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PROLOGUE


Squeezing through the gap in the railings, Nicky Day scrambled down the embankment and thrashed through the nettles standing guard below. Gritting her teeth when painful welts sprang up on her hands and legs, she stumbled over the tracks of the disused railway line and hauled herself up the facing bank, clambering over the chain-link fence into the field beyond.

The sky was already turning a deep stormy violet as the winter shadows closed in, making visibility poor as she picked her way through the overgrown bushes bordering the wasteland. Catching her foot in a tangle of roots, she went down heavily, gashing her cheek on a rock and catching her hair in the brambles. Sobbing, she tore herself free and hobbled on. There was no time to stop; Kelly Greene and her gang wouldn’t be far behind when they realised that she’d come this way. And if they caught up with her now, she was dead.

Reaching the end of the bushes at last, she scanned the darkness ahead through her tears. There was an exposed area of some fifteen feet between here and the road, and she had to make sure that Kelly hadn’t pre-empted her and gone that way to ambush her. No one seemed to be around, so she took a tentative step out into the open.

Squealing with fear when somebody grabbed her ponytail, snapping her head back on her neck, she flailed her arms to keep her balance. But the first savage punch knocked her clean off her feet – and the blows that followed made sure she stayed down.
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Pacing the living room floor, Sue Day glanced at her watch and cursed under her breath. It was almost 8.30 and the taxi was due any minute, but Nicky still wasn’t home. And if she didn’t get a move on Sue was buggered, because there was no way she could go out and leave Connor in the house by himself. She’d have to send the taxi away when it arrived – and there was no chance of getting another one at this time on a Friday night.

Going across to the window she yanked the curtain aside and peered out, only to find the road just as deserted as it had been every other time she’d looked out over the past hour. Snatching her cigarettes up from the window ledge, she lit one and exhaled loudly. Nicky was so selfish, sometimes, she really was. One night a week, that was all Sue needed. Was that really too much to ask?

Putting the finishing touches to her make-up at the mirror over the fire, Julie Ford glanced at her friend’s rigid back and rolled her eyes.

‘Oi, quit bloody stressing before you set me off,’ she scolded. ‘She’ll not get here any faster with you glued to the window, so do something useful and spark me one of them before you drive me mental.’

Sighing, Sue let the curtain drop and slid another cigarette out of the packet. Lighting it, she passed it over. Julie was right; she should stop worrying before she ruined the night. Nicky was a good kid, and if she’d promised to be home, she would be.

She’d better be.

Swiping a thick coat of gloss over her scarlet lipstick now, Julie turned to get Sue’s appraisal.

‘Well, what d’y think? Babe, or double babe?’

‘Triple,’ Sue said, feeling a sudden twinge of envy.

Julie was a big girl, but she certainly knew how to make the most of her ample figure, and it was her that the men always made a beeline for at the club every weekend. Sue was much better-looking, and at least two stone lighter, but she rarely got much of a second glance – until closing time, when she invariably found herself lumped with the mate of whoever Julie had hooked for the night. Julie reckoned it was her own fault for giving off I-belong-to-someone-else-so-back-off vibes, and that considering it was almost a year since Terry had gone off with his teenage tart, it was high time she got back on the horse – and stopped complaining about the saddle. Which was all right for her to say, seeing as she got all the studs while Sue was left with the nags.

But tonight was as good a night as any to make a new start, because it was Julie’s birthday, and she’d got them a double date with a couple of salesmen she’d met in town earlier that day. Sue wasn’t holding out much hope of hers being anything special, but she’d promised to make an effort and have a good time, and had even bought herself a new outfit to make a good impression. And she looked bloody good in it, even if she did say so herself.

Now all she needed was for Nicky to get home before she lost her nerve.

Curled up on the couch behind them just then, Connor’s stomach rumbled loudly. Clapping a hand down on her enormous breasts, Julie said, ‘Christ, that was loud, mate. You got the hungry hippos in there, or what?’

Shaking his head, Connor cast a guilty glance at his mum. She’d shouted at him earlier for refusing to eat his dinner, but he didn’t like tinned sausages and beans, and that was all she ever made these days. He was starving now, but he’d rather wait for Nicky to get home because she’d do him proper sausages, and mash with butter and milk, and everything. He just wished she’d hurry up.

‘Don’t tell me you haven’t fed him yet?’ Julie gave Sue a disapproving look as she flicked her ash in the general direction of the small waste-paper bin. ‘Leaving it a bit late, aren’t you?’

‘I offered him something when he got back from school,’ Sue told her defensively, watching as the ash missed its target and settled on one of her fluffy slippers. ‘He said he wasn’t hungry.’

‘Well, he sounds like he is now,’ Julie said, holding the cigarette between her teeth as she turned back to the mirror to tease her hair. ‘Give him a biscuit. That always did it for mine when they wouldn’t eat.’

Yeah, and look how they all turned out, Sue thought meanly, remembering how disgusted she’d been the one time she’d met Julie’s fat, unhealthy, hyperactive kids. Glancing at Connor now, she gave him a dark look, to let him know that if that had been his plan all along, to get a biscuit instead of proper food, it wasn’t going to work.

A car horn hooted outside. Running to the window, Julie saw the cab and snatched up her jacket, saying, ‘Come on, girl, get a move on. They charge extra for waiting, you know.’

‘Er, aren’t you forgetting something?’ Sue jerked her head in Connor’s direction. ‘I can’t just leave him. We’ve got to wait for Nicky.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ Julie murmured. Then, clicking her fingers: ‘Try her mobile.’

‘I’ve already tried three times, but she’s not answering,’ Sue reminded her irritably. This was the one thing that really annoyed her about Julie – that she couldn’t remember even the simplest things from one minute to the next.

Sighing, Julie folded her arms. ‘Well, I hope she’s not too long, ’cos you know what’ll happen if we lose the cab. We’ll have to get the bus instead, and they’re not exactly reliable round here, are they?’

