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Breathe

Jemima Pardon, a paramedic with a daft name and
chronic asthma, has never had much in the way of good luck. The
only things she attracts are traumatic jobs, and no one wants to
work with her for long.

 


But when Jem bumps into devil-may-care police officer
Rosie Jones, her fortunes seem to be changing. Rosie is bright and
funny, and she doesn’t mind that Jem can’t go far without her
inhaler.

 


Things are looking up, until a suspicious death draws
Jem and Rosie into an investigation that spirals beyond their
control. As torrential rain floods the city, they face a battle to
survive if they’re ever going to have a chance at finding love.


What Reviewers Say About Cari Hunter’s Work

Alias

 


“The storyline, following the main character as she
tries to work out who she is and why she came to in a crashed car
on a mountain road, is incredibly engaging. …As the main character
is suffering from amnesia, she learns about herself at the same
pace as the reader, which adds another interesting aspect to the
story. …This book has a great storyline with an excellent mystery
to solve, and is well worth a read.”—Books at the End of the
Alphabet

 


“Alias is written in first person from the
point of view of the amnesiac woman which gives us perfect access
to her headspace. …Along with the characters, the reader slowly
brings the pieces of the puzzle together. We suffer and get
frustrated with the slow progress in reconstructing the events, the
plot teasing us with incomplete memory flashbacks. Even though we
know all that the character learns about herself, and without
playing tricks on us, Ms. Hunter manages to deliver a twist at the
end.”—Lez Review Books

 


“[O]ne thing you can count on is that when you pick
up a book by Hunter it is going to be awesome.”—The Romantic
Reader Blog

 


 


The Dark Peak Series

 


“Gruesome and compelling, mostly snowing and
refreshingly English. They don’t drink ‘tea,’ they ‘make a brew’ in
this book. Sometimes they have ‘a chippy’ for supper. When it gets
bad, they have a kebab. Use caution when reading the first 20% of
any of the Dark Peak books right before bed, they start with a
bang. Not a literal bang, but a pretty gruesome murder. You have
been warned.”—She Sighed Blog

 


 


A Quiet Death—Lammy Finalist

 


“This cracking good mystery also has a thorough
respect for the various ethnic subcultures it explores. I learned
things, which is never bad for a reader. Moreover, it has a
distinctly British flavour, not pandering to American tastes. Of
the three of Hunter’s books I’ve read and reviewed for this blog,
this has got to be my favorite. Interesting plot, great characters,
muscular prose—I’m more than chuffed. I’m potty about it. And
that’s no bollocks.”—Out in Print

 


“[A]n awesome book, not to mention a kick butt
thriller and mystery.”—Danielle Kimerer, Librarian, Nevins Memorial
Public Library (MA)

 


“Cari Hunter is a master of writing credible suspense
laden crime detective stories that feel realistic. Sanne and Meg
are extremely ordinary, two women trying to live quiet lives on
their beloved Peaks, caught up in a dreadful ring of crime and, as
always, doing their ordinary best to help those who need them.
…Once again I cannot recommend this series enough. If you like
crime, thriller, and suspense with a cast of real life everyday
folk and unassuming heroes, written with excellent if unpretentious
style, you really cannot do any better than this.”—Lesbian
Reading Room

 


 


Cold to the Touch

 


“Cari Hunter did a great job of keeping me 100%
invested in the lives of Sanne, Meg and company. The mystery,
(Sanne’s current case), surrounding a rash of stabbing related
deaths was intriguing, and had me in suspense till the end. …This
book is intelligently written, and gives you an action packed
adventure, with great characters. It is by far a fantastic way to
spend your time.”—Romantic Reader Blog

 


“The mystery was well told and the gradual build up
of tension was ideal. …The romantic side story was subtle but just
right. The murder case took precedence as it should in a police
procedural.”—Inked Rainbow Reads

 


 


No Good Reason—Lammy Finalist

 


“Cari Hunter is a master of crime suspense stories.
No Good Reason brings tension and drama to strong medical
and police procedural knowledge. The plot keeps us on the edge of
our metaphorical seat, turning the pages long into the night. The
setting of the English Peak District adds ambiance and a drama of
its own without excluding anybody. And through it all a glimmer of
humour and a large dose of humanity keep us engaged and
enthralled.”—Curve Magazine

 


“A new Cari Hunter novel? What mayhem will engulf her
characters this time? The answer: Truly terrible things, as well as
truly lovely things, abound in the mystery-thriller No Good Reason.
‘She hurt’ are the opening words, and this is a bodily hurt. The
plot takes off immediately as a captive woman makes her bloody
escape and then—Well, this is not a romance, dear reader, so brace
yourself. …Our heroines are Detective Sanne Jensen and Dr. Meg
Fielding, best mates forever and sometimes something more. Their
relationship is undefinable and complicated, but not in a hot mess
of drama way. Rather, they share unspoken depths, comfortably silly
moments, rock-solid friendship, and an intimacy that will make your
heart ache just a wee bit.”—C-Spot Reviews

 


 


Tumbledown

 


“Once again Ms. Hunter outdoes herself in the tension
and pace of the plot. We literally know from the first 2 pages that
the evil is hunting them, but we are held on the edge of our seats
for the whole book to see what will unfold, how they will cope,
whether they will survive—and at what cost this time. I literally
couldn’t put it down. Tumbledown is a wonderful
read.”—Lesbian Reading Room

 


