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Praise for Our Song:

  ‘Our Song is exceptional, touching and powerful. Dani Atkins has real talent and has created such unique and memorable characters. I am a fan for
  life’ Michelle Russell

  ‘I’m trying to recover from finishing Our Song! I think my husband was really worried as he came in from work and I was loudly sobbing my
  heart out!! Fantastic book about two friends that lost their way and found immense courage and strength within them to knit their friendship together again’ Suzy
  Eales

  ‘One of the best things I have ever read, I completely fell in love with this book and have been recommending it to all my friends! A real weepie, but full of hope too.
  Amazing’ Hannah Morris

  ‘A truly poignant story which intertwines the lives of four different people. Dani’s writing captivates the reader from the very beginning, allowing you to identify
  with and care about the characters as the plot develops. A thoroughly enjoyable read’ Rachael Harris

  ‘Pure escapism . . . Dani has a way of writing so that you see and feel everything. This was a truly captivating story, impossible to put down’
  Louise Jarvis

  ‘One of the most absorbing books I’ve read for a very long time. Dani has a special ability to make you feel like you are part of the story – something not many
  writers achieve. She has now made me cry with every book she’s written. It’s a story that will stay with me for a long time and I think it would make the most amazing film’
  Michelle Wilson

  ‘Our Song had me hooked from the first page. It is the story of four people and how they have been thrown together by tragedy. Be prepared to cry
  your heart out’ Patricia Saich

  ‘I was captivated from page one by the spectrum of emotions this novel provokes, with the twists and turns that fate delivers Ally, Joe, Charlotte and David. As the story
  cleverly unravels you will become addicted to this page turner and the characters will stay with you long after you have read the last page. An absolute joy to read! I didn’t think Dani
  Atkins could eclipse Fractured but she has!’ Helen Nellist

  ‘Captivating from the first page. An emotional heart-wrenching roller coaster throughout – tissues a must!’ Zoë Braycotton

  ‘Our Song is a beautifully written, powerful and emotive love story that will have you reaching for the tissues, and wanting to get to the end
  without ever wanting it to finish. I loved, loved, loved it!’ Julie de Mattia

  ‘A captivating journey through the interweaving lives of Ally, Charlotte, David and Joe, as their story of love, tragedy, reconciliation and hope unfolds and tugs at your
  heart strings. Our Song is one of those rare gems of a story that linger and radiate in your mind long after you have finished the last page. Another masterpiece from
  Dani’ Denise Kanetti

  ‘She’s done it again! Another masterpiece by Dani Atkins! A put-your-life-on-hold, intoxicatingly addictive read that leaves you in total awe of Dani’s ability
  to convey the complexity of raw human emotion in a way that draws you in, making you feel as if the story were actually happening to you! Amazing!’ Becky Davies

  ‘We get to know the characters intimately, and then Dani confronts us with incidents no one would wish to face. Having held our hands through all this, she delivers a punch
  to the stomach with a final heart-wrenching twist. What a brilliant book, and one which I will be thinking about for a long time’ Prue Stopford

  ‘I was captivated from the beginning, hanging on by my fingernails as the story roller coasted to a tear-jerking conclusion. I was unprepared for the depth of emotions Dani
  made me feel. A must read’ Nadia Donnelly
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  To Kimberley

  Who once found a phoenix in a wine bar

  


  Prologue

  It was the handwritten sign on the window that drew me in. If they’d written ‘Second-hand’ or ‘Used’ I’d have kept on walking. Even the nostalgia of ‘Vintage’ wouldn’t have stopped me from continuing on down the
  high street. But they got me with ‘Pre-loved’. I hadn’t come out with the intention of shopping for new clothes, but ‘Pre-loved’ made me think of abandoned pets, in need of a new and caring owner. It was somewhat worrying how easily I was sucked in by the sign in the charity shop window, given
  how little money was sitting in my current account. But it was too late to worry about that when the woman behind the counter was already straightening up from whatever task was occupying her at
  floor level, and turning towards me.

  ‘Can I help you?’

  I smiled and pointed at the sign Sellotaped to the window, the letters shadowy and reversed, but still legible. ‘Pre-loved designer dresses?’

  The woman pointed at a circular dress rack in the far corner of the charity shop. ‘Are you looking for anything in particular? We have some lovely evening dresses that have just come
  in.’

  I shook my head and felt the unfamiliar tickle of my hair grazing the base of my neck. It still felt odd that it ended there instead of halfway down my back. ‘Actually I’m looking
  for a plain black dress.’

  ‘Can’t beat an LBD,’ said the woman, tapping the side of her nose conspiratorially, as though we were members of a secret society, speaking in code. I gave a tepid smile and
  headed for the dresses. This corner of the charity shop was devoted entirely to clothing, and if it weren’t for the sign above the door, you could easily be forgiven for thinking you’d
  wandered into a rather exclusive and select boutique. It was an affluent area, where the houses were mostly executive, the mummies were yummy, and no one tackled the rugged terrain of the school
  run without a four-by-four. Even the rejected items in the charity shop felt aspirational.

  A surprisingly large section of the rail was devoted entirely to black dresses. The hangers scraped like chalk on a board as I flicked through the garments. Long-sleeved, short-sleeved, winter
  wear and a gorgeous lightweight fabric that I was pretty sure was pure silk. In the end I found four dresses in my size and pulled them from the rail. The woman behind the counter had been watching
  me from her sentry point beside the till. ‘There are some lovely designer dresses there,’ she advised. ‘Would you like to try them on?’

  ‘Yes, please,’ I said, walking into a small cubicle separated from the rest of the shop by a bright chintzy curtain. It was about the size of a WC closet on an economy plane, which
  made wriggling out of my jeans and jumper a fairly tricky manoeuvre. After a great deal of hopping around on one leg as I tugged the boots from my feet, I slipped the first dress from its hanger
  and stepped into the black puddle of fabric. The zip purred up comfortably, although I’d been certain it was going to be too small. I smoothed the material down over my hips, wondering if I
  would always feel vague surprise when something this size fitted me so well.

  I pulled the flowery curtain aside and studied my reflection in the full-length mirror conveniently positioned outside the changing space. The assistant was busy with another customer, allowing
  me a few moments of privacy as I turned left and right, pulling and tweaking the dress into place. At this point in the proceedings I’d usually do a few practice smiles at my reflection.
  Hello, this is me in my new dress. What do you think of it? Today, somehow, that didn’t seem appropriate.

  I tried on the dresses in turn, never expecting that each one of them would fit me so well, and look equally good. I examined the four cardboard price tags. They were ridiculously cheap. Even
  combined, they were still only what I would reasonably expect to pay for a single new dress anywhere else. Feeling comfortable that I’d successfully justified my purchase as a saving, I
  changed back into my own clothes and approached the counter.

  ‘Do any of them suit you?’ asked the assistant politely.

  ‘They all do,’ I said, ‘so it’s hard to pick between them. I hadn’t expected there’d be so many to choose from.’

  The woman looked up and glanced around the shop, checking we were alone. We were, although I hadn’t heard the previous customer leave. ‘To be perfectly honest, we’re
  never short of black dresses.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper and she leant a little closer towards me. ‘A lot of them have only been worn once. You see,
  people often buy a new dress to attend a funeral, but somehow they never want to wear it again afterwards.’ She straightened up sharply, as though suddenly realising she might just have
  talked herself out of a sale. ‘But I’m sure you’re not superstitious about that,’ she declared, as though she’d been able to tell that about me after our brief
  fifteen-minute acquaintance. ‘It’s not as though the dresses are affected by where they were worn, and it seems so extravagant to discard them after just one wearing.’