‘Don’t blame me,’ Sue muttered, snatching up her mobile and tapping yet another message into it telling Nicky to get her arse home right now.

‘Great!’ Julie complained. ‘First date I’ve had with a bloke who’s got more money than sense in ages, and now I’m gonna be so late he’ll have pissed off with some other bitch by the time I get there. And we won’t get another chance, you know, ’cos they’re only here for the weekend.’

‘Tell you what,’ Sue said tetchily, tossing her phone down onto the coffee table and reaching for another cigarette. ‘Why don’t you just go by yourself, eh? I’ll stop here and watch telly on my own for the rest of the night – like usual.’

Sensing that her friend was on the verge of slipping into one of her moods, which would take days of coaxing to get her out of again, Julie danced up to her and gave her a cuddle.

‘As if I’d leave you alone on a Friday night, mate. Anyhow, there’s no way I’m going out with two blokes by myself. I’d get a right reputation.’

‘Like you haven’t already,’ Sue snorted softly, only slightly mollified.

‘Aw, shaddup!’ Julie grunted, waddling back to the window to make sure that the taxi was still there. Turning back with a grin after a moment, she said, ‘Hey, I think we just got lucky, kiddo; it’s Titty Man.’ Stubbing her cigarette out, she tugged on the elasticated neckline of her top, bringing it dangerously close to nipple territory. ‘Think I’ll just nip out and keep him entertained while we’re waiting. That should buy us a bit of time.’

Calling after her not to go giving him a heart attack, Sue winced when the door slammed shut. Shaking her head, she said, ‘She’ll have that door right off its hinges one of these days, you watch.’

Thumb stuck firmly in his mouth, Connor gazed up at her. He was six, but he was so small and skinny that he only looked about four, and he seemed to have stopped growing altogether after his dad left. But he’d have to get used to Terry not being here one day. They all would.

‘I thought you were going out, Mummy?’ he said now, his words muted by the thumb.

‘So did I,’ Sue murmured, sighing as she glanced down at her watch again. ‘But I’ve got to wait for your sister, haven’t I?’

‘She promised to play Superman with me,’ Connor said sleepily. ‘I hope she hasn’t forgot.’

‘She won’t have,’ Sue assured him, reaching down to stroke his mud-brown hair. It had been cut in the same close-cropped style as Terry’s since the day he’d had enough hair to cut, and Sue had thought the ‘mini-me’ thing was really sweet – then. Now she hated it, because it reminded her so much of his dad. But every time she left it to grow, Connor picked up nits from some kid at school and it all had to go again.

Gritting her teeth now to prevent the wave of misery that was washing in on her from taking hold, she said, ‘Anyway, don’t you go dropping off, or you won’t be playing anything when Nicky gets home.’

‘I’m not tired,’ Connor lied, his attention switching to the TV as the music for his favourite sitcom started up. ‘You can go now, if you want.’

‘Oh, can I now?’ She snorted amusedly. ‘And who’s going to look after you?’

‘I’m a big boy now,’ he informed her earnestly. ‘Auntie Julie said.’

‘Auntie Julie said what?’ Julie asked, coming back just then to let Sue know that they’d better get a move on because Titty Man had to leave in a minute for another booking.

‘That he can look after himself until Nicky gets home,’ Sue told her. ‘Because, apparently, he’s a big boy now.’

‘Well, he is.’ Julie tossed him a fond smile. Then, pursing her lips, she said, ‘Actually, that’s not such a bad idea.’

‘What, leave him?’ Sue frowned. ‘Don’t be daft. He’s six, not sixteen.’

‘Yeah, but he’s smart,’ Julie countered, lowering her voice so that Connor wouldn’t hear. ‘Come on, Sue, think about it. Have you ever met a more obedient child in your entire life? If you tell him not to move till your Nicky gets back, you know for a fact that he won’t budge. And you said it yourself – she’ll be back any minute.’

‘What if she’s not?’

‘You’re kidding me, right?’ Drawing her head back, Julie gave Sue an incredulous look. ‘This is your Nicky we’re talking about. The girl who’d rather stop at home and play with her little brother than go out with her own mates.’

‘Only because she knows how much he’s missing you-know-who,’ Sue whispered, not wanting to say Terry’s name out loud in case she upset Connor and really buggered up her chances of going out.

‘Exactly,’ Julie said. ‘So, she’ll be on her way home right now, won’t she?’

‘Probably,’ Sue conceded, shrugging lightly. ‘But it still doesn’t feel right.’

‘Only ’cos you’re an over-protective mum who thinks the roof’s going to cave in if you take your eyes off him for two minutes,’ Julie said bluntly, reaching for Sue’s jacket and shoving it into her hands. ‘I did it loads of times when mine were little, and none of them suffered for it, did they?’

Biting her lip, Sue gazed down at Connor thoughtfully. Julie was right about him being obedient, and if she said stay put, he would. So could it really do any harm to leave him on his own for a few minutes, knowing that Nicky would definitely be back soon?

‘Well?’ Julie was already edging towards the door. ‘Shall I tell Titty Man to wait, or let him go and take our chances with the bus when Nicky turns up as soon as he’s gone?’

Hesitating for just a moment longer, Sue said, ‘Okay, I’ll come. But I’m holding you responsible if anything happens.’

‘Which it won’t,’ Julie said confidently. ‘Will it, Con-Con?’ Dipping her head, she grinned at him. ‘’Cos you’re gonna be as good as gold and watch telly till Nickers gets home, aren’t you? And you can have a choccy biccy while you’re waiting – can’t he, Mum?’ This she aimed at Sue, gesturing with a nod towards the kitchen.

‘A Penguin?’ Connor piped up hopefully.

Sighing, Sue flapped her hands and headed into the kitchen. Winking at Connor when she’d gone, Julie waggled her fingers and backed out of the door, whispering, ‘See you later, squirt. Be good.’

