when he saw Tom lifting a third glass, “Have you forgotten that I don't drink alcohol? But I'll happily toast our success with a glass of spring water. I'm sure there must be a bottle in the mini bar.”

“With the amount this hotel charges, it'll probably cost more than the wine I picked up at the supermarket. Never mind, I suppose we can claim it on expenses,” Sally replied.

“What's with the abstinence?” Tom questioned. “I didn't realise you were religious.”

“I'm not,” Ahmed answered. “I was born a Moslem, but I don't practice religion – I'm actually agnostic. I'm not an immigrant, I'm a third generation Scotsman. My grandfather came from Karachi and arrived in Glasgow in the nineteen sixties. We were the archetypal Packy family.”

Ahmed caught Sally and Tom's stunned looks and defended himself. “Packy's only a bad word when it's directed as an insult by outsiders. I can say it because I'm talking about myself. It's like Jewish comedians talking about the holocaust, they can be poignant and side-splittingly funny, but the same words spoken by a gentile would be in bad taste and considered offensive. Anyway, like I was saying, Grandad worked as a bus conductor. His son – my father – opened a corner shop and ended up owning three, including a post office. I didn't want any part of the business though, so I studied English and Media. I'm about as westernised as it's possible to be. None of my family drink alcohol because of being Moslem, but for me it's more of a health choice. I don't drink tea, coffee or fizzy drinks because I cut caffeine from my diet, and I work out at the gym four times a week, when I'm home.”

“Sorry Ahmed, we didn't mean to cause any offence,” Sally said. “You and I have got something in common – my father worked for a bus company, but none of the family has ever opened a shop.”

“It would take a hell of a lot more than that to offend me.” Ahmed grinned. “Besides, I've got a thick skin, you don't survive long in Glasgow without one. Ferguson's a Scottish name – is that where your family come from?”

“I think my grandfather came from somewhere near Stirling,” Sally replied, “but like you, I'm third generation, although in my case it's English. I was born in Manchester.”

“The name Ferguson will make you popular in Manchester with Sir Alex's past achievements,” Ahmed suggested.

“You might think so, but it's not really the case. Most Mancunians support City; United draws its fans from the rest of the country. And besides, I've been away from Manchester for years now.

“Well at least one of us is a pure-bred Englishman,” Tom interrupted. “My family can trace its roots back to the seventeenth century.”

His outburst was met with guffaws from the other two. “ 'Pure-bred' and 'English' don't belong in the same sentence,” Ahmed announced. “It's an oxymoron. With the possible exception of Americans, the English must be the most bastardised race on the planet – and you can interpret that any way you like.”







Chapter 1

Tom made his way through the fog. It wasn't real fog – at least, it hadn't been in recent years – but the cloying atmosphere in Stephan's office had never truly cleared after the ban. Prior to smoking being prohibited, you literally had to part the colloidal-imbued air to see your way to a chair. Now there was greater transparency, but no matter how often or how well the office was cleaned or decorated, it still felt the same. The smell of stale nicotine and whisky was immoveable and whether real or imagined, the smoke was still there.

A career journalist, Stephan Presley fulfilled every cliché associated with the industry. Now aged fifty, he frequently drank to excess and he'd been smoking sixty a day for over thirty-five years. More than three quarters of a million cigarettes in aggregate and his complexion and aroma bore testimony to it. Some years back, Stephan had tried to cost how much he'd spent on tobacco and alcohol in an effort to justify cutting his consumption down or out. His shock at the number of figures in front of the decimal point made him reach for a glass, and he didn't feel comfortable drinking without a fag in his hand. So the effect was minimal; a temporary, slight decrease in cigarette intake before resuming his normal levels.

When company regulations prohibited him from smoking in his office, he took to using the roof garden for breaks, but it was suspected he more often simply closed his door and opened the window to reduce the evidence of succumbing to his addiction. The smell wasn't too much of a giveaway, as the air was already contaminated by the noxious fumes diffusing from his skin and clothes.

It was rare for anyone to volunteer to visit Stephan's office, any guests he did have usually arrived as a result of a summons. But there was no doubting he was good at his job – very good, one of the most respected editors in the business. He had first class instincts and an excellent knack of sniffing out a good story, even if his nose was too damaged to detect his own odour.

Stephan's yellow-stained forefinger pointed to a chair and Tom reluctantly descended to perch on its edge, praying the fabric's smell wouldn't permeate his favourite Hilfiger chinos. Tom's attention had been focused on Stephan and he only spotted the attractive young lady on the adjacent chair at the last moment. His attention was immediately distracted by her curvaceous shape and his eyes were drawn to her shapely legs. She was wearing open-toed sandals. He saw with clarity that her toenails were brightly and perfectly varnished, confirming his suspicion that her legs were bare and the deeply tanned colour was her natural skin, not an illusion created by tights or stockings.

Tom's eyes lingered a moment too long, before letting his appraisal move northwards to take in her tight waist, shapely bosom and the flowing curls which framed a disarmingly pretty face.

“ 'Yes' is the answer to your question,” she said, staring pointedly at him.

Tom lifted an eyebrow. “Yes? What do you mean? I didn't ask anything.”

“Yes, it is an all-over tan and I'm only telling you because there's no other way you'd find out. And trust me; you didn't need to open your mouth to ask the question.” The girl's eyes were slate grey in colour, but alive with mirth which spread to the rest of her face. The sparkling whiteness of her perfect teeth lit up the otherwise dingy office.

“Www— No, it was only—” Tom stammered. The room's temperature seemed to be rising, heat radiating from his embarrassment.

