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			Chapter 1

			‘Pardon?’ Abby Hamilton shifted in the chair – her armpits prickling with sweat in shock – then she adjusted her green tabard. ‘I don’t understand.’

			‘I’m terribly sorry, Abby, but it’s down to cutbacks.’ Georgia Dawson, manager of Greenfields Care Home smiled, her grey eyes calm as she gazed at Abby. She didn’t look terribly sorry. In fact, she didn’t look sorry at all as she sat there, back ramrod straight, in her navy Marks & Spencer trouser suit, with her sleek grey bob that it was rumoured she had styled at John Frieda’s ultra-chic London salon. Travelling from Manchester to London for an expensive haircut showed that Georgia certainly wasn’t suffering from the cutbacks. ‘We’re having to let some staff go. We just can’t afford to continue employing so many here when we’ve recently lost some of our residents.’

			‘But … you’ll have more residents coming in. This place has a fabulous reputation and of course you’ll never run out of residents because everyone’s got to grow old, right?’ 

			Or most people do …

			‘Indeed, we do have a fabulous reputation, and yes, we are highly likely to have more residents in future …’ Georgia pursed her bright red lips then nodded, as if agreeing with herself. ‘And I promise you, Abby, that if circumstances change, we won’t hesitate to contact you.’

			Abby took a deep breath and scanned the room, desperate for inspiration, something to tell Georgia that would allow her to keep her job. It was all she had left. But the desk piled with paperwork and the Manchester city skyline through the first-floor window offered her no reprieve.

			‘We’re giving you notice, as is written in your contract.’ Georgia’s voice had risen, as if her throat was tightening as she delivered the news. ‘But should you wish to leave sooner to find alternative employment, then I’m sure something can be arranged.’

			‘Please don’t do this. Please. I need this job!’ The room swayed and Abby gripped the sides of the chair to steady herself.

			‘These are difficult times … For everyone.’ The care home manager peered over her silver-rimmed half-moon glasses, and her eyes hardened, their grey now flinty. ‘So … if you don’t mind, I have other staff to speak to. Let me know if you decide to work out your notice period.’

			Abby got unsteadily to her feet. She’d lost her boyfriend, her home and now her job in the space of six weeks. It was almost as if the universe was trying to tell her something. Or it would be if she believed in that kind of nonsense. 

			She took the envelope that Georgia proffered then trudged out of the air-conditioned office and into the corridor. Four of her colleagues were lined up there like naughty children waiting to see the head teacher. They stared at her, desperately reading her face for clues, so she dropped her eyes to the floor. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t even wish them luck as she made her way to the poky staffroom with its scale-encrusted kettle and five green-cushioned chairs. 

			Sinking into one of them, Abby absent-mindedly fingered the slit where the orange foam was displayed like the innards of a body. She thought of the times she’d stuffed the foam back in during her coffee breaks, only to return to the staffroom to find that someone else had widened the split by picking at the seams or had carelessly dropped biscuit crumbs into it. Abby took care of things – it was in her nature – but not everybody was like her. She knew that now for sure. 

			But that was life. 

			Abby released a sigh before pushing herself to her feet. No point dwelling now, it wouldn’t change anything. In fact, perhaps it would finally give her something to write about in her blog. It had been a while since she’d fired up her old laptop and logged into her WordPress account, since she’d felt up to letting the world know what was going on in her life, since she’d found the text on Gavin’s phone and her world had crumbled to dust … She squeezed her eyes shut tight against the pain and forced his handsome and familiar features from her mind. Thinking about what she’d lost would not help right now. She needed to be strong because no one else was going to hold her together.

			Abby opened her locker and pulled out her bag. Her shift was over and with it, her time at Greenfields Care Home. She stuffed the letter into her bag, pulled her tabard over her head, then placed it on the back of a chair as she shrugged into her coat. 

			She knew that she wouldn’t come back to work out her notice – it would be much too painful saying goodbye to the residents and her colleagues. 

			And Abby Hamilton really didn’t like goodbyes. 

			

			Abby closed the front door behind her and sagged against it. Her muscles ached, her head was tight and she was covered in dust. But at least she’d finished moving her boxed belongings into the two-bed rental flat on Holly Street in Didsbury. Considering how quickly Abby had needed to move, she’d been lucky to find such a lovely flat. Not that she’d wanted to up sticks, but after what had happened, she hadn’t really had a choice. 

			She wandered through the flat, admiring the hardwood floors, the plain magnolia walls and the lovely bay window in the spacious lounge. Everything in the flat was fresh, new and clean which was a very good thing as far as Abby was concerned. She needed a fresh start and hoped that this move would help her get it.

			All she had to do now was to unpack the many boxes and two large suitcases that were scattered around the spare bedroom and kitchen. She grimaced. Once she took everything out, she’d have to find places for it all, and right now that seemed insurmountable. Perhaps if she just had half an hour’s rest, she’d feel up to it.

			She’d make a coffee and light a cigarette and—

			Wait! Light a cigarette?