“Even though this is a continuation of the
Desolation Point plot, this is an entirely different sort of
thriller with elements of a police procedural. Other thriller
authors (yes, I’m looking at you Patterson and Grisham) could take
lessons from Hunter when it comes to writing these babies. Twists
and turns and forgotten or unconventional weaponry along with pluck
and spirit keep me breathless and reading way past my
bedtime.”—Out In Print

 


 


Desolation Point

 


“[Desolation Point] is the second of Cari
Hunter’s novels and is another great example of a romance action
adventure. The story is fast paced and thrilling. A real page
turner from beginning to end. Ms. Hunter is a master at an
adventure plot and comes up with more twists and turns than the
mountain trails they are hiking. Well written, edited and crafted
this is an excellent book and I can’t wait to read the
sequel.”—Lesbian Reading Room

 


“Cari Hunter provides thrills galore in her
adventure/romance Desolation Point. In the hands of a lesser
writer and scenarist, this could be pretty rote and by-the-book,
but Cari Hunter breathes a great deal of life into the characters
and the situation. Her descriptions of the scenery are sumptuous,
and she has a keen sense of pacing. The action sequences never
drag, and she takes full advantage of the valleys between the peaks
by deepening her characters, working their relationship, and
setting up the next hurdle.”—Out In Print

 


 


Snowbound

 


“[Snowbound] grabbed me from the first page
and kept me on the edge of my seat until nearly the end. I love the
British feel of it and enjoyed the writer’s style tremendously. So
if you’re looking for a very well written, fast paced, lesbian
romance—heavy on the action and blood and light on the romance—this
is one for your ereader or bookshelf.”—C-Spot Reviews
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Chapter One

“Oh God, don’t let me die. Help! Please help me!”

The wind tore at the man’s thin wail, breaking it
into pieces, half of his entreaty heading south to the Manchester
Ship Canal and the other half whipping across Barton Bridge. Lying
flat on her front, her boots hooked over the rim of the hard
shoulder and her elbows in a puddle, Jem trained her torch on the
hapless bloke and tried not to look at the water swirling a hundred
feet below.

“Bloody hell,” she said. Trevor, her crewmate for
this latest run of weekend nights, stalked toward their ambulance,
his curt request for assistance drowned out as the rope suddenly
slipped and the man shrieked.

“I’m falling! Tell Bella I love her!”

Jem rechecked his position: he wasn’t falling. He
was dangling in midair a few inches lower than he had been, but he
wasn’t falling.

“Try to keep still,” she shouted.

He gave her an incredulous look as the wind spun him
in a slow three-sixty. “Fucking brilliant advice! Any other bright
ideas?”

“No, not really,” she muttered and then jumped as a
hand clapped her on the shoulder and a policewoman in a scarlet
beanie hat and a high-vis jacket squirmed into a prone position
beside her.

“What’ve we got?” the officer asked, apparently
oblivious to the puddle she was now sharing with Jem. She peeked
over the ledge and snorted. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. I’m guessing he’s
the groom?”

“The L-plate would certainly imply that,” Jem
said.

The “Learner” tag, and the loincloth to which it was
attached, were the man’s sole items of clothing. His friends had
stripped him before tethering him to the stanchion and leaving him
to it, and although they probably hadn’t intended his current
predicament, a combination of slip knots, high winds, greasy metal,
and a shitload of alcohol had been a recipe for disaster.

“My mate’s requesting Fire and Hazardous Response,”
Jem said.

The officer shook her head. “We’re stuffed there. A
warehouse went up in Ardwick about an hour ago, and every man and
his dog are otherwise engaged.” She eyeballed Jem. “How are you at
abseiling?”

“What?” The question squeaked out, and Jem felt her
palms begin to sweat. “No, no, we can’t! You don’t understand. This
kind of thing, it doesn’t—not for me…” She couldn’t explain. She
could barely raise her voice above the traffic on the motorway and
the rain that had started to batter the tarmac. “We need to wait
for backup,” she said, but the officer brushed off her feeble
plea.

“It’ll be fine. Trust me.” She shuffled forward and
called down to the man. “Hang in there, pal. We’ll be back in a
jiffy.”

“Stop taking the piss!” he yelled, twirling again,
the L-plate flapping to reveal exactly how cold he was. He was
still ranting as the officer tugged Jem’s hand, encouraging her to
her feet.

“I’ve got a tow rope in my car,” she said. “Do you
have anything we can make a harness out of? For him, not for us. I
was joking about the abseiling.”

Jem’s instinct for career preservation made her
falter, but she was already thinking, imagining a rough design
fashioned from lifting belts and stretcher straps. “Possibly,” she
conceded, dragging the word out. “Give me a couple of minutes.”

“Fab.”

They parted at the kerbside, the officer rummaging
in her car boot while Jem headed to the ambulance. She found Trevor
hastily crushing a fag beneath his boot.

“HART gave an ETA of ninety minutes, and control
reckon that’s optimistic at best,” he told her, none too subtly
blocking the rear doors.

“Right.”

When she went to step around him, he parried her
move.

“No,” he said. “Whatever you’re planning,
just—no.”

He was older than her but less experienced, and in
terms of qualifications she outranked him. Given her reputation,
though, she understood his reticence.

“We can’t leave him there for ninety minutes,” she
said. “He’s already panicking. He’ll do something stupid and end up
in the canal.”

“Or you’ll do something stupid, and then
it’ll be our fault.” Trevor seemed to ponder this for a moment and
then smiled sweetly. He reached for his radio with one hand and
unlocked the ambulance with the other. “Okay, okay, go ahead. I’ll
have a word with our dispatcher.”