“Don't bother trying to deny it, Tom. You've been caught red-handed; well, red-cheeked to be precise. Just accept it and move on. You're starting this game one-nil down.” The craggy, nicotine-stained teeth in Stephan's mouth formed a hideous smile, and although it was nowhere near as appealing as Sally's, it betrayed no less amusement.

Tom sank resignedly back into the chair, his eyes focused on the carpet. “Okay, what's this about?” he asked. He wanted to change the subject and try to regain some of his self-esteem.

“I suppose I'd better introduce you two first,” Stephan suggested. “Tom Bishop, this is Sally Ferguson and vice versa. You've probably already heard of each other. I'd be surprised if either of you weren't aware of the other's by-line.”

This time, Tom was careful to keep has gaze above shoulder height and he wasn't disappointed. Sally's face was still aflame with cheerful amusement. Her smooth, even complexion was tanned to the same shade as her legs and complemented by the lightest application of cosmetics, which showed her almond-shaped eyes and full mouth to their best effect.

By contrast, Sally seized the opportunity to take a long, appraising look at Tom, studying his clean-cut image and powerful form, and the cropped, sandy hair topping his slim, angular face. “You don't scrub up too badly, a lot better than the photo on your column. You appear younger, too. What are you, thirty? Thirty-two perhaps?”

Tom was taken aback by her bluntness, but quickly reassessed his reaction. After all, what could he expect from a fellow journalist? He couldn't remember ever being attracted to someone in his profession before. “You don't look so bad yourself and I'm thirty-four actually, so thanks for the compliment. Maybe I'm not wearing as badly as I'd thought – but more likely, you're in need of seeing an optician.”

“Isn't that a contradiction of terms? If I couldn't see clearly, I wouldn't be able to see an optician.”

Stephan cut in. “Okay, children, enough of the word games. Let's get down to business.” He sank into his chair and picked up a pencil, holding it between his fingers and sucking on it as if it was a surrogate cigarette. “I can see I'm going to have my work cut out, trying to control you two. As if Tom hasn't been a big enough pain in the ass for the past five years, now I've got both of you to deal with.” He eyed them for a moment. “Sally, I'm sure you already know Tom's been our lead features writer at the London office for some time now. Tom, I know you'll have heard of Sally, but you might not know she took over the lead in Sydney a few months back.”

Tom stared at Sally. “So the tan's real then, and I know you're not meant to ask a lady's age – but as you don't qualify, I'll ask anyway.”

Sally shrugged. “Cheap shot. I'd expected better than that, but I've got nothing to hide. I'll turn thirty-one next-week and to save you asking the other questions; I'm single, heterosexual and no, I don't want to go out with you for a drink, dinner and certainly not breakfast.”

“That's two-nil, I reckon,” Stephan broke in.

“Oh, and my IQ's one hundred and seventy, so don't be misled by the blonde curls.”

“Bloody hell! One-seventy – that's more than Carol Vordeman or Rachel Riley,” Tom announced.

“That's more than Einstein, but thanks for confirming you keep the few brains you do have in your pants.”

Stephan interceded again. “Three-nil, but much as I'd like to sit and listen to you some more, it won't create any copy and we've got column inches to fill, so we need to get some work done.” He inhaled deeply and looked at each of them in turn before continuing. “Tom, you've been asking for a free rein to carry out research into Royal National, to see what's been happening with their share movements and I've been holding you back. Sally's been making similar requests Down Under. So here we are. I'm taking a chance on putting the two of you together; a dream team.” Stephan laughed, but immediately started to cough and it took him several seconds to regain his breath and his composure. “Just as I expected, it was love at first sight – I reckoned there'd be a bit of rivalry, but I want you to put that aside and cooperate. I want results and I want them fast. I'm putting my ass on the line here, so don't let me down. Unless you can show me something developing in the next few days, that will be it, and I'll have to cover for the extra expenses. I don't want to be doing that, so I need you to deliver.”

Bouncing up from his seat, Tom protested. “Wait a minute, I always work alone.”

“Well, 'always' has come to an end. You either work together, or you don't work on this project at all,” Stephan asserted.

“Why can't we each do our own thing?” Sally asked.

“Because I make the rules. I think there might be something worth chasing and I reckon it could be big. I wouldn't have dreamed of putting you together otherwise. You either collaborate, or you're off the case and I'll have you working on nothing more interesting than obits for the rest of the year.”

“You can't be serious!” They both responded in unison.

“Too bloody right I'm serious. You've got the rest of this afternoon to talk things through, then I want you both on the first shuttle up to Glasgow. It's the best place to start, as that seems to be where the last leak came from and it was one of our associates there who scooped it. I've been able to second one of the local boys from the associate to help out, give you introductions and act as interpreter. His name's Ahmed Akbar and I can get him to meet you at the airport—”

“Ww— Wait a minute, I can't fly,” Sally interrupted, her voice losing its confident tone. “How about we get the first train instead?”

“What do you mean, you 'can't fly'? Big-time reporter wannabe, and you're too scared to get on a plane?” Tom detected the first sign of weakness in his competitor and he wasn't going to let the opportunity go. He already had too much ground to make up, to show any compassion.

“Yeah, Sally. What's this about?” Stephan asked.

“I'm not scared,” Sally argued. “I've only just flown back in from Oz, but I have an inner-ear infection and the pressure of flying would be excruciating. I'd be useless for hours afterwards. How about I take the train? I could even take tonight's sleeper and I'd be able to meet Tom in Glasgow in the morning.”

“No, I want the pair of you travelling together. There's a Virgin train leaving at about 5.30am from Euston; I'll get you both booked on it.”

“I'm not much of a morning person—” Tom began.

“That's too bad. You won't have to be up any earlier than you would for a 7.15 flight; probably later, in fact. You won't need to be at Heathrow in time to clear security before the flight and you'll arrive in Glasgow city centre around the same time. That's settled then,” Stephan added with finality.

