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For my dad.


For carrying a massive typewriter halfway through Leeds and all the way to Barnsley on the bus just because they were giving it away. He wanted his teenage daughter, who loved writing, to have it so she could start on her new bestseller. One of my most precious memories. Rest in peace, you darling, beloved, wonderful man. It’s an honour to be your daughter.


Terence Hubbard 10.10.1933 – 6.12.2019











He was my north, my south, my east, my west


W.H. AUDEN













PROLOGUE


February


This, thought Pete Moore, was what most people presumed being a firefighter consisted of day in, day out. The high-octane thrill of hurtling towards a disaster to save lives, breathing apparatus and high-vis jacket at the ready, adrenaline thundering through one’s veins, heart quickening more with every turn of the fire engine’s wheels. They were wrong. But it was what they were trained for in case it was day in, day out. Tonight, it was the full fantasy adventure shebang: ambulances, paramedics, police deployed, both fire engines from their station plus two from the next nearest, sirens, blue lights. It was a bad one, Andy the gaffer warned them as the information fed through to the onboard computer. A ten-vehicle pile-up on a notorious blackspot stretch of a dual carriageway south of town. It was dark, it was February, black ice, sleet, cold, roadworks: all the ingredients present for a perfect recipe crash. Someone who set off for work that morning with a cheery ‘See you later’ would not be going home ever again. Pete used to chew on the emotional details of bad incidents, but somewhere along the line, he stopped. He didn’t set out to mentally detach himself, it just happened. He did his job to the best of his ability and he was good at it: strong, fearless, insightful, tenacious; but he left it at the door with his boots.


He shouldn’t have even been there that night. He was covering a couple of hours for Rav whose dad had had a fall. He should have been at home, shoes kicked off, fire on, dinner in the oven – whoever was first in made the evening meal was the unwritten rule, although he was a much better cook than his wife was and so he tended to do more than his fair share of that particular duty. He should have been looking out of the window at the sleet, grateful to be dry and indoors and intrigued about what the night would hold for him as he twisted the top off a bottle of red and poured out two glasses to let them breathe and air.


Looking back, he wasn’t sure what would have been worse: waiting in the cosy warmth of the kitchen, getting slightly annoyed that the top of his shepherd’s pie was over-brown, the peaks blackening, wondering where Tara was after she’d rung and asked him to go straight home after his shift because she had something she wanted to tell him; looking at the clock, getting anxious. Or being there in the thick of it all: the smoke, the bitter hard rain turning into snow, the lights, the noise, the chaos. Being part of the scene, seeing it all first hand. Registering the red car in the middle of all that crushed, mangled dark metal, like the one coloured frame in an otherwise black and white movie. Krish Khatri madly wrenching glass away, Sal crunching determinedly with the cutters, the paramedic pushing in through the driver’s side window at a weird, uncomfortable angle in order to get to the driver.


Pete remembered screaming, ‘Jesus Christ, it’s Tara.’ He remembered big Andy Burlap’s arms closing around him. He remembered holding his wife’s tiny, beloved hand, chill to the touch, desperately trying to rub warmth into it, a warmth it could not sustain because Tara, who had set off for work that morning with a cheery, ‘See you later’, would not be going home ever again.
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I quote my practised answer


My face a perfect mask


I’m doing good, I’m fine


How very kind of you to ask


I stumble and exist


And I pretend that things aren’t hard


While my compass spins and spits


Behind a stoical façade


My life is plunging south


Yet I smile, make you believe


That I’m waving, and not drowning


In this lake of acid grief


LIFE GONE SOUTH


LINDA FLOWERS










Chapter 1


Late August


For a couple of hours every Wednesday evening, this lovely room was Molly Jones-Hoyland’s kingdom. She’d originally planned to hold her Molly’s Club sessions in her home, but then her friend Leni had suggested she use her teashop. After all, there was plenty of parking nearby, comfortable seating inside, and more than enough tea and cake to accompany the sympathy. Plus it had the atmosphere, for the teashop had a welcoming, soothing ambience perfectly suited to people who were feeling disorientated, adrift. Indeed, the little ‘Teashop on the Corner’ had drawn Molly in like a magnet years ago and she had found not only friendship there but a true purpose. Opening the door to it had heralded the opening of a door into another life, a bigger life than the one she had been living up to that point. There was magic within its walls, she was convinced of it. The teashop might have been a newly built property put up on the site of a demolished wire factory but she had long suspected that beneath it, ancient and benign ley lines ran, because there had to be some explanation why anyone who stepped inside felt instantly calmed, relaxed, at home.


Molly was in her mid-seventies but she still had a lot of energy for her pet project: to help people through grief, to see them through their loss, their anger, their bewilderment, help them to reach acceptance just by bringing them into a safe arena where they could talk, and share their experiences. She had no formal qualification in grief counselling, though she’d known much sadness and loss in her own life, but she had personally gained so much from friendship and, above all, kindness that she felt duty bound to pay it forward. It had healed her and given her hope when she had felt none, when on her horizon were only clouds and not a peep of sunshine. It had made her see herself – and made others see her – as a strong woman behind her gentle façade. Molly emanated a tranquillity that people responded to and they opened up like flowers to her, spread their leaves as if she were a welcome of warm rain.


There were never more than six ‘guests’, as she referred to them, in her sessions; she’d found that a small group worked best, five being the optimum number for some strange reason. If Molly could help people to locate the pin-prick of light in their black pit of despair, she knew she could show them that the sun still rose in the east and she could guide them towards the dawn of a new happier existence. Every life gone south could be fixed, every compass could be recalibrated to point upwards to a north of hope.


The teashop really was a special place. Here, Molly and her circle of friends – some young, some old and all ages in between – had had many a discussion over literary works, inspired by all the wonderful book-related goods that filled the cabinets around the room. She had learned as much as taught and it had given her jaded heart a new lease of life. One of her new-found friends was a retired surgeon, a widowed Sikh gentleman who had become as close to Molly as it was possible to be without overstepping the boundary into something closer still. Friendship was enough for both of them. In Molly’s Wednesday night ‘Molly’s Club’ sessions, Pavitar Singh acted as barista. He donated his time and services for the price of refreshment and considered himself more than reimbursed.


‘I’m expecting new faces tonight, Pavitar. A Miss Laurie De Vere and a Mr Peter Moore,’ Molly called to him. Their names had reflected them well, Molly thought when they had spoken on the phone. Laurie, gentle and cultured: Pete, solid and no nonsense. She was looking forward to helping them; they were so young to be going through what they were.


‘Good, good,’ said Pavitar, checking his watch. He knew as well as Molly that the new people were often late. They had to build up their confidence to walk through the door, but they usually did so eventually, give or take a couple of false starts. Ringing up Molly and asking if it was possible to join the group was the biggest hurdle.


Two places had come up recently: Maureen wasn’t coming any more. She felt able to cope now and she didn’t want to take up a space that someone else might need. Reginald, who had been coming for nine months, had cried and said he hadn’t thought it would have been possible to feel as if he could carry on, but he could now and had taken flight into a new life – a different life – without his beloved wife. The light had come back to his horizon. He’d donated a hundred pounds for tea and cake for those who came after. That left Maurice, who had lived with and cared for his mother since he was a child, Yvonne, recently widowed and Sharon who had lost the dog she doted on: some people grieved as much, if not more, for animals they had loved and Molly saw nothing wrong in that. Pete and Laurie would join them: a young man who had tragically lost his wife in a car accident and a young woman who had lost her fiancé in similar circumstances.