Bringing two Penguin bars back, Sue handed them to her son and kissed the top of his head, telling him not to go out, and not to answer the door under any circumstance – unless it was Nicky and she’d lost her key. Then, slotting her cigarettes and lighter into her handbag alongside her purse and her make-up, she picked up her keys and headed out, calling back over her shoulder that she’d see him tomorrow.

‘All set?’ Julie asked when she jumped into the back of the cab moments later.

Nodding, Sue glanced nervously back at the house as they pulled away from the kerb.

‘He’ll be fine,’ Julie assured her. ‘So let’s stop fretting and start practising our sexy smiles before we see those men of ours, eh?’

Grimacing when Julie gave her a cheesy grin, Sue said, ‘I wouldn’t do that to yours if I was you – you’ll scare the bloody life out of him.’

‘You don’t really think he’ll be paying any attention to my face when he cops an eyeful of these, do you?’ Julie quipped, cupping her breasts and giving them a jiggle.

‘Somebody’s already copping an eyeful, by the looks of it,’ Sue said loudly, raising her eyebrows at the driver as he ogled her friend in the rear-view mirror. ‘Concentrate on the road, you. I want to get there in one piece.’

‘Leave him alone,’ Julie chuckled. ‘He deserves a bit of fun after all the waiting he’s had to do tonight. He even turned the meter off – didn’t you, babe?’ Leaning forward now, she pushed her breasts through the gap between the seats so that they were grazing his shoulder, and whispered huskily, ‘And who knows what you might get if you leave it off for the rest of the journey, eh?’

Shaking her head, Sue gazed out of the window – just in time to see a shadowy figure darting past. Pressing her nose against the glass as they reached the corner, she peered back. She was pretty sure it had been Nicky, but she decided to ring her again, anyway. To let her know that Connor hadn’t had his tea yet, and to remind her that there was a fiver in the pot to top up the electric card before it ran out.

Frowning when she couldn’t find her phone, she groaned when she remembered leaving it on the coffee table. But she couldn’t go back for it now; Julie would go mad if she made them any later than they already were. Anyway, she didn’t really need it. If there were any problems – which there wouldn’t be, she was sure – Nicky was sensible enough to call her on Julie’s phone.

Satisfied that everything was sorted, Sue shook off the last of her niggling doubts and settled back in her seat, all set for a good night out.



Craning her neck to watch as the taxi disappeared around the corner, Pauline Wilson tutted when a young girl from the other end of the road darted past her gate. Dropping the curtain back into place when the road was quiet again, she went back to her chair, muttering under her breath.

‘What’s that?’ her husband murmured distractedly. He wasn’t listening, it was just second nature to respond whenever she spoke, or she’d start accusing him of ignoring her. And if she got started with one of her rants, she wouldn’t stop till the sun came up and chased her back into her coffin.

‘Her next door,’ Pauline said disapprovingly. ‘Off out again with that fat lass. I don’t know what they think they look like with everything hanging out like that, but it’s not decent.’

‘Mmm,’ John said, his gaze fixed on the infinitely more interesting shots of a bloody American crime scene on the TV screen.

‘I mean, I know she’s had a bad time of it lately,’ Pauline went on. ‘But that’s no reason to go putting yourself about like that, is it? Not when you’ve got children to consider. And that Maria from down the road’s no better, the way she lets that lass of hers wander up and down the place. Black as coal it is out there tonight, and icy as all hell, but their Jodie’s just gone running past in the thinnest jacket I’ve ever seen. It’s a wonder she’s not—’

‘Isn’t it time you got the kettle on?’ John interrupted, sensing that she wasn’t going to stop – with or without his interaction.

‘Sorry... ?’ Drawing her head back, Pauline gave him an incredulous look. ‘Is it my turn again already? Only I could have sworn I’d made the last three.’

‘I’m watching my programme,’ he groaned, hoping that she’d take the hint and belt up.

‘Aye, and I bet there’s more of the same lined up for when it’s finished,’ she said, wondering why she bothered trying to have a conversation with him at all, these days. Since they’d got that cable TV, it was nothing but wall-to-wall forensics in this house.

‘That’s right.’ Settling back in his chair, John raised the leg-rest an extra notch. ‘CSI’s Vegas and New York – and they’re both follow-ups, so I’m going to need a bit of quiet in here, if you don’t mind.’

‘Oh, well, don’t let me disturb you,’ Pauline said sniffily. ‘I’ll just go and do my duties while his lordship has a rest, shall I? Tea, is it?’ She pushed herself out of her chair. ‘Or how about something a bit more exotic – like a nice mug of Ovaltine, or a little shot of arsenic?’

John ignored the sarcasm with practised ease.

‘Tea’s fine. But not too much milk, mind.’

‘You’ll get what you’re given,’ she muttered, adding, ‘And I’ll take the bins out while I’m at it, will I? Even though you promised to do it hours ago.’

‘Aye, if you’re up to it.’ Reaching for the remote, John pushed the volume up.

Shooting him a dirty look, Pauline went into the kitchen and slammed the door.



At the precise moment when Pauline switched on her kitchen light, the electric ran out next door, extinguishing the lights, the TV and the two-bar fire. Plunged into darkness, Connor shot up with a squeal of terror. He hated the dark, but he especially hated it when Nicky wasn’t there to keep the monsters that lurked in the shadows at bay.

Heart beating painfully in his skinny chest, he eased himself down off the couch and stumbled across to the window. Standing on his tiptoes, he pulled the curtain aside and peered out at the road, but Nicky was nowhere to be seen, and the neighbours were all tucked away safely behind their own curtains, through which he could see the warm glow of lamps and flickering TVs.

Tears streaming down his cheeks, he rested his forehead against the icy pane.



Yanking her back door open, Pauline staggered up the path, cursing as the heavy bin-bag smacked against her shins with every step. Left to John, it would fester in the kitchen for the rest of the week and stink the house out. But did he care about that? Did he hell as like!

