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Prologue

Three sounds in the black of the Manchester night. Easy to miss above the noise of traffic and trams and late-night partiers on the streets nearby.

The first – anywhere else – might have been peaceful. The gentle lap of the canal water rising and falling against the bank in the sharp breeze that kept this part of the towpath empty that evening.

The second sound was similar, only someone stopping and listening carefully would have noticed the difference: a ripping, slapping sound – a piece of yellow crime-scene tape fluttering in the wind. It was faded, caught in the thorns at the edge of the path, another piece of litter among many.

And finally, impossible for anyone more than a whisper away to hear, the steady breathing of someone in the shadows.






Chapter One

Jess Mayor sat watching the television with her husband, Martin, bored out of her head and failing to hide it, scanning the room, craving either distraction or attention. The footie was on and, as always, her hubby was shouting and screaming at the telly. Mart sat on the edge of his seat and roared at the top of his voice. ‘Come on, you dizzy pillocks, pass the bastard ball. For fuck’s sake, send that prick off, I could do better than him, the arse-wipe.’

Jess stood up, a frown on her face. ‘Mart,’ she stressed. ‘Do you think I’ve put a bit of weight on? Come on, be honest, I won’t be offended. Take a look at me, especially around my hips.’ Jess pulled her top tighter and twisted one way then the other, her eyes not leaving him.

Mart let out a laboured breath and shook his head. ‘Not now, love, footie’s on.’ He shouted back at the TV, looking away from his wife. ‘Ah, pass the bleeding ball, you sausage. Why is this idiot even playing tonight? They should have left him back in the ruddy changing rooms.’

Jess growled over at Martin, her cheeks beetroot, sick of being blanked whenever the football was on. It wouldn’t be so bad if it was just the football, she thought, but it was the horses, the boxing, the darts – there was always something on the box that her husband claimed he couldn’t miss. ‘Never mind that bloody lot on the pitch, Mart. I’m having a crisis here and I need you to be honest with me. Just take a look at me will you, tear your eyes away from the screen for a second, for crying out loud.’

Mart half turned his head to look at her and snapped, ‘What now? Go on, what is it?’

Jess put her hands on her hips and snarled back, aware he wasn’t really interested in what she was saying. She shook her head. ‘No, you can piss off now. Five seconds it would have taken to answer me, and you can’t even give me that. I’ll remember that when you want something from me: pass me this, pass me that, where’s my dinner, iron me a shirt,’ she said sarcastically.

Mart sighed. He knew his wife was on one, and realising he was treading on thin ice, used a softer voice.

‘Jess, it’s the derby, and if these blue bastards win again, then I won’t be able to lift my head up in work tomorrow. Mick is a blue and I’ve been telling him all week that United will win today. Come on, love, give me a break and just let me watch the football. Once it’s gone off you can talk to me until the cows come home.’

She gave him the evil eye, sick of coming second to the remote control. Was she jealous? Maybe she was. Mart was never that passionate about her anymore, he barely even gave her a compliment these days, never told her she looked nice. Not like he used to. When they were younger, he had always taken the time to make sure she felt loved and desired.

‘Mart, I just asked you if you thought I had put a few pounds on. You never even looked at me. It’s rude you know.’

‘Stop overreacting, woman. You knew the game was on tonight so stop making a mountain out of a molehill. Go and bake a bleeding cake or something, just give me a bit of peace and quiet.’

She paced around the front room, picking up empty mugs in a strop. ‘I don’t get a sniff when the reds are playing. I would like to see how you would react if I started doing something and I didn’t give you the time of day. And, as for baking a cake, you can kiss my arse. You’d eat the bleeding thing still sat in front of the telly, ignoring me.’

‘You know what, you need to get a life, love,’ Martin muttered. Then, seeing the look on his wife’s face, added sheepishly, ‘Come on, I don’t mean it like that, it’s just that you need to stop waiting on other people all the time. I would love you having a hobby or something, what about knitting, or art classes, that should give you some interest instead of pecking my head off.’

‘Piss off, Mart. Knitting? I’m fifty-five, not a hundred and five. Forget I even spoke to you. I’m going for a bath, and I’ll probably watch a chick flick in bed. No doubt you’ll be down here all night and then fall asleep on the sofa, so don’t let me trouble you, aye. You just do you as always do.’