The clock on the wall chimed seven and right on cue in walked Yvonne and Maurice together. Yvonne was surprisingly chipper considering she had only buried her husband two months ago. But then Molly knew that the outside didn’t always match the inner.


‘Hellooo,’ said Yvonne, in a chirpy voice. ‘I hope there’s plenty of cake.’


‘Plenty as always,’ said Mr Singh, rubbing his hands together. ‘What can I get for you, Yvonne?’


‘Chocolate, always chocolate if available,’ she replied.


‘And tea for two?’ Maurice turned to confirm that with Yvonne. Despite them both being in their fifties, Maurice had taken Yvonne firmly under his wing. It hadn’t escaped Molly or Mr Singh how much his mood had brightened since Yvonne had joined them.


The doorbell tinkled again and in walked Sharon. She was a small, round woman in her early forties who wore her grief like a coat that weighed heavily on her shoulders.


‘Hello Sharon, love,’ said Molly. ‘How are you doing?’


‘Bit rough this week, Molly,’ replied Sharon, her voice crumbling with emotion. ‘Billy would have been eight.’


‘Date anniversaries can be tough. You come and join the queue for cake,’ said Maurice, beckoning her over.


‘My husband would never let me eat cake,’ said Yvonne. ‘He said I’d get fat. If only he could see me now,’ she added, as Mr Singh handed her a wedge of chocolate cake on a china plate. A fat Yvonne was difficult to imagine, everyone thought together. She was built like a bird which had fallen out of its nest before its feathers had had a chance to sprout. Her fragile bones would never have supported fat.


‘My mother loved cake,’ said Maurice. ‘She’d have eaten a whole one at a sitting if I’d let her. “Sundays and birthdays, Mother,” I used to tell her. Towards the end, the rules went out of the window though. She had coffee and walnut for breakfast on quite a few occasions.’


Molly checked the time again just as the café door opened a fraction and a sliver of nervous person appeared: a tall, slim woman with a long white-blonde plait resting on her shoulder and a sweet, heart-shaped face.


‘Come in,’ said Molly. ‘Is it Laurie?’ She darted over, hand extended to draw the young woman in. Laurie stepped into the shop now that she had been seen and couldn’t exactly backtrack. She’d been sitting in her car for over ten minutes, building up to joining them. She never felt the slightest bit discomfited mixing with people, but this was different. Here she was expected to let people in, past the armour-plating that had been welding itself around her for six months, exposing her soft, vulnerable underbelly.


‘Yes,’ said Laurie, coughing away a croak.


‘You must have cake, it’s obligatory,’ said Molly. She smiled and Laurie responded with a smile of her own.


‘Okay, if I must, then I will. Thank you.’


‘Well as soon as you’re served, we’ll make a start,’ said Molly. It didn’t look as if Peter Moore was going to make an appearance. Maybe next week, she thought with hope.





Outside the café, Pete told himself not to be so bloody stupid and just open the door. It felt like the equivalent of jumping into a swimming pool; the water was always lovely once you were in but taking that initial dive was sometimes hampered by a ridiculous negative anticipation. He ran into burning buildings for a living and yet he was standing outside a café geeing himself up to walk in and have a sodding cup of tea with a pensioner. He counted down from three, depressed the handle, pushed slightly and the cheery bell above his head announced his arrival in a way that said he couldn’t possibly turn and head back to the car. His foot was already over the threshold when his eyes took in the company he was to keep for the next hour or so and his brain sighed. How the hell could this motley crew all sitting around eating cake and drinking tea even hope to help him to fit into the world again?









The Daily Trumpet was in court this week to witness Jason ‘Juice’ Hughes appearing before magistrates after pelting the mayor and lady mayoress with vegan sausage rolls on the steps of the town hall in protest at Brexit and Climate Change. Mr Juice asked it to be taken into consideration that he had not wanted to cause undue offence by lobbing meat-based products at the couple as he respected the mayor and mayoress were virgins.










Chapter 2


August, two weeks earlier


Laurie De Vere pulled up in her usual parking space at Daily Trumpet HQ. It said a lot that a visiting solicitor had her own allocated spot. Coming here was the highlight of the week for her. Much as she loved the daily grind as a general solicitor at Butler and Jubb Legal Associates, the job she did at the Daily Trumpet was more like playtime and the people who worked there like a dysfunctional family that both infuriated her and amused her in equal measures. Laurie had never had the desire to specialise in a particular branch of law; she considered herself a GP of the legal world. One minute she was sorting out Mrs X’s divorce, the next helping Mr Y take Company Z to court for constructive dismissal, but if she was ever going to throw all her eggs in one judicial basket, she would have picked defamation, libel and slander, which sounded like a firm of solicitors in itself – and which was a subdivision of litigation developing at the rate of a Triffid in a growbag. Thanks to all the errors that appeared in the Daily Trumpet, people were always trying to sue it, hoping for a multi-million pound settlement but, maybe not surprisingly, settling instead for an afternoon tea for two or a pie and pea supper at a local hostelry. At the moment Laurie needed the jolly bunch of field reporters and office staff as much as they needed her. Her duty to the newspaper fuelled a joie de vivre that she always felt guilty for experiencing, as if she were benefitting from someone else’s despair. And the editor of the Daily Trumpet, Alan Robertson, really did despair.


The hot summer sun was shining in the cloudless sky and yet it couldn’t warm the chill Laurie felt in her heart which had been there for six solid months, like an emotional permafrost that stubbornly refused to melt. It had been frozen, dark February when Laurie’s world had tipped on its axis and yet for weeks afterwards she had felt a spotlight as intense as this August sun above trained on her with unrelenting brightness, marking her as a creature to be skirted around, dashed away from because she represented an awkward encounter. However adept people thought they were with words, all of them dried up when they had, in their midst, someone recently bereaved. People had even avoided her rather than deliver a platitudinal, ‘Sorry for your loss’, or ‘Sorry to hear your bad news’. Others flapped around in a pool of clichés hoping to net something that would give comfort, but there was none to be found. Even Alan Robertson, who usually had more wise words than a monastery full of Dalai Lamas – albeit mostly invective that he attributed to his great gran – hadn’t even attempted to say anything profound to her at Alex’s funeral. He had put his arms around her and that hug said more than anything words could have conveyed, especially as he wasn’t at all an emotionally demonstrative man. She had taken much strength from the gesture; it had helped her get through a day that was saturated with sadness and one that she thought she might never properly recover from.


Laurie zapped her car shut and headed towards the front door underneath the letters that spelled ‘DAILY RUMPET’, because the T had long since dropped off as if falling in with the character of the place. Its frontage was crumbly and quaint, belying the chaos that went on within its walls. A chaos that had become incredibly profitable over the last few years, it had to be said.


The Daily Trumpet had started off as a barely breaking-even periodical pushed to the edge of bankruptcy by incompetence. Glaring editorial errors brought more complaints than the leanly manned postroom could manage. Either the reporters or printing presses must be possessed, deduced the executive management board – it turned out to be both. Then something very odd happened. The figures started to improve, as low troughs in the sales statistics began to invert to high spikes. The owner of the paper (the Trumpet being one of only a few privately owned newspapers in Britain) commissioned market research which revealed that people were buying the Trumpet for its hilarious blunders and ensuing apologies more than they were for the news. The money that it was forced to pay out in compensation became less than the gain in revenue. In short – it made good business sense for the Daily Trumpet to print crap.