Sally got to her feet. It was only when she stood that he noticed her diminutive stature; she couldn't be more than five feet tall. The shapely legs he'd been caught admiring were no less alluring, but in height terms, the top of Sally's head was level with his chest.

Seeing his jaw drop in surprise she winked. “Don't you know all the best surprises come in smallest packages?”

Tom was still shaking his head when he and Sally left Stephan's office.

“Let's get out of here for a while, I need fresh air,” Sally suggested. “Let's go and grab a coffee somewhere and discuss our plans.”

“Maybe there is some hope; that's the first thing you've said that I've agreed with,” Tom replied. “There's a good Italian bistro a five minute walk away. The coffee's excellent – much better than the mega chains.”

Sally's eyes twinkled when she responded. “Sounds good to me, but remember a five minute walk for you might take ten for a short-ass like me.”

Once settled at their table, Tom began, “I'm really not comfortable sharing; I've always worked alone and this is my story.”

Sally shook her head slowly. “Play another record, Tom. I don't like this either. I can make the same claim. I've been tracking what's been happening with RNB for four months now, starting from the shock when their shares dropped twenty percent in a day following the fraud revelation. I've followed every announcement and each blip since. I've every right to be leading this.”

“But-”

“No buts, Tom. Stephan's made it pretty clear what he's looking for. Neither of us like it, but we'll just have to live with it. What's the old bugger like to work for anyway? I've only heard rumours.”

“I don't know what you've heard, but I suspect it won't be close. He has a reputation as a total bastard, but don't believe it. True he can be a cantankerous old sod but his bark's worse than his bite. I'll admit I've had my own run-ins with him, but he's brilliant at his job; he supports his team and if you can stand to be close to him you'll realise he has a heart of gold.”

They both ordered Americano's with sweet pastries, and they spent the next two hours comparing notes regarding their suspicions while formulating an intended approach to their enquiries.

As time passed, the patronage drinking coffees and whiling away the afternoon made way for the early evening customers who were seeking a drink or a bite to eat before going home, or partaking of the pre-theatre menu. The restaurant swiftly filled up.

Aldo, the bistro's proprietor, approached their table. “Good evening, Tom. It's good to see you, and thank you for introducing more custom to me,” he said, inclining his head toward Sally. “Can I offer you a glass of Prosecco? Or perhaps you'd like something to eat?”

“Mmm, sounds like a good idea,” Tom replied. “I am rather peckish. How about a plate of mixed hors d'oeuvres?” he asked Sally.

She nodded enthusiastically. “I could probably eat a horse, never mind hors d'oeuvres.”

“Sorry, but you won't find any horsemeat in my food,” Aldo quipped, “but you might want something more substantial. I'll get you the menu.”

In the spirit of her earlier words, Sally polished off a bowl of minestrone followed by a large serving of penne arrabiata. Tom picked at some stuffed mushrooms accompanied by focaccia.

“I don't want anything too heavy,” he explained. “My wife will have prepared dinner.”

“Wife? So you've found someone stupid enough to marry you.” Sally joked.

“There's nothing stupid about Anne,” Tom countered. He flipped open his wallet to show a photo. The picture was a classic family portrait; Tom was cradling a baby in his arms while an attractive blonde lady held one arm around Tom's shoulder while the other hugged a toddler.

Sally smiled. “You look the perfect happy family.”

When that photo was taken, maybe, Tom thought, but that was more than two years ago. God only knows what I'll be going home to tonight. He smiled wryly but didn't reply.

They swilled down Sangiovese and were half way through a second bottle before Tom realised the time.







Chapter 2

“What do you mean, you'll miss another concert? You promised after the last time that it wouldn't happen again.” Anne was livid, her face flushed, her cheeks so bright he suspected the tears streaming down them risked evaporating on contact.

That's what the expression 'steam rising' must mean, Tom mused, but he swiftly pushed the thought away; this discussion was serious and he should concentrate. “It's work, I can't help it. It might be really big. I've got a hunch it could be the biggest story I've ever worked on. It could be the making of us,” Tom blurted, his defences uttered as a staccato rant. “Much as I want to be at Jenny's concert, it really isn't possible. Besides, she'll be so excited, she won't even notice. After all she's only seven. There'll be plenty of chance for me to make it up to her.”

“That's where you're wrong! I told you last time I wouldn't stand this any longer. I do love you Tom, but I can't live like this. I won't live like this. This is the last straw. It's not just this concert; it's all the missed events and broken appointments and cancelled holidays. This might be your idea of family life, but it's not mine. You've come home late again tonight and you stink of garlic and cheap wine. You've missed the kids' bedtime and you're planning to leave first thing tomorrow without seeing them, and what's more, you're going to miss Jenny's concert tomorrow! If this is how you want it, then don't bother with your overnight bag, take the big case instead. Fill it up and don't come back.”

“You can't really mean that,” Tom pleaded. He wanted to smooth things over and belatedly realised his insensitivity. This argument had been brewing for some time. Now wasn't a good time for it to explode.

“I do; collect all the stuff you need and get out.”

Tom held out his hands, trying to placate his wife. “No, wait a minute. Be reasonable, just calm down.” Under the circumstances, he realised his words couldn't have been more inflammatory.

“Don't tell me to calm down – you… you insensitive bastard! Be reasonable?” she spluttered, fury glowing in her eyes. Anne's hand thrashed about, seeking something to pick up, a weapon to throw or wield. Her fingers chanced upon a soup spoon from the dinner table and she held it up menacingly in front of her.