Heaving the bag up when she reached the gate, she shoved it into the wheelie bin and slammed the lid down on it. Wiping her hands on her skirt, she took a cigarette out of her cardigan pocket and lit up, feeling strangely cheated when the smoke was immediately stolen by the swirling winds. John had never smoked, so he didn’t understand the pleasure she got from it – or the relief. And, boy, did she need all the relief she could get now he’d retired and was spending every waking moment under her feet.

Raising her hand to take another puff, she paused when the sound of muted crying floated to her. Sure that it was Connor, she peered round, only to see that next door was in darkness. Telling herself that she must have been mistaken, because Nicky always stopped in to look after Connor when Sue went out and would still be watching telly since it was only just gone nine, Pauline was about to turn to face the road again when a movement caught her eye. For a split second she was convinced that she’d seen the faint outline of a face at the window, but as soon as it was there it was gone again. And the crying had stopped, too.

Frowning now, she wondered if she ought to pop over to see if everything was all right. But she quickly dismissed the idea. It would be just her luck for Sue to come back and catch her. And she couldn’t face that, not after the last time. All she’d done was ask if Connor was all right after one of his all-night crying sessions, but Sue had gone berserk, calling Pauline all the nosy bitches under the sun and screaming at her to stay the hell away from her family – and in front of all the neighbours, too.

No, she couldn’t face that again. Any more than she could face the ‘how many times have I told you to keep your nose out of other people’s business’ lectures that she’d get from John for months to come.

Finishing her cigarette, Pauline flicked the butt out into the road and hurried back into the warmth of her house.



Huddled on the floor below the window, Connor held his breath until he’d heard Pauline’s door closing. Sure that she’d spotted him just now, he’d ducked out of sight, terrified that she’d tell his mum he’d been peeping and get him into trouble. Or, worse, get Nicky into trouble for not being home yet.

Shivering as the chill of the winter night began to settle over the room, he got up. Making sure that the curtains were tightly drawn in case Pauline sneaked round for a nosy, he navigated his way past the couch and around the table into the kitchen. He was tired and hungry, and he wanted Nicky to come home and put the electric back on. But until she did, he’d just have to be a big boy and look after himself.

Licking at the bubble of snot that was dripping out of his nose, Connor rummaged blindly through the kitchen drawer for the candle his mum kept there. Finding it, he patted around on the side of the cooker for the matches. Feeling a surge of relief when the orange glow highlighted the familiar messy ledges and dish-filled sink, he lit the candle and secured it to a saucer with its own wax before carrying it carefully up the stairs.

Too scared to go into his or Nicky’s bedrooms, because they were at the back of the house where there was no outside lighting to lift the terrifying darkness, he stood on the landing and gazed at his mum’s door. He wasn’t allowed in her bed since he’d pissed in it that time, but she always stayed over at Julie’s on a Friday night and didn’t come home till Saturday afternoon, by which time Nicky would have got him up and changed the sheets, so she wouldn’t even know he’d been there.

Pushing the door open, he ventured into the room and put the candle down on the bedside table before clambering fully clothed into the bed. Instantly soothed by the warmth of the quilt and the familiar scent of his mum’s hair on the pillow, he closed his eyes and quickly fell asleep.

And if there was one thing Connor was good at, it was sleeping. Nothing could rouse him once he was gone.

Not the creeping heat that always spread out beneath him when he inevitably pissed the bed – sometimes two or three times a night.

Not Nicky picking him up and laying him on the floor while she changed his sheets.

And, tonight, not even the crackling sound of the candle flame licking at the torn fringe of his mum’s bedside lamp.
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After putting the rubbish out and making John’s tea, Pauline settled back into her chair. Bored by John’s choice of TV viewing and the total lack of conversation, she drifted into a light doze, only to be jerked awake a short time later by the sound of shouting and running footsteps outside.

‘What’s going on?’ she croaked, peering confusedly up at John as he made his way to the window.

‘Sounds like someone’s just smashed a window,’ he told her, pulling the curtain back and pressing his nose against the glass to see what was going on. ‘Looks like next door.’

‘Next door?’ Pauline squawked, jumping to her feet. ‘Sue’s or Irene’s?’

‘Looks like Sue’s. A load of the neighbours are out there gawping.’

Rushing to the front door, ignoring John when he called after her to stay out of it, she ran out to join the crowd that was already gathering on the pavement outside her gate. Gazing up to where all their eyes were trained, she gasped when she saw smoke pouring out through a hole in the centre of Sue’s bedroom window, and bright flames licking at the bottom of the curtains.

Coming out of the house to the right of Pauline’s just then, Irene Murgatroyd self-importantly informed everybody that they weren’t to worry; that her Eddie had called the engines, and they should be here any minute. Exhaling loudly then, as if exhausted by her exertions, she waddled over to Pauline, muttering, ‘What a business, eh?’

‘What’s happened?’ Pauline asked, holding her hair down as the wind whipped it this way and that.

‘Not right sure,’ Irene said, pulling a little silver hip flask out of her dressing gown pocket and taking a sip from it. ‘But it looks like some sort of firebomb.’

‘You’re joking!’ Pauline gasped. ‘How do you know?’

‘I heard the glass smashing when I was getting ready for bed,’ Irene told her. ‘And when I looked out, I saw someone running past, but I couldn’t make out who it was. Then I heard Linda shouting fire, so I come out for a gander, and when I seen the smoke coming from Sue’s window I got my Eddie to phone the brigade.’ Pausing for breath, she shook her head. ‘Good job no one’s in, that’s all I can say.’

‘Sue’s not, ’cos I saw her going out earlier,’ Pauline murmured worriedly. ‘But I could have sworn I heard Connor crying after that. You don’t think—’

‘No, they’re definitely all out,’ Irene said confidently, tightening the belt on her dressing gown. ‘Linda reckons it was dark in there when she come back from bingo at nine. And you know what that Nicky’s like for watching telly when her mam’s out, so there’s no way she’d be sitting in the dark.’

