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Prologue


The girl’s breath plumed around her pinched face as she hopped from foot to foot, and she clapped her skinny arms with her hands.


‘Hurry up. I’m freezing to bleedin’ death here.’


‘I’m going as fast as I can,’ the lad grunted, yanking the crowbar backwards and forwards. ‘The fucker who put this sheeting up must have used foot-long screws, it’s that tight.’


‘I should have done it myself,’ she sniped. ‘I’d have had it off ages ago, me.’


‘If you reckon you can do it any faster, be my guest.’ The lad paused and offered the crowbar to her. Sneering when she flashed him a dirty look, he said, ‘Thought not. Now shut the fuck up, or I’ll sack it off and go home. You’re the one who’s rattlin’, not me.’


‘Just get on with it and quit being a dickhead,’ she muttered, hunching her bony shoulders.


The lad repositioned the end of the crowbar in the gap between the metal sheet and the wall and gave one last tug. Almost falling off the wheelie bin he was perched on when a rivet popped out and the corner of the sheeting sprang away from the wall, he dropped the bar onto the grass and pulled it the rest of the way off with his hands.


‘And we’re in!’ he said when he’d unveiled the broken window in its rotten frame. ‘Happy now?’


‘I will be when you find something to flog,’ the girl replied, casting a nervous glance back at the road when he elbowed the rest of the glass out of the frame. ‘What’s in there?’ she asked when he’d hauled himself up onto the sill. ‘Can you see anything?’


‘Nah, it’s too dark,’ he said. ‘Chuck us the lighter.’


‘Don’t waste the gas, ’cos there’s not much left,’ she cautioned, tossing the disposable lighter up to him.


The lighter flared like a beacon in the pitch darkness, momentarily illuminating the lad’s gaunt features before he dropped down off the sill, landing with a thud on the other side of the wall. A car turned onto the lane and drove slowly past the overgrown hedgerow fronting the old cottage. As its headlights pierced holes in the dense thicket, the girl pulled her hood up and squatted down in the shadows of the bin.


Standing up again when the car had passed, the girl listened for sounds of movement inside the cottage. Unnerved by the absolute silence after several minutes, she was about to climb up onto the bin to see what was taking the lad so long, when his face appeared at the window.


‘What’s happened?’ she asked when she saw the panic in his bulging eyes. ‘You didn’t get caught, did you?’


‘There’s a fuckin’ stiff in the cellar!’ the lad hissed as he struggled to push a holdall out through the gap. ‘I went down there to have a mooch, and found it trussed up on a mattress with gaffer tape over its fuckin’ gob!’


‘You’re kidding?’


‘Do I look like I’m fuckin’ kidding? Come in and take a look for yourself if you don’t believe me.’


‘Fuck off!’ she cried, buckling under the weight of the bag when it landed in her arms. ‘Shit, this weighs a bleeding ton. What’s in it?’


‘No idea; I didn’t stop to check,’ the lad said, breathing heavily as he scrambled out and dropped down beside her. ‘We’ll check it when we get back to the gaff.’


‘What about that in there?’ She jerked her head in the direction of the cottage. ‘Was it a man or a woman?’


‘Dunno,’ he muttered, already kicking a path through the tall weeds to get to the gate. ‘I shit myself when I saw it and the lighter flew out of my hand, so I couldn’t get a proper look.’


‘But it was deffo dead?’ she asked, stumbling along behind him.


‘Looked like it,’ he said, turning to take the bag off her and looping the strap over his shoulder. ‘Smelled like it, an’ all.’


‘Don’t you think we should call the police?’ she asked, banging into him when he stopped to yank the broken gate aside before stepping out on to the pavement.


‘What, and have ’em think I had summat to do with it?’ he grunted. ‘No chance! Let’s just get the fuck out of here before we get caught.’




PART ONE
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Ellie Fisher’s train was idling at the platform, and she heard its heavy doors slamming shut as she raced across the metal footbridge and clattered down the steps at the far side. Letting out a wail of frustration when it began to slide smoothly away before she reached the bottom, she paused to catch her breath before continuing on down; cursing her boss with every step for making her stay behind to file some invoices. It wasn’t even her job to deal with the stupid invoices, but the girl whose job it was had pulled a sickie today, and the other two girls who shared the office had disappeared as soon as the clock hit five thirty, so she’d been a sitting duck.


Dismayed to see that she had a thirty-minute wait for the next train when she checked the electronic timetable above the shuttered coffee-shop door, Ellie reached into her handbag for her phone as she heard it ping. There was a message from her husband, Matt, on the screen, reminding her to pick up a couple of bottles of wine on the way home. She contemplated calling him to let him know she was going to be late, but immediately changed her mind. He was going to be mad enough without pre-warning him and giving him time to stew on it.


A train whizzed by on the opposite side of the tracks, leaving an icy gust of wind in its wake that snatched the hair off Ellie’s shoulders. Shivering, she pulled her collar up around her chin and gazed out over the tracks. The nights were drawing in much earlier as autumn gave way to winter, and the sky was already a stormy slate-grey. Unnerved by the deepening shadows, she was toying with the idea of heading out onto the road to catch a bus instead, when she heard footsteps on the bridge. Glancing up, she frowned when she saw a hooded figure in dark clothes climbing over the barrier rail.


The ghostly wail of a train horn in the distance reached her as she watched the figure find its footing on the narrow ledge that ran along the outside of the bridge, and the hairs on the back of her neck bristled as she instinctively guessed what was about to happen. Heart in her mouth, she looked around for a guard, or even a cleaner, but the station was deserted.


‘Hey . . . !’ she yelled when she looked up at the bridge and saw the figure holding onto the rail and leaning out over the tracks. ‘What are you doing? Get down from there!’


Her words were whisked away by the wind, and the figure didn’t look round. Panicking, Ellie fumbled her phone back out of her bag and dialled 999 as she ran toward the steps.