  I reached into my handbag for my purse, pleased I’d visited the cashpoint earlier that day, even if the money had been intended for my weekly groceries. ‘Actually, I haven’t
  got a problem with that at all, because that’s why I’m looking for a black dress.’

  ‘Oh, for a funeral?’ asked the woman, her voice taking on an instantly sombre tone. ‘I’m so sorry, my dear.’ I pulled out two notes from my purse, anxious to leave
  before she grew bold enough to probe a little further. ‘Which of these were you taking?’ she asked, reaching for a used carrier, which boasted the name of a top-end retailer. Even the
  bags here were upmarket.

  ‘All of them, please,’ I said, laying down my money on the glass-topped counter.

  ‘All four?’

  ‘Yes, please.’

  I could see the questions dancing in her eyes behind her wing-tipped spectacles. I could see the one that polite decorum prevented her from asking. ‘Surely you
  don’t have four funerals to attend? Not four? Surely not?’

  I wondered how she’d react if I simply nodded my confirmation. Would she look aghast at the colossal misfortune that must have led to this, or would she blame me for not taking better care
  of the people around me? I could hardly blame her. Four funerals was indeed excessive.

  In a world of miracles, I would never need these clothes. Grief wouldn’t be standing like a stalker in the shadows, waiting for the moment to colour everything in grey, again, and again,
  and again. Perhaps I was being unnecessarily pessimistic. Perhaps nothing bad would happen to the people I cared about. Perhaps this time, love would be enough to keep
  them with me.

  Or perhaps it was time I finally grew up.

  


  Chapter 1

  I dreamt about the fire again last night. This time I didn’t scream. This time there were no feet thundering in panic down the stairs to see what was wrong. This time the
  only rest I disturbed was my own.

  I woke up panting heavily, wrapped up like a burrito in the tangled sweat-dampened sheet. I reached for the clock on the bedside table, knowing I should feel more surprised than I did that the
  digital read-out registered it was ten minutes past two. Again. For years my subconscious had kept waking me, reminding me, of something that needed absolutely no reminder. I thought I’d
  finally left those memories in the past, but they’d crackled back into life since the night of the fire. They hadn’t gone at all; they were going to be with me forever, just like the
  small scar the flames had left behind. I turned my arm, and in the moonlight studied the five centimetres of skin above my inner wrist that, until the day I died, would forever be red and
  thickened. I wasn’t the only one who still carried the marks of that night, for he had a scar too, practically identical to mine. That bothered me far more than my own.

  I don’t light candles any more. If I want atmospheric lighting, I’ll dial down a dimmer switch. Halloween pumpkins are always going to make me uneasy, and it has nothing to do with
  their ghoulish grins or the jaggedly carved teeth. Because that was how it started . . . at least, that’s what the fire investigators said.

  Four Months Earlier

  October

  I was surprised to have been invited to the party. I stayed for only twenty-seven minutes before wriggling through the mass of bodies jammed in the hallway to reach the front
  door. Two vampires, one zombie, and a man dressed like Marilyn Monroe (I have no idea why) all tried to stop me from leaving. But to be truthful, I had probably had enough after the first two
  minutes. The remaining twenty-five were just to be polite.

  It’s not as though I knew the group of guys in the flat below mine that well. Well, not at all, really. I mean, we exchanged pleasantries in the lift, nodded politely and smiled if we
  happened to be emptying our mailboxes at the same time, but I knew nothing about them except that they worked somewhere where suits had to be worn, were fond of music with a deep thumping bass that
  trembled through the ceiling and walls, and filled up the bottle recycling bin in the basement with liver-worrying regularity. I suspected my invitation was more to prevent me from complaining
  about the noise of the party than anything else. The group reminded me of university students, who hadn’t realised that they were now in their mid-twenties and that the partying years were
  finally coming to a close.

  My own party years at university had ended ten years earlier. Now at thirty-one I could look back on those days with a fondness and nostalgia that I don’t think I’d felt at the time.
  The edges of my memories were nicely blurry with age. The best thing I took away from university (aside from a degree in modern languages, which allowed me to earn my living as a translator) was my
  friendship with Julia. I don’t think a single day has passed when I haven’t silently thanked the university administrator who’d randomly placed us in adjacent rooms in our first
  year halls of residence. I remember very little about the Chancellor’s speech on that very first day, except for the bit when he told the crowded auditorium that sitting right there in that
  room were the friends who were going to stay with us for the rest of our lives. His calculations were a slight overestimate. I’d only made one friend who I knew
  would be with me for everything that lay ahead. But sometimes, even if they’re travelling on a completely different path than you, one truly exceptional friend is all that you need.

  Julia was part of the reason why I hadn’t returned to my home town after graduation. Not that I’d needed a great deal of persuading to stay in our university town and share a flat
  with her, it’s fair to say. Some part of me had always known when I’d packed up my possessions, pulled the Blu-tacked posters from my bedroom walls, and finally cleared out my wardrobe,
  that the house I’d grown up in would probably never be my permanent address again.

  Julia was definitely the reason I hadn’t declined the party invitation on the night of the fire. ‘What else were you planning to do with your Saturday
  night?’

  ‘Er, watch Strictly?’ I’d said hopefully, which actually had sounded a great deal more appealing than getting dressed up and making small talk to a
  group of people I didn’t know.

  ‘Sophie Winter, you are never going to meet anyone new sitting in and watching television. You’re going to be thirty-two next year. Can you hear that
  deafening tick? That’s your biological clock counting down.’

  I’d given her an affectionate squeeze, and chosen not to point out that there were still another eleven months to my next birthday. ‘Actually, I’m not sure I can hear anything
  above the sound of your raging hormones,’ I said, smiling down at Noah, Julia’s second child who also happened to be my two-month-old godson, fast asleep in his Moses basket beside
  us.

  ‘Hmmm . . .’ she agreed, with the kind of satisfied smile that pulled and tangled so many emotions within me. ‘I guess I’m just so happy, so content, that
  I want you to have everything I’ve got too.’

  ‘You’re offering to share Gary with me?’ I teased. ‘Wow, you really are a good friend.’

  ‘No. But I don’t want you to give up on the possibility of finding your own Gary. He’s out there . . . somewhere. He might even be going to this party on
  Saturday.’

  ‘I doubt it,’ I’d said. ‘And for the record, you do know a person can still be perfectly happy being single? Life isn’t like a game of Snap, where you have to find
  your other half in order to win, you know.’

  Julia had smiled and pushed a long lock of auburn hair behind one ear as she bent to pick up her suddenly grizzling baby. ‘It’s not meant to be a game of Old Maid either,’ she
  said, trumping me into silence. ‘And anyway, you’re not, are you?’

  ‘Not what?’ I asked inarticulately.

  ‘Perfectly happy.’

  I twisted in my chair and looked out of the window at her neatly manicured garden, until I was sure the prickling sensation at the back of my eyes had gone, before turning round to face her.
  ‘No, I’m not. But that’s okay. Not every story has to have a happy ending.’

  There’s something wrong when your best friend worries about you. It makes you feel selfish; it makes you feel guilty. It also makes you agree to go to a party you never wanted to attend in
  the first place.

  As I wriggled my way past the party-goers, a cocktail of odours wafted out of the front door after me like a noxious cloud: alcohol, cigarettes and the distinctive odour of
  candle smoke. The last was hardly surprising, for I’d spotted at least half a dozen pumpkins, lit from within by flickering red candles, positioned on every flat surface that wasn’t
  already covered with beer bottles.