			She hadn’t smoked in over ten years, but when she’d found the text on Gavin’s phone, her first reaction had been to march out of their pretty three-bed semi in Wythenshawe straight to the Tesco Extra where she purchased two bottles of Pinot Grigio and a packet of Marlboro Lights. She’d drunk the wine but managed to avoid smoking any of the cigarettes, preferring to feel the comfort of having the box in her bag should she desperately need the crutch of nicotine. And, this afternoon, with the early spring sunlight fading outside and the impact of her day’s labour settling into her thirty-six-year-old bones, she really, really fancied a smoke. And why shouldn’t she have one?

			Abby found her battered brown handbag – the one that Gavin had given her three Christmases ago – rooted for the packet of Marlboros and the disposable lighter, then headed down to the car park to light up. 

			On her descent to the ground floor, she passed the doors of the people who lived below her and wondered who was inside and if they were curious about her too. Abby had used the small lift to get her belongings up to the flat but had vowed to use the steps most days, unless she had something too heavy to carry. Now she was thirty-six, she needed to stay active to help keep her toned, and it would hopefully mean that she’d get to meet her neighbours too, possibly even make some friends.

			When she reached the small entranceway, she pressed the release button to open the door and stepped out into the cool air. The car park was quite full now, but then it was Saturday afternoon and most of the residents of the flats would no doubt be preparing for an evening of Saturday TV with a takeaway or perhaps were getting ready to head off into Didsbury village for a meal or to hit the bars. A shadow fell over her as she thought of all the couples and families, of all the people who had someone.

			Abby pulled a cigarette from the pack and stuck it in her mouth like some kind of talisman against loneliness. She was about to light up when she realised that if any of her new neighbours came down to their cars, they would see her smoking, and that wasn’t exactly the first impression she wanted to create. So she walked around the side of the building and kept going until she reached the rear where it seemed more private. But it was also a right mess. The estate agent had mentioned something about a garden but Abby had been so impressed by the flat and so desperate to find somewhere quickly, that she’d declined to look around outside. She could see the area from her bedroom but she’d barely even looked out of the windows, so keen had she been to sign on the dotted line and secure the lease. As long as it was furnished and had plenty of inside space where she could hide away from the world, that was all she’d wanted. But now she could see the garden that stretched out before her, it was evident that it was nothing more than a dumping ground for unwanted furniture; it looked like an unkempt mess of overgrown shrubs, grass and litter.

			She walked up and down, eyeing the tangled flowerbeds and unpruned bushes, the litter and cigarette butts that choked up what could have been a lovely space, and something inside her shifted. It was a sense of loss so strong it caused a physical pain, and she stifled the moan that threatened to escape from her. 

			‘Such a waste,’ she murmured, the unlit cigarette bobbing between her lips as she spoke. When the flats had been built, the garden must have been drawn into the plans, the designer keen to give the small community an outside space that would possibly bring them together. Instead, it had been ignored as the inhabitants of Willow Court got on with their lives inside. 

			It struck Abby that Gavin had been exactly the same; when they’d bought their semi-detached house – some years back when they’d both been in their twenties – Gavin had been keen to fully renovate the inside, but had shown no interest when Abby had suggested doing something to the small paved back garden. Gavin had frowned, coughed and muttered something about not having time to mow grass or plant flowers and, as with most things in their relationship, Abby had bitten her lip and kept quiet, not wanting to start a row that made their growing differences glaringly apparent. It was easier to keep quiet, pretend everything was all right and that they wanted the same things from life. She had become good at biting her tongue during their time together. The Abby she had once been would have given her a good shake and told her to speak up for herself, to make sure that she got what she wanted and needed from her relationship. But time, and Gavin, had worn her down. Even if Abby had a small patch of grass to mow in the summer, Gavin would have dashed off to his evening session at the gym anyway, rather than staying at home, with Abby, to enjoy it.

			‘Bloody weight-lifting bastard!’ She shook her head. She had called him all the awful names she could think of, but the words didn’t change the fact that they’d had a relationship born of long-term togetherness. They knew each other well and there was affection there, possibly still even love. Then he’d turned their lives upside down. ‘Bloody cheating pig!’

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			Abby froze. 

			Someone was behind her.

			Someone had caught her talking to herself.

			She whipped the cigarette from her mouth then turned and met the pale, watery-blue eyes of an elderly man. He frowned at her from behind thick-rimmed black glasses then ran a hand over the mottled dome of his bald head.

			‘Oh! Uh, sorry … I wasn’t speaking to you. I was just talking to myself. You know, as you do.’ She gave an embarrassed laugh, hoping he might at least smile, but he glared at her in a way that made goosebumps pop out on her arms.

			‘You were talking to yourself?’ He straightened up for a moment, and she realised that he was taller than he’d first seemed – certainly taller than she was – then he hunched over again, and a flicker of pain passed over his features, as if the effort had been too much.

			‘Yes.’

			He shook his head then eyed her scruffy jogging bottoms and dusty T-shirt.

			Abby plucked at her top. ‘I was moving in … To one of the flats … 3A actually. I’m Abby Hamilton. We might be neighbours.’

			‘Neighbours?’ His frown deepened, drawing his bushy white eyebrows together so they sat like fat white caterpillars above his glasses. ‘None of you youngsters know the meaning of the word.’