‘Police!’ she spluttered when her call was answered. ‘I’m at Long Lane train station, and someone’s just climbed over the railing on the bridge. I think they’re going to jump!’


After giving her name and explaining that there was no one else around – and that, no, she did not think it was a railway employee doing maintenance work – she thanked the operator when he assured her that a unit was on its way, and shoved the phone into her pocket.


The figure turned its head when she reached the top of the steps, and she saw that it was a young man. Dark hollows surrounded his eyes, his cheeks looked gaunt, and he seemed to be shaking even more violently than she was. Afraid that she might spook him and cause him to lose his footing, she held out her hand as she slowly approached him.


‘Please don’t jump; I only want to talk to you.’


‘Stay back!’ he ordered, readjusting his grip on the rail. ‘I mean it . . . stay back or I’ll do it right now.’


‘My name’s Ellie,’ she persisted, edging closer. ‘I want to help.’


The man let out a low growl and stared up at the sky for a moment before looking down at the tracks. ‘Leave me alone.’


‘No!’ she cried. ‘Whatever’s wrong, it can’t be bad enough to kill yourself over.’


‘What would you know?’ he grunted. ‘You’ve got no idea how shit my life is.’


‘So tell me,’ she urged. ‘I bet it’s not half as bad as you think, and problems are always easier if you share them.’


The sound of a high-speed engine heading their way cut through the howling wind, and she swallowed nervously.


‘Okay, you obviously don’t want to tell me your problems, so I’ll tell you mine . . . I’ve got a really boring job, and my boss kept me behind today to do some work that someone else was supposed to do, so now I’ve missed my train and I’m going to be late home, and my husband’s going to go mad, ’cos I’ve got my sister and her new boyfriend coming round for dinner and he can’t stand her. I know she can be a bit of a witch, but I haven’t seen her in months, so I’m hoping we—’


Ellie’s words had been shooting out like machine-gun fire, but she abruptly stopped speaking when she saw the man’s body tense, and her legs turned to jelly when she looked in the direction the train was coming from and saw the beam of its headlights slicing through the darkness.


The man’s eyes were squeezed shut when she turned to him, and his fingers were loosening their grip on the rail. Aware that she had no time to waste, she lunged at him and threw her arms around his neck, yelling: ‘If you jump, you’ll take me over with you, so you won’t just be killing yourself, you’ll be killing me as well! Is that what you want?’


‘Let go,’ he croaked, his voice strangled by the pressure of her arms crushing his windpipe. ‘I need to do this.’


‘No you don’t,’ she cried, her face contorting with pain as her muscles began to cramp. ‘Stop this now, I’m begging you. I DON’T WANT TO SEE YOU DIE, YOU SELFISH BASTARD!’


Her last words came out on a scream, but they were swallowed up by the wind and the thunderous roar of the express train rushing by below. Almost losing her grip when the man’s body suddenly sagged, she cried out with relief when he turned and scrambled over the barrier.


‘Oh, thank God!’ she gasped, slumping down beside him when he sank to his haunches. ‘It’s okay, you’re safe now. It’s going to be all right.’


‘No, it’s not,’ he groaned, wiping his nose on his sleeve. ‘You should have let me jump.’


‘I couldn’t have lived with myself,’ Ellie said, releasing a shaky breath as her racing heart began to slow down. Casting a sneaky glance at her watch and wishing that the police would hurry up, she asked, ‘Why did you want to do it? Is it money? A girl? Drugs?’


The man rested his elbows on his knees and dropped his face into his hands. ‘Forget it. It’s not your problem.’


‘I think it kind of is, seeing as you nearly took me with you,’ Ellie reminded him. ‘At least tell me your name so I know who to curse when I have nightmares about this in the future.’


‘Just leave me alone,’ he moaned. ‘There wasn’t supposed to be anyone around when I did it, so why did you have to turn up and ruin everything?’


‘I’m glad I did,’ Ellie said unapologetically. ‘And when you get over whatever’s making you feel like this, I’m sure you’ll be glad, too.’


‘No, I won’t,’ he said. ‘Everything’s fucked up.’


Ellie saw the yellow stains on his fingers and, figuring that he probably needed a smoke as much as she did, reached into her handbag for her cigarettes. ‘Here,’ she said, lighting two and passing one to him.


‘Cheers,’ he muttered.


‘You’re welcome,’ she said, sighing as the nicotine soothed her jangling nerves. ‘I’m actually supposed to be giving up,’ she admitted, squinting when the wind blew the smoke into her eyes. ‘My husband thinks I’ve already stopped, so I have to buy them on the sly and hide them. Almost thirty years old, and I’m sneaking around like a naughty schoolgirl. Crazy, or what?’


The man gave her a puzzled look and took a deep drag on his cigarette.


Jumping when her phone suddenly started ringing, Ellie muttered, ‘Speak of the devil,’ when she took it out and saw Matt’s name on the screen. Unable to face talking to him, because he’d want to know what she was doing, and she could hardly explain while she was sitting right next to the man, she pressed Ignore and switched it to silent before shoving it into her pocket.


‘That your hubby?’ the man asked.


Ellie nodded and took another pull on her cigarette as the phone began to vibrate against her hip.


‘Why didn’t you answer it?’


‘I’ll talk to him when I get home,’ she said, wondering where the police had got to. They might no longer be needed, but they didn’t know that, and she dreaded to think what could have happened if she hadn’t been here.


‘Sorry if I scared you,’ the man apologized quietly. ‘I honestly didn’t think anyone would be around.’


He was staring down at his filthy trainers as he spoke, and Ellie’s heart went out to him when she heard the misery in his voice. She’d once read that the people who threatened to commit suicide were the ones who didn’t mean it. The fact that they’d pre-warned others of their intentions was a sign that they desperately wanted someone to talk them out of it, whereas the ones who really meant it told nobody; they simply crept away and did it.