With no time to worry about ulterior motives, Jem
scrambled into the back and started to pull equipment from the
cupboards. Trailing luminous strips of plastic, she met the officer
on the hard shoulder and sat with her on the kerb to clip and tie
and rearrange their kit until they had something resembling a
scaffolder’s harness, if they squinted at it and used a lot of
imagination.

“Think it’s big enough?” the officer asked, holding
the rig in front of her to check its size. She only had an inch or
so on Jem height-wise, but she was slimmer around the waist and
backside, and two of her would have comfortably fitted into it.

“Try it against me instead,” Jem said, and felt a
flush of heat in her cheeks as the officer’s gaze wandered over
her.

“Yeah, as if you’re a fair comparison.” The officer
widened the left leg, seemingly on a whim, and slung everything
across her shoulder. “Your mate going to lend us his muscles?” she
asked as they walked to the side of the bridge, careful not to trip
on the rope they’d secured around a lamppost.

Jem glanced back at the ambulance. She could see the
puff of smoke marking Trevor’s position on the far side of the
vehicle. Out of sight, out of mind. She had literally taken the
rope, and he was hoping she’d hang herself with it. Ignoring a
renewed bout of fear, she coughed through the wheeze that had
started to accompany her every breath.

“I think we’re on our own,” she said.

The officer shrugged, unfazed. “We’ll manage. I bet
you’re stronger than you look.”

Jem smothered another cough. Nothing could be
further from the truth. On a good day she could dead lift the defib
and the response bag, but not when she was scared shitless and
needed her inhaler. She wanted to run to the ambulance, lock
herself in the cab, and wait for the experts. Instead, she
concentrated on breathing through her nose and knelt by the officer
at the side of the bridge.

“You still with us, pal?” the officer shouted,
directing her torch at the man. Jem realised how young he was:
twenty-five at most, and sober enough now to appreciate his
predicament.

“Hey, what’s your name?” she called. “I’m Jem, and
this is…” She looked at the officer.

“Rosie.” The officer raised a hand to underscore her
introduction.

“Sean. My name’s Sean.”

“Okay, Sean.” Jem took the strap attached to the
harness and began to feed it down. “Without loosening anything
that’s holding you, we need you to grab this and get into it.”

He watched the multicoloured contraption descend,
his eyes so wide that they flashed like twin moons against the
darkness surrounding him.

“Don’t be fucking stupid. How am I supposed to get
into that?”

“One leg at a time,” Rosie suggested helpfully. She
pulled on a pair of leather gloves and gathered the lamppost
rope.

“He’s giving it a go,” Jem told her. Despite his
protest, Sean had wriggled a foot through the first loop, and she
was manoeuvring the guide strap to inch the second loop into
position. He caught it with a toe and yanked it up his leg. Jem saw
Rosie’s stance widen as she took the strain, and she sprinted
across to help her, grasping the section in front of Rosie and
hauling on it.

“Keep going,” Rosie said, her breath puffing warm on
Jem’s neck. “Keep going, you’re doing great.”

Jem nodded, gritting her teeth as her muscles
burned. The rope shifted in fits and starts, grinding around the
concrete lamppost. She waited for it to snap, for the scream as
Sean plunged to his doom, for her own inevitable capitulation. What
she saw instead was Sean’s hand flailing, trying to find purchase.
She gave a yelp of encouragement, and she and Rosie tugged harder,
invigorated. Caught up in their heads-down, heels-dug-in rhythm,
they launched him over the railing, and he landed in a heap on the
tarmac, his arse quivering and his limbs tangled.

“Holy shit,” Rosie gasped. “It worked.”

Jem’s hands were shaking. She dropped the rope and
bent double, struggling to draw in a full breath. “Didn’t…didn’t
you think…it would?”

Rosie laughed, a joyous, raucous sound. “Fuck no,
did I hell. I have bollock-all luck with this kind of thing. Hey,
maybe you’re like a, a—what do you call ’em?” She clicked her
fingers, searching for the word. “A talisman?”

Jem coughed and gave in, sucking on her inhaler, no
longer bothered about keeping up appearances. “I really doubt
that,” she said once she could speak without the accompanying
bagpipes. “I’ll get him a blanket.”

On her own in the ambulance, she leaned against the
oxygen cupboard and closed her eyes. Her knees were knocking.

“Come on, you’re being a berk,” she whispered. She
found a blanket and clasped it to her chest for a moment before
reopening the back door. The door stuck, the step catching as it
dropped, so she pushed harder, throwing her weight behind it when
it met unexpected resistance. She heard a cry and a scuffle,
followed by the sound of screeching brakes, and she peered around
the door in time to see Sean bouncing off a car’s windscreen. He
landed with a thud, rolled back onto the hard shoulder, and came to
a stop in front of Rosie’s boots.

“Jesus wept!” Rosie said.

Dumbstruck, Jem froze on the top step as Trevor ran
across to them.

“Have you killed him?” he shouted. “I bloody
knew it! I knew something like this would happen.”

She shook her head convulsively, unable to move. One
thought was rolling through her mind on a loop: please
no, please no.

“He’s not dead, you pillock,” Rosie snapped, and
Sean gave a groan, attesting to the fact. “The car was only doing
five miles an hour. Stop gobbing off and help him.” She went over
to Jem and touched her arm gently. “Hey. You okay there?”

“I’m fine,” Jem managed through a renewed bout of
wheezing. “I need to—” She gestured toward Sean.