  I took the stairs back up to my attic flat, and was already kicking off my uncomfortably pinching heels as I let myself through the front door. One shoe narrowly missed hitting a small
  smoke-coloured bundle of fur that launched towards me and began weaving around my ankles. It was only a matter of time before he successfully brought me down with that move, I thought, as I bent
  and scooped him into my arms. ‘Hello, Fred,’ I said, burying my face into the thick fur of his neck. ‘Did you miss me?’ An answering purr thrummed through his body like a
  motor, which I took as a ‘yes’. Fred was the pet I’d always longed for and never got as a child. He was the sounding board for all my decisions, and rarely contradicted my
  choices, even the poor ones. He was a present for my thirtieth birthday, from me to me, and while Julia might joke it was the first step on a slippery slope to becoming a crazy cat lady, I
  wasn’t worried. The fact that my landlord was willing to turn a blind eye to pets was a deciding factor in moving into the attic flat. ‘As long as he doesn’t
  pee on the carpet,’ was his only stipulation. It was a reasonable request of any tenant.

  As I went from room to room flicking on lights and drawing the curtains, it felt as though I hadn’t left the party at all. Music from oversized speakers still thumped up through the boards
  beneath my feet, while open windows in the flat below allowed half the street to join in too, should they wish.

  I changed into old comfortable pyjamas, made myself a couple of slices of buttered toast, and slipped my feet into a pair of oversized fluffy sheep mules that Julia’s daughter Lacey had
  given me last Christmas. I suppose I was feeling a little down and deflated as I flicked through the channels on the TV before finding the one that showed a never-ending loop of Friends episodes. I drew my legs up onto the settee, automatically avoiding the place where one of the springs was just beginning to poke up through the upholstery. Pulling a
  crocheted afghan over me, I waited until the cat had circled six times before settling on my lap and sat back to watch a group of people who were, as yet, blissfully unaware that one day there
  might not always be someone who was ‘there for you’.

  The noise of the alarm woke me, but I wasn’t scared. Well, not to begin with, at least. Years of remembered middle-of-the-night false alarms from my student days had led to a dangerous
  complacency about that constant beeping sound. I think that’s why I wasn’t initially concerned when the piercing noise pricked and punctured my sleep like an annoying needle. I sat up
  and rubbed my eyes blearily, automatically glancing down at my watch, probably to ensure accuracy when I told this story the following day. ‘And then, just before midnight,
  some idiot set off the smoke alarm.’

  I’m not sure how long it took me to work out that the shrill warning claxon wasn’t just because someone had burnt their middle-of-the-night toast snack. I know it still hadn’t
  filtered through to me as I padded into the kitchen, to make sure the idiot responsible hadn’t actually been me. There was still an awful lot of noise coming from the party below. In fact, it
  was now quite riotous. I would have thought things would have quietened down a little, but from the shrieks I could hear through the floor below my feet, things were still in full swing. I paused
  halfway across my tiny kitchen and listened again. They didn’t sound like shrieks of laughter or drunken merriment. They sounded like screams. For the first time I noticed that the vague
  haziness around me might not just be from my sleep-filled eyes. I inhaled deeply and smelt it then. There was something sharp and acrid in the air.

  I raced to my front door, the security chain rattling beneath my shaking fingers in my haste to release it. From there I could hear the smoke alarm, the one positioned on the ceiling of the
  stairwell, screaming out its warning. I opened the door a crack and almost instantly the device in my own flat joined in the chorus. Not that I had needed it to tell me what my eyes could already
  see. The hallway was filled with smoke. Thick grey belching clouds of it were fluming up the stairwell, occasionally interspersed with lightning flashes of something bright orange. The building was
  on fire.

  I slammed the door shut, but a small opportunistic cloud had squeezed through the opening, making my gasp of terror dissolve into a coughing fit. I had to get out. Right
  now.

  There’s a question people often ask themselves. What would you save if your house was on fire? I now know the answer to that one. Nothing. Not one damn thing. Let
  the fire have it all. As long as everyone is safely out, the possessions you leave behind for the flames to devour don’t matter one little bit.

  It took only seconds to find Fred; all I needed to do was follow the peculiar yowling sound I’d never heard him make before. His small body was trembling as I swaddled it into the folds of
  a thick quilted coat. The bundle jerked and jolted as though it held something possessed, but I gripped it firmly, hoping the fabric was thick enough to resist his thrashing claws until I got us
  out of there.

  I don’t know why I ever imagined I’d be able to leave through the front door. It’s not as if I’d failed to notice the flames creeping up the stairs like deadly intruders.
  What did I think – that I could run through them like a stuntman in an action film? Two steps into the shared hall was all it took for me to realise there would be no exit for me that way. I
  hurriedly retreated to the smoke-filled sanctuary of my flat, slamming the door behind me. But even as I stood panting rabidly beside it, I could see thin white smoke serpents coiling sinuously in
  through the floor-level gap. Fred had shot from the coat as soon as I put it down, and I hurriedly began ramming the slightly shredded garment under the door, with enough force to rip back several
  fingernails and not even notice. The smoke continued to meander in, lazily audacious, as though it had all the time in the world to get to me. No need to hurry here, none at
  all. I, on the other hand, had every reason to hurry. I yanked a second coat down from the rack on the wall with such force that the hook flew clean out of the plasterboard. In other
  circumstances I’m sure I’d have worried about the damage . . . but it didn’t even register. The coats offered a temporary barrier, but behind it the smoke was
  determined. It would find a way in.

  I raced back to the lounge, which was the only room that looked out onto the main road. Fire was licking out of the open windows of the flat below. I saw a shape twisting and turning in the
  flames, and for one dreadful moment I thought it was a person, before I realised it was the billowed-out curtains, flapping and contorting in the air as the blaze consumed the room behind them. The
  street, three floors below, kept disappearing from view beneath a thick blanket of shifting smoke, like cloud base through a plane window. Through the gaps I saw people streaming from the building.
  Most of them were running; some didn’t stop, even though they were clearly no longer in danger. They raced across the empty road and kept on going, as though the fire was still coming after
  them. I saw people collapsing to their knees, perhaps in shock, perhaps in gratitude to have made it out alive. Some of them looked like they were throwing up. Bile rose thickly in the back of my
  throat, and suddenly I felt like joining them.

  As my fingers fumbled for the brass sash fastener to open the window, I tried not to think of the row of spiked iron railings that lined the concrete steps leading to the building’s
  basement flat. Because if I stopped to think – even for a second – I would see myself impaled on them, flapping and skewered like a fish on a spear. Jumping could prove to be every bit
  as lethal as not leaving at all.

  I braced my arms against the frame of the lower sash and pushed upwards with all my strength. It didn’t move. It scarcely even creaked. It felt as solid as though it had been nailed shut,
  which it just as well might have been, I realised in horror, as I ran my finger over the thick layer of paint sealing every join. ‘The whole flat has just been
  redecorated,’ I recalled my new landlord declaring proudly when I’d viewed the property two months earlier. That was what had sealed the deal, I remembered. Now the only thing
  that appeared sealed were the windows . . . and my fate.

  I tried several more times to prise it open, without success. Hammering on the glass to get someone’s attention was ineffective and totally useless, but I still wasted several vital
  minutes doing it anyway. There was chaos and confusion on the narrow pavement. No one was going to be able to see me beating against the stuck window this many storeys up. I spun around, surveying
  the room with terrified eyes, looking for something heavy enough to smash the glass. I kept picking up and discarding totally ridiculous objects, like the TV remote control, the plate my toast had
  been on, and even a cushion off the settee, before I forced myself to slow down.

  Think. Think. Use your brain, said a voice I hadn’t heard in quite a while. Panic was making me slow and stupid, and I couldn’t afford to be either.
  Try another window, suggested the voice in my head. I nodded, as though the idea had come from someone else.