Tom couldn't help giggling, the image of Anne standing there, red faced and holding the spoon as a bayonet amused him. He reached for her, wanting to draw her into an affectionate embrace but he'd clearly underestimated her anger. She slashed the silverware aggressively. Tom jumped backward, but the slice of her downswing caught his thumb painfully and drew blood.

“For Christ's sake, woman, what's wrong with you?” he yelled.

“I thought we'd already established that,” Anne replied, her voice calmer. “I told you to pack up and get out, and don't try to come near me again.”

Tom began to realise the extent of her fury. “Wait a minute – this is my house, too! You can't throw me out.”

“I can and I will. I am doing, in fact! This is my house and the children's house. If you don't like that, then you can get a lawyer to contest it. I've already checked with mine.”

Tom's eyes widened. “You've already spoken to a lawyer? You've had this all planned?”

She shook her head sadly. “No, it wasn't planned. I've been telling you for months that things had to change, but you wouldn't listen, so yes – I went to get advice. I've told you before, this was your last chance. This wasn't planned, but I was prepared.”

Tom was shocked. He stared at Anne, unable to comprehend his predicament. When he'd arrived home, his thinking might have been slightly blurred from the wine, but he wasn't drunk and the confrontation had quickly wiped away any residual fuzziness. He felt totally sober, but no less confused. “How about I sleep in the spare room and we talk about this when I get back from the trip?”

Anne settled her hands on her hips, the spoon still tucked in her fingers. “No, I've told you how it's going to be, there's nothing more to talk about. You're not going to win me around; I won't let you smooth-talk me again. You've done it too often before, but no more. Now that I've decided, there's no reason to put off making this happen. You can pack a case now and get out. I'll let you back in to collect the rest of your things at the weekend. I'll arrange for my father to let you in, so I don't need to be here, but you're not staying tonight and you're not going to wake the kids. You've caused them enough upset already.”

Tears welled in Tom's eyes, his emotions in turmoil. He was angry, contrite and miserable all at the same time. Words of fury – hateful, spiteful words – flashed through his mind, but he had the self-control to bite his tongue. He hoped and prayed there would be a way back for him. Once Anne had calmed down, he'd be better able to talk to her, try to convince her to take him back – but here and now, he had to let her have her way. If he dared utter the thoughts crowding his head, if he was to counter attack or even offer further defence of his behaviour, it would make coming back so much more difficult.

Tom slowly made his way to their bedroom. He needed to pack for his trip to Glasgow so he quickly located a spare pair of chinos, a couple of fresh shirts and clean underwear, then placed them together with his sports kit, shaver and toiletries bag into a holdall.

“Take one of the big cases, they're on top of the wardrobe.” Anne's instruction came from the doorway, her voice steady and emotionless, her arms folded across her chest.

Reluctantly, Tom stretched up and pulled down a suitcase. It was one of a pair of ultra-lightweight, hard-bodied cases they'd chosen together only a month before, thinking they would be ideal for family holidays. The light weight enabled optimum use of the restricted allowances when flying, and the hard top provided good protection for the contents along with easy manoeuvrability – at least until you had to traverse a staircase, as they'd found out on their way home.

Tom half smiled at the recollection, but quickly sobered, gritting his teeth as he flipped the case open. He carelessly threw in an assortment of clothes and footwear, not bothering to straighten the items or pack properly. Normally Anne did their packing, but even so, Tom was being deliberately slob-like. Although not consciously thought through, he wanted her to feel obliged to assist him, to recreate some bond.

“You're only hurting yourself if you ruin your things,” Anne spat. “Take your CD collection as well. I can't stand listening to any of it.”

Tom almost rose to the defence of his rock heroes. How could Anne be so dismissive? They'd attended many concerts together and she'd enjoyed them as much as he had. He fought back the urge, realising he was being deliberately baited. Instead, he trudged through to the lounge and collected a few of his favourite CD's adding them to his case and being considerably gentler with their handling. “I'll get the rest at the weekend,” he muttered.

Tom slung the holdall over his shoulder, zipped the case and rolled it through to the lounge. Only then did it dawn on him – there was nowhere for him to go. “Please, let me stay tonight,” he begged.

“Not a chance.”

“I've nowhere else to go.”

“That's your problem; you should have thought about that before now, you should have thought about that a long time ago,” Anne said wistfully.

Tom thought for a moment, resigned to his situation. “I'll try Archie. See if he'll give me a bed for tonight.”

“It's up to you. I really don't want to know any more.”

Tom went over to the drinks cabinet and lifted a half full bottle of Glenlivet. “I'm taking this with me, to smooth the way.”

“Take it. I told you I don't care. Just leave.”

Tom struggled out the door, his laptop carrier and holdall straps balanced on one shoulder, and wheeling the case and holding the bottle of whisky in the other hand. The door slammed behind him and he heard the key turn in the lock. He stopped to adjust his burden and through the closed door, he heard the unmistakeable sound of Anne weeping. He thought about opening the door and letting himself back in, but realised it would be a mistake. Tom slid the bottle inside the holdall to make his load easier to handle, before he trudged to the end of the driveway. He pulled the remote from his pocket and opened the boot of the Astra Sports, then loaded his case and bag before slipping through the driver's door and taking a seat. He was breathless from the exertion of the short trip. Tom discarded the idea of driving, realising he'd consumed considerably more wine than the legal limit. Thinking he would call a cab, he decided he'd better check with Archie before arriving unannounced. He lifted his Samsung phone and scrolled through to his brother's number.

The phone rang repeatedly, and he was about to give up when the call was answered. “Hi Tom, what's your problem?”

“What makes you think there's a problem?”

“Tom, whenever you call me, I know there's a problem. Perhaps on a weekend I could be lured into believing it was a social call, but after nine o'clock on a weeknight, I know something's wrong.”

“Okay, Archie, you've got me. I'm phoning for help.”