‘My name’s Gareth,’ he went on. ‘And my nan died last week.’


‘I’m so sorry,’ Ellie said softly. ‘Were you close?’


‘Yeah, very.’ He sniffed. ‘She was more like my mum than my nan. I could tell her anything, and she never put me down or made me feel stupid.’


‘Is that why you tried to jump?’


‘Part of it, yeah. That, and finding out my girlfriend’s been screwing around behind my back.’


‘That’s awful.’ Ellie frowned. ‘But now you know she’s a cheat, is she worth losing your life over?’


‘She was all I had left,’ Gareth said plaintively. ‘No one else gives a toss, but Lynn’s been great, and I really thought we had something – you know?’


Ellie nodded and waited for him to go on.


‘The council turned up at my nan’s this morning and gave me a week to get out,’ he told her. ‘I went round to Lynn’s to ask if I could stay there for a bit, but she didn’t answer the door, so I figured she’d probably gone shopping. I know where she keeps her spare key, so I let myself in. And that’s when I caught her – in bed with some bloke.’


Ellie heard the bitterness in his voice and sneaked a glance at her watch. Her train was due in ten minutes, and she absolutely couldn’t miss it. But she didn’t want to leave him while he was still feeling like this.


‘I know it’s painful,’ she said. ‘And you probably won’t believe me when I say that it’ll get easier in time, but I promise it will. I’ve lost people I cared about, and it feels like you’re never going to smile again. But life does go on. It has to.’


‘Easy to say when you’ve got somewhere to live,’ Gareth muttered. ‘This time next week I’ll be homeless.’


‘Isn’t there someone you can stay with?’ Ellie asked. ‘What about your parents?’


‘They’ve never given a shit about me.’


‘Friends, then? Or how about a hostel?’


Before Gareth could reply to that, he heard the wail of a police siren in the near distance and gave Ellie an accusing look. ‘Did you call the pigs?’


‘Sorry, but I had to,’ she admitted. ‘Don’t worry; they’ll probably go once they’ve seen that you’re okay.’


‘No they won’t,’ he said, scrambling to his feet. ‘You don’t know those bastards like I do. They’ll have me sectioned for this.’


‘I’m sure they won’t,’ Ellie said, frowning as she too got up. ‘Look, my train will be here soon and I’ll have to get going, but I can spare a few more minutes if you’d rather not speak to them on your own?’


‘Nah, I’d best go before they get here,’ he said, taking a last drag on the cigarette before flicking the butt over the railing.


‘Will you be okay?’ she asked. ‘You’re not going to try anything like this again are you?’


Gareth shoved his hands into his pockets and shook his head. ‘I’ve lost my nerve now. Anyhow, I reckon my nan must have sent you to save me, so I can’t, can I?’


‘Anyone would have done the same,’ Ellie said modestly.


‘No they wouldn’t,’ he countered. ‘You’re one of the good ones, and I won’t forget this.’


When he turned and walked away, Ellie watched until he’d been swallowed by the shadows and then started making her way down to the platform. Her phone began to vibrate again as her train came into view, and she quickened her step as she pulled it out of her pocket. Sure that it would be Matt, and that she was about to get an earful for ignoring his calls, she was relieved to see an unknown number on the screen.


It was the operator she’d spoken to when she rang the police. After apologizing for the delay and explaining that the officers had been diverted to an emergency in the town centre, he asked what was happening.


‘Everything’s okay now,’ she told him. ‘I talked to the man and he climbed over the railing. He was upset about something, but we had a chat and he seemed fine when he left.’


‘Did you get his name?’ the operator asked.


‘I think it might have been Dave,’ Ellie lied, remembering Gareth’s reaction when he’d realized she had reported him to the police. ‘Anyway, sorry for wasting your time, but my train’s here, so I’ll have to go.’


As soon as she’d cut the call, her phone vibrated again. It was a message from Matt.




They’re here! it read. Where the fuck are you????


Sorry, train delayed, she replied. Be home soon xx





Sighing, she slipped the phone into her bag and wearily boarded the train. Glad that the carriage was empty, she flopped into a window seat and rested her head on the glass of the window. She had never experienced anything quite as terrifying as that in her entire life before, and she was still shaking from the rush of adrenalin that had coursed through her body when she’d thrown her arms around Gareth’s neck. She could only imagine how low he must have been feeling to contemplate killing himself, and she hoped his girlfriend would be ashamed of herself when she realized how deeply she’d hurt him. But, more importantly, she hoped that Gareth had meant it when he’d said he didn’t have the nerve to try it again, because it would be a tragedy if he lost his life at his young age.
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Ellie called in at the local off-licence after getting off the train, and bought two bottles of wine before walking the rest of the way home. A familiar sensation of gloom settled over her when the high-rise block of council flats where she and Matt lived came into view. They’d moved on to this estate shortly after getting married, and it was only meant to have been a temporary stop-gap until they had saved enough to put down a deposit on a house of their own. But things hadn’t worked out quite as planned, and they had been stuck here ever since. And, sometimes – often – Ellie wondered if they were ever going to escape.


A row of vandalized garages lined the ground floor of Ellie’s block, and she saw the silhouetted figures of several hooded youths huddled in the mouth of one as she approached the communal door. The few residents who could afford cars had taken to parking in the open car park at the side of the block, because they were sick of coming down in the morning to find their vehicles looted or burnt out. The garages now served as a meeting point for junkies and winos, and a couple of prostitutes had set up shop in there at the end of summer, so used condoms had joined the syringes, empty cider bottles, crushed beer cans and fast-food wrappers that spilled out of every doorway. It was a depressing sight, and Ellie averted her gaze as she hurried past.


A flashy silver car was parked in one of the disabled bays close to the door. She glanced at it as she let herself in, and shook her head at the stupidity of the owner for leaving it there. With those youths hanging about, it was likely to be stripped of anything remotely saleable as soon as the coast was clear.