Mart jumped out of his armchair and punched his rounded fist into the air as Manchester United scored from a corner. ‘Get in there, you beauty, red army, red army,’ he sang at the top of his voice. But Jess was gone. He never gave her a second thought.

[image: ]

Jess sat on the edge of the bed upstairs. Maybe she should phone Boe and have a chat with her. She could talk to her best friend for hours and never stop laughing once they were on the phone to each other. But, she remembered, Boe had told her she was out tonight, so that idea went out of the window.

Jess reached over for the glossy magazine at the side of the bed and started to read an article about some woman who had lost half her body weight on skinny jabs. Slowly, her hand stroked across her own stomach. Maybe this was the middle-aged spread, she’d heard her colleague May talking about it at work. May had told them all that, one day, they would just wake up and it would have vanished – the young, strong body that you were used to – and in its place would be an old, achy, saggy one. Great, Jess thought, and flicked to another story about a woman who had gone back to college and followed her dream of becoming an artist. This was more like it – something inspirational. This was what she needed to hear – that life wasn’t all downhill for her from now, that she could still start over. These women’s stories gave her hope, people who had broken down barriers and never given up, no matter what they were facing. Jess finished reading the article, an idea taking root. Perhaps, she could go back to college and study something, but what was her dream, she thought, what were her real hopes and ambitions, for herself, not for her family? She wasn’t even sure if she had any anymore. Over the years, she’d let them go. She’d been a mother and a wife for so long, cooking and cleaning, never really having any time for herself or her dreams.

Jess tried to think what she’d wanted to be when she was little. She’d always been a good writer at school and her teacher had always told her she had a great imagination. Even now, often when she finished a book, she still thought she could do better, though she’d never dream of telling anyone that. Maybe that was it – a hobby, something that would make her happy and feel like she had something in her life other than looking after other people. She’d loved raising her two children when they were younger but now they had left home she felt like something was missing. Maybe she had empty-nest syndrome. Her neighbour, Doreen, told her that she’d not stopped crying for months when her daughter left home and left a void in her life.

But Katy and Karl had been gone for years now, so it couldn’t just be that could it? There was definitely something missing in her life though. Katy her daughter was thirty-two years old, and had a couple of kids herself to look after. She was a working mum and Jess only really ever saw her daughter at the weekends when they went to the local park and did a bit of shopping together, although Jess helped with babysitting whenever she could.

Karl was thirty-five and still lived the single life to the max. He never stayed with any woman long and, if he did, he was never faithful to them. Despite what Jess had told him about treating women right, it was clear he couldn’t keep it in his pants, he always wanted someone new. Rent-a-knob, she’d nicknamed him. While Jess never badgered Karl about settling down, she told him he didn’t have to break so many hearts along the way. But she knew Mart loved the fact that his son was a player – had told him to stay single and live his best life as long as he could. Jess wondered if it would ever occur to her son that his best life might actually come from finding someone he could love and settle down with.

Maybe Mart was warning Karl off doing what he had done. Mart had met Jess when they were young, and when she’d fallen pregnant, he’d asked her to marry him. That had been the done thing back then, and Jess’s dad, Grayson, was a unit of a man – Mart knew if he didn’t put a ring on his daughter’s finger then he most likely would have been put in an early grave. Grayson Walton was a force not to be messed with, and even though the guy was seventy-eight years old now she knew Mart still feared getting on the wrong side of him. Ruthless he was. And he still had contacts who would do anything for him if he gave them the nod. A part of her wondered if Mart would have stayed by her side all these years were it not for the fear of Grayson.

Jess stood up and looked into the mirror on her glossy white dressing table. Maybe that was where the empty feeling was coming from – even before Mart and the kids, her life had been defined by someone else. She’d gone from being Grayson Walton’s lass, to Mart Mayor’s wife, to Katy and Karl’s mum. Jess walked over to the bedroom door and headed into the bathroom. Tomorrow was a new day, and she was going to make some changes in her life. She was more than just a cleaner, a woman who looked after her husband at home each evening. She’d show Mart; show her man she could do things on her own, without him.