			Abby was about to argue then thought better of it. He was right, really. Even after living in their house for more than ten years, she and Gavin had barely known the families residing either side of them. Enough to say good morning and to share the odd comment on the weather, but certainly not enough to go out for drinks or to pop in to one another’s houses for coffee. And Abby had often wished that she could pop around to have coffee and cake with a neighbour, to invite them for a barbecue in the summer or to just get to know them better. With the hours that Gavin worked and the time he spent at the gym, Abby had often been lonely, and hearing the laughter and music from the other side of the adjoining wall had stirred longings in her that she hadn’t known she’d had. 

			So when she’d heard Gavin’s phone buzz on the bedside table that terrible evening six weeks ago, and she had read the words – the descriptions of bedroom acts – which she’d never used herself and never would … Well, she could have done with a neighbour to run to then. Instead, she’d run to a shop for alcohol and tobacco. She had to admit that this man, whoever he was, had a point.

			Abby noticed that his gaze had dropped to her hand and his eyes widened behind his glasses as his cheeks flushed. 

			‘Are you OK, sir?’ She called him that because he certainly didn’t seem keen to volunteer his name.

			‘You were smoking!’ He snarled at her, making her flinch.

			‘No … I uh—’

			‘Yes, you were! I see the cancer-stick in your hand.’ He wobbled in his leather slippers as he waved his walking stick at her. 

			‘I didn’t even light it.’

			‘But you were going to light it. Is it you then, making all this mess? Disgusting! Absolutely diabolical! Filthy, dirty …’ His voice cracked and he turned away from her. Abby watched him, wondering what was wrong. Was he having a heart attack? A stroke? Oh God, was one of her neighbours about to die on her right after she’d moved in? She could just imagine the headline in the local tabloid: Spurned Spinster Kills Elderly Neighbour with Unlit Cigarette, Murderer Abby or The Community Garden Killer.

			She stepped closer to him and raised her hand, wondering whether to touch his shoulder just to check if he was all right, but she was also afraid to make contact. After all, the way he’d brandished his heavy-looking stick, she suspected he could cause some serious damage with it.

			‘Sir? Are you OK?’ she asked, her voice small, not sounding like her at all.

			He coughed then, his whole body shaking with the effort, before turning to face her.

			‘Smoking is so bad for you. It causes awful diseases and you should stop. Immediately. Before it’s too late. It sets a bad example to the children around here and just look at this mess.’ He gestured at the state of the garden and Abby nodded.

			‘It is quite bad.’

			‘People just don’t care anymore. No one cares.’ His voice was quieter than before, tinged with sadness.

			‘I wouldn’t have thrown this down, you know? I’d have binned it. I don’t litter.’ She wasn’t sure why she felt the need to explain herself, but she did. 

			He met her eyes again then shook his head. ‘Just make sure you do put it in the bin, although what difference one will make, I don’t know …’ 

			He turned and shuffled away, seeming smaller now, hunched over his walking stick as if the encounter with her had reduced him physically. Abby suppressed the urge to shout after him. Who did he think he was bossing her around and making assumptions? There was no way she could have made all this mess and she certainly wouldn’t have made it any worse. He was right that one more cigarette butt wouldn’t make a difference but even so, she’d have put it in the bin. 

			Why was she worrying anyway? In his slippers, with that heavy walking stick and thick white stubble on his face, he could’ve just wandered out of Greenfields. She’d dealt with men and women like that over the years and knew that, most of the time, they didn’t mean to offend anyone.

			She looked at the cigarette in her hand and frowned. Suddenly it didn’t seem so appealing, so she pulled the packet from her joggers and stuffed it back in. For the time being, she’d just keep the packet as a safety net for when things got really bad.

			Abby cast her eyes over the garden again. It really was a fabulous space and had so much potential. If someone had the inclination, they could make it lovely, somewhere to be proud of, somewhere to come and sit and relax. If they had the inclination …

			

			Twenty minutes later, Abby was sitting cross-legged on the wooden floor of her lounge, dressed in her pyjamas with her freshly washed damp hair pinned up with a butterfly clip. She had a box in front of her that she’d draped with a tea towel and on it sat a plate of beans on toast. There was a table in the kitchen, but it felt too formal to eat there alone, so she’d come into the lounge and turned on the TV, wanting the company of Saturday night television to drown out the voices swirling tornado-like in her head. 

			As she sipped the lukewarm wine she’d forgotten to put in the fridge earlier, she tried to push the old man from her mind, but she kept seeing the scorn in his eyes. Yet when he’d spoken, and his voice had cracked, she’d sensed that there was more to his distress than he’d been prepared to share. 

			And being alone, tonight of all nights … 

			It was Gavin’s birthday, a fact she’d tried to ignore all day, even as she’d tramped up and down the stairs of their home, taking her belongings out to her ancient red Fiesta. Gavin hadn’t been around, of course, he’d agreed by text to not be there when she went back for her things. She’d stayed at her friend Lisa’s apartment after she’d walked out on him, only going back when she knew he’d be at the gym or work, knowing that seeing him would be too painful, that it was too raw and she was – even though she hated to admit it – still too angry to face him. Yet today, he turned thirty-six. Gavin was a few months younger than Abby and it had been their in-joke that he was her toyboy. Now he had someone younger – a lot younger – so the joke was on Abby.