Surprised to hear the sound of laughter drifting out from the living room when she entered the flat a few minutes later, Ellie put the wine bottles down on the hall table and quickly took off her coat before heading in.


Her sister, Holly, was lounging on the sofa with her legs draped over the lap of a man who Ellie assumed must be the new boyfriend. Matt was sitting in his armchair facing them, and he looked remarkably relaxed, Ellie thought, considering he claimed to hate Holly and had been sulking ever since he’d heard they were coming round. Hoping that it was a sign that he was coming out of his recent slump, she leaned down and kissed him on the cheek.


The smile didn’t leave Matt’s lips, but it wasn’t reflected in his eyes when he looked up at her. ‘What kept you? I was worried.’


‘Sorry,’ she apologized. ‘I got caught up in something, and it all went a bit crazy.’


‘Never mind all that!’ Holly leapt up and spread her arms. ‘Come and give your baby sister some love.’


Ellie winced when Holly gave her a rib-crushing hug. There were only three years between them, but they couldn’t have been more different if they tried. Ellie had always been the quiet, responsible one; Holly the gregarious fun-time girl. And little had changed, because Holly, despite being almost twenty-seven, still dressed and acted like a teenager.


Holly pushed Ellie away after a moment and looked her up and down. ‘You’ve put weight on. You’re not pregnant, are you?’


‘No, I’m not!’ Ellie spluttered as a blush seared her cheeks. Holly had always been tactless, but this was a new record even for her, because Ellie had only been in the room for a matter of seconds before the first insult had landed.


‘Well, you’re definitely bigger than you were last time I saw you,’ Holly went on obliviously. ‘You should try going to the gym, like me; it doesn’t half tone you up.’ She slapped her own flat stomach to emphasize how taut it was.


‘You’ve been going to the gym?’ Ellie’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘Since when?’


‘Since I went with Tony and saw all the fit birds giving him the eye,’ said Holly. ‘Not that I’m worried, ’cos he knows what’ll happen if I ever catch him looking back.’


‘Why would I be interested in anyone else when I’ve got you?’ the man on the sofa drawled, his eyes twinkling as he grinned at her.


‘And you just make sure it stays that way, or there’ll be trouble,’ Holly warned playfully. Then, to Ellie: ‘This is Tony, in case you hadn’t guessed.’


‘Pleased to meet you.’ Ellie extended her hand.


‘You, too.’ Tony leaned forward and shook it.


‘That’s not your car by the door, is it?’ Ellie asked when she saw a set of keys on the table beside him. Grimacing when he nodded, she said, ‘You might want to think about moving it. Some lads were eyeing it up when I came in.’


‘It’s okay,’ Tony replied unconcernedly. ‘I said I’d slip them a few quid if they look after it for me.’


Ellie was about to point out that the lads would get far more if they stripped it, but Matt said, ‘Everyone ready to eat?’ before she had the chance, and Holly and Tony both declared that they were starving.


‘Did you get the wine?’ Matt asked Ellie as he pushed himself stiffly up to his feet.


‘It’s in the hall,’ she said, guessing from his tone that he’d expected her to say she’d forgotten it.


Holly sniffed the air when Matt opened the kitchen door. ‘That smells lovely. What are we having?’


‘Spag bol,’ he told her over his shoulder.


‘My favourite,’ she grinned. ‘I’d eat it every single day if I could cook.’


‘You should have paid more attention when Mum was trying to teach you,’ said Ellie. ‘It’s really easy.’


‘Sack that!’ Holly snorted. ‘Why do it myself when I can pay someone to do it for me?’


‘You always were a lazy mare,’ Ellie teased. ‘That’s why I was surprised when you said you’d been going to the gym.’


‘I could do with a hand in here,’ Matt called out.


‘Sorry, won’t be a sec,’ Ellie called back. ‘Just getting the wine.’


She went out into the hall and picked up the bottles. Holly and Tony were talking quietly when she returned, and she felt a tug of envy when she saw the loving way they were gazing at each other. They were a good-looking couple: Holly slim and pretty, with expressive brown eyes and thick honey-blonde hair that had been restyled into a bob since Ellie had last seen her; Tony dark-haired and handsome, with friendly blue eyes, a toned physique, and an affable manner. He was actually pretty much a clone of all the men Holly had dated before him, and she didn’t have a good track record when it came to maintaining relationships, so it remained to be seen if he would last any longer than his predecessors. But they seemed happy enough right now.


Wistful for the days when she and Matt had looked at each other with anything remotely resembling intimacy or love, Ellie placed the bottles on the drop-leaf dining table and went into the kitchen to help him.


‘About time!’ he hissed, pushing the door shut behind her.


‘Keep your voice down,’ she whispered. ‘They’ll hear you.’


‘Should have thought about that before you decided to leave me to entertain them on my own.’


‘Please, Matt, not now. We can talk later. Let’s just have dinner and—’


‘Knock, knock!’ Holly popped her head around the door. ‘Anything I can do to help?’


Glad of the interruption, Ellie nodded at one of the cupboards. ‘You can get some glasses out of there, if you don’t mind?’


Matt had gone back to plating up the spaghetti. Edging past him, Ellie opened the fridge and took out the bowl of salad she’d prepared before leaving for work that morning and then quickly followed her sister into the living room.


When they were all seated and had helped themselves to salad, Holly said, ‘Matt tells us you’ve got a new job, Ells?’


‘Yeah, that’s right.’ Ellie twisted the top off one of the bottles of wine and glugged a measure into her glass before offering to pour one for Matt.


‘How come you left your last one? I thought you liked it there?’


‘I fancied a change.’ Ellie passed the bottle to Tony when Matt shook his head. ‘And my new place is closer to home, so I don’t have to set off quite so early in the morning.’


‘I don’t know how you can stand being stuck in an office all day.’ Holly pulled a face. ‘They reckon your periods start to coincide when you work closely with other women, and my moods are bad enough without having to put up with some other bitch’s PMT. I’d end up killing someone.’