“You need to sit down,” Rosie said. “You look like
you’ve seen a ghost.”

Jem’s laugh bordered on hysterical. “Not this time,”
she said as Rosie stared at her. “Not this time.”


Chapter Two

Kev Kerrigan uncapped his Biro and fished his notepad
from his pocket, performing a long-suffering double take when he
saw its Dora the Explorer cover. Mumbling something about
“those bleedin’ kids,” he flicked to a clean page, past crayon
drawings of sheep and pigs, and a more abstract scribble that
resembled a blue hedgehog.

“Let me get this right.” He shifted his chair closer
to Jem’s, bringing with him a faint waft of baby sick. A suspicious
white stain obscured the pips on his left epaulette. If anyone
asked him about his family, he’d say he came to work for a break.
“You and Officer…”

“Rosie,” Jem said.

“Officer Rosie.” He shrugged and wrote it down. “You
managed to pull this lad up, just the two of you?”

“Yes.”

“And where was Trevor while you were tug-of-warring
with Barton Bridge?”

“Um.” Jem focused on the wall behind Kev’s head,
suddenly intrigued by a flu vaccination poster. “Uh, he was
liaising with control.”

“I see.” Kev’s tone told her he wasn’t fooled. “So
you yank the lad out of the void, and then minutes later you
somehow chuck him into the path of a Fiat Panda.”

“I didn’t chuck him, I bumped him with the back
door. And everyone was rubbernecking, so the car was going dead
slow.”

“‘Bumped him…with the back…door,’” Kev said,
scribbling it down verbatim.

“It got stuck,” she added. “On the step, and I
didn’t know he was standing behind it. How could I?”

“‘Stuck,’” Kev was still writing. “Dare I ask what
the damage was?”

She sighed. “Dislocated shoulder and road rash. I
gave him plenty of morphine, if that helps any.”

“It might,” Kev said. As her immediate manager, it
wasn’t the first time he’d had this sort of chat with her. “Look,
it could’ve been worse, so things will probably go no further.”

She bowed her head, tears brimming in her eyes.
“That’s good. Thanks.”

“Trevor’s gone off sick,” he continued, pretending
not to notice as she dried her eyes. “Stress, he reckons, so you’re
solo. I can’t see the resource manager doing anything with you at
this hour. Head back to station when you’re ready.”

“Okay. Okay, I’ll do that.” She stayed where she was
until his footsteps had faded down the A&E corridor, and then
she straightened in slow, halting increments. Her back and arms
ached, and her palms were red raw where the rope had slid through
them. She flexed her fingers, wincing at the sting.

“Damn,” a familiar voice said quietly, somewhere off
to her left. “I had spare gloves in the car, but I never
thought.”

Jem squinted up as Rosie set two plastic cups on the
hand gel dispensers and crouched by her side. It was warm in the
corridor, and Rosie had taken off her hat, freeing waves of auburn
hair streaked through with blond and cut into a choppy bob, as if
the style had wanted to conform but rebelled at the last minute. If
she’d chosen it to match her personality, it was damn near
perfect.

“I fell off a tyre swing when I was seven and ended
up with paws like these.” She took hold of Jem’s wrists, assessing
the damage. “My mam—she was never really one for first
aid—smothered them in butter and bandages and left them to cook for
two days of a nineties heat wave. They got infected, and I nearly
lost a pinkie.”

Jem waited a few seconds for a punch line that never
came. “That’s quite an upsetting story.”

“Yeah, but it has a happy ending. Look.” Waggling
her intact little fingers, Rosie plonked into the chair Kev had
vacated. She reached to retrieve the brews, her coat sleeve riding
up to reveal a black tattoo of a Manchester bee. “I wasn’t sure if
you were a tea or a coffee gal, so I made one of each. Take your
pick. I’m not fussy.”

“Tea, thanks.” Jem cradled the cup, smiling at the
paper towels Rosie had insulated it with.

“Did he read you the Riot Act?” Rosie asked,
thumbing in the direction of Kev’s departure.

“Not really. How about you?”

Rosie ticked the misdemeanours off on her fingers.
“I should have requested an urgent assist, tow ropes aren’t
designed for search and rescue, the lamppost hadn’t been risk
assessed, and Traffic should have closed the motorway. There’s
probably a few more I’m forgetting, but the lad’s bride-to-be and
his dad all but declared their undying adoration for me in front of
my sarge, so I’m still gainfully employed.”

Jem raised her cup in a toast. “To gainful
employment.”

“I’ll drink this nasty NHS coffee to that.” Rosie
took a slurp from her brew. “I don’t believe we were properly
introduced. Rosie Jones—pleasure and all that.”

“Jemima, but my mates call me Jem.”

“Jemima…” Rosie trailed off expectantly, and Jem
sighed, bracing herself for the usual slew of jokes.

“Pardon. My surname’s Pardon.”

“Jemima Pardon.” Rosie sounded it out slowly,
hitting the syllables as if testing their rhythm. “I like it. It’s
unusual.”

“It’s a pain in the arse,” Jem said, too much on the
defensive to appreciate the compliment. “Everyone takes the
piss.”

Rosie drained her cup and pushed out of her chair.
“Jealousy results in very tiresome behaviour, Ms. Pardon. Us
plain-monikered folk can be a bitter bunch.”

The surface of Jem’s tea rippled as she laughed.
Rosie might be borderline bonkers, but she certainly brightened a
night shift.