			Gavin was probably out somewhere with his new floozy, partying the night away in a too-tight top that showed his bulging biceps to perfection. He’d doubtless be flexing for photos, his eyes too bright, his smile too wide. If Abby dared to look tomorrow, he’d be all over Facebook, his flushed cheeks and inane grin evidence of a great night out. A night that Abby wasn’t there to share. A night that would probably end in all of those lewd sexual acts that Abby had read about on his phone; all the things that she’d always been far too embarrassed to talk about, let alone try. Did people really do those things? Abby had always thought they were like sex scenes in movies: over-the-top, too much like hard work, and physically impossible unless you had a neck as long as a giraffe and a body as flexible as a gold-medal-winning gymnast.

			For a moment she thought about trying to locate her laptop and putting her current thoughts onto the page, but she realised it would be buried at the bottom of a box somewhere and moving seemed like too much effort. 

			So she drained her glass, refilled it from the bottle on the floor next to her and turned up the TV, then ate her lonely supper for one, trying to ignore the salty tears that trickled down her cheeks and mingled with her wine.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter 2

			

			Arthur shuffled into his kitchen and went automatically to the kettle. He checked the water level then reached out to switch it on and realised that his hand was shaking. What on earth? He’d exchanged a few stern words with a woman claiming to be a new neighbour and now he was so disturbed that he was shaking?

			He left the kettle to boil and went through to his lounge. The room was filled with shadows, the last rays of the evening spring sunshine too weak to light up the space. Everything was exactly as he had left it less than an hour ago. The TV screen was blank and grey, the book he had been reading lay open on the small coffee table next to his armchair, and his mug sat beside it on an old coaster that showed a hotel in Spain he’d once stayed in with Julia.

			‘Julia …’ He whispered her name, the familiar cadence passing over his tongue and stirring his heart. The name of the woman he had loved and cherished for half a century. It was more than a year since she’d passed but he still expected her to enter the room, carrying a tray with two mugs and a plate of biscuits that they would enjoy in front of a Saturday night game show. If he closed his eyes, he could almost smell her floral perfume, hear the swish of her skirt against her petticoat as she moved, and feel the cool weight of her hand as she touched his shoulder. 

			‘I’m not sure about that woman at all,’ he said to the room, breaking the spell that had settled over him like a net of grief. ‘Do you know, Julia, she claimed that she’s moved into one of the flats.’

			He paused and listened as if waiting for his wife to reply.

			The silence stretched out in the room. 

			Of course, no reply came. He sighed, then went to his chair and sat down, propping his walking stick against the coffee table, the boiling kettle now forgotten as his thoughts were filled with his wife.

			‘You’d probably think she’s a nice young woman … see the good in her.’ He chuckled. ‘You always saw the good in everyone, my darling. See … the good in everyone, I mean.’ He couldn’t talk about her in the past tense. It felt wrong – so terribly wrong. ‘But she was about to smoke, you see. That filthy habit that causes such awful diseases, and if only she knew how it feels to have … to suffer as you did, then I’m sure she wouldn’t …’ He closed his eyes again, trying to imagine how it felt to have Julia’s hand settling on his right shoulder. He placed his hand there, searching for hers, wishing he could find it and keep her with him for ever. ‘I told her, darling. I told her to stop smoking. Whether she’ll listen or not, who knows? And I also warned her not to litter. I hate what’s happened out there in your garden. If only you could see it. But no, much better that you can’t.’ He shook his head. ‘I couldn’t bear for you to see it. If I was fitter, I’d go out and make it beautiful again just how you like it. But I’m an old man … just a useless old man. This damned hip makes me so slow. I can’t even stand up straight anymore …’

			He lapsed into silence as bleakness settled over him like a clammy, suffocating blanket. His hand slipped from his shoulder and he let it rest on the arm of the chair. He couldn’t believe they were his hands, these wrinkled, liver-spotted things with their swollen joints and grey hairs sprouting from his knuckles. When did he get so old? When did Julia get old enough to …?

			He turned to the chair on the other side of the coffee table. It was just close enough to reach, close enough to take her hand as they laughed at something together or to pass her a mug of tea as they read the morning papers.

			But it was empty.

			As empty as his flat. As empty as his bed. And as empty as his life.

			A solitary tear escaped his right eye and trickled down his cheek before getting trapped in the stubble he hadn’t bothered to shave for over a week. He wiped at it absently with the back of his hand then stared at the streak of water on his skin.

			What was the point in any of it anymore?

			A sudden bang from above jolted him to his feet and he winced as pain seared through his hip. Feet raced across the floor above quickly followed by another bang and Arthur’s grief was replaced by red-hot anger. 

			That bloody child!

			

			Arthur grabbed his stick, headed for the front door, then slammed it behind him. It bounced off the latch, but he didn’t care; he was too furious to fuss about locking his flat and he wanted to catch the little bugger upstairs in the act.