  The kitchen and bathroom windows were protected by thick security rails, which had always reminded me of the bars of a prison cell. It was terrifying to realise that tonight that was
  exactly what they’d become. But the bedroom window looked out onto a side street, and beneath it was a flat roof. That would be my way out,
  I realised, as I ran through the home that was no longer my safe and comfortable haven. It was a smoke-filled Alcatraz and I had very little time left to escape from it.

  Some half-forgotten piece of advice prompted me to close the bedroom door. It’s funny the things your brain chooses to store away, never once knowing that one day they might actually save
  your life. Fred was already yowling by the window when I ripped the curtains apart so forcefully I heard material tearing from the hooks. Because of the direction of the wind, there was hardly any
  smoke outside my window, but being visible from the ground was immaterial – because there was no one there to see me. The focus of everyone’s attention was very much on the front of the
  blazing building.

  The narrow street that ran along this side of my flat was always quiet, even in the middle of the day. At this time of night it was as empty as a desert highway. Eyes screwed shut in
  concentration, I tried to visualise the topography of a place I walked past several times a day without ever really noticing it. Beyond the corner where the wheelie bins lived, there was a lock-up
  storage room belonging to the laundrette next door. That was the flat roof I was going to have to climb onto, I thought, looking down at the moss-covered square of concrete two floors below me. It
  looked a great deal further down now that I knew I was going to have to leap onto it.

  The idea of jumping was terrifying, but realising I wasn’t going to be able to do so, was even worse. Had I been a fresh-air fiend, or one of those people who
  always slept with the window open, I would already know my plan of escape was impossible. My bedroom window didn’t open, except for the small fanlight at the top. While feeling smug about how
  warm and cosy my new bedroom was, why hadn’t it occurred to me that in an emergency there could be no escape from this room?

  I thumped my hand in frustration on the reinforced glass of the double-glazed unit, looking for a handle in the casement that I knew didn’t exist. Panic was creeping through me, at a rate
  even faster than the encroaching flames were greedily consuming everything in their path. I thrust the fanlight open as far as it would go, which really wasn’t that far at all. I could just
  about get my head through the gap, but there was no way the rest of my body was going to be able to follow. If I’d never eaten a single slice of pizza, if not even one burger had ever passed
  my lips in the last thirty-one years, it still wouldn’t have made the blindest bit of difference. No one except a contortionist or a very skinny ten-year-old could
  have wriggled their way through that narrow opening. Or a cat. A cat could get out that way.

  The cool October air on my cheeks was cruelly tantalising. I could feel freedom; I could smell it – even if it was heavily tainted with the odour of smoke and burning timbers. But I just
  couldn’t reach it.

  ‘Help!’ I screamed. It was, I realised, the first time I had ever screamed in my adult life. It felt strange, as though I was somehow pretending to be someone in trouble, as though
  none of this could possibly be real. From the direction of my front door I could hear a weird crackling and popping sound. ‘Help! Help! Help!’ I bellowed into the night. It turned out
  that I knew how to do it, after all.

  No one came. No one. I kept screaming, hoping that above the noise and chaos at the front of the building, just one pair of ears might tune into my cries. When every light in the building
  suddenly flickered and went out, plunging me into complete darkness, I screamed again. I ran to the bedroom door, wrenched it open for a second before slamming it shut with a gasp of terror. I now
  knew the source of the weird noise at my front door. It was alight; the frame and panels were blazing in a halo of bright orange flames, making it look like the portal to hell itself.

  Sometimes, even though you know something isn’t going to work, you still have to go right on ahead and try it anyway. I picked up the low wooden stool that was beside my dressing table. It
  was made of oak and the legs felt solid beneath my fingers as I curled them around the wood. I waited until my eyes were fully adjusted to the darkness, putting those moments to good use with a
  couple of practice swings. When I was as ready as I was ever going to be, I wiped my palms dry on the material of my pyjama legs and swung back the stool, aiming it at the dead centre of the window
  pane.

  I didn’t expect it to shatter. I know double-glazed glass doesn’t do that. But I thought it might crack, or maybe bow slightly. What I definitely hadn’t expected was for the
  stool to bounce off the glass as though it were a trampoline. The force of the rebound knocked me off my feet. The air at floor level was a little clearer than the rest of the hazily smoke-filled
  room, but I didn’t linger down there long enough to enjoy it. I picked up the fallen stool and swung it again. And again. And again. The glass remained intact, but on the fourth swing the
  stool exploded in a flying cascade of spindles and splintering wood.

  After his undignified treatment with the coat, it was hardly surprising that Fred struggled violently when I picked him up and carried him to the window. He was a house cat. He used an indoor
  litter tray and had no idea of the dangers posed by the outside world. Except the real danger to his life was now inside the flat. I turned him
  around in my hands and looked for a long moment into his terrified green eyes. If this were a Lassie film, I’d be telling him to go and fetch help. I’d be
  instructing him to find someone with a really long ladder to come and rescue me. Timmy was most definitely down the mineshaft right this minute. But this was real life, and the best I could hope
  for was that only one of us was left imprisoned in the smoke-filled flat. I kissed the cat on the top of his head, then lifted his squirming body up to the small window opening. He teetered for a
  moment on the narrow sill, glancing back at me as though questioning my judgement. I don’t blame him. It suddenly looked like a very long distance to jump. Just as I was about to change my
  mind, I felt his muscles bunch and stiffen beneath my hands and then he was gone, flying down through the night. I peered down at the roof, convinced I’d see a small grey mangled and twisted
  body, but he was already gone.

  The smoke was getting thicker by the second and despite stuffing whatever I could find along the gap at the foot of the door, I knew I was buying only a few more minutes of air. I thought
  longingly of my mobile phone, plugged in and charging on my work desk in the lounge. Would it have made any difference if I could have phoned the emergency services to tell them I was trapped up
  here? As a plan it was probably only marginally better than hoping the cat would alert someone. I swallowed down an unfamiliar cry, which sounded far too hysterical to be laughter.

  I saw his car drive past the side street. I saw it slow down almost to a crawl as it approached the burning building. I grabbed the beaded scarf I’d worn that night, and dangled it through
  the window, like Rapunzel tossing down her hair. The sequins glittered in the light of the street lamp like miniature starbursts. Surely someone would see that. The vehicle paused at the
  T-junction, then drove off. I slammed my forehead against the glass in frustration, so hard it actually hurt. This was hopeless. It was going to take a miracle for anyone to find me before the fire
  did.

  Then a miracle happened.

  Through the gap in the window I heard a throaty roar of an engine as the same car reversed at speed back along the main road, before screeching around the corner and hurtling into the side
  street. The driver stopped right in the middle of the road and leapt out. He looked to be about my age, or a year or two older. There was only one word to describe the look on his face as his eyes
  went up to my window and saw me. Horrified.

  ‘Help me!’ I cried, my voice breaking into sobs of relief that it was far too early to feel just yet. For a moment I thought he hadn’t heard me, because he didn’t move,
  he didn’t say anything, he just kept staring up at the window. Finally his head whipped like a tango dancer’s as he looked back towards the end of the street, and the main road. He ran
  two steps towards it, then stopped and shouted up at me.

  ‘Wait there!’

  It wasn’t as though I had another option, I thought, but I nodded like a lunatic anyway. ‘Please hurry. I think the fire’s getting closer,’ I shouted through the gap.

  He was almost at the corner when a loud explosion ripped through the building. I heard glass shattering and people screaming. I don’t know what had caused it, or where it had come from,
  but I suspected that a really, really bad situation had just got even worse. My rescuer clearly thought so too, because he screeched to a halt, rocking on his trainer-clad feet, and came running
  back towards me. Under any other circumstances I would probably have been in awe of his athleticism as he paused for only a moment and then leapt lithely up onto the lid of one of the industrial
  bins and then hauled himself up onto the flat roof beside it. He positioned himself directly below me. My head was still sticking out of the window, at a forty-five-degree angle, like a dog on a
  car journey.