“If you're going to ask me for a favour, perhaps you ought to use my real name. It's Arthur, remember? Everyone else manages to get it right.” Arthur was clearly irritated. “It wasn't funny when we were kids and you called me Arch, or Archie or the Arch-bishop… or the Cardinal, or the Monk. It was even less funny when you got other kids to do the same. The joke's worn thin now, don't you think?”

“I'm sorry Arch— Arthur. I wasn't trying to upset you. I really didn't mean it. It's, well, it's a force of habit, I suppose.” Tom couldn't help himself, he burst into a fit of giggles when he realised he'd made an unintended pun.

“So what's the reason for the call?” Arthur snapped, sounding as though he didn't know whether to be amused, or even more outraged.

“I'm in trouble. I hoped you would help me out.”

“Go on,” Arthur offered begrudgingly.

“I've had an argument with Anne and I need to leave her with some space to calm down. I'm booked on an early train to Scotland tomorrow and I wondered if you might give me a bed for the night?”

“I can't blame her for losing the rag with you – you treat her like shit.”

“That's not fair!” Tom protested. “You've got no idea what this is about, yet you're already taking her side.”

“I'm not taking anyone's side, but I do know what you can be like – after all, I've known you all my life. Anne's a lovely girl and you don't deserve her, or these two fabulous kids you've got. I've seen what you put them through. So while I'm not taking sides, I'm aware of your past form.”

“So you're not going to help?”

“I never said that. Of course I want to help, but I'm not home now and I won't get back until well after midnight. You can come over then.”

Tom shook his head. “That's not much use. I need to be up about five, but thanks all the same.”

“Will you be back tomorrow to sort things out?”

“Not possible, I'm afraid. I've been assigned to a new story and I'm likely to be in Scotland for two days at least. I'll try to call Anne tomorrow to smooth things out, but I don't think it's going to be easy. She told me to pack my case and get out and said she doesn't want me back.”

Arthur cursed. “Christ, Tom, I didn't realise it was so serious. From what you said, I thought you were just giving Anne time to cool off. You didn't tell me she'd chucked you out! What the Hell's happened? Have you been playing around?”

Tom rubbed his fingers over his temples. “No, it's nothing like that! In the nine years we've been married, I've never been unfaithful. It's all to do with the job. She doesn't understand the hours I have to put in.”

“While she's left at home, bored to death, with two youngsters to take care of?” Arthur added sarcastically.

“Yes, that's about it. I try to make it up to her – to them – when I'm home, but it's never enough. And yes, I'll admit it's true; there are some times when I've been a bit insensitive.”

Arthur's voice dripped with cynicism. “A bit?”

“Alright, sometimes a lot. Tonight was one of those nights. I came home late because I went for a snack with a colleague to discuss the new project. When I got home, I told Anne I needed to be up and out early and because I'd be away, I'd miss Jenny's concert tomorrow.”

“And you wonder why she's upset? I think you need your head examined. And this colleague, is it a female by any chance?”

“Yes, but that makes no difference. Besides I didn't mention that.”

“Because you didn't tell her, doesn't mean she doesn't know. And is this female colleague going to Glasgow with you?”

“Yes, but it's business, there's nothing else to it,” Tom defended.

“Who are you trying to convince – me or yourself? Listen, since it's important, I'll get away now, I can be home in an hour or so and you can sleep on the couch if you'd like. This new flat doesn't have a spare bed, but you're welcome to stay anyway. I'll see if we can get you sorted out.”

Tom quickly considered his options. The prospect of spending the night with Arthur and potentially suffering further berating for his behaviour didn't appeal and he begged off. “No thanks, Arthur. You stay where you are, I can arrange something else and maybe we'll get together at the weekend. Would you do me a favour though? As I'm going to be away, I'd appreciate it if you'd give Anne a call tomorrow and check if she's okay? You might even put in a good word for me, if you get a chance.”

“Sure, no problem. Are you sure you'll be okay? It's no trouble to come home right now.”

“No, I'll be fine. Talk to you later.” Tom disconnected the call and mentally ran through the list of his friends and acquaintances living in the surrounding area, discarding all of them. He considered hotels which were either close to the house or the railway station and again discarded them all for one impracticality or another. In the end, he decided he'd sleep in the car. He rescued the whisky and a handful of CD's from the boot and settled back behind the wheel. He inserted Metallica's Black Album, shut his eyes and took a long, slow draw from the bottle. The whisky had a warming effect, but burned his throat and made him cough. When the fourth track started, Tom thought better of listening to 'The Unforgiven' and switched the CD, opting for Adele. He sat back again with his eyes closed, trying to relax while his fingers drummed on the wheel and he took occasional slugs from the bottle.

Tom's mind drifted, thinking about his current situation and how it had come about. He and Anne had met midway through their English literature degrees and swiftly become inseparable. After graduation, they'd shared a flat while they sought to develop their careers. Anne became a librarian and Tom commenced his career in journalism, taking a junior position with a local rag. They made a comfortable living from their joint incomes and when Anne unexpectedly became pregnant, marriage seemed a natural progression. Their joint decision was for her to give up work when Jenny was born. Around this time, Tom had secured a salaried position with a national. They chose to move out of the city, but maintained their lifestyle, able to afford the mortgage to buy a small terraced house near Reading. For Tom, the travel was a bind, but it had been worth it to afford them the much-maligned 'yuppie' standard of living. Life was good and they lived it to the fullest. Everything changed though, after Colin was born. Much as it had been an easy pregnancy and delivery, and Colin was a delightful child, Anne had suffered from post-natal depression. Tom did everything he could think of to help, but it had been of little avail. He eventually took a sabbatical from work, which only succeeded in accumulating bigger debts, giving Anne further reason for distress. Tom sought help from Anne's parents, but they'd refused to acknowledge that anything was less than perfect. Anne's GP prescribed anti-depressants, but did little else. Forced by their eroding financial situation, Tom had returned to work, although he was fearful of what he might return to each evening. Sometimes he would come home to find Anne vibrant and enthusiastic, but more often than not she was depressed and withdrawn. For a while, she would binge eat and then become depressed about her weight and body shape and would practically starve herself for weeks on end. Her yo-yo eating regime no doubt placed further strain on her stability and gradually Anne had grown more withdrawn. She was moody and felt unattractive and rebuffed any physical advances from Tom. He in turn grew more resentful of her rejection and increasingly lost himself in his work, using the need for financial stability and career advancement as an excuse for increasing levels of absence. Colin was now thirty months old and Tom couldn't remember the last time he and Anne had been intimate.