‘It’s not that bad,’ said Ellie. ‘But they annoy me when they pull sickies, like the one who’s supposed to deal with the invoices did today. That’s why I was late: because I had to stay behind to deal with a pile she’d left and ended up missing my train. Then someone tried to jump off the bridge, and I had to talk him down, so I nearly missed the next one as well.’


‘Seriously?’ Holly’s eyes widened.


‘Mmmm.’ Ellie nodded and took a swig of wine before continuing: ‘I saw him climb over the railing, and you know how you just know something bad’s about to happen? Well, I knew he was going to jump, so I called the police and went up to talk to him. He was only young, and he was in a right state, poor thing. It turned out his nan died last week, and the council came round this morning and gave him a week to get out.’


‘Was he living with her?’ Holly asked, smiling at Tony when he filled her glass and passed it to her.


‘I think so. But that’s not the worst of it. After the council came, he went round to his girlfriend’s to ask if he could stay there, and caught her in bed with another man!’


‘Wow, what a bitch,’ said Holly. ‘But that’s no reason to try and kill yourself,’ she added unsympathetically. ‘We’ve all had our hearts broken, but we don’t all lose the plot like that. Sounds like a right loser, if you ask me.’


‘I think it knocked him for six, so soon after losing his nan,’ said Ellie. ‘I felt sorry for him.’


‘That’s ’cos you’re a bleeding heart,’ Holly scoffed. ‘Remember when you brought that tramp home that time and asked Mum if he could live with us?’


‘Oh, don’t,’ Ellie groaned.


‘What’s this?’ Tony asked, smiling curiously as he ate.


‘She found this old tramp rooting through the skip behind Sainsbury’s,’ Holly explained. ‘He absolutely reeked of shit, and I swear you could see fleas leaping about in his hair. My mum had an absolute fit and chased him down the road with the hoover pipe. It was so funny, I nearly wet myself!’


‘It wasn’t my fault,’ said Ellie. ‘Mum was always telling us to be kind to people who are less fortunate, so I thought she’d want to help him.’


‘What, by letting him move in and infest the house with fleas?’ Holly snorted. ‘But that’s you all over, that: always picking up lame dogs.’


Out of the corner of her eye, Ellie saw Matt’s cheek muscles twitch and guessed that he probably thought Holly’s comment had been aimed at him. Hurriedly changing the subject, she said, ‘I’m sure Tony doesn’t want to hear all that old rubbish, so tell me about you two. Where did you meet?’


‘We bumped into each other on the Tube,’ Holly told her. ‘And when I say bumped, I mean literally, ’cos he nearly knocked me right under the bloody thing! When I’d stopped shouting at him, he took me for a drink, and one thing led to another – like it does. We’ve been together ever since.’


‘The Tube?’ Ellie repeated. ‘As in London?’


‘Yeah, I’ve been living there for six months. Thought I’d told you?’


‘No. Last I heard, you were moving to France to live with . . .’ Ellie tailed off, unsure if she should mention in front of Tony the name of the man Holly had been raving about the last time Ellie had spoken to her.


‘Pierre?’ Holly wrinkled her nose in distaste. ‘Nah! He turned out to be a right tosser, so I binned him off and came home. I stayed at Mum’s for a few nights, but she did my head in, so I called Marie – remember her from school? The fat one with big tits?’


‘All your friends looked like that,’ Ellie said, remembering that Holly had deliberately chosen bigger girls to hang around with, because she’d enjoyed being the slim, good-looking one of the bunch.


‘No they didn’t,’ Holly argued. ‘Jackie’s boobs were smaller than mine, and Keira’s were practically non-existent. Marie’s were massive, but she had them reduced a couple of years ago, so now she’s just fat. Anyway, I heard she’d moved to London, and I fancied a change, so I rang her and asked if I could stay at hers for a bit. I met Tony a few days after I got there, and he asked me to move in with him the same night – didn’t you, babe?’


‘Sure did,’ said Tony, winking at her as he shovelled a forkful of food into his mouth.


‘You don’t sound like a southerner,’ Ellie commented, trying to ignore the waves of contempt she could feel coming from Matt. He hated it when people talked with food in their mouths, and she was sure he’d add it to his list of things to moan about when they’d gone.


‘That’s ’cos he’s from Wigan,’ said Holly. ‘And that’s why we get on so well: ’cos I’m a down-to-earth northerner, and not some up-my-own-arser, like London girls.’


‘You always say that, but they’re not that bad when you get to know them,’ Tony said as he scraped up the last bit of food on his plate. Sitting back when he’d swallowed it, he said, ‘Thanks; that was delicious.’


‘There’s plenty left if you’d like more?’ Ellie offered.


‘No, he doesn’t,’ Holly answered for him. ‘I don’t want him getting fat.’


Ellie flashed Tony a poor you smile before asking Holly, ‘So what have you been doing with yourself in London? Are you working?’


‘Mmmm.’ Holly nodded as she took a swig of wine. ‘I’ve started a fashion and beauty blog.’


‘Really?’ Ellie was curious. ‘I didn’t realize you could get paid for that.’


‘You don’t get a wage, as such,’ Holly explained. ‘But if you get enough followers, companies pay you to advertise their shit. I haven’t made any actual cash yet, but I get loads of freebies, so I can’t complain.’


‘I can.’ Tony rolled his eyes. ‘You can’t move in my place for boxes of face-cream and smelly stuff.’


‘You love it,’ Holly said dismissively. Then, to Ellie: ‘Hey, you haven’t mentioned my hair yet. What do you think?’


‘It’s lovely,’ Ellie said truthfully, wishing she had the time and money to restyle her own boring straight brown hair.


‘I wasn’t sure what I wanted, so Tony persuaded me to let the stylist loose on it,’ Holly went on. ‘She’s supposed to be one of the best in London, and it cost an absolute fortune, so it’s a good job it suits me or I’d have sued the arse off her!’