  ‘Can you open the window?’ he called up. I’d been prepared to overlook ‘Wait there’, in the heat of the moment, but
  really . . . if it was that simple, wouldn’t I have done it already? Was it ungrateful to wish for a rescuer with a better grasp of the situation?

  ‘No, I can’t!’ I yelled back down at him. I felt bad about the rage suddenly racing through me. It wasn’t as though any of this was his fault.
  At least he was trying to help. ‘And it’s double-glazed; it won’t break. I’ve already tried.’

  He frowned and squinted, at either me or the window frame. ‘Everything breaks . . . eventually,’ he declared. He spun around looking for . . . I
  don’t know what . . . some magical window-shattering device perhaps. Finding nothing, he turned back to me. ‘Where did you hit it?’ he asked urgently.

  I couldn’t understand why that was important, but I lifted one hand and pointed to the dead centre of the glass. I looked through it to see him shaking his head at me. ‘That’s
  no good. The weakest point is in one of the bottom corners. Try again.’

  How had I not known that? I thought, looking down at the man who had suddenly gone from idiot to genius in the space of less than five seconds. ‘You’ll need something metal and
  sharp,’ he shouted up.

  ‘Like scissors?’ It was his turn to look like he was talking to someone intellectually challenged.

  ‘Something heavy.’

  I shook my head. I don’t know what kind of women he knew, but clearly they were the type who kept crowbars tucked beneath their mattresses. He said something else then, which I
  couldn’t quite catch, because inexplicably the wall beside me had suddenly begun to make a peculiar sizzling noise. I withdrew my head and stared at the plasterboard in horror. It sounded as
  though there were snakes trapped in the cavity, or a platoon of miniature chefs stir-frying in there. I saw the blisters appear, without at first realising the danger. Small white bubbles began to
  bloom in the plaster, popping in seconds, as the molten paint succumbed to the heat inside the walls. I stared in horrified fascination as more and more blister-like sores broke out, as though the
  wall was in the throes of some terrible disease. As indeed it was.

  Beneath my window his voice was shouting up at me. Distracted, I tore my eyes from the wall and finally concentrated on his words.

  ‘An iron. That would do it. The sharp pointed end of an iron.’

  My head snapped around so quickly I heard every little bone in my neck crick in protest. There, in the corner of my room, stood the ironing board that I’d forgotten to put away before I
  left for the party. And sitting squarely in the middle of the board was the small domestic appliance that might, just possibly, get me out of there.

  I’d like to say the iron pierced the window at the first swing . . . but that’s not how it happened. It took maybe four or five blows before a small hole appeared
  where the nose of the iron had battered against the glass. It looked like a tiny bullet hole, I thought, as I saw the spider web crazing of the glass all around it. From somewhere down on the flat
  roof I heard the man cheer before he yelled, ‘Hit it again.’

  The hole kept getting bigger and bigger until it looked as though a bowling ball had flown through it. A few more swings and suddenly the window simply disappeared in a raining shower of
  shrapnel shards. I wanted to punch the air in victory, I wanted to cry out in triumph, but just breathing was becoming hard enough to do. With the first pane gone, and the layer of gas cushioned
  between them dispersed, smashing my way through the second sheet of glass was a piece of cake. I heard the tinkle of falling glass raining down on the flat roof below, and hoped my rescuer
  hadn’t been looking upwards when it happened.

  I gripped the edge of the frame and looked down at the man who’d been yelling encouragement at me the whole time. No Juliet had ever stared down from her balcony at Romeo with more
  gratitude.

  ‘Cover the edge of the frame with something before you climb out,’ he advised wisely, and when I saw the jagged shards of glass still embedded around the edge of the frame I was
  grateful for his advice. To escape from the burning building and then sever my femoral artery on my way out would be a really terrible way for this all to end.

  I pulled the duvet from my bed and threw it over the frame. It had only delayed me by a few seconds, but that was all the time it took. It was almost as though the fire had been secretly waiting
  for me deep within the walls, holding on for just the right moment to still get me. I climbed out through the window and sat gingerly on the edge, smoke billowing around me. I think my rescuer was
  saying something about lowering myself from the frame, about not just jumping down. But suddenly the wall beside my head exploded like a fiery grenade. I heard the sizzle of my waist-length hair
  catching alight, felt the heat of it burning against my neck.

  I jumped.

  


  Chapter 2

  He told me later that I looked like a fiery angel swooping down out of the sky. It was a very romantic way of describing the most frightening moment of my entire life. My hair
  flew up and around me, like wings with the ends tipped in flames. I executed a very un-angelic landing however, crashing into him as he stood arms outstretched hoping to catch me. That was never
  going to happen. He made a sound halfway between a grunt and an asthmatic wheeze as I knocked him to the ground and landed squarely on his diaphragm, forcibly expelling the air from his lungs. That
  I’d made the four-metre jump without breaking a single bone – in either of us – was a miracle in itself. But it wasn’t one we had a chance to marvel at, because the very
  real and immediate danger was my hair.

  I know First Aid. I think I even got a badge for it once, way back in my Girl Guide years, but knowing what you’re meant to do, and actually making your terrified
  body comply, are two entirely different things. ‘Keep still,’ my rescuer shouted, as I twisted my head from side to side, instantly making the problem so much worse. With the flat of
  his hand he pushed me down onto the damp mossy surface of the roof, and began to beat out the flames with his bare hand. There were sizzling sounds and a dreadful smell, which even to this day
  haunts my nightmares. Some of it was the smell of singed hair, and some of it was the reason why my brave rescuer ended up losing a sizeable patch of skin on his wrist. I raised my own hand and
  joined him in beating at my blazing hair. You have to work against every instinct in your body when you deliberately place your hand into a flame. Self-preservation and saving my own skin –
  quite literally saving my own skin – drove me to ignore the pain and keep battering at the fire until it was out. I have absolutely no idea what drove him.

  Finally the flames were out. Adrenalin must have been coursing through both of us, so that even though we should have been in agony, neither of us was immediately aware of the burns we’d
  just sustained. That was still ahead of us.

  ‘Are you alright?’ Even though his face was hovering not far above mine, he still had to shout in order to be heard over the very welcome sound of approaching sirens. I nodded up at
  my rescuer, whose hand was still pinioning me to the roof. ‘It’s okay,’ he reassured. ‘Don’t cry, you’re safe now.’

  I opened my mouth to say that I wasn’t crying, but then felt the dribble of tears trickling into my ears, so I guessed I was. I tried to speak, but a small choking sound, half word, half
  cough, was all my smoke-filled throat could manage. His eyes flew upwards when he saw mine grow wide in alarm as I spotted a flurry of flaming particles fluttering through the darkness towards us.
  They floated silently down from the building, like ignited leaves in a combustible autumn. One larger piece, which I suspected had only recently been my bedroom curtains, wafted lazily downwards.
  The hand pressed against my breast bone curled into a fist, grabbed a handful of my pyjama top, and used it to haul me up against him. The flaming curtain fabric landed on the exact spot where only
  a moment earlier my head had been.

  ‘Let’s get off this roof,’ he said urgently, pulling me to my feet. I followed him fearfully to the edge, my eyes irresistibly drawn to the window above us, where the fire was
  hungrily devouring all my possessions.

  He made the descent from the flat roof look relatively easy, even though I noticed he was cradling his burnt hand protectively against his body. My own injury was now starting to make its
  presence painfully felt, and I knew – without even trying – that there was no way I was going to be able to hang from the edge of the roof as he’d just done.