He was shaken from his reverie by loud knocking on the windscreen.

“This is ridiculous; you can't go out driving in the state you're in! I'm going to phone the police, have them arrest you for drunk driving. You won't get away with this!”

Tom's eyes sprang open, and he tried to focus in the half light. He made out the shape and voice of Mrs. Gilmour, his next door neighbour, who was also acclaimed as the local busybody. All Tom's pent up fury, which he's been unable to release at Anne, came to the surface. “Mind your own business, you stupid, stuck-up cow! In case you hadn't noticed, the engine isn't switched on and even if it was, the gate's closed. I've no intention of driving and the only reason the key's in the ignition is so that I can listen to some music. Why don't you climb back on your broomstick, and fuck off!”

Mrs. Gilmour spun in the opposite direction, tut tutting as she went. “I've never been so insulted.”

“Oh, I'm sure you must have been,” Tom replied, before acknowledging that he really didn't want to make his current predicament any worse. Climbing from the car, he called after her. “Mrs. Gilmour, I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said those things; you took me by surprise, that's all.”

Mrs. Gilmour didn't turn back; her only response was the slam of the front door once she'd reached the sanctuary of her own home.

Tom turned back to the car and hammered his fist on the roof in frustration. As he climbed back into the driver's seat, he thought he saw a glimmer of light escape through the parted curtains from the bedroom of his house. He imagined Anne peering out to see what was going on, but still too angry, disinterested, or frightened, to come out and check.

“Perfect end to the perfect fucking day,” Tom muttered. “Why is it that when one thing goes wrong, everything goes wrong?”

He silently listed his irritations. First I received the garage's bill for servicing the car, and it was twice what it should have been because of the extra work they claimed needed to be done on the brakes. I wasted another hour arguing about it, to no avail. Then I tainted my clothes with the stink of nicotine from Stephan's office. And he forced me to share my project, the one I'd been crying out to do. Now he wants me to do all the work and give credit to it being a team effort.

Worse still, all the problems with my family and even my neighbour. As an afterthought, Tom amused himself with a thought –at least Sally will provide some eye candy; she might be small, but she's certainly a looker and feisty, too.”

Tom set the alarm on his Samsung; he didn't want to risk missing the train. He placed a CD of Rodrigo Y Gabriela in the player and set it to continuous play with a low volume. Although the music was exciting and passionate, Tom found it created a soothing background. He reclined his seat and closed his eyes, hoping to get some sleep. A street light some twenty metres away had a fault and went through unpredictable phases of working normally then arcing. The result was an intermittent strobe effect accompanied by crackling, and Tom couldn't settle into any pattern of rest. He turned up the volume on the stereo to try to drown out the background noise, and grabbed snatches of sleep lasting only a few minutes at a time. In a sleepy haze, he pondered disjointedly over what he really wanted from life. Arthur had been right when he'd said that Tom had two fabulous kids, and he didn't want to lose his family. Yet, when he thought about it, his relationship with Anne had become increasingly strained. If he was honest with himself, he considered her high maintenance and he'd been growing increasingly resentful over the emotional cost of her depression. On consideration, perhaps that was why he was being less than generous with his own commitment to their relationship. Would it be such a bad thing for them to have a break apart?







Chapter 3

Alighting from the mini-cab, Tom was grateful it was a mild spring morning as he hadn't thought to bring a coat. He'd left his suitcase in the car's boot at home, but had his computer case and holdall as he walked along Euston Road to enter the station.

He found Sally waiting as they'd arranged, in front of WH Smith. Attracting admiring glances from the scattering of early morning commuters, she was as pretty as a picture. She was wearing a tight-fitting, short-sleeved yellow top, complementing her sunny disposition and her matching mini-skirt was little more than a belt, which again treated Tom to a view of her shapely legs. She had a cabin-bag-sized version of Tom's suitcase and she grasped a cup carrier holding two cardboard beakers of carry-out coffee.

Tom's enjoyment of the view was quickly cut short by her admonishment, “You sure weren't joking when you said you weren't a morning person. You look like shit warmed up. Did you sleep in those clothes?”

“Yes, actually; it's a long story. We've only got a few minutes to get to our seats, so I'll fill you in later.”

“Relax, we've got plenty of time, there's a twenty-minute delay.”

“In that case, take a seat and excuse me for a few minutes. I'll go to the gents and have a quick shower and a shave. The station has much better facilities than the train. It would have been better still if the first class lounge was open, but for some inexplicable reason they start the trains at the back of five, but don't open the lounge until 7.30. It takes away the point don't you think? Anyway, I'll be back in a mo'.”

“What about your coffee? It'll get cold. Do you want to take it with you?”

Tom thought for a second then nodded. “Thanks,” he mouthed, grabbed one of the cups and disappeared around the corner.