“That’s more like it,” Rosie said. “Don’t let the
buggers grind you down.”

The fierce note of solidarity prompted Jem to lower
her cup. “I try not to.”

“Good. Sorry, just a sec.” Rosie adjusted her
earpiece, listening to her comms as she fastened her jacket.
“Bollocks, I’ve got to run. There’s a riot kicking off at McTucky’s
in Beswick.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“Yeah, assault with a spicy chicken wing. This city
is ridiculous at times.”

Jem watched Rosie hare down the corridor, narrowly
avoiding an elderly bloke heading for the toilet.

“Be careful out there!” she shouted after her.

Rosie paused halfway through the door and raised a
hand in acknowledgement. “You too!”

The door slid shut behind her, and seconds later,
flashes of blue marked her passage from the hospital grounds, the
light growing distant and then disappearing altogether. The man
doddered from the loo, one hand grappling with his open gown, the
other slapping the wall as he struggled for balance.

“Here.” Jem offered him her arm. “Which bed did you
come from, love?”

“Fifty-four.”

There were twelve bays on Majors. “Aye, that’s what
I thought,” she said, and led him around to the nurses’
station.

 


* * *

 


“Incoming! Duck, Kash!”

Rosie dodged the man’s swinging fist as Kashif
heeded her warning, diving out of harm’s way.

“Chicken, technically,” Kash said, and clobbered the
shins of their would-be assailant with his baton. Enraged, the man
sucked in a deep breath and spluttered, spraying spit onto the
Formica. He lashed out with his arms, not caring whom he caught in
the crossfire but coming nowhere near the table Rosie had taken
shelter behind. She watched, bemused, as his movements gradually
lost coordination. His eyes bulged, and his face turned first
scarlet and then a funny shade of dusky blue as he grappled at his
clogged throat with both hands.

“Shit. Kash? Kashif!” Rosie waved
frantically, but Kash was too busy disarming a lad brandishing a
flick knife and a spork, and the shop’s proprietor had disappeared
behind the deep fat fryer. “Bloody Nora!”

She darted to the shop counter, creating enough
space for a run-up, and threw herself at the bloke’s back.
Blindsided, he went down like a sack of spuds, bouncing hard onto
his beer belly, and she followed him to the floor, straddling his
hips as he retched and spat half a chicken drumstick across the
lino.

“Get off me, you fat bitch!” he yelled once he’d
caught his breath.

“You’re welcome,” she said. “And that’s muscle, not
fat, you cheeky git. I go to the gym three times a week. Now, you
do not have to say anything—”

“Fuck off.” He jerked his arse sideways, trying to
throw her, and she gripped harder with her thighs, reaching for her
cuffs.

“But it may harm your defence,” she continued,
snapping the cuffs into place, “if you do not mention when
questioned—”

“They’re fucking hurting me. I’ll do you for police
brutality.”

“The more you struggle, the tighter they’ll get, but
I’m assuming you know that already.” She dismounted, letting him
flop around on the floor. He was old enough to be her dad, and he
stank like a brewery. “Where were we? Oh yes: something you later
rely on in court.”

He rolled until he could glare at her. “I’ll see
you in court, when I have you done.”

“Mm-hm.” She pointed at the camera fixed to her stab
vest, its circular lens illuminated by a bright red ring. “Got it
all recorded, mate, including the bit where I stopped you from
choking to death.”

“You never did. You lying sla—” His denial cut off
as she toe-poked the chicken bone from its puddle of drool.

“Didn’t your mum ever tell you to chew your food?”
Leaving him to seethe, she returned to the counter, where McTucky’s
grateful owner was plying Kash with milkshakes and buckets of
chicken. She frowned at the smear of red on Kash’s cheek, until she
realised it was ketchup. “Van coming for these idiots?”

“Ten minutes,” he told her. “Chocolate or
vanilla?”

“Chocolate, please.” She stuck a straw through the
milkshake lid and sucked hard enough to give herself brain
freeze.

He sat with her at the cleanest table and popped the
top off a bucket. “That was a nifty Heimlich. Slightly unorthodox,
but very effective.”

She laughed around her straw. “What can I say?
Sometimes you just have to improvise. Been a bit of a night for
it.”

“Yeah, I heard about Barton. First shift in months
that they make us run solo, and I miss out on all the fun.”

“And a cute paramedic,” she said, blowing bubbles
into her shake.

He paused, drumstick poised at his lips. “Your team
or mine?”

She deliberated for a long moment. “Indeterminate.
No specific vibes either way, but she was…she was…” Rosie exhaled
slowly. “Anyway, I liked her.”

“Did you get her number?”

“No, no, nothing. Christ, Kash, we’d only just met,
and we were a tad distracted. I think she works out of Darnton.
I’ll probably never see her again.”

“On the other hand, maybe you’ll bump into her all
the time, now they’ve mucked around with our shift pattern.”

She shrugged. “It’s a possibility, I suppose.”

“Their eyes met across a naked man,” he said
in his best film trailer voice. “They found a rope…”

“Sod off.” She flicked shake at him.

“And against all the odds…”

“The van’s here,” she said. “Grab your bucket and
stop being a twerp.”