			He took hold of the banister and started to climb, using his stick to support him, rage giving him an unwonted burst of energy. He knew that the lift would have alerted the little rascal to his ascent, so he pushed himself up each step, muttering about badly behaved children and irresponsible parents, until he reached the landing and the door of the flat directly above his own. He panted, trying to catch his breath before he knocked on the door. From inside, he heard squeals of laughter. Someone was evidently having a great time – and at his expense, no less. The expense of his peace! Peace that he was entitled to, for crying out loud!

			He realised that the door was ajar, so he rapped his knuckles on the wood and waited. It fell silent inside. He knocked again, harder, causing the door to swing open wide enough for him to see inside. And there, soaking wet and covered in soapsuds, stood that wild teenage girl who often babysat for the little boy, Ernie. 

			Arthur stared at her, then around the hallway of the flat at the complete and utter chaos, before his eyes landed on Ernie as he came skidding around the corner. He tutted. ‘How very irresponsible of you both. Not only have you made a dreadful mess of your father’s flat, Ernie Jones, but you’ve disturbed my Saturday evening. I should phone the police and get them to come and take you away!’ Even as he spoke, he was conscious of how hard his heart was pounding and of the searing pain in his hip. 

			The girl folded her arms across her chest and scowled at him. ‘What, for having a water fight? In his own home?’ She gestured at the seven-year-old boy who wasn’t looking half as confident as she was.

			‘For disturbing the peace!’ Arthur shouted. ‘For noise pollution. I can’t even relax in my own home.’ He thumped his walking stick on the floor.

			‘Look, Mr Mayer’ – the girl’s expression changed – ‘we didn’t mean any harm. It’s just I’m looking after my cousin – again – and we were having a laugh. We didn’t mean to disturb you, did we, Ernie?’

			‘No! No, we didn’t.’ The little boy hung his head and stared at his wet feet. Water dripped from his hair onto the laminate flooring and Arthur watched as it pooled there.

			‘That could come through, you know?’ He pointed at the water. ‘You could bring down my ceiling … Ruin all my possessions … Destroy my home. You lot ought to be bloody evicted. And where’s your father?’

			The children glanced at each other and something flickered over Ernie’s face. Arthur couldn’t tell if it was fear or sadness, although why it would be either, he had no idea.

			‘I’m sorry.’ Ernie raised his bright blue eyes and Arthur nodded. Ernie was just a little boy; it was the responsibility of his elders to teach him how to behave properly, and that meant this cousin of his as well as his father, who rarely seemed to be around. 

			‘Well, make sure you mop all this water up so it doesn’t destroy my ceiling. Last thing I want is to look up and see you pair staring down at me.’

			He turned and walked towards the lift doors, suddenly exhausted and longing to reach the comfort of his armchair, but aware that he wasn’t up to walking down the stairs. Back in his flat, he would sit with a mug of tea as he watched the sky change from twilight to darkness, while the celebrities and presenters on the TV chattered inanely in the corner, his only company through the long Saturday night.

			

			Ernie closed the door as soon as Mr Mayer had gone and turned to face his cousin. He expected to find her looking worried but instead she was grinning.

			‘Do you think he’ll tell on us, Jax?’ 

			She chewed her bottom lip and her eyes widened. ‘You know … he might do. He’s certainly angry enough.’

			‘Really?’ 

			‘Yeah … In fact, he’s probably gone downstairs to phone the police right now.’

			Ernie’s tummy rolled, the way it did when he was nervous about a spelling test in school. He wasn’t very good at spelling, even when he tried really hard to learn the words his teacher sent home with him. 

			‘What should we do?’

			‘I think we should … hide under the bed.’

			‘But won’t the police break the door if we don’t answer it?’ He thought about the show Jax had let him watch about a police crew from London. They’d shouted a lot and broken some doors to get in.

			‘We’ll need to be very quiet.’ Jax put a finger to her lips then tiptoed across the hallway with the exaggerated movements of a cartoon character.

			‘Are you teasing me, Jax?’

			She turned away from him but he could see her shoulders shaking and the big bun on top of her head was wobbling.

			‘Jax?’

			‘No. Of course not. I never tease you …’

			‘Look at me.’

			When she did, her face was red and her smile was so wide he could see the tiny elastic bands on her braces. The icy feeling that had formed in his belly faded at her expression.

			‘You are joking!’ He pointed at her then started to laugh. ‘You’re teasing me.’

			She nodded.

			‘So, he’s not telling on us?’

			‘Nah! Don’t be daft. He’s just a grumpy old fart.’

			‘A fart?’ When he’d said fart in school he’d had a big row and lost his playtime for two days. ‘My teacher said that’s rude.’

			‘It’s just a word, Ernie. Old people say stuff like that to try to control us. Don’t you take any notice.’ She approached him and put her hands on his shoulders. ‘Ernie? Are you listening?’

			He nodded. 

			‘No, I mean really listening. You don’t have to do what older people say all the time. And don’t worry; he won’t get you in trouble. He barely ever leaves his flat from what I can tell.’

			‘Is that because he has a walking stick?’ Ernie asked, thinking about how Arthur had gripped the handle of the stick as he’d thumped it on the floor. Arthur’s fingers had looked all funny and bumpy like knotted rope and Ernie had wondered if they were sore.