‘I hope not,’ Pauline murmured, glancing past her when she saw two fire engines turning onto the road with their lights flashing. ‘But I really thought I heard him, and I could have sworn I saw someone at the window.’

‘Well, I hope you’re wrong,’ Irene muttered, gazing up at the smoke that was still billowing out of the window. ‘’Cos my Eddie’s already told them no one’s in.’

‘Anyone seen the Jacksons?’ another neighbour called out just then, diverting everybody’s attention to the semi that was attached to Sue’s.

‘Oh, Christ,’ Irene said, giving Pauline a worried look. ‘They go to bed early, them two, so they probably don’t know what’s going on. And Lynne’s room is right next to Sue’s. She’ll die in her sleep if that smoke gets through the wall – they both will.’

Volunteering to go and knock on, Pauline hurried off down the pavement. But just as she reached Sue’s gate, one of the burly firemen who were unravelling the hose ordered her to stay back.

‘The woman on the other side hasn’t come out yet, and she’s got a disabled son,’ Pauline yelled up to him, hoping that he could hear her over the noise. ‘And I’m not sure,’ she went on, pointing at Sue’s house now, ‘but I think someone might be in there.’

‘Any idea how many?’

‘There’s three of them live there, but it’ll just be the two kids at home tonight, if they’re in. I saw their mum going out earlier, and their dad doesn’t live here no more.’

Asking how old the kids were, the officer turned his back on her and relayed the news to his crew at a shout.

Offended by his rudeness after she’d gone to the trouble of alerting him about the kids, but pleased to see that her words seemed to have injected an edge of urgency into proceedings, Pauline went back to Irene, just as one of the crew kicked Sue’s front door in, releasing thick clouds of black smoke into the air.

Clutching dramatically at her friend’s arm, Irene said, ‘Oh, God, I hope Sue’s not in there. That’d be all them kids need after losing their dad.’

‘She went out,’ Pauline reminded her. ‘And Terry’s not dead, so don’t talk like that.’

‘Might as well be for all them kids have seen of him since he took off,’ Irene retorted huffily. ‘And his new one not much older than his own daughter. Wants bloody shooting, he does.’

‘They’re coming out!’ someone on the other side of the road shouted, causing a mini-surge in the crowd around Pauline’s gate as everyone strained to see what was happening.

Paramedics from one of the ambulances that were standing by rushed up to meet the fireman who emerged from the house. Seeing the small body in his arms, Pauline clapped a hand over her mouth.

‘Oh, no, it’s Connor! I told you they were in!’

Grabbing at one of the firemen who was rushing past just then, Irene said, ‘Oi, where’s his sister? I hope someone’s going back in there to look for her?’

Just as he was telling her that if anyone else was in there they’d find them, Sue’s bedroom window shattered, sending shards of glass flying out in every direction.

Almost falling over when the fireman gave her a hefty shove back, Irene said, ‘Here, there’s no need for that. I’ll have you for assault.’

‘Do what you want,’ he retorted irritably. ‘But if you lot don’t stop interfering and let us get this contained, the whole block’s gonna catch.’

‘Is the boy all right?’ Pauline called after him as he marched away. Getting no reply, she tutted and turned back to Irene. ‘Think they’d be a bit more civil, wouldn’t you? I mean, it’s not like we’re not entitled to know what’s going on. It’s us who’ll be picking up the pieces after they’ve gone.’

‘Makes you think,’ Irene murmured, not even pretending to listen to Pauline as she watched the flames leaping out from the hole where the window used to be. ‘All that money we spend doing our houses up, and, poof! It can be gone just like that.’

John had just come out of the house. Wandering up to the gate in time to hear this, he said, ‘That’s what happens when the council skimps on repairs, Reen. They’re nowt but bloody cardboard, these houses.’

‘Oh, don’t say that,’ Irene moaned, taking another slug from her hip flask before crossing herself superstitiously. ‘It’s bad enough having to watch them fetch the boy out without a flicker of life in him, without thinking it’ll be me next. I won’t sleep a wink tonight, John, I really won’t.’ Another sip.

‘You will if you keep knocking that back,’ John said, pointedly eyeing the flask when he got a whiff of whisky. Resting his elbows on the gate then, he glanced contemptuously around at the faces in the crowd. ‘Incredible. You don’t see half these buggers for weeks on end, but first sniff of excitement and they’re out in their droves. Wonder they haven’t fetched their chairs and knitting out.’

‘Do you have to?’ Pauline hissed, digging him in the ribs with her elbow. ‘They’re all worried sick about Nicky, and—’

‘Eh up, cavalry’s arrived,’ he said, cutting her off when he spotted a police car turning into the road. ‘Wonder what they called that lot in for?’

‘’Cos it’s arson, isn’t it,’ Irene informed him. ‘Firebomb, like I told your Paul. But you’d never think anyone would do such a wicked thing when there’s kids in the house, would you?’

‘Don’t you believe it,’ John replied darkly. ‘There’s some proper evil buggers walking these streets, Irene. And you know what they say about crimes in the home, don’t you? There’s more chance of them being committed by them who live there than by a stranger, so think on.’

It wasn’t just John who turned to look now as, across the road, a pretty young woman with a sleek blonde bob and wearing a slate-grey suit stepped out of the passenger side of the squad car.

Oblivious to the interest she was attracting, Detective Constable Jay Osborne headed over to the chief of the fire crew to get an update.

‘Six-year-old boy found at the bottom of the stairs,’ he told her. ‘Paramedics reckon he probably fell, judging by the bruise on his back. According to that lot,’ he went on, nodding towards the crowd outside Pauline’s now, ‘the fifteen-year-old sister’s supposed to be in there with him, but my guys haven’t seen any sign of anyone else yet.’

‘Mum and dad?’ Jay asked.

‘Out, and non-resident,’ he said, adding darkly, ‘And the door was locked with a mortice, so if the girl’s not in there someone needs to explain why a little lad like that was locked in on his own.’