Chapter Two

Jess opened her eyes and looked at the empty spot next to her in bed. Mart had already got up and gone to work. He was a grafter and never missed a day’s work, she’d give him that. Mart had worked on street lighting for over twenty years now, and even though he moaned about going and doing the nights shifts, he liked his job, knew he had a cushy number. That was all he talked about most nights when he came home. Mart often worked in Manchester city centre, and he’d tell Jess all about the sights he’d see walking about in the small hours. Sometimes it was the usual – drunks and fighters, lost souls and lovers – and other times it was the weird and wonderful stuff, mad folk and maniacs, party-goers and preachers. That was Manchester for you. The city never really slept.

Jess stretched her arms over her head and quickly shot a look at the clock next to her bed. It wasn’t time for work yet and she could chill for a bit before she had to get up. Jess had worked as a cleaner for over ten years now. It wasn’t the best of jobs, but it helped pay the bills. And, they always had bills to pay. Mart worked any extra shift he could to try and pull them out of debt, but the number in red never seemed to fall that much. It wasn’t loads of money that they owed but it was still enough to make them both worry and have too many sleepless nights. It was that bleeding credit card that had started it all, money for nothing at the time it had felt like. It paid for holidays, then a revamp on the house, but three years later they were still bloody paying the bill.

Jess texted her son, like she did every morning. ‘Are you up yet?’ Jess always checked Karl was up for work. The guy was a party animal, and she knew he forgot he had a job when he was out in the mix with all the ladies. But her message alert pinged immediately. I’m up. Stop flapping, see you later. I will call after work.

Jess placed her phone on her chest and closed her eyes for a few more seconds. Time to face the day – but she wasn’t ready for reality quite yet. Instead, she reached over for her reading glasses and her book. She lay reading for a least ten minutes, lost in another world. By the time she finished her chapter, a smile filled her face and an idea itched at the back of her brain. Could she really do that? Write something?

Just as she was nearly ready to leave for work, Mart came walking back into the house, though she could see his van through the window was still running, with his co-worker Mick sat in the passenger side. Jess ran downstairs and smiled. A quick cough and she began. ‘I’m going back to college,’ she announced.

Mart had a puzzled look as he grabbed his lunch from the fridge. ‘Going where?’

‘I’m going to night school. You gave me the idea. I’ve read about a course, and I think I will be good at it.’

Mart scratched at his head, still none the wiser. ‘Good at what?’

Jess sat down and flicked her honey-blonde hair back over her shoulder again, ready to explain. ‘There is a creative-writing course at the college down the road and it’s two nights a week.’

Mart let out a sarcastic laugh. ‘You want to try a bit of intercourse with your husband instead of any other courses, love,’ he joked.

Jess practically growled over at him. ‘Sex is the last thing on my mind, Mart. Maybe find some time for me instead of watching the bloody telly all the time and I will find some time for you.’

Mart’s expression changed as the penny dropped, Jess was serious. The fear of his wife not waiting on him hand and foot, not being at home at night, hit and he spoke without thinking. ‘I mean, what about my tea? Who’s going to cook that?’

‘You can bloody make your own tea, you’re a grown man. After more than thirty years of being waited on, you should have picked up a thing or two. Look, I’ve found something that I would like to do. You said yourself last night that I should do something to stop me from being bored, so I have.’

Mart was stuck for words. Put on the spot, he knew he was dicing with death if he said what he was actually thinking. ‘Let’s discuss it tonight. I’ve left Mick sat in the van, so I’d better hurry up. Give me a kiss, because I’ve got to go.’

Jess rolled her eyes. ‘Nothing to discuss. I’m going tonight and signing up.’

Mart was already walking towards the front door. He’d get her some flowers and chocolate later after he’d finished work. Yes, once he’d showed her that he was paying her some attention, she would give up this idea of going to college and normal services would resume.

[image: ]

Jess sat in the office at work, talking to May, her supervisor. Jess had worked at Folden’s solicitors for a long time now and it was a nice set-up. The staff were pleasant, and nobody really bothered her as long as she did her job. In total, there were three floors and six offices, with toilets on each floor. The solicitors there liked Jess and some days, if she’d finished her rounds, she would sit and talk to them for hours about the cases they were working on. It was really interesting stuff, too, confidential information they shouldn’t have been sharing with anyone, she bet. She didn’t like to admit it but she knew some of the lawyers probably thought telling her things didn’t count, that she was ‘just’ the cleaner. She wasn’t going to stop them – sometimes it was the most interesting part of her day. Some of the darker stuff had really stayed with her – from domestic abuse to drug deals gone wrong. The details of these cases were worse than anything she heard on the news. It made her wonder how much went unreported, how many monsters got off scot-free because of a legal loophole. She shuddered to think how many psychopaths and sadists walked among us every day.