  ‘Jump, I’ll catch you,’ my rescuer said from the shadows somewhere below my feet. It seemed almost ungrateful to remind him how well that had worked out for us the last time. I
  closed my eyes, scraping an already diminished barrel of bravery. ‘I won’t let you fall,’ he promised. I looked down at the man holding out his one good arm in readiness.
  ‘You have to trust me,’ he implored, as I hesitated. A burning timber fell from the building and landed close behind me, showering me with glowing hot embers that stung like a swarm of
  sand flies. I dropped to a crouch and lowered myself onto the cold damp surface of the roof. He brushed a stray lock of hair back from his forehead and met my frightened expression with one of
  surely misplaced confidence. ‘Keep coming. I’ve got you,’ he encouraged, as I wriggled closer to the edge of the roof . . . and just kept going.

  I’m not sure if it was bravery or reflex that allowed him to catch me in both arms, good and injured. The pain from his burn must have been excruciating as I landed on it, but although he
  winced, his hold on me never faltered. He carried me in his arms towards the end of the road, even though I’m sure I could have walked on my own by then.

  ‘I need some help here!’ he bellowed to no one in particular. Shapes came towards us through the darkness and several hands reached out for me. Burly firemen in yellow-trimmed
  uniforms lifted me from his arms and carried me towards a low flat wall where several other dazed and shocked victims were already sitting. I lost sight of my rescuer in the crowd, as other
  firefighters led him away from me.

  Two fire engines had been summoned to the blaze, and as I watched the four powerful jets of water being directed at the building, it suddenly hit me how unlikely it was that this place would
  ever be my home again. Ten minutes later, when a section of the roof caved in, I realised I was now officially homeless. I had nothing left except the clothes I was wearing: a pair of
  penguin-patterned pyjamas and some fluffy sheep-shaped slippers. I didn’t even know if Fred had made it out safely, which clearly worried me far more than the
  fireman placing an emergency gel dressing on my burn. The restraining hand he placed on my shoulder was firm, and told me exactly what he thought about my idea of searching for my missing cat.

  ‘If I could just go and look—’

  He shook his head. ‘I’ve seen enough cats run out of burning buildings to know that yours is probably a very long way from here right now. Give him time to calm down and he’ll
  come back home.’

  He turned to attend to the person sitting next to me, the drama of my missing pet clearly very low down on his list of priorities. I looked up at the charred timbers of the attic roof,
  silhouetted against the flames like a ribcage of a prehistoric dinosaur. Fred might very well return, as the fireman had predicted, but this burnt-out shell of a building would never be home again
  for either of us.

  I shivered and pulled the edges of the blanket someone had draped around my shoulders closer together. The chill I felt came from somewhere deep within me, and had little to do with the cool
  October night. There were crowds of people surrounding me, yet I sat on the wall feeling totally alone. I couldn’t even see the man who’d saved me from the roof. All around me people
  were busily talking into their mobile phones, reassuring loved ones they were alright. There were people I should call, but as my own phone was a hundred degrees or so past serviceable use,
  contacting them would have to wait.

  I was placed in one of the first ambulances to leave for the hospital. Thankfully everyone had made it out of the building, and most of the injuries were similar to mine, just minor burns and
  smoke inhalation. We’d all been incredibly lucky. Just before we drove away, I caught a fleeting glimpse of the man who’d rescued me. He was weaving through the chaotic crowds as though
  he was looking for something, or someone. Before I had the chance to call out to him, someone slammed the ambulance doors to a close, and slapped sharply on the metal panelling, as though geeing up
  a reluctant horse. We drove away in a halo of blue flashing lights towards the hospital.

  The clipboard on my knee was juddering, as though the waiting room of A&E was inexplicably in the throes of an earthquake. The pen, fixed to the board by a length of
  string, rolled from side to side and then executed the stationary version of a bungee jump and disappeared. It swung like a pendulum, slapping against my pyjama-clad leg which was jiggling
  convulsively up and down. Extreme stress was the obvious cause, and I don’t think anyone could deny that jumping from a burning building was one of the most stressful things you’d ever
  have to live through. It was, easily, the second worst night of my life.

  I turned my attention back to the form. They weren’t hard questions, but I was struggling to complete them, without having to scribble addendums beside my answers. Name. Okay, that one I
  had. But address? Did they mean the flat that up until a few hours ago was my home, but now no longer existed? Or should I put down my parents’ address, even though it was over two hundred
  miles away, and I hadn’t lived there for twelve years? Or where I was going to live now? Because if that was what they wanted to know, then I had absolutely no idea
  what to write.

  Phone number was tricky too. I had a number, but the phone it used to live in was probably a blackened, melted version of its former self. Next of kin should be easier
  to complete, I thought, printing the names of my parents on the dotted line, in letters that looked oddly shaky, and not at all like my usual handwriting. Just as long as the hospital didn’t
  plan on contacting them, of course. Because my pension-age parents were away on the first holiday they’d taken since my dad’s heart attack, and for them to receive another bad news
  telephone call was a risk too high to take.

  I stopped writing when a pair of soot-stained trainers came to a stop directly in front of my chair. I lifted my gaze slowly, travelling from his feet up his legs, noting a long jagged tear in
  the knee of his jeans, then upwards past a shirt that had probably started out the evening as white, but now looked like a ‘before’ garment in a detergent commercial. It seemed to take
  me forever before I reached his face, although I’d known who it was from my first glimpse of his Nikes.

  ‘You’re here,’ he said, sounding hugely relieved. ‘I was beginning to think they’d taken you to a different hospital.’

  I stared up at the face of the stranger who’d gone out of his way to make sure I survived, and everything I wanted to say to him suddenly locked in my throat. I know how to say
  ‘thank you’ in at least six different languages, but none of them could ever adequately express what I owed this man.

  ‘How are you feeling? Have you seen a doctor yet?’ I shook my head, noting he was sporting the same temporary dressing on his burn as the one I’d been given by the triage
  nurse. ‘Is there anything I can do for you? Anything you need?’ His face looked anxious as he studied me . . . my fault; his skin was smeared
  with dirt . . . my fault; his clothing was torn and his arm was burnt . . . both my fault. And yet the only thing
  that appeared to be worrying him was my welfare, not his own. His concern brought about the one reaction I was hoping I’d be able to stave off until I was somewhere far from here, when I was
  all alone and quiet. I burst into embarrassingly loud tears.

  It’s wrong to judge people on how they react to the distress of others. Some men just can’t cope with women crying; it’s how they’re wired. Fortunately the man standing
  in front of me wasn’t one of those. He slid smoothly onto the garish orange chair beside me, and gathered me into his arms. He certainly never asked if I was happy being held so intimately by
  a total stranger, and to be honest I really don’t know what my answer would have been if he had. I gratefully buried my face against the solid wall of his body, inhaling smoke, detergent,
  sweat and some lingering shower gel all impregnated into the fabric of his shirt, and allowed the wide warmth of him to muffle the sound of my tears. There are women who cry delicately and neatly,
  whose noses never run when they are doing it. Unfortunately I’m not one of them. Finally I raised my head, leaving behind a large damp oval on his shirt. He reached out an arm and hooked up a
  box of scratchy white NHS tissues from the top of a pile of magazines, and passed them to me.

  He didn’t rush me. He didn’t pester me with questions or fuss; he just waited. ‘Better?’ he asked eventually, when the bundle of damp tissues in my palm was about the
  size of a tennis ball.

  ‘Yes. I’m sorry about that . . . and your shirt,’ I added, looking at the mess my outburst had left behind. ‘And your jeans, and—’

  ‘None of that’s important,’ he reassured.