That was not to say that the top brass was happy with this. Sir Basil Stamper, the owner, was initially mortified that his pride and joy had become a laughing-stock. Money was second to prestige in his world so out went all the inept equipment and personnel and he set on a proficient editor – Alan Robertson – who shared Sir Basil’s vision to restore the newspaper to its glory days.


This caused the sales to dip again.


People complained that the Trumpet had become stale, uninteresting, unentertaining. Sir Basil realised that he had to sacrifice his integrity on the altar of cash because pride was one thing but he very much enjoyed living a privileged lifestyle and driving an Aston Martin. He tried to swallow it by forcing himself to accept that the Trumpet had acquired a singular reputation and he owed it to the public to pursue a new legacy. Alan Robertson was sent for ‘retraining’, at least that was the official line. He was actually given a month off to let the idiot deputy editor bring the paper down to its optimum shocking level. Alan was told to either permanently shove off or manage the beast without blunting its claws and teeth. He had rejoined the team hoping to limit some damage if nothing else, but he despaired continually of what he had been reduced to – the man had standards, after all. It was the journalistic equivalent of a virtuoso pianist being forced to tinkle the ivories on a priceless Steinway in the style of Les Dawson.


The façade of the Daily ‘Rumpet’ offices indicated it was no bigger than a large double-fronted shop, but it was labyrinthine inside. Once upon a time it had stood on its own at the edge of town, but a sprawling angular industrial estate had grown around it like the architectural version of Japanese knotweed. It remained the last bastion of ancient building among the new boys.


The sensor on the heavy front door registered Laurie’s presence; it groaned open and she walked into the cool pool of the ground-floor reception. There was a small waiting area to the right and to the left was a long counter. An old lady with a dowager’s hump was standing there dictating a classified ad to Mo, a woman who had been in charge of reception since God’s dog was a pup and who, to extend the canine imagery, made Cerberus look tame.


‘Do you want a box around it?’ Mo was asking, slowly, enunciating each word at volume.


‘No, I want it flat on the paper.’


Mo grabbed a sheet of paper and a pen and began to demonstrate what she meant, as patiently as she was able.


‘Oh, I see. No, I don’t want one of those,’ said the old lady. ‘What can you do to make it stand out, though?’


‘Put lines around it.’ Mo’s exasperation was seeping through her words now.


‘Yes, I’ll have those. Four lines.’


‘A box then,’ said Mo. ‘Great. Glad we got there in the end.’ She gave Laurie the sort of smile that said, I wish I could put this old bat in a box, then pressed the button under the counter desk that released the lock on the door into the main building. ‘Go up,’ she said to her.


‘Thank you, Mo.’


‘Oy, does it cost more?’ asked the old lady, tapping a gnarled finger on the paper.


‘Yes.’


‘I don’t want it then.’


Laurie left them to it, walked through the door and along the passage. Up eight steps, turn right, down three steps, turn left, up a flight of twenty-two steps. Whichever architect had designed the building must have done so after a blow-out drinking session. The most that could be said about it was that visiting the editorial department was a great workout for the calves.


She entered the busy newsroom where immediately hands were raised to wave to her or smiles appeared on faces or welcoming nods animated heads. One of the reporters, Flo, was on a call and stuck up her thumb as a hello.


‘I’m so sorry you’ve had that terrible experience, Mrs Hasselhoff… sorry, Mrs Hashcroft.’ She held the phone away from her ear and Laurie could hear Mrs Hashcroft screaming from Doncaster.


‘Rest assured we will be in touch with our legal department as soon as humanly possible,’ said Flo, replacing the phone to her ear. Her tone couldn’t have been sweeter. ‘Yes my name is Florence Carter and I’m a reporter. Goodbye Mrs Hassss… shcro— oh, you’ve gone, have you? Stroppy tit.’ She put down the phone, turned to Laurie and said, ‘And that’s another one for your five-foot-tall tower of complaints this week, Laurie. Go and bring Alan’s blood pressure down, for heaven’s sake, before I raise it even higher by adding to the pile. We got Mrs Hashcroft’s copy wrong. We printed under their anniversary picture that it was their diamond wedding not their ruby and that she was married to David Hasselhoff not Dustin Hashcroft.’ She sniffed. ‘No pleasing some folk. She’s attempting to sue us for a million pounds for hurt feelings. My guess is that she’ll take a meal for two at the Royal in Dartley as fair recompense.’ She grinned and Laurie grinned with her. The newsroom of the Daily Trumpet was a perfect tonic. At least it was for a visitor.


Alan’s office was a glass pod in the far corner. He was on the phone when Laurie approached and he waved her to come in before she had the chance to knock. He was just finishing off a call to Sir Basil who governed them from his manor house in Penistone.


‘Yep… yep… got that… two hundred quid donation and free advertising for a month… Yep… yep… Cheers, Sir Basil.’ He put the phone down none too gently.


‘God save me from that old fucker. Just because he owns the newspaper, he thinks he owns my soul as well. I’m surprised he hasn’t demanded we’re all branded “Property of Sir Basil Stamper” on our buttocks like cattle in cowboy films,’ he said to Laurie. Alan wasn’t one to mince his words. ‘Boy, am I glad to see you. Has it only been a week since you were here last?’


‘Exactly a week, Alan.’


‘How come I’ve got another five hundred grey hairs, then?’ he said in a voice that sounded as if it was fresh out of a cement mixer. ‘Coffee?’ He slotted a pod into his overworked Nespresso machine, presuming that yes would be the answer.


‘Bloody pile of complaints, never goes down. It’s like a torment in a Greek tragedy,’ he grumbled. ‘Given the choice I’d have preferred to have my liver pecked out daily like Prometheus than have Sir Basil constantly kicking me in the bollocks. This week has been particularly a c—… taxing.’ He twisted on his heel mid-sentence.


‘Bad, eh?’ asked Laurie.


‘Like you wouldn’t believe. Nobody can bloody proofread any more these days. I don’t know which planet we get these knobheads from. They come to us armed with qualifications dropping out of their arses and not an atom of common sense. Not one. I mean…’ He picked up a letter from the pile on his desk and read aloud. ‘ “I was greatly offended by the story in last week’s Daily Trumpet about my mother Mrs Doreen Pitt”.’


Laurie’s brain spun; trying to work out why Mrs Pitt’s daughter was annoyed enough to send in a letter to the editor.


Alan now read from the newspaper clipping attached to the letter.


‘ “Mrs Doreen Pitt was awarded first prize in the WI croquet competition. The judge said that he took it into consideration that the woman had never been in trouble before and sentenced her to forty hours of community service.” Clearly two stories have got mixed up there. Three if you count that she was actually the winner of a crochet competition. We issued an apology. Of course we did. To Mrs Doreen Titt. Apparently we are responsible for the flare-up of her acne.’


Laurie hooted. She couldn’t help herself. At the same time she realised how alien it felt to laugh these days, to feel the stomach muscles work.


‘The one I’m most worried about is the day in the life of the mayor where he insists on starting each day with a golden shower instead of a cold one, according to us. He’s a nasty bleeder, this mayor, as well. And he’s got about as much of a sense of humour as I have. Doesn’t help that bloody Juice Hughes keeps chucking sausage rolls at him everywhere he goes. Oh yes, go on laugh, why don’t you, young lady.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Laurie. ‘Thank you for this already, Alan. I haven’t laughed like this in months.’


The phone rang. Alan snatched it up and the look on his face said it all. His eyes shuttered down as if he wanted to keep out the world. When he did speak, he was remarkably calm. Or spent, as he would have described it.