May checked her wristwatch now and sighed. ‘Right, I’ll go and do the second floor and make sure the toilets are up to scratch. I got a complaint last week, you know, about cubicle two having no loo roll. It’s not like they put a new roll on themselves, some people just like to moan about anything and everything don’t they?’

Jess nodded her head, more than aware that the people in this place changed like the bloody weather. One minute they were there talking to you like you were a friend, and the next they were emailing you to say a bin was emptied too early, too late or too noisily – bloody keyboard warriors they were. Still, she knew not all the employees were like this, just a handful. May dragged her cleaning trolley out behind her and Jess stood up and followed her down the corridor to start her work.

Jess was humming a tune and wiping the table when Tex came into the room. Terry ‘Tex’ Royton was one of the best solicitors around, or so they all said. A lot of people here didn’t like him, that much she knew, but Jess always had time for him, and in all fairness, she found him quite funny. He shot straight from the hip and if you wanted an honest answer then this was the man to go and speak to. It probably didn’t hurt that he was handsome, too, a proper silver fox.

‘Afternoon Jess, how’s it all going?’

‘Oh, same old, Tex. What about you?’

Tex pulled up his chair and messed about with some pieces of paper on his desk. ‘I’ve not been too bad; I’ve had this case on for over a week now and I’ll be glad to see the back of it if I’m being honest.’

Jess polished the same spot twice, just in case anybody was watching her.

‘I see Man United won last night too, did Mart watch it?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Of course he watched it. He was shouting and screaming as usual at the telly. I swear he will give himself a bloody heart attack one of these days. Either that, or I’ll have a coronary. Mind you, I don’t think Mart would notice if I did.’

Tex held his head to the side, looking at her in more detail. ‘Is everything all right, Jess? You know I’m always here if you need somebody to talk to, don’t you?’

Her voice was low, and she kept her head down. ‘I’m okay, Tex. I just get a bit fed up with myself, that’s all. I just feel like I need something else in my life.’

Tex opened his eyes wide, his voice low. ‘You mean, you want another man or something?’

Jess burst out laughing and slapped him on the arm. ‘Do I bloody hell want another man! More trouble than they’re worth, if you ask me. No, it’s more that I feel like I’ve hit a brick wall and need something more than just being a wife and a bloody cleaner. Mart said as much but I think he’s regretting it already.’

Jess checked around the area for more work to do as she spoke. ‘I see other women doing well around me – great careers and that – and I feel like I’ve never really achieved anything.’

‘Stop talking nonsense Jess, from what you’ve said to me, you’ve been a great mother and wife, plus you turn up every day and work your socks off. I know it’s not glamorous, but you make a difference.’

Her eyes opened wide. ‘I hear you, Tex, but I would love to have made more of myself, maybe been a nurse, a teacher, a solicitor – a career I would have been proud of.’

Tex smiled. ‘Life takes us down different paths, Jess, if you would have had some bigshot career you might have wished you had a family earlier, or you might not have had one at all. It’s all swings and roundabouts. I think we all imagine what other lives we might have lived, but in the end, we only get one.’

Jess’s eyes lit up. ‘It’s that really, imagining other lives – that’s just what I’m always doing in my head. And now I’ve decided, I’m signing up for a creative-writing course tonight at the college.’

Tex looked shocked. ‘Creative writing?’ he asked.

‘Yes, I’ve thought about what I’m good at, what I love, and I feel maybe I could tell a great story. Mart’s always telling me that I tell a good tale when I’m telling him about someone, or some gossip I’ve heard, so I’m going to see if he’s right.’

Tex still looked puzzled. ‘And you’re going to write about what, exactly? Not about work, I hope?’

‘I’m not sure about what yet. I just need to learn the basics and see where I go from there. Every journey starts with a first step, isn’t that right? I mean I see you lot tapping away at your keyboards all day long – you lot must know all about it.’

Tex raised his eyebrows. ‘Erm, I’m not really clued up on creative writing. The writing I do is more factual and to do with the cases I am on. I suppose you will be writing fiction, so I imagine anything goes.’