Telling him that she would put out an alert in case the girl had escaped before the crew arrived and was wandering around in a state of shock, Jay asked if they’d found any evidence that the fire had been started deliberately, as had been suggested.

‘Neighbours reported hearing a smash and seeing someone running away,’ the crew chief said. ‘And the fire definitely started in that front upper room. But we haven’t managed to get in there yet, because the stairs were well alight by the time we got here. Place is falling down around us; we’ll be lucky to salvage anything. Only good thing is, there’s no gas supply in the area or we really would have trouble.’

Thanking him, Jay asked him to let her know as soon as he had any info about the cause of the fire and to give her a shout if he found the girl before she did. Heading over to the ambulance then, she had a quick word with the paramedics before going over to talk to the crowd.

Electing herself as spokesperson, because she was Sue’s closest physical neighbour – apart from Lynne Jackson and her son, who didn’t count because they’d already been bundled to safety into one of the neighbours’ houses across the road – Pauline told her about how she’d seen Sue going out earlier, and how she’d known that something was wrong and wished that she’d followed her instincts and checked.

Sure that it would probably turn out to be nothing specific, because it was amazing how many people experienced a ‘feeling’ about something after the fact, Jay asked what had concerned her in particular.

‘Connor crying,’ Pauline said, giving a little shrug as she added, ‘Not that that’s all that unusual, as such, because he cries quite a lot anyhow. But it was just a bit odd tonight.’

‘How so?’ Jay asked.

‘Well, I was sure I heard him, but soon as I looked over it stopped,’ Pauline said, feeling a bit like she was reciting from a book because she’d said these same words to so many of her neighbours already. ‘Then I saw there were no lights on, so I thought I’d imagined it,’ she went on, sighing heavily as she gazed back at the house. ‘But obviously I hadn’t, eh?’

‘So, it was dark in there. You didn’t actually see anybody?’

‘It was really dark,’ Linda Myers interjected before Pauline had a chance to reply. ‘I live directly opposite, and there were no lights on up nor down when I got home at nine.’

‘That’s why I thought they were all out.’ Pauline jumped back in, glad that Linda had spoken out, because at least now she wouldn’t be the only one in the firing line when Sue heard they had been discussing her with the police. ‘And that’s too early for Nicky to have gone to bed, because she watches telly for hours when Sue’s out – Irene will tell you that, won’t you, Reen?’

Pushing herself forward, Irene said, ‘Oh, aye. Stops up for hours.’

Jotting all this down in her notepad

































PART TWO


EPILOGUE









‘Are you all right, pet?’ Pauline asked, giving Sue a warm hug.

Nodding, Sue dabbed at her tears with a tissue. ‘It’s just so sad,’ she murmured, gazing at the mound of earth the gravediggers had tossed over the coffin. ‘I keep wondering if it was us being there that stressed him out and pushed him over the edge.’

‘Oh, I doubt it,’ Pauline said softly. ‘I knew Jack for years before he moved, and he was a nice man. He didn’t deserve a thug like Dave for a son, so if anyone caused him stress by moving in it was him. If anything, you and Connor probably gave Jack some comfort in his last few days. You definitely did in his last minutes, because you were there for him. And there’s nothing worse when you get to mine and Jack’s age than the thought of dying alone, believe me.’

Thanking her, because her words had salved a little of the guilt she’d been feeling, Sue said, ‘He kept telling me to leave, but I didn’t understand what he meant. Now I know he was trying to warn me about Dave.’ Pausing, she bit her lip and shook her head, murmuring, ‘I can’t believe I left Connor with him. He could have done anything.’

‘Yes, well, he didn’t,’ Pauline reminded her firmly. ‘He brought him to me. And that was the best place the lad could have been, because I’d have protected him with my life.’

Smiling sadly, Sue reached for her hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘Thanks, Pauline. I’ll never forget what you’ve done for us. And I know I don’t deserve it, because I’ve been horrible to you at times.’

‘Don’t you be so silly,’ Pauline scolded. ‘Anyway, never mind all that. You just concentrate on getting you and the kids sorted.’

‘I will,’ Sue murmured, blowing her nose again. ‘As soon as the council stops messing about and gives us the house they promised at the start of this.’

Tutting, Pauline said, ‘They’re buggers, aren’t they? And I’ve seen three empty houses on the estate this week alone. Want me to have a go at them?’ she offered then. ‘As chair of the association, I should think I’ll hold a fair bit of clout.’

‘No, don’t worry about it,’ Sue said quickly, sensing that the council might just dig their heels in even harder if they had Pauline harassing them. ‘The hostel’s not as bad as I thought it would be. And at least the kids have got people around them all the time, so they feel safe when I’m not there.’

Terry and Leanne had just arrived. Spotting them as they headed through the gate hand in hand, Pauline nudged Sue, and said, ‘Do you think we’d best go out the other way?’

‘No.’ Sue shook her head. ‘It’s not her fault, and it’s time we got this sorted once and for all.’ Catching the look of incredulity on Pauline’s face, she said, ‘I know they started out wrong, but they must really love each other if they’re still together after everything that’s happened. And they’re engaged now, so even if I can’t stand her I suppose I should make my peace with her if she’s going to be part of the kids’ lives.’

‘Well, you’re a bigger woman than I’d be under the circumstances,’ Pauline said admiringly. Seeing the wheelchair being pushed through the car park just then, she said, ‘Oh, those policewomen are here. Will you be all right with these two on your own while I nip over and say hello?’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Sue said, stepping behind the huge angel headstone that was towering over the neighbouring grave. ‘But can you do me a favour, and don’t tell the police I’m here? I can’t face them just yet.’

‘Oh?’ Pauline gave her a curious look.

Shaking her head, Sue cast a hooded glance in Terry and Leanne’s direction, indicating that she didn’t want to discuss it in front of them.