‘He’s a golfer isn’t he? Suggest a donation to their retired old bastards fund, Flo, he’ll take it. I know him. Pringle-wearing prat. Goodbye.’


Alan made a noise like a punctured balloon, before turning his attention back to the coffee machine. He put down a mug in front of Laurie.


‘As my great gran, God rest her soul, used to say, “If you don’t laugh in this shithole, you’d cry buckets,”’ he said. ‘Drink your coffee before we make a proper start. Here – posh treats. Fortnum and Mason hamper arrived for Sir Basil but they inadvertently left out the biscuits which arrived by separate carrier so I nabbed them. I’ll deny all knowledge if asked. He’s diabetic anyway. I’m saving him from himself.’


Laurie picked up the first foolscap file but her thoughts were lingering on what she had just said. I haven’t laughed like this in months. No, it was longer, much longer than that.










Chapter 3


There was a lot of time to think in this job, more than people would have realised. They presumed being a firefighter was continual stimulation and Pete Moore had seen a lot of people who joined up and couldn’t hack the amount of tedium that far outweighed the gung-ho stuff. Luckily for him – although not so lucky for others – there had been a lot of call-outs recently. Vandals setting light to rubber tyres, malfunctioning alarms, wood fires; nothing too major, though. He was glad of the activity. It took his mind away from settling on thoughts he didn’t want to have. Thoughts about how different his life was now to how it had been six months ago. Before his wife died.


A job came in to attend the children’s playground in Edgefoot. It was still referred to as ‘the playground’ even though the council had grown sick of replacing the vandalised swings and called it a day. All that remained of it now were bare patches of grass where the spider’s-web roundabout, climbing frame and slide once stood and a large rectangle of tarmac which still served as a basketball and football pitch. The demarcation painted lines had long gone, as had the slam-dunk hoops but the iron fence around it still remained. It would take colossal strength to bend the rails, but someone had managed it, which is why a fire engine had been deployed here. With his head stuck in between them was an infamous town drunk, Jason Hughes, better known as Juice because of his once bright-orange hair, as long gone as the swings.


‘Now then, Juice,’ said the gaffer Andy Burlap, ‘how the heck did you get in this mess?’


‘No idea,’ said Juice. ‘I just woke up like this.’ There was a mug of milky tea in front of him, untouched. Apparently the woman who had phoned 999 had taken that and a round of toast over for him on a paper plate, but then she’d had to dash off to work.


Andy leaned over to assess how they were going to get Juice out of there. He coughed as his nose entered Juice’s personal space. Weed, wee, alcohol, sweat and more layers of unpleasantness assaulted Andy’s nasal receptors. He’d been at school with Juice; he’d been just an ordinary kid then. He was never going to be chief scientist at NASA but he should have achieved more in life than to become the town joke, the one who bought sausage rolls in the Pound Bakery just to break up and throw at policemen and dignitaries; who busked outside the market with a school recorder even though he couldn’t play a note. In his head, Andy still saw the flame-haired kid in the too-big jumper and holey shoes whose mam was known to everyone as Dirty Di.


‘The bars have been bent back in to make sure he doesn’t get out,’ said Andy to Pete. ‘Britain’s Strongest Man couldn’t have done a better job.’


‘Silly cow didn’t put any sugar in that tea,’ Juice said with a chuckle, still obviously drunk or high. ‘And I hate milk. It gives me the shits.’


Pete noticed Juice’s neck was red raw. He’d obviously been struggling to get out, even if he couldn’t remember doing it.


‘You’ve got yourself in a right pickle here, lad,’ said Krish, who had come over from India in his teens but spoke ‘Tyke’ as well as any born-and-bred Yorkshireman. He shook his head, let drop a heavy sigh; his expression read, what a waste. Krish had saved Juice’s life once when he’d decided to have a barbecue in the squat he used to stay in. The fire he caused hadn’t killed him, nor had the carbon monoxide fumes. He had the luck of the devil, which was ironic considering the state of him.


A small amused crowd had gathered to watch the activities, including a smart young man taking photos on an iPad. Pete recognised him as a reporter from the Daily Trumpet who had turned up on his doorstep just after the accident. He’d got as far as ‘I know this must be a difficult time but I’m Jordan from the Daily Trumpet, could you give us a few words…’ before Pete’s brother Griff had butted in and dealt with him, sternly but still politely. The kid was only doing his job after all, but on that occasion, he’d have to get his information from elsewhere.


‘Are you all here?’ said Juice. ‘Full fire engine?’


‘Yes, Juice, you’ve got all five of us,’ said Sal.


Juice responded to the pitch of her voice. ‘It’s you – the woman fireman again. Fuck me, are you still with ‘em?’


‘Firefighter to you,’ said Sal, with good humour. ‘And yes I am.’


‘Women firemen, whatever next?’ he went on, ignoring her correction.


‘You’d be grateful for me if I had to carry you out of a building next time you decide to have an indoor barbecue.’


‘Oh I’m not doing that again,’ said Juice, trying to shake his head. ‘Burned all my bridges as well as my sausages. They won’t let me back in there.’


Andy tried to spread the bars a little so that Juice could wiggle out but not even he and his mighty arm muscles could budge them. Then Pete took one rail while Andy concentrated all his strength on the other as Krish tried to gently manoeuvre Juice’s head so that his large ears weren’t impeding the process, but the bars remained stubbornly rigid.


‘You must remember who put you here, Juice,’ asked an exasperated Andy, gathering his breath.


‘Can’t remember. Likkle kids I think,’ said Juice.


‘Unless they were all on steroids, it wasn’t kids,’ replied Pete.


‘Around here, they might be,’ said Andy. He’d grown up on the large sprawling sink estate and knew anything was possible. The police once broke the neighbour’s door down in the 1990s and took a five-foot live alligator away that was being kept as a pet in their bathroom.


‘We’ll have to chop,’ Andy decided, walking to the vehicle to fetch the hydraulic cutters.


‘I hope you don’t mean my head,’ said Juice with a snort of laughter. ‘I could carry it under my arm like Anne Hathaway.’ He started giggling to himself.


‘Anne Boleyn, you mean,’ said Pete.


‘I used to know all the seven wives of Henry the eighth at one time,’ said Juice with a thoughtful hmm. ‘Anne Hath—… Boleyn, Jane Seymour, Catherine Tarragon, Elizabeth somebody or other, Bloody Mary.’ He ceased reciting as Andy knelt beside him.


‘Now I need you to keep still, Juice. And preferably quiet.’


‘There won’t be sparks, will there? I don’t want my hair set on fire,’ said Juice, a note of fear in his voice. The state of him, and he was worried about damaging any of his hair, thought Pete.


‘There’s no sparks with these and hardly any noise, your mane is safe.’


There was barely enough of Juice’s hair to set alight these days, just wisps of faded peach around the back. He’d tried to dye it blonde once at school, Andy remembered. Used household bleach and burned his scalp.


As the cutters pinched the metal, Juice farted.


‘Oops, pardon.’


Jacko, who was supporting Juice’s head, turned his own head away into clean air.


‘What the hell have you been eating?’ he asked.


‘That’s a combo of beer and fear,’ said Juice.


The stench reached Andy and pushed him to make his snips faster. Within the minute, Pete and Krish were hefting Juice to his feet. He was surprisingly heavy considering his wiry build.


‘Any chance of a lift back to town, lads? Oh, and lasses,’ he added with a head-bob in Sal’s direction.