It was Jess’s turn to look puzzled. ‘What do you mean by fiction?’

‘You know, novels – stories – anything that is not real, so you can make it all up. Whereas my case notes, well they’re all about facts. But you need to have something you really want to write about I reckon. What’s your story to tell? What do people really want to hear?’

Jess let out a laboured breath. ‘Bleeding hell, do you think I should just forget this course and find something else to do?’

‘No, I bloody well don’t, Jess. And, if you need any help, I’m always here to lend a hand.’

Jess gathered her things. ‘I might hold you to that, Tex. I feel a bit better about it now I’ve spoken with you. I’m going to go after work and just see what they say.’

‘That’s the spirit. Just sign up, and if you find that you don’t like it then you don’t have to go back. At least you will have tried.’ Tex quickly checked his wristwatch and sighed. ‘Right, I’d better get back to work. The law never stops.’

Jess watched him leave and carried on cleaning the shelves. Tex was one of the good ones. She sometimes thought he was flirting with her, but she could never be sure. Why would he be interested in her? she reminded herself. He practically had just said to her face he didn’t think she had a story to tell. She looked out of the window at the Manchester skyline. It had always been home to her, but she didn’t usually stop to look at the big sweep of the city. Skyscrapers and grand old buildings crowded together. Fancy shops and derelict warehouses, barely any distance apart. And people everywhere living their lives, some in the light, some in the shadows. Surely, there were stories out there that she could write about, something people would have to listen to.






If you looked at the canals on a map they looked a bit like veins – except full of dirty water, not blood. But no one did look at the canals much. That’s what made them perfect. Running right through the city, they were the world that no one knew. Everyone was always just passing by. Until they weren’t. Until the water became their resting place.






Chapter Three

Jess walked to and fro, nervous and twitchy. The wind had picked up and her coat was zipped up fully. She froze on the spot as she watched a group of women going through the college doors. With haste, she took a breath to steady herself and followed them inside and stood looking at the reception area, still not sure if she was even staying here. A voice at the side of her shocked her out of her stressing. ‘Are you lost? Do you need any help?’

Jess swallowed hard, her mouth dry. ‘Yes, I’m looking for the creative-writing class. I’m new and would like to sign up for it.’

The older woman walked back behind the counter and started to check her computer. ‘It’s room ten on the second floor where you need to be. The tutor is called Donald. If you wait a few minutes, I can give you all the paperwork you will need.’

Jess neared the desk, and her eyes were everywhere checking out the people who were walking by. They didn’t look all that different to her, she told herself. But they did all look like they knew where they were going. She smiled softly at the receptionist.

‘Are there a lot of people in the class? How long does the course last?’ She felt foolish for not having looked up any of the details.

The woman was busy on the computer and didn’t reply. ‘Here, just take that up to your class and hand it in to the tutor at the end of the session.’ She quickly checked the wall clock and waved her hand out in front of her. ‘You’d better hurry up before the class starts, the tutor hates anybody being late.’

Jess took the pieces of paper from her and rammed them in the front of her bag. She motored over to the lift and pressed the green button and stood waiting anxiously.
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Jess slowly opened the classroom door and froze. Everybody was staring at her and she didn’t know where to look. Her cheeks were bright red, and a wave of heat passed through her body. A deep voice was talking from the front of the class.

‘Are you coming in or what? The class starts at eight o’clock, not ten minutes past eight. In future can you be here on time. We can’t all wait for one person to grace us with their presence before we begin our class, you know.’

She shot a look over at the man; she could tell by his body language that he was annoyed. What an arsehole, how dare he embarrass her like this, especially on her first day.

‘I think I’m coming in. If this is the right place. Creative writing? This is my first time. The lady in the reception had to give me some paperwork before I started the course, so I’m sorry if I’m a little late. It won’t happen again.’

Working out this must be Donald, she made herself look at him square-on. He rolled his eyes and pointed his finger over at an empty desk. ‘Can you sit down, then, and I can get cracking.’

Jess bit back an urge to tell him what she thought of him and made her way to the desk. Rude he was, completely rude, treating new students this way.

Donald turned back and addressed the rest of the class, his voice raised. ‘So, tell me, what makes a good story?’ Jess turned as an older man behind her started answering the question and Donald sat on the end of his desk and rubbed his chin. He didn’t even wait for the man to finish; just stopped him dead in his tracks and closed him down. ‘A good story needs amazing characters, people who we love, who we hate, a story that takes us to worlds we have never seen before. Let me ask you all here today: why have you signed up for this course?’