Biting her lip when Pauline bustled away, Sue prayed that she’d keep the policewomen talking for long enough for her to say what she had to say to Terry and Leanne then make a quick escape. She knew she couldn’t avoid it for ever, but the last thing she wanted was to get arrested in front of them. And now that Nicky had been interviewed about what had happened that night, it was only a matter of time before they came for her and everyone found out what a terrible mother she was.

Terry was apprehensive as he and Leanne reached the graveside. They’d missed the funeral service because Leanne had wanted to visit her dad in prison that morning. Arriving here now, his heart had sunk when he’d spotted Sue. But when he’d suggested waiting until she’d gone before coming over, Leanne had insisted that she wanted to say goodbye to her grandfather. Terry just hoped she didn’t kick off, because he’d had enough of all the fighting and arguing.

Sue was equally nervous, because she had no doubt that Dave would have told Leanne the truth about what had happened by now. And if she knew, then so did Terry. But, much as she was dreading his reaction to seeing her, she knew that she would have to take whatever he threw at her – for the kids’ sakes. They would obviously have to live with him while she was in prison, and the last thing she wanted was for him to turn them against her and refuse to let her see them again. And if that meant building bridges with Leanne, then so be it.

Giving Terry a sick little smile across the grave now, she took a deep breath, and said, ‘Hello, Terry... Leanne.’

‘Don’t talk to me,’ Leanne spat, glaring across at her with red-rimmed eyes – the result of seeing her dad behind bars, not the death of her grandfather. ‘I don’t even know what you’re doing here, you cheeky bitch. You’re not family. You’ve got no right.’

‘I just wanted to pay my respects to your grandad,’ Sue said evenly, determined not to allow herself to be drawn into a catfight. ‘He was a nice man.’

‘Fuck off!’ Leanne hissed. ‘You only knew him for a week, so don’t try and make out like you were anything to him, because you weren’t. Just like you’re nothing to my dad.’

Gritting her teeth as she realised that this was going to be even harder than she’d thought it would be, Sue said, ‘I know it’s all been a shock, and I’m really sorry about—’

‘Sorry about what?’ Leanne interrupted nastily. ‘For getting my fiancé nicked just because you can’t tell the fucking truth? Or for getting my dad banged up because you couldn’t keep your dirty hands off him?’

‘Pack it in,’ Terry hissed, blushing with shame when mourners from a nearby funeral began to cast disapproving looks in their direction.

Turning on him in a flash, Leanne yelled, ‘Don’t you tell me what to do! And don’t you dare defend this bitch after everything she’s done to me, or you can forget about us – and I mean it!’

‘I haven’t done anything to you,’ Sue reminded her calmly. ‘I’m just trying to put a stop to all this arguing, that’s all. If you’re going to marry Terry, then the kids will be part of your life as well as his, and I’ve accepted that.’

‘Over my dead body!’ Leanne squawked. ‘You really think I’m having those brats in my life knowing that my dad’s inside because of them? You must be mad!’

Narrowing his eyes, Terry peered at Leanne as if seeing her for the first time. He’d been trying so hard not to blame her for any of this, and it had been difficult to keep his cool at times, especially when she talked about her dad as if he was some kind of fallen god whose only crime was to love his child too much. But there was no excusing what she was saying about his children now.

‘You know what,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m the mad one, for thinking I could spend the rest of my life with you. They say the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree and, Christ, have you proved that today.’

‘Meaning?’ Leanne demanded, furious with him for arguing with her in front of Sue.

‘Meaning that you’re just like your dad,’ Terry said flatly. ‘And your mum. And to be honest, I don’t know which is worse. Her, for trying to get off with me every time your back’s turned. Or him, for kidnapping my daughter. Or you,’ he added coldly. ‘For having the bare-faced cheek to try and blame Sue and my kids for what happened.’

‘Oh, so it’s nothing to do with her, then?’ Leanne retorted self-righteously. ‘She didn’t go out and leave your precious brat in the house on his own?’

‘I don’t know what happened,’ Terry replied. ‘And to be honest, I don’t really care right now. I’m just glad they’re all safe. But you don’t give a toss about them. You’re more concerned about the bastard who did this to them.’

‘Don’t call my dad a bastard,’ Leanne warned him.

‘Or what?’ Terry asked, looking at her with disgust. ‘You’ll get him to kick my head in? Sorry, love, I’m past caring. About him – and you.’

‘You’d best not be saying what I think you’re saying,’ Leanne hissed, glaring at him with hatred. ‘’Cos if you finish with me and go back to her after all this, I swear I’ll kill you!’

‘I’m not going back to her,’ Terry replied coolly. ‘But I’m not wasting any more time with you, either, because you’re poisonous.’

‘Well, you can have this back, then,’ Leanne spat, wrenching the ring off her finger and tossing it away. ‘And don’t think you’re crawling back to me when you realise what a mistake you’ve made, because I’ll be with Zak!’

‘Good luck to him,’ Terry snorted. Then, watching as her eyes followed the ring’s progress to where it landed in the earth covering the coffin, he said, ‘Oh, and in case you’re thinking about sneaking back in to dig it up later, I wouldn’t bother. It was only fifteen quid from the second-hand shop.’

It was a lie, but it hit Leanne exactly where he had known it would, and he didn’t feel any pity when she immediately burst into tears. All it had ever meant to her was another kick in Sue’s teeth, and he knew that now. Although he didn’t know why it had taken him so long to figure it out, considering that the first thing she’d wanted to know after he’d presented it to her was if it was more expensive than the one he’d bought for Sue.

Leanne was sobbing loudly now, her face buried in her hands. But instead of comforting her as she was expecting even after all that had been said, Terry just nodded goodbye to Sue and walked away.

Despite everything that had happened. Sue couldn’t help but feel sorry for the girl. She knew the tone of voice that Terry had used just now all too well, and it signalled that he had made up his mind. And he was the kind of man who never went back once he’d crossed that line. So, just as he’d said that he wouldn’t be coming back to Sue, he would also never go back to Leanne now that he’d broken the relationship off. But Leanne had a long way to go before she would accept that. A long way, and a great deal of pain, when she realised what a good man she’d had and lost.