Andy opened his mouth to reply but Juice flapped his hand as if flicking away the answer to come. ‘I know, I know. You’re not allowed. Insurance, health and safety and all that bollocks.’


‘Sorry, Juice,’ said Pete, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘You all right?’


‘More or less,’ said Juice, rotating his neck. ‘Probably need a bit of medicine now for the pain, if you know what I mean. Cheers, boys… and girl.’


He grinned and began to weave off, hands stuffed in his trouser pockets, in the direction of the main road where he would try to thumb a lift to one of the town pubs for his ‘medicine’. His gait was jaunty, hopeful, devoid of cares. He’s happier than I am, thought Pete. Maybe happier than he ever would be again.










Chapter 4


February, earlier that year


The last conversation Pete had with his wife was short, to the point. He picked up his mobile, alerted by Tara’s assigned ringtone.


‘Are you finishing on time tonight?’ she said.


‘No, I’ll be a couple of hours late. Rav’s dad’s had a fall so I’m covering until he gets back from the hospital.’


‘Well get home as soon as you can,’ she said. ‘I’ve got something I want to tell you.’


‘What is it?’


‘No. I want to tell you to your face.’


‘Sounds intriguing.’ He smiled. ‘Where are you now?’ He looked out of the window at the lumpen clouds, the heavy precipitation, hoped she wasn’t too far away from home.


‘On the M1, just coming back from my last appointment in Leeds.’


‘Drive carefully in this, Tara.’ Rush-hour traffic on a freezing February night with a sky full of sleet that would likely turn to snow at any minute. ‘Don’t take any chance—’ Three curt beeps. The line had gone dead. The M1 had patches where the signal died. He contemplated ringing her back, but didn’t want to distract her. She was a sensible driver, of course she’d take care.


An hour and a half later, he’d been checking the breathing apparatus when the fire station alarm had gone off, the persistent beep-beep calling Red Watch to arms.


‘I hope this isn’t another bleeding parrot stuck in a tree,’ said Jacko, who’d spent two hours the previous day trying to coax an escaped African Grey down from a giant conifer.


It wasn’t. It was a major road traffic collision on a dual carriageway. It was carnage. A lorry driver had skidded on the wet snow, crossed the central reservation and caused a ten-vehicle pile-up. And smack in the middle of all that bashed and mangled metal was a red car with a customised black stripe, just like the one Pete’s wife drove. Because it was the one his wife drove.


It was weird the things a brain remembered. That day had started so normally and he could recall it all – even now – in glorious technicolour. Meeting Krish by the office door, who took the piss out of his new haircut: ‘Bet that clogged up someone’s Flymo.’ He could remember Dave Prigmore nearly crying because he dropped his ‘Mr Wonderful’ mug and smashed it. He could remember Sal Thomas being giddy as a kipper because she’d won the lottery – well, one hundred and forty pounds. He could remember Jacko talking to a reporter at the Daily Trumpet who wanted to run a piece on him rescuing that parrot. But everything that happened after his eyes picked out that red car sat as a jumbled mess in his head and the events would not unpick themselves but stayed there, scratching against the inside of his skull like a big, knotted ball of barbed wire.





Three weeks later, Tara’s funeral had been jointly arranged by her family and Pete, both carefully respectful of the other’s wishes. Tara’s dad owned twenty florist shops across Yorkshire and his youngest daughter’s funeral was as flower-filled as her wedding had been; no expense spared for Bob Ollerton’s girl. She rode to the church to be buried in a carriage with six white horses as she had ridden to it to be married two years previously. She would be interred wearing a white suit, white flowers studded in her long caramel hair; white lilies punching out heady perfume sat on top of her white coffin. The organist played ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ on both occasions and Tara’s sisters each stood at the pulpit and gave readings. Her mother was a bastion of dignity, her father was an emotional wreck. At the funeral he sat holding his wife’s hand and his son-in-law’s, squeezing tight as if they kept him from falling into an abyss. People said it was the most beautiful funeral they had ever been to, which was a consolation to the family because they wanted to do her proud.


At the other side of Pete sat his twin brother Griff. There was only one man as good to have in a crisis and that was Pete himself.


The white coffin was lowered into the churchyard ground and dozens of pink roses were kissed and dropped in with her. Except for two red roses from Pete; one for his wife, one for his unborn child.


The pregnancy kit was still in Tara’s handbag when her effects were returned to Pete. She had wanted him home that night to tell him to his face that she was pregnant.










Chapter 5


‘Don’t be late home, Laurie. There’s something important I have to tell you.’ The last words Alex had ever spoken to her, except he hadn’t spoken them to her because her meeting at work had overrun and she’d heard them on her voicemail when she came out and switched her phone back on. She’d tried to ring back but annoyingly all the calls went to his voicemail. She’d rushed home then, as much as the weather would allow her to, to find that he wasn’t even there and then she’d been a little cross.


Later she’d found out that he was going to cook dinner for them and she knew this because an M&S dine-in meal for two had been found in the passenger side footwell. Alex was smashed like an egg, but their romantic dinner à deux survived. No champagne though. She’d thought that strange when her brain was sifting through the details of the crash. He had a diamond solitaire ring in his pocket for her but no champagne and he was a champagne sort of guy.


He promised her once that she would never forget the date when he proposed, that he’d make it memorable so it was forever etched in her mind. Well, life had certainly taken that promise and given it a twist because just as he assured her, 6 February – the date of their supposed engagement – was certainly one unforgettable day.





When Alex’s effects had been handed to her at the hospital, the engagement ring had been in his jacket pocket along with his phone and wallet and the receipt from M&S. They hadn’t given her the shopping bag of food and afterwards she did wonder if the police had had a discussion about it, should they or shouldn’t they? It was funny where the mind went after a catastrophic event, ruminating about policemen handing over chicken cooked in a lemon sauce, the profiteroles she loved and a bottle of Tempranillo; the stupid details it fixated on. The ring was platinum, from Van Cleef & Arpels in a heart-shaped box and had a simple but exquisite carat of square diamond set in the mount. Inside the band had been engraved in tiny letters ‘Always on my mind’, like the song. It must have cost him a small fortune – but it didn’t fit. It was far too small, which she’d also found odd because Alex would have wanted to slip the ring on her finger, make a trumpeted moment of it. Alex always had been about the big showy gestures, always perfectly executed. Something else that didn’t fit.


She’d tried to have the ring resized at three jewellers, but they said they couldn’t do it, so she wore it on a chain around her neck. Anyway, she didn’t want to put the ring on her own finger and declare herself the fiancée of a man who would never be able to make her his wife. Her hand strayed often to it, when she needed to feel close to him. Always on my mind. They were important words and they were for her, she knew that. They were why he’d come back to her three and a half years ago, because he couldn’t forget her.


She hadn’t been able to listen to the song since he died and it had haunted her: on the radio, on the TV, even blasting out of speakers on her first trip to the supermarket to buy food for one. She’d abandoned her full trolley and left the store barely able to see for the tears pumping from her eyes, almost too fast to clear. There had been frozen things in the trolley and she’d felt guilty enough never to return to that Tesco in case everyone pointed her out as the woman who ruined food. One more thing to fret about. A therapist would have unravelled her worries, airbrushed them into a smooth sheet of calm but therapy equalled weakness, unable to cope-ness. She didn’t want to start talking about Alex’s death to someone because she thought she might not be able to stop. She would vomit out all those stupid points plaguing her brain, like why the ring didn’t fit and why there was red wine and not champagne in the M&S carrier bag and she would overrun on her fifty-minute session and not manage to spoon her broken liquid heart back into her chest in time to exit so the next screw-up could sit in her still-warm chair.