A few of the students said for fun, someone else said they wanted to write stories for their grandchildren, and now Donald’s piercing blue eyes were looking at her for an answer. Jess swallowed. She had to think on her feet, he’d taken her by surprise. ‘I would like to write a book.’

Donald gave a sound that sounded like laughter. The other students dropped their heads low, as if they knew what was coming next. Donald stood up as he smirked at the other students. ‘Have you ever written anything before? Something to work up to a whole book? Short stories, maybe? Or a chapter or two?’

Jess shook her head slowly, already she could feel her cheeks burning up. Donald continued like he was giving her a one-man lecture. ‘It takes years to be ready to pen your first novel, it takes experience and knowledge and dedication and blood and sweat and tears. It takes talent and skill and art and well, for some people, they’re never ready.’

Jess had just about heard enough of this wanker, and she spoke without thinking. ‘Have you written a book, then, been published?’

The class was quiet, and a man sat facing Jess smirked over at her. Donald pulled his shoulders back, and he licked at his lips. ‘I have written two novels.’

‘What were they called and what were they about? Would I have read them?’ Jess knew what she was doing, she put him right on the spot, just like he’d done with her.

‘My novels are something that I am very proud of and although they aren’t to everyone’s taste, not all books are.’

Jess started to relax. He might be the tutor, but that didn’t give him the right to look down on her. The class were behind her now, they were firing question after question at their tutor. Donald was bombarded until he slammed his flat palm on the desk, getting everyone’s attention.

‘Enough about me and my books. We are here to start your journeys, not talk about mine.’ He glared over at Jess, and she knew she’d rattled his cage. Her card was marked for sure now. But her father had always raised her to stand her ground.

Donald started to hand out pieces of white lined paper. Once he’d given out the sheets, he stood at the front of the class with his hands on his hips.

‘I would like to see what you lot have in the raw sense of telling stories, then I will know what I am working with. Can you all write me a page about the weather today please.’

Jess looked around the classroom at the other students. Was this what she was here to do? A bleeding weather report? She rolled her blue biro around in her fingers and sat thinking for a few seconds. She wrote, ‘It’s cold and windy’ and then placed her pen down on the desk in front of her. Surely that was enough, why was he asking for a full page when anyone could look out the window and see? Donald could see Jess was sat there doing nothing and walked to her side. He picked up her work and read it, he made a face before he placed it back down and walked around the classroom.

Five minutes later Donald coughed and asked one of the other students, a woman, to read her work out. It was like a poem or a song – full of details and flourishes that Jess could barely follow. She shot a look down to the few words she had scribbled.

Donald clapped his two hands together when the student had finished and then he walked to Jess’s side. ‘Can you read out what you have written please?’

She picked up her piece of paper and just blurted her four words out. You could have heard a pin drop, complete silence. Donald chuckled and repeated what she had just said. He spoke directly to Jess now.

‘You may want to rethink the course that you’ve taken because you are going to need a lot more than that. If you want to write a book, then you’d better find a voice.’

Jess dropped her head low. This guy might be a prick – but it didn’t stop him being right. Maybe this was all a stupid idea.

But she wasn’t a quitter. Jess stayed until the end of the session, and as she was packing her belongings away the man who had sat nearest to her came over. ‘Ignore Donald, he’s always like that with new students. It’s your first class what does he expect?’ The other students were leaving the classroom now and each of them said goodbye to Jess on their way past. The man offered his hand out. ‘I’m Wally, by the way. William, officially, but I’ve been Wally since I was a nipper and I think I’m stuck with it now!’

Jess smiled and shook his hand and shoved her pen back in her black leather bag. She kept her voice low and made sure Donald was nowhere near her. ‘He’s so rude, we are here to learn, why does he speak to us all like that?’

Wally started walking out of the classroom with her and he too kept his voice low. ‘Not a lot of people stay the full length of the course, he gives them all a hard time to see if he can break them, test if they are serious. He was the same with me.’

Jess straightened her shoulders. She had underestimated herself for too long and she decided in that moment that she wasn’t going to let Donald do the same.