Tom felt better, but the strain of racing to get back in time for the train left him stressed. Whether he hadn't dried properly, or he was perspiring from racing about he wasn't sure, but his skin and clothing felt damp as he returned to where Sally was sitting in a waiting area, a few yards from where he'd left her. She appeared calm and relaxed, but walked towards him as soon as she saw him approach.

“I didn't know if you'd make it on time, I was about to go ahead and find our seats. It would have taken quite some explanation if I'd arrived in Glasgow alone.” Sally scanned Tom's appearance critically. “You're a bit more presentable than before, but nobody's going to mistake the creased clothing effect for Armani and you still look pretty awful. Your skin's really grey except for the dark rings around your eyes – in fact, the only colour you've got is the red in your bloodshot eyes. I can't wait to hear the whole story.”

They fished out their tickets, fed them through the turnstile and walked towards the train. Their first class seats were reserved for carriage 'A', which was at the far end of what appeared to be a very long train. They'd only covered half the distance when they decided it prudent to climb into the closest carriage and walk the rest of the way on board.

It proved to be a good decision as they'd barely travelled a few yards further before the doors closed and the train started to move. It was a Virgin Pendolino, a high speed train, and it was modern, clean and bright with smooth contours.

Even for such an early departure time, the train was busy, many passengers were still settling in and rearranging their luggage. Tom and Sally's passage was slow and cumbersome as Sally regularly had to lift her case over discarded items still blocking the aisle. Tom wore both the holdall and laptop carrier over his shoulder, but had to manoeuvre carefully to avoid colliding with passengers who were leaning out into the aisle while preparing for their journey.

Some minutes later they arrived – relieved, exhausted, hot, and more than a little bothered – at the entrance to the front carriage. Sally pressed the button to part the electric doors and Tom heaved his bag and then Sally's case onto an already burdened luggage rack. Tom kept his laptop with him and Sally had her iPad, and they shuffled forward to find their seats.

Alarm bells were ringing in Tom's head when he scanned the full carriage, but they reached an earth-shaking crescendo when he neared their seats to discover two heavily-built young men already occupying them. Each was dressed in a singlet, cut-off denims and heavy leather boots. The vests carried the logo of Chelsea Football Club and had the name 'Terry' emblazoned on them, but they were clearly knock offs. The clincher – 'Terry' was spelt with only one 'R'. Tom suspected they'd probably purchased them from somewhere like Black Bush market at two for a fiver – which might explain their twin-like dress. Their heads were shaved and their arms and shoulders, together with what he was able to see of their legs, were covered in tattoos. The letters of the words 'LOVE' and 'HATE' were inscribed on their knuckles. Each was swilling from a can of lager, with four more cans and an unopened six-pack sitting on the table in front of them. Judging from the size of their matching beer bellies, this was not an unusual level of consumption.

Tom glanced at Sally to see her reaction and she merely raised her eyebrows. He suspected she was waiting for him to do something. “Excuse me; I think you've accidentally taken our seats. We have a booking for them.” Tom held up his ticket, to support his argument.

One of the men responded, his tone belligerent. “We've bought our tickets too, and we're here now – so piss off.”

Tom experienced a mixture of fear and anger in equal measure, but not wanting to appear too wimpish in front of Sally, he tried again. “I'm not saying you don't have tickets, but they won't be for these seats. These are our seats and I'm politely asking you to vacate them and go and find your own.”

The man straightened up, his eyes narrowing. “Listen mate, we were booked on the other train going to Preston, and when it was cancelled, we were told to find seats on this one instead. We've found seats, like we were told to do, and we're not moving. So what are you going to do about it?”

“I'm sorry, but if you won't move I'll call the guard to get you put off the train.”

“Ho, ho, ho.” The man guffawed, but despite his size and shape, there wasn't anything Santa-like in his delivery. He dragged himself out of the seat. Although Tom was big, this man was enormous, dwarfing Tom. “You sure you want to take me on?” he threatened.

With the reserve English people are famed for, every other passenger in the carriage found something compelling to stare at through the windows or found particularly interesting passages in their books, all the while risking furtive glances to see what was going on.

“He doesn't, but I do,” Sally challenged. “And you might be interested to know I received my military training from the S.A.S.” She dropped her iPad onto the table, kicked off her heels and adopted a martial arts stance, as if she was ready to attack.

The two louts exchanged uncertain glances before the second man stood and grabbed his associate's arm. “C'mon Billy, it's not worth the effort.” They scooped up their belongings and scampered out of the carriage, collecting a couple of sports bags from the doorway.

A spontaneous round of applause broke out and Sally recovered her shoes, if not her composure, before cautiously sliding behind the table. She was smiling but her hands were visibly trembling.

“Are you okay?” Tom asked. “You handled that brilliantly.”

Sally nodded in response and she swallowed a couple of times to generate some saliva in her dry throat.

“Have you really had military training?” Tom added.

Sally smiled weakly. “I suppose I have, in a manner of speaking. About two years ago, I did a feature on army training and spent a couple of weeks at Aldershot barracks. I'm sure some of the squaddies I met must have been in the S.A.S.”

“You're incorrigible,” Tom said, grinning broadly.

“I have taken a couple of self-defence classes. You know the sort of thing – protection, so a girl can feel safer walking down the street at night, but it was nothing sophisticated and certainly wasn't intense.” Sally swallowed again before continuing. “I'd have had a real problem with those two. It wasn't so bad when they were sitting down, I could easily have reached soft targets, but when the first one stood up, he towered over me. I wouldn't have been able to stretch to reach for his throat or face, so the best target would have been between his legs and probably that wouldn't have worked either, because judging by his reaction, he didn't have any balls.”

“I'm glad you're on my side,” Tom smirked.