			Jax shrugged. ‘Maybe. Perhaps he can’t get out. Or perhaps he’s just one of those people who pretend they can’t walk far so they get extra benefits.’

			‘What are benefits?’

			Jax opened her mouth then closed it and sighed. ‘Don’t worry about it. Just something they were on about on Loose Women this week.’

			‘What’s Loose Women?’

			Jax started to giggle. ‘It sounds so funny when you say it. Come on, Ernie, let’s clean up and I’ll put a pizza in for tea.’

			‘Cheese and ham?’

			‘If you like.’

			‘Jax … Why is Mr Mayer so grumpy? Does that happen to all old people?’

			Jax reached out and smoothed Ernie’s damp hair back from his forehead.

			‘I don’t know, Ernie. I don’t think so. Just to some.’

			Ernie nodded.

			‘I don’t want to become grumpy when I get older.’

			‘Well don’t! It’s not compulsory.’

			‘What’s compulsory?’

			‘Oh God, Ernie, you’re getting a dictionary for Christmas. Come on, let’s find the mop.’

			As Ernie followed his cousin through to the kitchen, he vowed never to become grumpy. Even when he got really, really old, he’d always be kind. Just like he remembered his mummy being, and she had always said, ‘Kindness doesn’t cost a thing.’

			So Ernie would be kind for free, just like Mummy said. He wished she could see him now and that he could know for certain if she was proud of him. But if she was proud of him, then she’d be here, wouldn’t she? He bit the inside of his cheek – as he’d learnt to do when the sad feeling started in his chest – and made himself think about climbing trees and building dens and how it had felt when that wasp had stung his knee last summer. He was getting good at being brave and he was very proud of himself for that.

			

			

		

	
		
			
			
			
			
			Chapter 3

			Abby rolled over in bed and blinked. It took a few moments for her to register her surroundings, to realise that she was in the bedroom of her new flat. She pulled the duvet up to her chin and closed her eyes again; if she could just drop back off to sleep then she could escape reality for a bit. But a growl from her stomach told her that wasn’t going to happen. She never could sleep on an empty stomach, especially not the morning after she’d drunk a whole bottle of wine. Hunger and hungover did not mix well.

			She pushed the covers back and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, yelping as her cold toes hit a box she’d left in front of the bedside cabinet. Why had she tried to get out of bed on that side anyway? It was like she was conditioned to sleep on the left, as if, even though she now slept alone, she couldn’t allow her body to take up the whole bed, to venture over to the side where Gavin’s warm body should have been. Even on mornings when she woke up after they’d had a row, she’d be able to slide closer to his reassuring warmth, to thaw her toes – that were always cold – on his legs and to find comfort in another human being, in knowing she wasn’t completely alone. 

			She leant forwards and squeezed her toes, waiting for the throbbing to subside. At least she didn’t have to put up with Gavin’s morning routine anymore. She’d tried to tell herself for years that it didn’t bother her but it really had, especially when she’d longed for him to turn and take her in his arms, to cuddle her while they both slowly woke up. Instead, as soon as he came round, he’d jump out of bed, drop to the rug and do fifty press-ups. All before he’d had so much as a cup of tea. Not that he drank tea, preferring to make himself fresh juice in his top-of-the-range juicer swiftly followed by a sludgy-grey protein shake. Abby had tried to tell him that those protein shakes were the cause of his dreadful wind and what he thought was IBS, but he just wouldn’t listen, dismissing her suggestions as Google-doctor madness. Abby suspected that even if he went for a medical and had a dietician tell him that his protein shakes were the cause of his chronic flatulence and heartburn, he’d still refuse to give them up. Gavin was terrified of losing an ounce of muscle and would rather fart constantly than fail to appear totally ripped.

			Once the throbbing in her toes had subsided, she got up, pulled on her dressing gown and padded along the hallway to the bathroom. It was warm with early morning sunshine and she could hear birdsong from just outside the patterned glass. As she washed her face, she started to feel her spirits lifting. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad having her own place. After all, it was refreshing to be able to use a bathroom that smelt fresh and clean and wasn’t tainted with Gavin’s early morning odours. It was nice to be able to wash her face without being shoved out the way as he hogged the mirror before leaving a rim of shaving scum around the sink. And she certainly didn’t miss having to snap photos as he flexed his biceps and paraded his naked torso around, telling her exactly what angle to capture, that he then posted on Instagram with hashtags like #bodybuilder, #hunk and #shredded.

			Oh Gavin …

			It hadn’t been all bad or she wouldn’t have stayed with him – it was just easier now to focus on the negatives about their relationship because it hurt less than dwelling on what she’d lost.

			In the kitchen, Abby switched the kettle on and looked around. She still hadn’t unpacked everything she needed but as long as she could locate the teabags, a spoon and a plate, she’d manage for now. Once she’d made tea and toast, she set them down on the kitchen table then turned on the digital radio that she’d treated herself to for her birthday. The radio could be a great comfort; it made her feel as though there were still people out there, carrying on with their lives, even if she felt as though her own had stalled.