Exactly like Sue had already done.

‘Don’t cry, Leanne,’ she said now, her eyes filled with sympathy as she gazed at the sobbing girl. ‘You will get over him in time.’

‘Like you did?’ Leanne yelled back at her spitefully, the tears stopping as abruptly as they had started. ‘You’ve been hanging around like a bad smell all year hoping to get him back, but it’s never going to happen, ’cos he’s mine!’ Then, screaming, ‘TERRRRY!’ she turned and ran after him.

Shaking her head as she watched, Sue’s heart lurched when she spotted from the corner of her eye the policewomen heading her way. Her immediate instinct was to run, but it was too late for that. So, taking a deep breath, she turned to face them.

‘She looks upset,’ Jay said, twisting around in the wheelchair to watch Leanne chasing after Terry as Ann bumped her across the rough grass to the graveside. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Not really,’ Sue said, glancing back at Leanne who was grabbing at Terry’s arm now, only for him to shake her off determinedly.

Asking Ann if she could leave them for a minute, Jay waited until she’d gone. Then, looking up at Sue, she said, ‘Sorry I haven’t had a chance to speak to you sooner, but I really wanted to thank you for what you did. If you hadn’t stopped Dave Miller from shooting that night, we wouldn’t have been able to call for help and I’d have bled to death.’

A frown of confusion skittered across Sue’s brow. ‘I’m the one who should be thanking you,’ she said. ‘If you hadn’t taken Connor seriously, Nicky would have died.’

‘You can thank your friend Mrs Wilson for that,’ Jay told her, smiling conspiratorially. ‘She’s very persuasive when she gets an idea into her head, and she was so convinced there was something to the picture that I couldn’t ignore it. Anyway, the children are safe now, so it worked out well.’ Pausing, she gazed up at Sue thoughtfully. ‘But how are you?’

Blushing, because she knew that she didn’t deserve anybody’s concern, Sue shrugged and said, ‘I’m okay.’ Then, breathing in deeply, she said, ‘Look, I don’t know what Nicky’s told you, because she’s not really talking to me at the moment. But whatever she said, it’s true. This is all my fault, so if you’re going to arrest me, I’m ready. Just... can you make sure that Terry gets the kids, please? Or Pauline, if it’s too difficult for him. Only, he’s splitting up with Leanne, so he might have to find somewhere to live first.’

Listening to the resignation in Sue’s voice, and seeing the stark sadness in her eyes, Jay decided to put her out of her misery.

‘I’m not going to arrest you,’ she said. ‘I don’t think it would benefit anybody – certainly not the children. Anyway, this case is purely about Nicky, and as she was kidnapped at a different location, what happened at home doesn’t come into it.’ Pausing now, she gave Sue a long, meaningful look, before adding, ‘Mistakes have been made, but lessons have been learned, I’m sure.’

Tears of relief and gratitude streaming from her eyes, Sue buried her face in her hands. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she sobbed. ‘I’ve never done anything like that before, and I don’t know why I did it. I really thought Nicky ran past me when I was leaving, so I thought everything would be okay. But I shouldn’t have left Connor, and I’ll never do it again. I swear it.’

Satisfied that Sue meant what she was saying, Jay knew that she’d made the right decision. Reaching out, she patted Sue’s arm, saying, ‘Put it behind you and get on with looking after your family. And don’t worry about Nicky. Dave Miller told her a lot of things about you that she didn’t need to hear, and she’ll have to work out the truth from the lies for herself. But she does love you, so she’ll come round in time.’

‘I know,’ Sue murmured tearfully, making an effort to pull herself together. ‘And I’ll just have to wait until she’s ready to talk to me. But the support workers at the hostel have been great, so I’m glad she’s got them to talk to in the meantime.’

‘She’ll be fine,’ Jay said confidently. Then, ‘And how’s Connor doing?’

‘He’s just confused,’ Sue told her, sighing softly. ‘He hasn’t got a clue what’s going on, but he’s made up to have Nicky back. Oh, and he’s nearly stopped wetting the bed.’

‘Well, that’s good,’ Jay said, smiling again. ‘Shows he’s not as stressed out as he was.’

‘Suppose so,’ Sue agreed, smiling herself now. ‘I’ll just be glad when this is all over and we can really move on.’

‘Yes, well, it shouldn’t be too long now,’ Jay said. ‘We haven’t got a confirmed date for the trial yet, but I’ll let you know as soon as we hear anything. And don’t worry: Dave Miller’s got no chance of walking away from this.’

Murmuring, ‘I hope not,’ Sue wiped her nose one last time and stuffed the tissue into her pocket.

‘Anyway, best get going,’ Jay said, glancing at her watch. ‘You’ve got my number, so feel free to call me if you need to talk.’

‘Thanks,’ Sue said quietly. Then, leaning down on impulse, she gave Jay a quick hug and walked briskly away. Casting one last glance towards the car park where Terry was still adamantly fending Leanne off, she joined Pauline at the gate.

‘You didn’t have to wait,’ she said, hoping that Pauline wouldn’t start quizzing her.

But Pauline had already decided not to stick her nose in, sensing that whatever Sue and DC Osborne had been talking about it must have been personal for the uniformed one to leave them to chat in private.

So, instead, she linked her arm through Sue’s, saying, ‘That’s what friends are for. You come together, you leave together. Well, except when it’s time to get on Jack’s bus,’ she added, jerking her head back at the graves as they set off down the road. ‘That’s one journey we all make alone. Least, I bloody hope so, or my John will be hopping on board asking how he’s supposed to cook his own tea.’

‘Won’t he be more concerned about how to work the telly?’ Sue asked, wondering why she’d spent so long at war with this kind, caring, dry-witted old lady.

‘Oh, no, pet, he doesn’t need me to show him how to work that,’ Pauline chuckled. ‘It’s just the cooker he’s got a problem with. And the hoover... and the kettle... and the washing machine...’
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