“You say that now, but perhaps you'll think differently later. Anyway, back to a more important subject. You were going to tell me how you got yourself into such a state. Come on, spill the beans.”

Tom knew he couldn't escape without offering some explanation, but he was reluctant to say too much. He liked being the one asking the questions and was uncomfortable when the tables were turned. He considered trying to dismiss Sally's enquiry with a joke, but knew he wouldn't get away with it under Sally's keen scrutiny. At the same time, he didn't want to be airing his personal washing in public. He'd only known Sally for a few hours and a confession of his and Anne's failings would hardly be appropriate. A 'my wife doesn't understand me' would sound pathetic. In the end he chose a compromise strategy, admitting some of his own faults and insensitivities and hinting there'd been an overreaction by his wife. He put it down to everything being blown out of proportion, a storm in a teacup, and hoped he sounded more convincing to Sally than he did to himself. As a distraction, he made a joke out of the experience with his neighbour and the faulty light.

Sally huffed out an annoyed breath. “Why didn't you call me? You had my number. It would have been a better alternative than sleeping in the car overnight.”

Tom raised his eyebrows in response.

“I wasn't inviting you into my bed!” Sally rolled her eyes. “I'd have got you a room in my hotel or found you a chair to sleep on.”

“Yeah, but much as that would have helped,” Tom replied. “think how it would have looked to my wife. Thanks for the offer, though.”

The train attendant arrived to offer them coffees and a cooked breakfast. Sally opted for fruit juice and croissants with marmalade, but Tom was ravenous. He'd only snacked the previous evening at the restaurant and hadn't eaten since. The whisky hadn't helped his situation either. He devoured a plate stacked with bacon, sausage and eggs accompanied by toast, and washed it down with two mugs of coffee.

Tom used a slice of toast to mop up the last of the egg yolk then stuffed it in his mouth. He looked up from his plate, revived and ready to renew their conversation. “Now it's your turn.”

Sally's gaze flew up to meet his. “What do you mean?”

“To tell me your secrets.”

“Why would I do that?”

“I've opened up to you, told you about private things and exposed my weaknesses.”

“So what do you want? Are you expecting me to tell you I was sexually abused by my uncle, or that I've indulged in lesbian relationships ever since as a consequence?”

Tom's mouth dropped open and his eyes grew wide. “Rrr— really?” he stammered.

“No, not really,” she shot back. “My, my – for a journalist, you really are gullible. Or are you using a lack of sleep as an excuse? You only told me what you did because you were forced into it. You didn't volunteer a thing, but you needed to explain the state you were in when you arrived. Besides, just because you shared something, it doesn't mean I have to reciprocate.”

“Come on, be fair. Tell me a little bit about yourself. If we're going to work together, wouldn't it be better to be friends and know we're able to trust one another?”

“It's not a convincing argument,” Sally replied, “but okay, I'll give you some background. I was born and brought up in Manchester. My father was a bus driver and a senior shop steward with the T&G. My mother worked as a dinner lady at a local school. We were a good, working class family with solid socialist values. I did well at school and became the first member of my extended family to go to university. Mum and Dad scrimped and saved to make it possible. I studied English and got a gig working on the student newspaper. Bus deregulation and privatisation had taken place not too long before and because of my father's contacts, I managed to get some inside information. I wrote it up for the student press; articles about the chaotic process involved, and some of the mad things that were going on back then; bus wars and property exploitation and the likes. I managed to get information about employee-owned businesses and what was happening behind the scenes and the big companies which were swallowing them up. Some of my articles were picked up by the nationals and I ended up getting lots of freelance work as a result. I was only in my teens and enjoyed making some real money. In fact, I got so much work, I nearly dropped out of Uni. My family was really upset about that idea though, and talked me into knuckling down. In the end I scraped an honours pass.”

“What happened then?”

“After I graduated, I couldn't get a proper job at first. Anything I got offered was really junior and paid considerably less than what I'd been getting for freelancing, so I kept on with what I'd been doing and then started writing a novel in my spare time.”

Tom was impressed. “You've written a book?”

“Not exactly. At the time, I had all the ambition and idealism of a young student. I thought I might be the next Hemingway or a Faulkner. I wanted to write the perfect book, full of life and characters, exposing all the social injustice of Thatcherism and New Labour.”

“And how did you get on?”

“The first chapter was brilliant, but not brilliant enough, so I re-wrote it. It took me at least twenty attempts before I realised I was going nowhere and the first attempt had probably been the best, but by then it was long lost.”

Tom was intrigued. “So you gave up?”

“I suppose. I always intended to go back to it, but it never happened. I continued working freelance until I met my ex. He's Australian and in media; he was over here on a project. We hit it off and he asked me to go back with him and offered me a job in Sydney, and after a while we shacked up. The job didn't turn out to be anything like it had been described and he really only wanted me as a showpiece, no interest in what was in my mind. The relationship didn't last, but while I was there, I managed to get a reporting job at Global and after a while I was promoted to regional lead.”

“Sounds impressive,” Tom agreed. “You've not been out of your relationship for long then?”

“About eight months now, but I was well over him before that, a long time ago in fact,” Sally announced.

Tom studied her astutely. “You may think so, but I think he's left scars. That's why you've been so aggressive and given me such a hard time.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “And when did you qualify as a psychoanalyst? No, you're completely wrong. I wasn't being aggressive, it's just my way. I've always been like that. It's certainly not as a result of being involved with Randy. I just don't suffer fools and I never have. I've had to work for everything I've achieved and—”

“His name was really Randy?” Tom questioned in mock disbelief.

“Yes, and—” Sally stopped abruptly, stared at Tom for a moment and then they both burst into fits of giggles. “So is that us even, now?” Sally enquired when she'd managed to control her amusement.
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