She paused to take another swig of wine, and then tilted her head and peered at Matt. ‘You’re being very quiet, brother-in-law. Not boring you, am I?’


‘Not at all.’ He replied coolly. ‘It’s my favourite subject.’


‘Wow, talk about facetious!’ Holly laughed. ‘I hope he shows more enthusiasm when you make an effort to tart yourself up, Ells?’


Ellie smiled and carried on eating. It was a long time since she and Matt had been able to afford to go out, so she’d had no reason to get dressed up. And the way things were going, she sometimes wondered if she would ever see the inside of a nightclub or restaurant again.


Determined not to start thinking about their money worries, because she was likely to burst into tears if she thought about the bills that were building up in the drawer, Ellie finished her meal and reached for the wine bottle to refill her glass.


‘Go easy,’ Matt said quietly.


Holly caught it and drew her head back. ‘Who put you on booze patrol, Mr Killjoy? She can drink as much as she likes.’


‘No, he’s right,’ Ellie said, putting the bottle down. ‘I’ve been working all day, and I have to be up early in the morning, so I probably shouldn’t have any more.’


‘God, when did you get so boring?’ Holly sneered, snatching the bottle up and emptying the contents into her own glass. ‘I remember when you used to outdrink the lot of us.’


‘That was a long time ago,’ Ellie said quietly.


‘Not that long,’ said Holly. ‘You’re getting old before your time, Sis.’


‘You’re not that far behind me,’ Ellie reminded her.


‘No one would ever guess it to look at us,’ Holly snorted. ‘I’m not being funny, but you haven’t half let yourself go.’


‘Holly,’ Tony cautioned quietly.


‘What?’ she asked innocently. ‘I’m not lying; she has.’ Then, turning to Ellie, she frowned. ‘You’re not ill, are you?’


‘No, of course not,’ said Ellie. ‘Why would you think that?’


‘I don’t know . . . ’ Holly peered at her thoughtfully across the table. ‘I could always tell when you were hiding something, and you’re being well cagey tonight. It’s not us, is it? Were you supposed to be doing something else and we’ve ruined your plans?’


‘We didn’t have plans,’ Ellie assured her. ‘And I’ve been looking forward to seeing you, so I don’t know where all this is coming from.’


‘It’s coming from you acting weird.’


‘But I’m not.’


‘Yes, you are!’ Holly slapped her hand down on the table-top, causing wine to jump out of her glass and soak the tablecloth. ‘I’m not stupid; I’ve got eyes. Matt was absolutely fine before you got home, now he’s clammed up, and you’re not being yourself. If you didn’t want us here, why did you invite us over?’


‘You’re imagining things,’ Ellie insisted, smiling to lighten the dipping mood. ‘If I’m acting weird – which I don’t think I am, by the way – it’s probably ’cos I’m a bit tired. And I’m still thinking about that lad on the bridge.’


‘Well, stop it, ’cos he’s not your problem,’ Holly grunted. ‘This is supposed to be a special occasion, so get drinking and let’s start having some fun!’


Ellie frowned when Holly swallowed her wine and then immediately opened the second bottle to pour another glassful. She’d hardly touched her food and would soon be steaming if she carried on knocking it back at this rate. And that wouldn’t be good, because she could be an unpleasant, argumentative drunk.


‘Are we all done?’ Matt abruptly stood up.


‘Need a hand?’ Tony offered when he started gathering the plates together.


‘I’ve got it,’ Matt said, waving for him to stay seated.


Holly watched through narrowed eyes as Matt limped into the kitchen. ‘Why’s he walking like that?’


‘His leg’s been playing up, and I don’t think the painkillers are working as well as they used to,’ Ellie said quietly, hoping that Matt couldn’t hear them.


‘Don’t tell me he’s still milking that old shit?’ Holly sneered. ‘It’s four years since the crash; surely his leg’s healed by now?’


‘It’s five, actually,’ Ellie corrected her. ‘But it was a complicated fracture, so it might not get any better than this.’


‘Bollocks! I bet he’s been better for ages, and he’s stringing it out to punish you.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


‘Oh, come on . . . it’s obvious he blamed you for crippling him. Mind you, it’s his own fault for getting in the car in the first place, if you ask me, ’cos you always were a shit driver. How many times did you take your test before you passed? Three . . . four?’


‘I think we should go.’ Tony pushed his chair back. ‘It’s been a long day.’


‘Aw, not yet,’ Holly complained, looping her arms around his neck to prevent him from standing up. ‘We’ve still got to tell her about—’


‘It can wait,’ he interrupted, giving her a meaningful look.


‘Yes, sir!’ Holly giggled and gave a salute. Then, turning to Ellie with a gloating smile on her lips, she said, ‘See how much my man loves me? Bet Brat doesn’t take care of you like my Toe takes care of me?’


Tony spoke quietly into her ear before she could say anything else, and she held up her hands in a gesture of contrition before pushing herself up to her feet.


‘Sorry, Sis,’ she apologized, walking clumsily around the table. ‘My big gob’s running away with me, but you know I love you really, don’t you?’


‘Yeah, I know,’ Ellie said, sighing when Holly dragged her up off her seat and hugged her. ‘Why don’t you go and sit on the sofa while I put the kettle on? You’ll be fine once you’ve had a coffee.’


‘Only if you put booze in it,’ Holly grinned, swaying on her feet when Ellie broke free of the embrace. ‘And none of this cheap shit . . .’ She flapped her hand at the wine bottles. ‘It’s time to break out the champers, ’cos we gotta celebrate, baby!’


Tony jumped up to catch her when she lost her balance. ‘Sorry, but I reckon I should get her to bed,’ he said to Ellie. ‘We had an early start this morning, and she had a few drinks before we left the hotel this evening.’


‘You’re probably right,’ Ellie agreed when Holly laid her head on his chest and closed her eyes.