			She’d done her calculations, and with rent and groceries, as long as she was careful, she could manage for some time on her savings, and the inheritance her mum had left her. She’d spoken to Gavin about the idea of him buying her out of their shared property, but they hadn’t made any definite arrangements yet, although Abby knew it was something she’d need to deal with soon. She didn’t really want to dip into the money that she’d tucked safely away in an ISA but it was there if things got tight. After she and Gavin had got together at fifteen, they’d mapped out their whole future, from the house they’d buy to the holidays they’d have and how many children they wanted. She shivered. Sometimes, life just didn’t work out the way you thought it would, but at fifteen, they’d been confident with the arrogance of youth, about themselves and where they were heading. Gavin had already been working with his father’s building company during school holidays and at weekends, and when they finished year eleven, he began working full time. 

			Abby had thought she knew what she wanted to do, too. She would go to college to study English Literature, Media and History at A level, but Gavin had persuaded her not to go. He’d told her he didn’t like the thought of her going off to college and being surrounded by new people who might change how she saw him, and she’d been so in love with him by then that she’d been afraid to upset him. Instead, she’d managed to get some hours at the local corner shop and soon that had morphed into more hours and before she knew it, she was in her mid-twenties and they were putting down a deposit on their first mortgage. Once that had happened, there was no quitting the job to go back to studying, they just couldn’t manage without her wage. In fact, Gavin had suggested that she try to find a few more hours’ work somewhere else to bump up her incomings, so she’d found casual work at a care home that soon became her full-time job. A few years later, she moved from there to Greenfields. By that point, Gavin had been earning more money and when they were both twenty-nine, they’d decided the time was right to start trying for a family. Gavin had told her to quit work and let him take care of her. But something had stopped her, a warning voice that told her that giving up her independence was risky, and she was glad now that she’d listened to that voice and kept squirrelling money away. Because look at what had happened. And although she no longer had the job, losing it hadn’t been her choice – it had been foisted upon her.

			Her mobile buzzed on the kitchen counter, dragging her from her thoughts, and she went to check it, wondering for a moment if perhaps it was Gavin. She swallowed her disappointment, first at the fact that it wasn’t him and secondly at the fact that she’d hoped it might be. The text was from her friend Lisa.

			Abby sighed. Lisa, in her usual no nonsense manner, had invited her out for brunch in Didsbury village. Or rather told her that she would be meeting her for brunch:

			
			In an hour. So you’d better go and get ready. 

			
			Sixty-five minutes later, Abby opened the door to the Italian café that Lisa had chosen for their brunch and looked around. Seeing that Lisa was already seated in a booth, Abby went over and sat opposite her friend. She looked gorgeous, as usual. Her sleek dark red bob framed her heart-shaped face, her emerald-green eyes sparkled, and her alabaster skin glowed luminescent, as if she’d spent the weekend at a spa. 

			‘Hello, darling!’ Lisa got up and came around to Abby then leant over and hugged her. Abby’s face was squashed against Lisa’s stomach and her friend’s silver bangles dug into her cheek. But it wasn’t the pain of metal digging into her face or the fact that she could barely breathe that brought tears to her eyes; it was so nice to feel her friend’s loving hug. 

			Lisa was wearing an off-the-shoulder pale green jumper that brought out the colour of her eyes and she’d paired it with skinny jeans and a pair of brown ankle boots. With her height and strong curves, everything she wore looked stylish and Abby wished, not for the first time, that she had just an ounce of Lisa’s panache. 

			When Lisa finally released her, all Abby could smell was vanilla and rose. Lisa’s favourite perfume hadn’t changed in all the years she’d known her. She had moved to Manchester from South Wales when they were in year eleven at school, and Abby had taken the quiet redhead under her wing. Back then, Abby had been the more confident one, but these days their roles were reversed. Lisa had studied art and design at college and university, and now worked as a plus-sized fashion designer. 

			Lisa was also in love, and had been engaged to her partner, Fiona, for the past six months. Fiona owned her own floristry shop in Didsbury and it was there that they’d met. Lisa had gone in to order flowers for her mother’s birthday, their eyes had locked over pink roses and gypsophila and that had been that. Their wedding was planned for next Christmas and Lisa had already asked Abby to be a bridesmaid. Abby hadn’t yet fully committed to the role, hoping she’d be able to make her excuses before dress fittings became a reality, but she’d nodded and smiled enough to keep Lisa from nagging her … for now. The thought of being centre stage at an event, even her best friend’s wedding, made Abby’s stomach clench.

			‘You look amazing as always.’

			Lisa smiled. ‘The love of a good woman, Abby. You should try it.’

			Heat filled Abby’s cheeks. She’d once shared a drunken kiss with Lisa when she’d visited her university digs in London, but as good a kisser as Lisa had been, Abby just hadn’t felt that spark of attraction that she had with Gavin. When she’d gone home after the weekend, she’d felt a bit guilty about kissing someone else, but then Gavin had confessed to snogging a barmaid that same weekend – sworn on his mother’s life that it hadn’t gone any further than that – and Abby had felt absolved. But she was also unable to blame him for cheating on her. She’d vowed to put it behind her, blamed alcohol and high spirits, and classed it as a small hiccup in their long-term relationship. 