 


* * *

 


Jem entered the garage code and lined the ambulance
up to reverse park. The driving aspect of the job had been her
Achilles’ heel when she first joined the service. As a
twenty-year-old nervous newbie who’d never driven anything bigger
than a Micra, she’d clipped countless wing mirrors, cracked several
lights, and suffered the indignity of having “L” and “R” penned on
her hands to ensure she could follow the satnav without watching
its screen. Now, twelve years later, she eased the Mercedes
Sprinter into a bay designed for much smaller vehicles, the wing
mirrors never in jeopardy and the rear lights well clear of the
garage wall. With ninety minutes left on her shift, she emptied the
clinical waste bin, changed the defib battery, and wiped down the
saloon surfaces. She briefly considered washing the exterior, but
the garage was cold, a wet Manchester winter having given way to an
even wetter spring, and she stuck her hands beneath her armpits as
she headed for the kitchen instead, craving tea and toast and a
catnap.

A cackle of laughter from the crew room slowed her
walk to a tiptoe. She’d parked in the farthest bay along and hadn’t
spotted the seven o’clock shift vehicle, but its crew were
obviously on station. She knew that Dougie and Bob, who usually ran
the line, had booked the nights off, and she cursed herself for not
checking who’d been put on their shifts. Sometimes forewarned was
forearmed. Nearing the door, she recognised the voices and hugged
herself a little harder.

“Don’t be mard,” she told herself, quelling the
impulse to hide in her ambulance until the crew got a job. If they
were on their rest break, she could be standing toast-less in the
draughty garage for another twenty minutes. It was the toast-less
part, not the chill, that brought her to a decision, and she shoved
the door open. Her appearance stopped the conversation dead, both
the young women in the room turning to stare at her as she walked
in.

“Hey,” she said, keeping her tone light so they
wouldn’t suspect she might bolt at the slightest provocation.
“Anyone want a brew?”

Caitlin—six foot something, with tattooed eyebrows
and teeth bleached to dazzling whiteness—hid a smirk behind her
sleeve and nudged her half-empty mug. “Got one, thanks.”

“Amira?”

“No, ta.”

Jem went into the kitchen, out of sight but still
within earshot, and heard muted giggles erupt in her wake. In their
early twenties and fresh out of university, Caitlin and Amira were
paramedic reserves, newer staff members still waiting for a
permanent shift pattern and duty-bound to fill the rota gaps in the
meantime. As the East Manchester group included three different
stations, they didn’t always work out of Darnton, but they made
their presence felt whenever they copped for a shift there. Dougie,
who rarely had a bad word to say about anyone, had christened them
the “Witches of Ardwick.”

With the toaster ticking over and her tea nowhere
near stewed enough, Jem stacked a mass of mucky pots in the
dishwasher and scrubbed something that might have been curry sauce
from the countertop. The sign asking staff to do their “own bloody
dishes” had fallen behind the microwave again, which apparently
rendered it null and void.

“So, Jem,” Caitlin said, raising her voice to ensure
it carried, “is it true you accidentally shoved a patient
under a van and broke his neck?” More stifled laughter punctuated
the question, and there was a dull thud, as if one of them had
slapped the arm of the other.

Jem buttered her toast, picking the shreds from her
marmalade, though her appetite was fading fast. Her first slice
dropped to the floor as she started to butter the second. It
flipped and landed jammy side down.

“Bloody typical,” she muttered, scraping it up and
dumping it in the bin.

“Come on, Jemima,” Amira said, taking up Caitlin’s
thread. Unlike Rosie, she had the knack of making Jem’s name sound
like an insult. “You can tell us. We won’t breathe a word, we
promise.”

“Cross our hearts,” Caitlin added.

Jem’s mouth was too dry for her to answer, and she
took her time screwing the top back on her jam. Despite the mouse
that lurked in the dishwasher, the ants that regularly paraded
across the top of the fridge, and the unidentifiable ooze between
two of the floor tiles, the kitchen felt like a sanctuary compared
to what awaited her in the crew room. Annoyed that she was allowing
the pair of them to hound her on her home station, she drank a few
fortifying sips of tea and rattled the spoon against the mug,
giving the impression she’d just finished making it. Then, almost
sure that she wouldn’t reveal her nerves by dropping anything, she
carried her supper through and sat two seats away from them.

“No, it’s not true,” she said quietly. “That wasn’t
what happened, and he was discharged about an hour ago.” Gauging
the disappointment in their expressions, she bit into her toast,
enjoying its buttery crunch now that she’d taken the wind from
their sails. If they wanted the full story, they could ask someone
else.

“He didn’t need emergency surgery?” Caitlin asked,
her eyes narrowing as she tried to catch Jem in a lie.

“He needed his shoulder popping back in and a couple
of plasters.” Jem finished chewing her crust. “Would either of you
like a piece? I’m going to do another, so it’s no bother.”

“No, thank you,” Amira said. “I’m gluten
intolerant.”

You’re generally intolerant, Jem thought, and hid
her relief behind her mug as their radios went off.

“Why can’t they all just stay in fucking bed?”
Caitlin said, grabbing the vehicle keys and stomping to the door.
She’d only been a paramedic for a year, and her university diploma
course had somehow failed to prepare her for the nonstop barrage of
water infections, falls, overdoses, snotty kids, and the worried
well. She was already talking about finishing her degree and
getting a better paid job in a Minor Injuries unit, an ambition
that Bob had been actively encouraging.

Jem listened for the start of the engine, the creak
of the garage doors, and the sirens that were blaring before the
ambulance had even left the yard. The din faded with distance, the
whoop and wail replaced by the occasional rumble of a passing HGV
and chirps from the dawn chorus’s more zealous members. Jem set an
alarm on her phone and sank into the closest armchair, too worn out
to care that its headrest was greasy from years of use and that it
smelled like an unwashed old man. Her eyes burned when she closed
them, and even curled up she couldn’t get warm enough. She needed a
hat like Officer Rosie’s, she decided: something woolly enough to
withstand the winds at the highest point of Barton and stop her
hair from blinding her. And if it happened to be as flattering as
Rosie’s, that would be fine too. Shaking her head at the memory,
she tugged her jacket tighter and dozed off, smiling.