‘Come on, you.’ Tony guided Holly out into the hall as if she were a child. ‘Let’s get your coat on.’


‘Matt . . .’ Ellie called through the kitchen door. ‘Holly and Tony are leaving.’


Matt wandered out to join them in the hallway. ‘Going already?’ he asked, as if he’d been having a great time.


‘She’s had too much to drink, so I’m taking her back to the hotel to sleep it off,’ Tony explained. ‘Sorry for ruining dinner.’


‘You haven’t ruined anything,’ Matt assured him as they shook hands. ‘It was good to meet you.’


‘You, too,’ said Tony. ‘And dinner’s on me next time. When Holly sobers up, I’ll get her to ring Ellie to arrange it.’


When Matt opened the front door to show them out, Holly threw her arms around Ellie again. ‘Love you, Sis.’


‘Love you, too,’ Ellie said amusedly as she disentangled herself. ‘Now go and get some sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow.’


Shaking her head as she watched Tony lead her sister away down the corridor, Ellie said, ‘It’s been a while since I’ve seen her in that state. I hope she doesn’t get sick in the car.’


She turned to Matt, but he’d already gone inside. Sighing, she followed him in and closed the door. He was in the bathroom, so she made her way to the kitchen and picked up the dirty plates he’d left on the ledge. She’d just scraped the remnants of spaghetti and salad into the bin and was about to put them in the sink when he appeared in the doorway.


‘That was nice, wasn’t it?’ she said, giving him a tentative smile.


‘Why do you do that?’ he demanded.


‘Do what?’


‘That thing you do when you know I’m pissed off. Acting normal, because you think it’ll make me forget about everything.’


Ellie put down the plates and leaned wearily against the countertop. ‘Okay, let’s get it over with. What have I done this time?’


‘Oh, I don’t know . . .’ Matt narrowed his eyes. ‘How about we start with ignoring my calls, when you know that drives me crazy? And then leaving me to deal with those two on my own?’


‘You seemed to be getting along fine when I got home,’ Ellie pointed out.


‘Only because, unlike you, I’ve got manners,’ said Matt. ‘Would it have killed you to let me know what was happening? Or were you too busy sticking your nose into that other idiot’s business to worry about me?’


‘He was going to kill himself,’ Ellie reminded him. ‘And I’d already missed my train, so what was I supposed to do – sit there and watch him do it?’


‘Oh, yeah, the missed train . . .’ Matt drew quotation marks in the air with his fingers. ‘How very convenient.’


‘I didn’t miss it on purpose,’ Ellie protested. ‘Richard asked me to stay behind to do some work, so—’


‘Richard?’ Matt raised an eyebrow. ‘What happened to Mr Brown?’


Annoyed with herself for blushing when she had done nothing wrong, Ellie said, ‘Everyone calls each other by their first name.’


‘Really?’ said Matt. ‘And was everyone there when you stayed behind today, or was it just you and Richard?’


‘Please don’t do this,’ she groaned, massaging her temples when they started to throb. ‘There is nothing going on between me and my boss.’


‘Like you’d admit it if there was,’ he sneered. ‘I should have known you were screwing around behind my back again. No wonder you’re enjoying your new job so fucking much. God, I’m such an idiot!’


Ellie’s patience snapped, and she banged her fist down on the ledge. ‘I have never screwed around behind your back, and I’m not doing this again, Matt, so you’d better stop it right now. I lost my last job because of your paranoia, and I can’t afford to lose this one as well.’


‘Don’t try to twist this round and make me out to be the bad one,’ Matt shot back. ‘I’m not the one who goes around flaunting myself every chance I get.’


‘Flaunting myself?’ Ellie repeated incredulously. ‘Have you actually looked at me lately, Matt? I dress like a flaming fifty-year-old so you can’t accuse me of trying to attract attention to myself. It’s no wonder Holly said I’ve let myself go. I look disgusting!’


‘It’s better than dressing like a tart, like her.’


‘Stop it!’ Ellie yelled, conscious that the neighbours could probably hear every word, but too upset to care. ‘I’ve had a shit day, and all I wanted was to have a nice catch-up with Holly, but you couldn’t let me have that, could you? And God knows what she thought when you went quiet as soon as I walked in. It was embarrassing!’


‘I’m surprised she noticed, considering all she did was talk about herself – as usual.’


‘She was telling us what she’s been up to. It’s called having a conversation.’


‘That wasn’t a conversation. She was just bragging to make you think she’s got a great life.’


‘Maybe she has got a great life. She certainly looks happy. And Tony obviously thinks a lot of her, so—’


‘Oh, I wondered when we’d get round to him,’ Matt pounced. ‘Fancy him, did you?’


‘You can’t be serious?’ Ellie gasped. ‘It’s the first time I’ve ever clapped eyes on the man.’


‘And you couldn’t have made it more obvious that you liked what you saw,’ said Matt. ‘Don’t think I didn’t notice the sneaky smiles you kept giving each other. Oh, yes, Tony, I’d love to have dinner with you,’ he mimicked. ‘And I’ll bring some wine to get Holly pissed again, so I can have you all to myself.’


‘You’re losing it, Matt, you seriously are,’ Ellie said quietly. ‘I didn’t say a word when he mentioned going to them for dinner. And he invited both of us, not just me.’


Matt twisted his lips into an ugly sneer and marched out, and Ellie muttered ‘Shit!’ when he slammed the bedroom door so hard it rattled the crockery on the draining board.