			‘I love you, Lisa, but it’s not really my thing.’

			Lisa shrugged. ‘The thought of bumping uglies with a guy turns my stomach, so I completely get you.’ Even though she’d left Wales at fifteen, Lisa’s accent was still musical – her soft Welsh lilt always made Abby more aware of her own Mancunian twang. 

			‘Have you ordered yet?’ Abby was keen to divert the conversation away from sex. It had been so long since she’d had any and the last time had been rather a disappointment, as it soon became evident that Gavin had not been in the mood. Then again, he’d rarely been in the mood over their last year together, citing tiredness and stomach cramps as reasons for his waning libido.

			‘Not yet, no.’ Lisa shook her head. ‘I was waiting for you and it’s my treat.’ She held up her hand. ‘No arguments! Seeing as how you’re now unemployed, you need to watch your pennies.’

			‘Thank you. But as soon as I’m settled in, I’m cooking you and Fiona dinner.’

			‘Deal!’ 

			They sat in silence for a few minutes as they read the menu, and Abby tried to push all thoughts of Gavin’s failure to perform – and how it must have been because he hadn’t fancied her anymore, possibly because her neck was too short and she couldn’t put her feet behind her head – from her mind. Of course, there had been the old waxing debate that Gavin had liked to bring up from time to time, and although Abby knew he preferred her lady-garden smooth, she just couldn’t stand the agony of having it completely waxed. So perhaps that had been the straw that had broken the camel toe … camel’s back! She shook her head and took a deep cleansing breath. Sometimes her thoughts exhausted her, and she was glad no one could see inside her head because they’d probably get her sectioned immediately.

			‘I’ve been thinking you should have a housewarming party so we can help you christen the flat. That would be fun,’ Lisa said casually. 

			Abby smiled but the idea made her shoulders tighten. She had always wanted to entertain and hadn’t because of Gavin. But doing it now, when she and Gavin had so recently split up, when she would be solely responsible for hosting the party, made her toes curl. Which was exactly why she knew she should seriously consider it; she needed to make some changes in her life and moving out of her comfort zone was an important one.

			‘OK, good idea.’

			A smiley waitress came and took their orders then sashayed away, sticking her pencil into her blonde bun. The café was Sunday-morning busy, with people of all ages enjoying their brunch as they read the papers, typed on lightweight laptops, or simply caught up. The sounds of cutlery clinking, coffee machine frothing, and Radio 2 playing filled the air, along with the scents of toasted teacakes, bacon and hash browns. Even though she’d had toast not long ago, Abby was very hungry so she’d ordered pancakes with maple syrup and crispy bacon and a grande latte.

			‘How’s the flat coming along?’

			‘Well I’ve moved everything in, but I haven’t unpacked properly yet.’

			‘I would’ve helped you but with Mum being taken ill …’

			‘Don’t worry about it. I was fine, and besides, all that carrying boxes was a fabulous workout for my bingo wings. How is your mum?’

			‘Oh, she’s all right, I think. She’s back at home and on the sofa resting now but it gave her a scare. I’d be there now but she told me to stop fussing around her.’ Lisa sniffed. ‘Anyway, she’s got Dad.’

			‘Yes, it’s good she’s not alone. Did they find out what caused the chest pains?’

			‘A minor heart attack apparently, so she’s rattling with medication and has been told to take it easy. I’m not sure she’ll listen though … you know my mum.’

			Abby nodded. Lisa’s mother was nothing if not stubborn. She was only just speaking to Lisa again after about four years of intermittent radio silence. Lisa hadn’t told her parents she was gay throughout her twenties because she’d known how her staunch Roman Catholic mother would react. She’d confided in her father first; he was more liberal and understanding than his wife, and he’d helped her to tell her mother, but the news hadn’t been taken well and Gill had refused to speak to Lisa for over a year, and then been frosty for another three. It was deeply sad that a parent could react like that, and to her only child, but Lisa had borne it well. She had carried on with her life, and eventually, Gill had started to come round – although she still pretended that Fiona was just Lisa’s ‘flatmate’, so how the wedding was going to work, Abby had no idea.

			‘Anyway, I don’t want to dwell on Gill and her pig-headedness. We’re already missing you at our place. Fiona said she’s especially missing the cups of tea you brought us in the morning. The best she’d ever tasted apparently.’

			Abby laughed. ‘I do make a good cup of tea. You have to let the teabags steep properly.’

			She’d enjoyed those mornings, too, when she’d taken her friends tea and biscuits and they’d sat and talked before the day properly began. She’d sat at the bottom of their bed opposite the striking couple – Lisa with her dark red hair and pale skin and Fiona who was, in Abby’s opinion, a doppelgänger for the incredibly beautiful Alesha Dixon – and it had made her feel less alone. It had also lit a spark of hope inside her, that she could find a flatmate or even, one day, fall in love again. Living with Gavin long since ceased to be about cosy cups of tea in bed and long conversations where they’d bared their souls to each other. But it seemed that it was possible if you found the right person for you.

			‘Apparently, I just don’t make tea as good as you. So … how are
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