Alex’s parents had started off helping Laurie organise his funeral and then completely took over, but she hadn’t resisted his mother Meredith’s insistence on her choice of reading, hymns, guests. Meredith had wanted Alex to be buried in his dark green Armani suit, the one he had worn to the engagement party of his sister Naomi and best friend Jefferson. Sharp white shirt, green tie, waistcoat. Laurie hadn’t fought her on that, even though she thought the blue one suited him much more. Not that it mattered. Meredith and Brendan had insisted on paying for everything, refused to take a penny. It hadn’t sat comfortably with Laurie who was determined to reimburse them somewhere along the line, when it felt right and proper. They’d chosen the best of everything for their only son, lots of it unnecessary. The only thing that Laurie contested was Meredith’s decision to bury him next to her parents because that, she was adamant, he wouldn’t have wanted.


They’d had a boozy discussion with friends over dinner a couple of years ago about burial versus cremation and Alex, albeit flippantly, had said that he wanted to be kept in an urn in his bedside cabinet. Less flippantly he was terrified of being buried alive. On the way home, he’d made Laurie promise that if anything happened to him, he was to be cremated. He’d then started choosing his funeral songs and Laurie told him to stop because he was being morbid. He’d been twenty-seven years old at the time. She laughed then and said that they’d pick up this discussion again when they were in their eighties.


It was the first time that Laurie had been witness to a Meredith that didn’t get her own way and that one was very different from the twittery, frothy Meredith that was the norm. Luckily for Laurie, Alex had written a will and in it cited his command to be cremated and for those ashes to be entrusted to Laurie who would ‘lay him to rest in the place she best saw fit’. She found out that he’d written it days after they’d had the dinner conversation. Meredith was forced to concede but she wasn’t happy at all about it.


Laurie’s mother had flown in from Spain the day before the funeral. Thankfully she had been alone and not with her dreadful present partner for whom Laurie had no tolerance. Her mother had a habit of picking affluent, grateful men with no personality and zero charm. She had been as much comfort to her daughter as she had been of use throughout Laurie’s formative years. Her visit to England was short and not sweet.


In his will, Alex left everything he had to Laurie, give or take a few disbursements: his collection of wristwatches to his father, the rather vague instruction ‘anything his mother wanted’ and his vast music and DVD collection to his best friend Jefferson. Laurie had always liked Jefferson until he turned up unannounced a few days after the funeral to collect what he’d been bequeathed, car full of packing boxes in preparation. After the shelves had been cleared, Jefferson asked for a coffee, which Laurie had duly made. Within the half hour, Laurie had flung her lukewarm drink in his face and told him never to come back. He had walked out then, silently and dripping. This, the man who was going to marry Alex’s sister in November, and who had been his best friend since school, had just made a pass at her. And she’d been so wrong-footed by it that he’d more or less had to spell out what he wanted to happen between them before she’d reacted. The goalposts of normality in Laurie’s life had been shifted so far they were off the pitch.










Chapter 6


Early August


Laurie felt the shift inside her appear out of nowhere as it usually did. A bout of panic that pounced on her, as if it had been waiting around a corner with malicious intent. There was no trigger, no pattern, it just happened. Alan was taking his umpteenth call of the day from Sir Basil about the quality of the paper the Daily Trumpet was printed on and if cost cuts could be made. It had no connection to the thoughts which rolled into her brain like a cold, dark fog. She had been surviving between such episodes, plastering on a smile over the cracks, convincing everyone she was fit to be back at work, of course she was. But she wasn’t, not by a long chalk.


She felt the prickle of tears behind her eyes, as painful as if they were full of acid rather than salt. She tried to wipe them away secretly while Alan had his back turned to her, attempting to talk some sense into an old man who had more money than brain cells, but they started to drip out of her eyes as if the tail of one was attached to the head of another. She reached down and fumbled into her bag for a tissue, desperately, because she did not want to be seen as someone who wasn’t coping. She’d hidden it successfully from everyone so far and didn’t want her weakness showing. She’d get through it without having to go to a doctor for anti-depressants, or be referred to a shrink. She didn’t want to turn into her mother who popped Prozac like Smarties and booked in for emergency crisis talks with a therapist if she broke a nail.


Alan turned, saw her trying to dry her eyes with a tissue that was more water than paper.


‘I’ll have to go, Sir Basil. There’s a fire,’ he said and put the phone down.


He crossed to the window that faced out into the main office, twisted the rod that shut the blinds which was a fierce indicator that he was not to be disturbed under any circumstances. Not even for the four-minute warning of a nuclear blast or an impromptu visit by the queen. No exceptions, message received and understood.


He then passed Laurie a box of ‘man-sized’ tissues.


‘I still have boxes of these un-PC things,’ he said. ‘Blokes have much bigger noses than women anyway so I could never see what all the bloody fuss was about. World’s gone chuffing mad.’


A small laugh escaped her, mingled in with the embarrassment of being so exposed.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, her throat dry.


Alan sat down heavily on his chair which creaked in protest.


‘Ey Laurie, I’ve known for a while you weren’t right, but it wasn’t my place to say. I imagine you’re sick of people asking you if you’re okay, so I thought I’d go against the grain and not probe. Until I felt that I had to – like now.’


‘I’m okay mainly,’ said Laurie. ‘Just every so often this happens. No idea why.’


‘It happens because you came back to work too early and haven’t given yourself enough time to grieve properly.’ Alan stabbed his finger in the direction of his workforce. ‘Even those idiots out there would have had enough perception to tell you that.’


‘I couldn’t just sit there and stare at four walls, Alan. But I don’t fit in anywhere, I can’t find the place where I used to be.’


‘Because it’s gone, lass,’ said Alan, as softly as his gravelly tones could manage. ‘You have to find a new place and that takes time. More than you think. Three steps forward, four steps backward mainly in the beginning. But there will come a point when you find you’re one step in front and you don’t slip back.’


He leaned towards her slightly before speaking again.


‘This stays between you and me. I lost my first wife when I was twenty-one and she was nineteen. We’d only been married a few months when she was struck down with meningitis and it swept her away from me.’


Laurie gave a small gasp. ‘I didn’t know that.’


‘No one does. Well, no one outside the inner circle. You never get over it. You just find somewhere to put it. A bit like learning how to walk differently in a shoe that rubs your heel when you’ve only got one pair.’


Laurie nodded, though she couldn’t imagine the ache inside her ever subsiding to a degree where she wasn’t constantly aware of it.


‘My boss at the time sent me home when I turned up for work the next month looking like a bag of crap,’ Alan went on. ‘He told me not to rush trying to get over it and to seek help when I needed it instead of trying to be bloody brave. He was a man with vision who knew a broken mind needed as much care as a broken leg, and he was right, Laurie. Just because you can’t see an injury, doesn’t mean it isn’t there.’


Alan shifted his chair so he could open his drawer and he pulled out a business card. It didn’t have much on it, just the words ‘Molly’s Club’, a local telephone number and the name Molly Jones-Hoyland.


‘I’ve known this woman for years,’ said Alan. ‘I wanted to do a feature on what she does but she’d rather not and I respect that. It’s for people who need some help getting over a grief hurdle. Chat, tea and buns, that sort of thing. It’s free. She’s a good woman. I wish she’d been doing then what she does now when I lost Pam.’