  I shook my head, and caught an unpleasant whiff of singed hair. I picked up a length that earlier tonight had reached down to my waist and now fell far short of my shoulder.

  ‘And that’s not important, either,’ he added. ‘That’s the great thing about hair – it grows back.’

  I threw the strand to one side, because my hair was nothing, not important at all. ‘I don’t know how to even begin to thank—’

  ‘Then don’t,’ he interrupted. His eyes were caramel-coloured, I noted. And if it wasn’t such a totally ridiculous question, given everything that had happened that
  evening, I would have asked if they were contacts, because I’d never seen anyone with that particular shade before. They were honey, shot with amber and tawny flecks, which ran through his
  irises like strands of spun sugar.

  ‘I don’t even know your name.’

  ‘It’s—’

  ‘Ben Stevens,’ called out a nurse, consulting a chart in her hand and looking around the assembled patients, like an auctioneer waiting for someone to make the first bid. The man got
  to his feet, smiled and looked down at me. ‘Like she said,’ he confirmed quietly, before turning his attention to the waiting nurse. ‘Here.’ He took a step forward and I saw
  a brief grimace of pain twist on his face, before he wiped it away with another fleeting smile directed at me.

  ‘I’m Sophie. Sophie Winter,’ I said, hesitating for a moment before awkwardly extending my hand towards him. He gripped it in his, but instead of shaking it, he just squeezed
  it warmly, and that should have felt wrong, and overly intimate, but strangely it didn’t.

  ‘I know,’ he said softly, before releasing my fingers and walking stiffly towards the nurse.

  I didn’t realise at first that he’d been waiting for me. I thought it was just coincidence when I finally emerged from the treatment room, my arm swathed in a stiff
  white bandage, that he was the first person I saw.

  ‘How did you get on?’ Ben asked, levering himself away from the wall he’d been leaning against.

  I pulled a small face and shrugged. ‘Okay, I think. I have to come back to the Burns Unit on . . .’ I peered at the appointment card in my hand,
  ‘Tuesday.’

  He held up an identical card. ‘Likewise.’

  I bit my lip, once again overcome with guilt. ‘I am so sorry you got hurt saving me. You were a real hero tonight, you know. You ought to get some sort of medal,
  or award or something.’

  A strange look passed over his face, and I could tell he wasn’t the type of man who wanted or needed that kind of recognition. ‘Anyone would have done what I did,’ he refuted.
  ‘Absolutely anyone.’

  I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable, so I said nothing more. We looked at each other a little awkwardly for a moment, and I could feel our brief and unusual encounter drawing to a
  natural conclusion, and wondered why that felt wrong, like unfinished business.

  ‘Look, I was just about to call a cab to drop me back to my car. Is someone meeting you here, or would you like a lift somewhere? Where are you going now?’

  I looked at him blankly, then glanced up at the utilitarian wall clock. It was almost three in the morning. I had no clothes, no money for a cab and nowhere to go, but I was strangely reluctant
  to confess any of that to this heroic and charming stranger.

  ‘I . . . I’m probably going to call a good friend of mine and see if they can come and get me.’

  His phone passed so quickly and seamlessly from his back pocket into my hand, he could have been a practising magician – or a pickpocket. I was normally good at guessing someone’s
  profession, but he gave away no hints. I could see him in a suit and tie, chairing a board meeting, or working in the open, wearing boots and jeans, his skin weathered by the elements. I needed
  more clues than just a well-educated voice and a muscular body.

  ‘You can use this to call him . . . or her.’ There was a question in his voice, but it wasn’t one I felt needed answering.

  ‘Thank you,’ I murmured, heading towards a small row of empty seats to make my call. I waited until he’d turned towards a vending machine and begun pressing buttons before
  switching on his phone. At this hour of the night there was only one person, aside from my parents, who I felt able to disturb. The phone was the same model as mine and I confidently pressed the
  icons on the screen until the familiar keypad materialised in front of me. My index finger hovered hesitantly, and even before it grazed the screen, I knew this wasn’t going to work. I closed
  my eyes and concentrated like a medium at a séance. I knew Julia’s number, knew it better than I knew my own. She’d had the same one for years and I
  spoke to her practically every day. Those eleven numbers should be so deeply embedded in my muscle memory, I should be able to dial them without thinking. Perhaps that was the problem; I was trying
  too hard. I let my fingers fly over the keypad. The first two wrong numbers did nothing more than grunt and mumble, before hopefully going straight back to sleep. The third one was downright rude.
  I’d have explained my circumstances if he’d given me half a chance, but it was impossible to slip an explanation in between the torrent of swear words.

  Ben looked horrified when he walked back towards me carrying two polystyrene cups and found me quietly crying again, his phone passing between my hands as though I was learning to juggle, really
  slowly.

  ‘Did your friend say no?’ His eyes were flashing in ready indignation.

  ‘No. It’s not that. It’s just . . .’ He leant forward on the hard plastic seat he’d taken on the row opposite me, his body language encouraging.
  ‘It’s just . . . I can’t remember her number. It’s gone. Completely gone. I know it, really well, like I know my own name. But when I try to visualise it,
  it’s as though it’s fallen out of my memory into a black hole.’

  ‘It’s just delayed shock,’ Ben advised wisely, leaning forward and retrieving his phone from my hands, before it fell to the floor. ‘Give it a moment, think about
  something else, and it will come back to you.’

  I wanted to believe him, and not just because I had nowhere else to go that night, but somehow I wasn’t sure. ‘Here, have one of these,’ Ben offered, passing me one of the cups
  he’d set down on the table. ‘It might be tea or coffee, or possibly some strange new hybrid,’ he apologised, handing me the unidentifiable brew. It was hot, and there was more
  sugar in it than I usually took, but he’d probably done that deliberately.

  ‘What about family? Could you call your parents?’ he asked.

  I carefully swallowed my mouthful of coffee before answering. I was of an age when a full complement of parents was no longer an automatic assumption. It made me wonder if he thought I was
  younger than I was. ‘They’re away on holiday, and hearing about this would only panic them.’ I could hear the concern in my voice, and I imagine he could too. ‘My
  dad’s not been well . . . this is the kind of thing they should find out about when it’s all over and done with.’

  ‘I see.’

  We sat in silence, sipping the unpalatable drinks. The A&E had slowly been emptying around us and now, apart from the occasional passing nurse or orderly, we were completely alone.

  ‘So, had you lived in that flat for a long time?’

  ‘No. Fred and I only moved in a couple of months ago.’

  ‘Fred? I thought you were the only one in the flat. Did he manage to get out alright?’

  Genuine torment twisted my features and I dug my nails into my palms so hard I left tiny crescent moon indents on my skin. I was determined not to cry in front of him again.

  ‘I threw him out of the window,’ I said, my voice small and tight. Ben looked fairly horrified, until I added, ‘Fred’s my cat.’ I watched him carefully, prepared to
  revise my entire opinion about him depending on what he did or said next.

  ‘Then I’m sure you saved his life,’ Ben replied, scoring a solid ten out of ten for his response. ‘Cats are incredibly resilient. If you made
  the jump, I’m sure he did too.’

  ‘I hope so,’ I said, my head bowed, allowing what was left of my hair to shield my face from view.

  I suspect Ben was trying to sneak up on my subconscious, when he unexpectedly thrust his phone into my hand. ‘Feel like trying your friend’s number again?’ Ten incredibly
  frustrating minutes later, I knew I was going to have to admit defeat, Julia’s number was still mysteriously lost to me.

  ‘Look, this is ridiculous,’ I said, finally returning the phone to its rightful owner. ‘All I’m doing is just guessing random numbers. You should go and get your car and
  go home, you really don’t need to wait here with me.’