Chapter Three

Watery sunlight peeking beneath the blackout blinds,
along with a weird smell that might have been offal and orange,
woke Jem before her alarm got its chance. She slapped a hand on the
button to deactivate it and buried her face in her quilt.

“Fergus!” Her summons was muffled by her fifteen-tog
winter warmer, so she held her nose, ducked out her head, and tried
again. “Ferg! Get your arse in here.”

He appeared five minutes later, a contrite
six-foot-three, flame-haired Scot wearing a stained apron and a
liberal dusting of flour. Stopping short of the threshold, he
proffered a mug of tea and a bacon barm like a flag of truce.

“Get over here, you big idiot,” she said, ruffling
his curls as he shoved onto the bed with her and helped himself to
a bite of her butty. “What bloody concoction have you got on the
boil down there? Slaughterhouse and potpourri?”

“Kidney à l’orange. It sounded like such a winning
combination in my head.”

“And in reality?”

He grimaced. “It tastes like death and Del
Monte.”

“Oh dear.” Although she’d aimed for sympathetic, her
plate began to shake as she suppressed a laugh, and a rasher of
bacon gave the game away by sliding out of her barm. As chief
recipe developer at Pie Hard and its sister shop Pie Harder, Fergus
was living his dream, and none of his ardent fan base needed to
know about the occasional spectacular misses that occurred in
pursuit of the much clamoured-after hits. “Back to the drawing
board with this one, then?” she asked.

“Aye. Sometimes discretion is the better part of
valour.” He crossed his legs at the ankles and tapped the tip of
her nose. “Sleep okay?”

“Like a log.”

“Shift okay?”

“Yeah, not too bad,” she said, rescuing her errant
rasher and avoiding his gaze.

“Thought as much. Mr. Murphy pushed a note through
to say you’d parked at the wrong house again.”

“I did? Buggeration.” She sagged against her
pillows, racking her brain for details of her journey home. The
Murphys lived two doors down, but she couldn’t remember parking on
their drive. She couldn’t even remember leaving station.

“How bad,” Ferg asked, “on a score of one to ‘See
You in Coroner’s Court’?”

“Only about a three. Could’ve been worse. Trevor did
quite well, considering. He lasted almost eight hours before he
went off sick, so I’ll be solo tonight.”

Ferg tugged her upright, her plate and mug
clattering as he set them on the bedside cabinet. “You’re better
off without that knob. Get in the shower. I’ll shift your car and
rally the troops, and you can tell me all about it.”

He shut the door behind him, and Jem gifted herself
a moment to finish her butty, listening to the blue tits squabbling
with the robins around the feeders she’d hung in the small
backyard. She and Ferg had shared the terraced house for the past
three years. He’d been an A&E nurse at the time of signing the
lease, and they’d bonded over their mutual love of pastry, cakes,
and all things calorific. She patted her arse as she rolled out of
bed. The cheeks wobbled slightly beneath her palms, and she
wondered how much of their current expanse was a direct result of
being a prize baker’s taste-test stooge.

“Most of it, at a guess,” she said, waiting for the
shower to show willing and produce a hint of steam before she
stripped off. The full-length mirror caught her naked body in
profile, and she turned slowly to face the glass. She knew she’d
never be rake-thin, and in truth she was quite fond of her curves.
Her breasts were chipper enough, she didn’t have bingo wings, and
while her tummy definitely wasn’t a six-pack, it hadn’t reached the
level of keg.

Using one hand to clear the mirror of mist, she gave
her bedhead the evil eye and tugged on one of its tufts. Though she
might be at home with her body, her hair was another matter
entirely. It was stringy, mud brown, and best displayed beneath a
cap, and she had always hated it. With no solutions of her own
apart from shaving it all off, she kept the same style to appease
her hairdresser, a myopic sixty-year-old who still thought basin
fringes and backcombing were the height of fashion.

“Balls to it,” she said, and stepped beneath the
spray.

Reconvening with Ferg on the driveway, she abandoned
her attempts to kirby-grip her fringe into submission and greeted
the frantic menagerie of mutts Ferg had collected.

“Hallo, pups,” she said, squatting to hand out
treats. She untangled three of the leads, dividing the load equally
between her and Fergus, and clicked her tongue. “Right-o, best foot
forward.”

The rain had cleared as she slept, leaving puddles
on the pavements, and the smell of fresh grass in Abbey Vale.
Stretching across several miles of wetland, fields, and woodland,
the nature reserve was high and open enough in places to give views
of the Pennines and the monument atop Stanny Pike in one direction,
and the city skyscrapers in the other. Jem had spent hours
exploring its trails, and she walked the dogs more for pleasure and
exercise than financial gain. Children were shrieking on the main
playground, lured outside by the first clear weather in days, and
two no-fixed-abodes had hung their sleeping bags to dry from nearby
trees. They raised their lager cans in greeting as Jem steered her
dogs by.

“Seen rats in ’ere bigger than them,” one said.
“Best watch out if you go near the lake. The seagulls will have
’em.”

She ignored him, and Ferg’s amused snort.