Laurie took the card. ‘Thank you, Alan.’


‘I only found out when I sought help myself just how much I needed it. It’s not my call to lecture anyone, but Molly has been through a lot in her life and yet she’s come up smiling. Jump in and let her work her magic.’


‘I will,’ said Laurie and she meant it. She knew she was stuck and needed help. And a recommendation from Alan was a proper accolade. She’d ring Molly Jones-Hoyland and hope she could fix her broken mind. Her broken life.










Chapter 7


Pete was with Krish in the fire station gym talking about Juice’s rescue the previous day when they heard the alarm. They dumped the weights and moved quickly towards the fire engine, stripping off their sweat-damp T-shirts and grabbing the dry ones they’d left out in case of a situation like this. Andy was striding from the office, Sal close behind him. She jumped into the driver’s side of the cab, Andy in the passenger side; the rest of them piled into the back, changing quickly into their fire kit.


‘RTC, six vehicles reported,’ said Andy, buckling up then checking the precise location of the incident they’d been called to on the MDT screen in front of him – the mobile data terminal. Their station was situated near to the motorway junction; the estimated time of arrival was ten minutes.


Sal sped down the hard shoulder, siren blaring. The traffic tailed back several miles already. The second engine was close behind, she could see it in her side mirror. In front of them smoke plumed upwards marking the site of the crash.


They were first on the scene, before the police, before the ambulance which was more often than not the case. All three lanes of the M1 were blocked, vehicles – more than six – pointing in all directions like bumper cars, all battle-scarred somewhere from contact. Sal braked, Andy jumped out of the cab and directed Jacko, driving the second engine, to park across the carriageway, preventing unauthorised access. Andy’s eyes worked quickly to assess the scene. White smoke from airbags was hanging in the air, mingling with black smoke pouring from a white van lying wounded on its side, tongues of flames seeking their freedom from under the crushed bonnet. A cluster of people were huddled behind the barrier on the hard shoulder but an elderly man was standing by an old red Fiat, talking to the driver through the smashed window.


The priority was getting that fire out; the smoke was acrid and the wind was hostile, blowing its load of carcinogens towards receptive lungs. Krish, already wearing his breathing apparatus, ran off the hose reel while Sal engaged the drive for the pump. The woman in the red car was visibly distressed, holding her neck; her car door was buckled beyond any chance of opening. Gaz escorted the old man to the sideline, noticing he had a nasty gash to his eyebrow that would need looking at; shock had probably stopped him from even registering he was injured.


‘The woman in the Fiat’s called Shirley,’ the old man told them. ‘She’s hurt her neck.’


The ambulance had just pulled up and Andy went over to converse with them before jogging quickly back to the others.


‘We’ll have to take the roof off because we can’t take the risk that she hasn’t got a spinal injury,’ he said to his team. They knew the drill. Krish disconnected the car battery, Dave and Jacko fitted blocks under the car to stabilise it, take out the suspension. Sue was already in the back of the Fiat, holding Shirley’s neck steady. Robbie and Deano were pulling out all the equipment they’d need. Andy set Pete on cutting; he should have her out pretty quickly. A more modern car wouldn’t have crumpled as much and an airbag would have been deployed, but at least with these old vehicles, the metal gave so much more easily.


Pete released the cutting tool from the fire engine and walked towards the Fiat. Another plume of white smoke blew in his face and through the haze the red Fiat became another car, Tara’s car. He saw it all again, as it was that day in February: Sal, crunching metal with the cutters, Krish ripping glass away from the windscreen, the paramedic working on Pete’s trapped, unconscious wife trying to stem the blood – the life – gushing from her femoral artery. Every desperate beat her heart made doing its best to keep her alive but bringing her closer to death instead.


Pete lost purchase of the cutting tool, it dropped to the floor and he stumbled to the side, only managing to stop himself falling by a lucky placement of limbs. He heard Andy shout at Gaz to take over. It clicked Pete from the past into the here and now. ‘I’ve got it,’ he said, back to being Pete Moore, firefighter. But Pete Moore, grieving widower was sharing the same body and dangerously hampering his detachment. Andy stood him down.





‘Can I have a word, Pete?’ said Andy, when they were back at the station.


Pete had been expecting it of course.


‘Shut the door behind you, lad.’


Pete did as he was told.


‘Sit down,’ said Andy. His voice was calm, avuncular. ‘You all right?’


‘Yes,’ said Pete. ‘I’m okay. I know what you’re going to say and it won’t happen again.’


Andy’s head made a slow nod. ‘We’ve seen much worse than we have today and we will see much worse than we have today. You know that.’


Pete opened his mouth to speak but Andy held up his hand to stop him.


‘Let me finish. I did wonder if you’d returned to work too soon, but you fell back into it and did a good job, you always do, but there was something not quite right. We’ve all spotted it. I let it go, but I’m not sure I should have.’


We’ve all spotted it. That shocked Pete.


‘I’m good, Andy. Please don’t force me to take leave when I need this job more than I need to sit at home thinking.’


Andy sat back in his chair, studied the man in front of him, for whom he had the most tremendous respect. He could easily see Pete in his shoes, running teams in the not too distant future. He had no weak spots in the job: he was careful, methodical and fast-thinking, he was a splendid ambassador for them. The public liked him, his peers trusted him and new recruits looked up to him. But Andy had a duty of care to his whole team as well as to the individuals within it.


‘I want you to be realistic, Pete, not brave.’


‘I know,’ answered Pete. ‘I do, really. You have my word. I promise it was a one-off.’


‘You can take time off for therapy, we’ll sort it.’


‘Thank you. I don’t need it though, An—’


‘I think you do. I want you to see someone. I don’t want to force your hand on this, but…’ The implication was that Andy was forcing his hand.


Pete rose from the chair. He was ashamed at his weaknesses being so obvious.


‘Six weeks leave was way too short in my opinion after what you went through,’ said Andy, as Pete opened the door to go. Pete didn’t reply. Better to say nothing than to lie.





There was an odd atmosphere for the rest of the shift that everyone tried to play down. Pete could feel it as heavy as the smoke was at the scene and he was the white van aflame in the centre of the crash giving it out. It was understandable that there would be interest in how he handled the first major RTC. He’d scraped a pass, he reckoned, but it had been enough to unsettle everyone, to show them that the Pete Moore of six months ago was not the same one that stood in their midst now.


At the end of the shift Sal walked out to their cars with him.


‘All right?’ she asked.


‘As I can be. Shit day and all that,’ said Pete, attempting to smile. Hard though now he knew that everyone could see the cracks in him. ‘I’m fine.’


‘Yeah and I’m Taylor Swift. How long have we known each other?’


‘Too bloody long,’ said Pete.


Sal grinned. ‘You know me well enough by now to be able to talk to me if you need to. In here…’ she poked herself in the chest ‘… I’m all sensitive woman, even if you look more feminine than I do.’


‘I’m fine,’ he repeated, but the words scraped their way out of his throat, as if they had been dragged out under duress, and he felt a slam of sadness hit him from left field. His vision blurred and he punched his fists into his eyes in an effort to grind the rising tears away. He turned from Sal in embarrassment.


‘Jesus, where did that come from?’ He didn’t realise he’d spoken the words aloud until Sal answered him.


‘Inside a wounded heart, Peter Moore, that’s where they came from.’


‘I’m good, I’m good,’ said Pete – the flash flood gone as quickly as it had arrived. ‘It’s you and your silky woman voice that did that to me, nothing else,’ he tried to joke, couldn’t pull it off.