  ‘I don’t feel comfortable just leaving you here,’ Ben protested.

  ‘Well, you should. You did a good thing tonight, but it doesn’t mean you have to keep looking out for me.’

  He studied me for a very long moment before replying. ‘What if it does?’

  I shivered suddenly in the overheated hospital. ‘Honestly, I’ll be fine. I’m sure you’re right, Julia’s number will eventually come back to me.’ I glanced up
  at the clock. ‘And it’ll be morning in another four hours or so. I’ll get a cab to their house when it’s a more respectable time to turn up at their door wearing just my
  PJs.’

  I liked the way he smiled. It came quickly, as though his lips had a natural inclination to curve upwards. He had a mouth made for smiling. ‘Any time’s pretty good for that,’
  he joked, and then looked really pleased at my response. He got to his feet, reached into his pocket for his wallet and a pen and began scribbling something on an old receipt. He passed it to me.
  ‘That’s my number. I want you to promise you’ll call me if there’s anything I can do, or if you need anything . . . a place to crash, a shoulder to cry on,
  someone to catch you when you leap from tall buildings . . . anything.’ His voice trailed away. I unfolded the receipt and saw within it a neatly folded twenty-pound note. The
  man really was a master of sleight of hand.

  ‘What’s this?’

  ‘Taxi money.’

  ‘I can’t take this from you.’

  ‘It’s not for you, it’s for the cab driver,’ he reasoned.

  ‘I still can’t take it. How will I pay you back?’

  ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he began, and then, seeing the uncomfortable expression on my face, he quickly amended his reply. ‘Give it to charity,’ he said. ‘Any
  one you like.’ It was a good solution and however much I objected, I had to be realistic. I was going to need fare money.

  I got to my feet, certain this would be the last time we’d ever meet. It felt like an appropriate ending. I extended my arm to shake his hand, but somewhere between leaving my side and
  reaching his, it faltered in the space between us, before dropping back down. Instead I leapt forward and impulsively hugged him tightly. After a slight hesitation, I felt his arms come up around
  me, holding me against him. It would have been very easy to stay there, feeling safe and protected, but we really had reached the final page of our story. I stepped out of his hold and looked into
  his uniquely coloured eyes.

  ‘Thank you, Ben. Thank you for everything.’

  ‘Look after yourself, Sophie Winter,’ he said, remembering my full name. He turned on his heel and disappeared through the automatic doors into the dark night.

  ‘Are you sure this is where you want me to drop you, love?’ asked the cab driver, pulling up as close to my former home as the barriers cordoning it off would
  allow. I looked through the taxi window at the ruined building. Although the flames had been doused several hours earlier, the orange glow of the street lamps revealed parts of the structure were
  still smouldering. Grey tendrils of smoke wafted upwards, like the exhaled breath of a sleeping dragon. It made the building look moody and dangerous, as though it couldn’t be trusted.
  Perhaps that’s what the men sitting in the two police cars and the small fire truck parked by the kerbside felt too.

  ‘Yes. This is the place,’ I confirmed, my voice subdued. I looked up at the blackened walls of my bedroom and the shattered window out of which I’d jumped.

  ‘Nasty fire,’ observed the driver, surveying the damage, while I climbed wearily out of his cab and pulled out Ben’s twenty-pound note. The driver looked at me as I stood
  shivering on the pavement, as though seeing me for the first time since I’d jumped into the back of his taxi at the hospital. His eyes took in the soot-stained pyjamas, the bandaged arm and
  the thick blanket I was holding around my shoulders like a cape.

  ‘This was your place, wasn’t it?’ he asked, inclining his head towards the corner flat. I nodded sadly and passed him the note through the window. ‘Put your money away,
  love,’ he said gently. His face distorted behind sudden big fat salty tears, that refused to disappear no matter how many times I blinked. A garbled message, probably announcing his next
  fare, crackled through on his radio. He hesitated for a moment, then switched off the unit. ‘Why don’t you jump back in, and let me drop you somewhere else? It doesn’t look like
  there’s anything you can do here now.’

  Unexpected kindness, especially when it comes from a total stranger, has a way of felling you. It’s neighbours leaving casseroles and pies on your doorstep. It’s finding
  someone’s washed your car or mown your lawn, and you have no idea who it was. It’s handwritten notes from people you don’t know, attached to bunches of flowers left propped up
  against the kerb.

  ‘That’s really very kind of you, but I’ll be fine,’ I assured the driver, relieved when after a long moment of inner struggle he gave a small helpless shrug and drove
  away.

  It had still felt far too early to turn up at Julia’s house, when I’d hastily jumped into the taxi on the hospital forecourt. I’d hurried from A&E with no plan in mind,
  other than my need to get out of there. I wasn’t acting rationally, or thinking clearly, and for a woman who usually plans everything in minute detail, that was really unlike me.

  I’d drifted into a light doze on the uncomfortable waiting-room chairs, and then the call had come in announcing the incoming ambulances. Suddenly the quiet department had begun to rev
  into life around me. Doctors began to emerge from the bank of lifts, yawning widely and rubbing their eyes. The number of nurses suddenly increased, and all around me the air bristled and crackled
  with anxious anticipation.

  ‘It’s a multiple pile-up on the dual carriageway,’ answered one of the nurses, when I’d asked what was happening. ‘We’re not sure yet how many cars or
  passengers are involved.’

  It had never been my intention to leave the cocooned sanctuary of the hospital until morning, but as doctors and nurses began lining up at the doors, awaiting the arrival of the first
  casualties, I’d slipped past them into the night without stopping to question where I was heading. As I hurried across the tarmac to the taxi, I’d glanced back at the assembled medics.
  They looked like actors, waiting for their cues, and I had no desire to still be there when someone yelled ‘Action’. When the cab driver had asked ‘Where
  to?’ I’d automatically given him the address of my flat, almost as though I’d forgotten it had burnt to the ground several hours before.

  It wasn’t something I could forget now, I thought, as I gingerly walked up to the barrier in my highly inappropriate bedroom footwear. Two officers were chatting in the
  first police car, but on noticing me, the one in the passenger seat climbed out of the vehicle.

  ‘Can I help you, miss?’ I looked at the implausibly young officer and suddenly felt old and stupid, and knew the next words to come out of my mouth were only going to compound
  that.

  ‘I was wondering if by any chance you’d seen a cat around here? He’s small and grey and has white fur on his back legs and tail.’

  The young policeman looked sympathetic, but strangely not altogether surprised. ‘No, I’m sorry. It’s like I told the gentleman earlier, he’ll probably not come back until
  things have died down, or until he gets hungry.’

  ‘Gentleman? What gentleman?’

  ‘The guy with the bandage on his arm.’ He glanced down at my wrist and then back at my troubled face. ‘He has one just like yours. I know you’re both worried about your
  cat, but I’m sure he’s safe somewhere. The pair of you really shouldn’t be wandering around out here in the cold, not after what you’ve both been through tonight, you
  know.’

  It didn’t take long to find Ben. The streets were quiet once I’d stepped away from the burnt shell of the building, and sound carried easily in the crisp night air. It wasn’t
  difficult to hear his cry slicing through the darkness.

  ‘Here, kitty-kitty. Here, kitty-kitty.’ I followed the sound of his voice, padding over a small grassy area and soaking my furry slippers in the process, as I tracked him to a poorly
  lit alleyway.

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
/Hty
/3

DANI ATKINS

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
When life has youi._t;i;é.lpped',:tsometimes
you need to lét:'.your‘s.‘EIf be saved

DANI ATKINS

‘Atkins is a brilliant writer who
creates wonderful characters’

Daily Mail