‘Well, he won’t be bloody breaking me. I’ll be back here next week for sure. I’ll find my voice, then he’ll listen, you wait and see.’






Chapter Four

Mart was sat in his van with Mick waiting to clock off. Mick was as deaf as a doorpost if he didn’t have his hearing aids on, and, though Mart could see them hooked around each of Mick’s ears, he knew he didn’t always use them. Mart raised his voice again and nudged his workmate. ‘Did you not hear me, I said Jess is going to some daft writing class. Twice, she’s been now, in one week. I thought she would have jacked it in after the first one, but she must want to prove a point to me.’

Mick scratched his thick grey hair and sniggered. ‘So, what’s the problem? Worried she’s going to write some steamy novel and not want what you’ve got to offer?’

Mart scoffed. ‘The problem is, Mick, that she’s not at home now making my tea, that’s the bloody problem. I mean, come on, we graft our balls off in this job and who wants to go home to an empty house and no tea on the table. A woman’s place is at home, looking after her man.’

‘You sound like you’re stuck in the past, Mart. Anyway, you could be in my shoes and have no bugger cooking for you ever, so count your blessings, lad. Times have changed, Mart, and you need to support her.’

Martin tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and looked out of the window. ‘I thought flowers and the box of chocolates might have worked on her, but no, she’s adamant that she’s still going. She does nothing but slag the tutor off, mind, so what’s the point?’

Mick grinned over at his workmate. ‘Just go with it and support her. It’s not like she’s out on the razz, is it, she’s in a bloody classroom writing, so at least you know where she is.’

‘It’s not the point though, is it. Can you imagine her face if I said I was going out with the lads twice a week, she would hit the roof.’

‘But this isn’t her boozing and partying, is it – she’s doing something she’s always wanted to do.’ Mick put a hand on his rumbling belly. ‘We’re on the night shift tomorrow, so see if Jess can make some of those little cakes again, would you?’

‘She won’t have time for baking anymore, Mick. And she’s already given me a list of the jobs she wants me to do when she’s out. She can piss right off; if she’s out, then it’s a night of Sky Sports for me.’

Mick started laughing. ‘Time for you to step up, then, isn’t it. I’m sure you can bake a few cakes for us.’

‘Do one, Mick, you’re asking the wrong man here. I can just about turn the bloody oven on, Jess has always been the cook in our house. Look, I’m all for women being equal, I’m just saying it’s come as a bit of a shock that’s all.’

‘Shocked that you have to make your own tea you mean.’

Mart started the engine up and pulled out onto the main road. The two of them drove along the road and it was clear Mart was in deep thought. Mick’s words had hit home with him. The van stopped at the side of the road and Mick dragged his bright orange high-vis jacket out from behind him then bent down and picked up his rucksack. ‘Right, I’ll see you tomorrow night now. I’ll shout you when they send the location over to me. No doubt we are on the city centre again.’

‘Yeah, see you tomorrow, Mick.’ The door slammed behind him, and Mart watched him cross the road. Mick was nearly sixty and he’d worked on street lighting for as long as Mart could remember. The guy had never been married or had any children; in fact, he’d never mentioned having any mates or even having a girlfriend. Yet here he was, telling Martin to be a bloody feminist. Mart checked his wing mirror and pulled onto the main road. It just showed, people could always surprise you.






Chapter Five

Jess sat at the kitchen table talking to her friend Boe. The two of them went back years and most evenings they would have a catch up or a phone call together. Boe sucked hard on her vape and smiled over at Jess. ‘Oh my God, the bloke I met last night was lovely. I think I’m in love, Jess, he ticked all my boxes. He had come-to-bed eyes, and if I’m being honest, I found it hard not to take my knickers off there and then, he was so hot.’

Jess let out a sarcastic laugh. ‘What, again? Boe, how many times do I have to tell you about the kind of men you go for. Not right in the head some of them. What about him the other month with the dodgy eye. It was a good job you rang me to pick you up because he looked like a serial killer, for sure.’

Boe rubbed at her arms as a cold chill passed over her body, a flashback of the night when she thought her life was ending. ‘Oh, he was a wrong-un for sure, Jess. I reported his profile to the dating app you know. He was weird, I knew from the first five minutes of talking to him that I wouldn’t be staying for the rest of the date. Do you remember, he gripped my arm and wouldn’t let me use my phone; told me I was ignorant and that women
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