‘Don’t bawl me out, but take this,’ said Sal, reaching into her jeans pocket and bringing out a business card.


‘What is it?’ He looked at the wording, ‘Molly’s Club’ and under it the name Molly Jones-Hoyland. It meant nothing.


‘Molly’s Club?’ he asked Sal.


‘I’ve been carrying this around with me for weeks ready to give to you. I think today’s the day.’


‘Who is she?’


‘She’s a neighbour of my mum’s. I’ve known her all my life and she’s a really lovely person. She’s retired, a pensioner and she runs a club where people in your shoes go and meet, talk.’


‘People in my shoes? Fuck-ups you mean?’


‘People who need help.’


‘A counsellor?’ Disdain leaked into his tone.


‘A listener. She’s good and I think you need her, Pete. Do yourself a favour and let her help to heal you.’


‘So you think I need counselling as well as everyone else?’ he asked. He respected Sal’s opinion greatly as a mate as well as a workmate.


‘Yep. I do. We need the old Pete back. This one looks like Pete…’ she flicked the back of her hand into his chest ‘… but it’s been like waiting for thin ice to crack.’


He hadn’t realised he’d done such a rubbish job of trying to show the world he could cope. That Sal had been carrying the card around with her for weeks to give to him was information he didn’t want to acknowledge.


‘Okay, I promise then, I’ll ring her,’ said Pete, slotting the card in his jeans pocket. ‘For you.’


‘No, Pete, for you,’ said Sal, giving his shoulder a thump which spoke of more affection than any hug she could administer.










Chapter 8


28 August


‘Peter, I presume, do come in,’ said Molly. Her delight was evident, he’d made it, acknowledged the courage it had taken for him to open the door. ‘Come and have a coffee and some cake and take a seat.’


Pete raised his hand. ‘Hi’ he said, reminding himself of a native American Indian in an old cowboy film saying, ‘How’. He felt his heart beating a ridiculous tattoo in his chest. He knew it wasn’t walking into a room full of people that was throwing his body into panic, it was because he didn’t want to lay his suit of armour on the welcome mat, like a pair of shoes. Admitting he was one of them, needing help, jarred with his pride.


He didn’t want a slice of cake, didn’t think he had the saliva to help him swallow it as his mouth was as dry as powdered cement, but he took a slice, and a coffee, played the game. He sat next to the woman with the silver-blonde plait who looked more the same age as him than anyone else there.


‘Welcome to our new people, Laurie and Pete,’ said Molly, smiling, nodding to them each in turn and Pete realised the woman at his side must be a fellow newbie; maybe that’s why he was drawn to sit beside her. ‘Shall we make some introductions – who wants to start?’


‘I will,’ said Maurice, which heartened Molly. He really had come out of his shell since he’d been here. It was amazing how much of an effect kindness had on people, instilling them with confidence. Life hadn’t been that kind to Maurice; neither had his mother whom he had cared for since he was old enough to unscrew the lid on a bottle of tablets, and yet he’d taken her passing very hard.


‘My name’s Maurice and I’m a bookkeeper. I don’t mean that I keep books, basically I add things up.’ He smiled, hoping his little joke impressed. Laurie smiled back encouragingly and Molly noted that. Her observational skills had sharpened with age, more so since she had decided to plough her energies into this little club. ‘I lost my mum last year,’ Maurice continued. ‘She was an invalid and I can’t remember a time before I was looking after her. She took advantage, I know that, but I did love her and I do miss her. I have all this life now, this freedom and I don’t know what to do with it. So that’s me in a nutshell.’


‘I’ll go next,’ said the thin woman with springy copper hair. ‘I’m Yvonne, housewife… well house widow now, I suppose. I was married at sixteen and I lost my husband in June. The doctor thought it might be a good idea if I found a good counsellor because I can’t grieve. I haven’t cried once. I know it’s not normal and I’m expecting it’ll catch up with me and I’ll fall to bits, so the sooner it happens the better. Okay?’ She gave the newcomers a wide smile then gave Sharon a nudge. ‘You next, love.’


‘Well I’m Sharon and I’m a cleaner,’ she began. ‘My dog died, which I know isn’t the same as losing a partner or a parent but I’ve never loved anyone the way I loved him. And I miss him so much.’ She pulled a photo out of her bag of a black mongrel with soulful eyes. ‘Billy. He was only seven. I know he’s just a dog…’


Maurice made noises of protest. ‘Nothing you love is ever “just a”,’ he said. ‘I had a hamster when I was a boy. I cried for months when he died. And I was very attached to Mother’s budgerigar Whistle, but sadly he passed the week after she did. I popped him in with Mum, I think she would have liked that.’


Laurie coughed, feeling obliged to leap in with her own contribution, become a fully paid-up member of them, even though the sessions were free. ‘I’ve got a goldfish. My fiancé and I won him at a fair a few years ago and I think I’d be gutted if anything happened to him.’


‘I’ve got a Siamese cat called Pong,’ put in Pete, feeling the need to add himself to them all, in the way that people at charity auctions felt obliged to put in a low bid so they could relax for a while, knowing they’d done their bit. The name Pong made everyone laugh. ‘I love him nearly as much as I love my twin brother, even if he’s a taker rather than a giver. That’s cats for you.’


Sharon felt heartened by that; she always worried that if anyone new came to the group they’d think she was a fraud for taking up the place of someone missing another human being, so it was nice that these younger people were both animal lovers. And Molly felt gladdened that the newbies had joined straight in with small gifts of themselves. She sensed a good, caring vibe from them. She was rarely wrong these days.


‘I always think that animals give merely by being there,’ said Maurice. ‘I’ll be quite honest, I didn’t get much affection from Hammy, my hamster, when I was a boy but just from giving it to him, I received a lot of comfort.’ He dropped a heavy sigh. ‘I was going through a patch at school where I was being bullied and playing with Hammy gave my head somewhere nice and simple to go.’


‘That’s a shame,’ said Sharon. ‘Bullies are awful. I once lamped a bully at my school. She didn’t think I’d dare because I was littler than her, but she got a shock. And a bloody nose.’


Maurice and Yvonne chuckled.


‘Good for you. Even worms turn,’ said Maurice, adding quickly, ‘Not that I’m saying you’re a worm, Sharon. Far from it.’


‘She never bothered me again. For a little worm, I had a temper when I’d reached the end of my limit.’


Molly herded the conversation away from worms and addressed the two newcomers. ‘If you want to leave it a while before telling us your story, that’s fine with us,’ she said.


‘I don’t mind,’ said Laurie, thinking that she ought to take Alan’s advice and ‘jump in’, otherwise what was the point of being here. ‘My name is Laurie, I’m a solicitor. I lost my fiancé a few months ago.’ Her hand unconsciously strayed to the necklace she wore with the small ring threaded through it, seeking strength. ‘I’ve been stuck, I can’t seem to move forward. Alex died very suddenly and I haven’t been able to clear the shock. I’m not close to my own family and I feel as if I don’t want to burden my friends…’ She tailed off but saw people nodding as they listened, especially the man who had come in after her, the man with the shining grey eyes.


‘I think it’s better to talk to strangers sometimes,’ said Yvonne. ‘My daughter Lola idolised her dad, she thinks I’m heartless because I’m managing quite easily to get on with things. I think she wants me to dress in black, close the curtains and marinate in gloom like Des’s mother did when his father died.’
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