She hadn’t meant to fly off the handle like that, but it was hard not to retaliate when Matt accused her of things she hadn’t done. Her boss was gay and pushing sixty, so it was laughable that Matt thought something was going on between them. As for Tony, he was her sister’s boyfriend, so Ellie would never look at him in that way. And she wouldn’t have been interested even if he hadn’t been with Holly, because she loved Matt. She only wished Matt would remember that and stop accusing her of lusting after every man who crossed her path.
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Matt’s side of the bed was empty when Ellie woke up the next morning. He’d left a note on the bedside table telling her that he’d gone fishing but would be home in time to make dinner. It was signed with a kiss, and a wave of relief washed over Ellie at the sight of it. His back had been turned when she came to bed after cleaning up, and he hadn’t responded when she’d said goodnight. It wasn’t unusual for him to ignore her for several days following an argument as heated as the one they’d had last night, but that kiss told her she was forgiven. For what, she wasn’t quite sure; but it was easier to let it go than demand answers and risk setting him off again.


Long Lane station was always busy in the morning, and Ellie was jostled from all sides when she stepped off the train a short time later. Carried along to the exit by the crowd, she glanced up at the footbridge and shuddered when she recalled the events of the previous night. Holly had been right when she’d said that Gareth wasn’t her problem, and God knew Ellie had enough worries of her own without adding to them by worrying about a stranger – an unstable stranger, at that. She had acted on pure instinct when she’d thrown her arms around his neck, but now, in the cold light of day, she realized she was lucky he hadn’t dragged her over with him. It was a sobering thought, and she vowed to keep her nose out of other people’s problems in future.


A huge stack of pallets was blocking the pavement when Ellie reached the office, and she had to squeeze past them to get inside. Two of the three girls who worked alongside her were seated at their desks: Jackie applying make-up; Sue painting her nails. Adele was missing again, and Ellie was irritated to see another stack of invoices sitting on her desk. A glance at the other desks told her that neither of the other girls were sharing the load, and that pissed her off even more. They were all younger than her, but they’d worked here for longer and clearly thought that gave them superiority. If she didn’t need the job so desperately, she’d have told them to stop taking the piss. But she couldn’t afford to jeopardize her position by kicking off, so she kept her mouth shut.


‘Something wrong?’ Sue asked innocently when Ellie picked up the invoices and slapped them down on the other side of her desk.


‘No, everything’s fine.’ Ellie forced a smile. ‘Just hate these cold mornings.’


‘Get a brew and warm yourself up,’ Sue suggested.


‘Ooh, yes please,’ said Jackie, her gaze riveted to the mirror in her hand. ‘Tea, two sugars.’


‘If you’re making one for her, you might as well make one for me as well,’ Sue said, as if she hadn’t planned it that way all along.


Still smiling, determined not to let them think they’d got one over on her, Ellie made her way into the kitchen and filled the kettle. In her last job, she had been one of the girls, but she felt like an outsider here – and the way they treated her, she couldn’t see that changing anytime soon.


A gust of cold air snaked around her ankles when the main office door opened, and she sighed when she heard her boss ask ‘Where’s thingumajig?’


‘In the kitchen,’ Sue said, to the accompaniment of drawers opening and closing as she and Jackie quickly put away their cosmetics.


Richard popped his head around the door and smiled at Ellie as he unwound the long scarf that was wrapped around his neck. ‘Coffee for me; strong, black, no sugar. And when you’ve finished, I’ve left a couple of cassettes on your desk. Could you get them typed up ASAP?’


Teeth clenched, Ellie nodded and took another cup out of the cupboard.


The girls had their heads down when she carried their drinks through, so she placed their cups on their desks before taking Richard’s into his office. Then, sitting down at last, she worked her way through the invoices before making a start on her own job.


Headphones on, she slotted the first of the microcassettes Richard had left on her desk into the audio transcriber, and spent the rest of the morning typing out the letters he’d dictated – which was no easy job, because he had a speech impediment that made his words indecipherable at times.


Desperate for a smoke by lunchtime, Ellie downed tools, grabbed her bag and coat, and rushed outside before her co-workers had even registered what time it was. Pausing to light a cigarette, she puffed on it as she walked down to the grubby cafe at the opposite end of the road from the pub where the other girls always opted for a liquid lunch.


After ordering her usual tuna sandwich and coffee, she took a seat at a pavement table and fished her phone out of her bag to check for messages. Holly had rung an hour earlier, so she rang her back.


‘Hey . . .’ Holly answered sheepishly. ‘How are you today?’


‘A lot better than you sound,’ said Ellie. ‘Got a hangover, have we?’


‘Oh, don’t,’ Holly groaned. ‘I was sick as a dog all night, and I woke up with a banging headache.’


‘Serves you right for drinking so much.’


‘Yeah, well, never again. I’m going teetotal from now on.’


‘You always say that.’


‘I mean it this time,’ Holly insisted. ‘Anyway, shut up about that, ’cos it’s making me feel sick just thinking about it. I rang to ask what you’re doing tonight?’


‘Having a quiet night in,’ Ellie told her, hoping that she wouldn’t ask if she and Tony could come over again. ‘Matt’s cooking.’


‘Well, ring him and tell him not to bother,’ Holly ordered. ‘You’re eating with us tonight.’


‘I can’t,’ Ellie said. ‘He’s gone fishing, and he never takes his phone.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because he doesn’t like to be disturbed, and he reckons it scares the fish.’


‘Whatever,’ Holly said dismissively. ‘Send him a message for when he gets home, then. The table’s booked for eight, so be here by quarter to.’


‘I don’t know where you are,’ Ellie reminded her. ‘And I’m not promising we’ll make it. I’ll have to let you know when I’ve spoken to Matt.’


‘We’re at the Lowry,’ said Holly. ‘And we’re going home in the morning, so you’d better come.’


Sighing when Holly abruptly hung up, Ellie sent a quick message to Matt before reaching for her sandwich. She didn’t really fancy going out tonight, and she was pretty sure that Matt wouldn’t be overly keen to see Holly again so soon. But if they were going back to London in the morning, she supposed she didn’t have much choice.
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Matt was standing at the cooker stirring a bubbling pan of chicken curry when Ellie got home. When he heard her come into the kitchen, he turned his head and smiled.
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