“Sod off, I can’t help it,” she said, once they’d
rounded the corner. Nothing over knee height, that was her rule,
and that meant her knees, not Ferg’s. She’d pushed the limits of
her comfort zone by accepting a marginal beagle from an elderly
gent with a bad hip, but she’d firmly drawn the line at the
Murphys’ boxer.

Ferg touched the smaller of two scars below her left
eye. “I know, hen. I’m not really taking the piss. Besides which,
toy dogs are brilliant for meeting women.” He scooped up Delilah,
the tiny Chihuahua struggling to keep the pace, and nodded and
smiled at a pretty thirty-something blonde who’d slowed her jog to
coo at their Pomeranian. Barely acknowledging Ferg, the woman
beamed at Jem before accelerating away. He shrugged, not offended
in the slightest. “I rest my case.”

“I met someone last night,” Jem said, too
shift-addled to consider how the statement might be interpreted.
“No, no, not like that,” she stuttered, as he gaped at her.
“She’s a police officer, and there was this lad, dangling, he was
dangling off Barton Bridge, and we pulled him up together, and then
the lad got dinged by a car, and she came to the hospital and made
me a cup of tea.” She ran out of air, coughing as she tried to
inhale and exhale simultaneously.

Ferg steered her to the closest bench and waited
until the rasp in her chest became less audible.

“Better?” he asked.

“Yes. Thanks.”

“That little escapade going to cause you any
trouble?”

“No. Kev didn’t seem to think so.”

He tickled Delilah beneath her chin, making her
tongue loll out. “And what might be the name of this police officer
who’s got you in such a tizzy?”

“Her name is Rosie. And I’m not in a tizzy. She was
nice enough, but she was nuttier than a fruitcake.” She and Ferg
leaned back in unison, considering the pack of diminutive pooches
milling around their ankles.

“So, basically you’re made for each other,” he said
at length.

She slapped her knees and stood. “Absolutely. She’s
the Thelma to my Louise, the Butch to my Sundance, et cetera, et
cetera.”

“You do realise all four of those went over a
cliff.”

She thought that one over, perturbed that even her
subconscious tended toward pessimism. “Hmm, yeah, good point. Butch
and Sundance survived, though. Well, for a while.”

A fine drizzle began to fall, misting over the lake
and gathering on her eyelashes. She dabbed them dry and held out a
hand to pull Ferg up.

“If you’re Sundance, exactly how butch was this
Officer Rosie?” he asked, in a blatant attempt to lighten her
mood.

She let out an exaggerated breath. “Off the scale,
mate. Hard as nails. She’d make mincemeat out of you.”

He yanked his dogs to a halt and looked at her.
“Really?”

“No.”

He snorted and slung an arm around her shoulders.
“Okay, fair enough, I asked for that. Fancy a brew and a cake at
the cafe?”

“Are you buying?”

A quick slap of his jeans pocket made coins jingle.
“Yes, unless those all turn out to be pennies.”

“I’m sure we’ll manage. We can always get one tea
and two straws if we’re really desperate.” She squeezed his hand.
“If we end up sharing a scone, though, I’m having the jammy
half.”

 


* * *

 


If Rosie looked hard enough, she could see the odd
mark on the wallpaper where she’d Blu-Tacked her favourite posters.
The bunk beds were the other way around now, and her old desk had
been replaced by a new unit for the television she’d always begged
for and never been allowed, but otherwise the room was the same
claustrophobic little box room she’d spent most of her formative
years in.

Humming along to an earworm Kash had inflicted on
her the night before, she was about to reach for her mug of coffee
when a shriek stilled her hands.

“You nipped my ear, Rosie! You proper cut me. Is it
bleeding? I bet it’s bleeding. I won’t tell Mam if you give me a
fiver.”

Rosie held the scissors aloft, examining them
carefully for claret and chunks of lughole. “You’re a dirty fibber,
Janelle Badu. Hold still so I don’t make a cock of your
fringe.”

Janelle—thirteen going on forty-five—folded her arms
and scowled, her jaw working furiously as she chewed her bubblegum.
“You don’t get to boss me about just cos you’re a copper.”

“No, I get to boss you about because I’m older than
you and bigger than you, and because Dad said I could.”

“Stepdad,” Janelle said, wafting at the
falling hair so she could continue to glower upward. “He’s only
your stepdad, and he likes me the best.”

Re-angling the scissors, Rosie sent more black curls
spiralling into Janelle’s lap. “Hmm, I don’t know. I think Samuel
has the edge. They both like footy, fishing—”

“Farting,” Janelle added, and laughed so hard Rosie
had to stop cutting. The laugh was infectious, a throaty,
full-bellied roar that caught her up in its sheer enthusiasm.
Janelle could be a pain in the arse at times, but she was good fun
when she wasn’t setting the world to rights.

“Boys, eh?” Rosie said, winking at her in the
mirror.

Janelle wiped her nose, smearing snot and loose
hairs across the sleeve of Rosie’s smock. “Mam reckons they’re only
good for one thing.”

“Yeah?” Rosie closed her eyes, wondering what the
hell Janelle had overheard. “What’s that?”

Janelle blew a bubble and left Rosie in suspense
until it popped. “Getting the lids off stuff. Are we done yet?”

“Just about.”

A liberal application of curl-defining gel rounded
things off, and Rosie held up a smaller mirror, displaying the back
and sides of Janelle’s new style for her approval.

“Love it.” Janelle tore off the smock and kissed
Rosie’s cheek. “Tammy wanted hers doing as well.”
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