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Alex James Eccleston is a bestselling British author, best known for North Paradise, Nineteen Minutes to Midnight, and One Step Closer.

Blending crime, psychological tension, and romantic intrigue, Alex crafts emotionally charged stories that keep readers on edge – and often on the verge of tears. With a gift for hooking readers from the very first line, he creates characters who feel real, flawed, and unforgettable. His novels are known for their twists, emotional depth, and the power to linger long after the final page.

When he’s not writing, Alex enjoys spending time with his family, getting lost in a great book, or dreaming up his next story.

His work delivers an emotional rollercoaster; terrifying one moment, heart-wrenching the next, leaving readers counting down the days to his next release.







  A Note To Readers



This story touches on sensitive themes, including suicide and abuse. While these subjects are never shown in graphic detail, they may be distressing for some readers.




Please take care of yourself as you read.




If you or someone you know is struggling, support is available. In the UK, you can speak to Samaritans any time, free of charge, by calling 116 123 or visiting www.samaritans.org for more information and resources.




Your well-being matters, and help is always available.
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TWO MONTHS AFTER THE MURDER




Let’s begin at the end.

Tonight is the last night of my life. It’s the last time I’ll ever feel the wind on my face or see the stars above. That’s fine. I’ve made my peace with it. This is how it has to be. It’s the only way I can find my way back.

The wind feels ice-cold on my face, nibbling away at my cheeks, and my lips feel dry and chapped. Yet, through the brutal cold, I continue to cling to the mesh railing tightly. I don’t know why.

The whispers urge me on: Just let go. Let go…

My heart thumps my ribcage with every passing vehicle whooshing by from the motorway below. As I peer out, I see an onslaught of headlights emerging through the fog, each one of them enough to take me away from this. In a way, standing here, clinging onto this fencing and staring death in the face, I’ve never felt more alive.

There’s a slip road in the distance, with a big blue sign at the side. From here, I can’t make out what it says, and that’s yet another reminder that I have no clue where I am. I’m pretty sure I’m somewhere in the north – that was where I was heading – but I’ve been running for so long that I can’t be certain. It doesn’t matter anyway. After tonight, there’ll be no more sleeping in bus shelters or on the side of country roads. After tonight, all this will be over.

You’re doing so well. It’s the whispering again. Now, all you have to do is let go…Let go!

I lean forward, keeping my eye on the bird’s-eye view of the busy traffic below. It must be early autumn by now. It was late July when it happened – the night I was forced to disappear. Deep down, I always knew they’d come for me eventually. But this way, they won’t find me. At least, not alive.

I crane my head to the oncoming traffic. My hair curtains my eyes, but that’s fine. I can make out a truck coming towards me. In the dark, the driver won’t see me from up here. And it’ll be quick. Or at least, I hope it will.

I drop my head again. It’s close enough to hear now; the sound of the wheels gliding across the wet tarmac, no doubt creating a cosmic cluster of spray trailing behind. From that, I’ll be able to sense when it’s time to let go. I hope nobody else gets hurt. I bet I’m only about eight stone these days. This time last year, I was a good twelve or thirteen by the time Christmas was done. Hopefully, the truck will take me out without too much damage to anybody else.

The whispers come again.

Just let go…We’ll be together again. Let go. Let go!

The truck has almost reached me. It’s time. I lean forward and allow my grip on the mesh fencing to ease.

‘Are you okay?!’ a voice asks from behind me. My heart leaps into my mouth and my grip on the mesh fencing tightens. The truck whooshes by, gliding below the bridge.

‘Stay back!’ I yell over my shoulder. ‘I’m serious, stay back or I’ll do it!’

‘Oh, I believe you.’ It’s a man’s voice.

‘What?! Just like that?’

‘Well, I mean, you are hanging off the wrong side of a motorway bridge – which, judging by the fact that it’s practically pitch black up here and there’s no chance of anyone seeing you from down there – it doesn’t look like a cry for help to me. I mean, if it was, you’d probably come up here in the middle of the day, right?’

‘You’re right. It’s not a cry for help. So just fuck off, will you? And leave me alone. No one can stop me, not now.’

‘Yeah. You see, I can’t just leave you.’

‘Yes, you can. It’s nothing to do with you.’

‘No, but it has something to do with them.’

I glance over my shoulder. A young man is standing there, brows raised and lips pressed whilst cocking his head to the motorway below us. He’s wearing a fleece and wellies. A typical farmer boy. Even in the dark, I can tell he’s got a shaggy haircut. Possibly blonde, but it’s a little tricky to tell. Fuck it, it doesn’t matter anyway.

‘You see, those people down there, they’re just trying to get home after a long day at work, probably to see their family, their kids, you know? Just a plain old random wet Tuesday in September. What have they done to you to deserve having their lives scarred forever?’

I press my lips. ‘It doesn’t matter. The world’s well and truly fucked me over. So why not them too? It’s a cruel place. People should get used to it.’

‘You don’t mean that.’

‘I do!’ I snap.

‘Nah, you don’t.’

‘Look, this is happening whether you’re standing there or not, so just fuck off if you don’t want to witness a woman die.’

‘I’m Jack, by the way.’ I sense him walking towards me. ‘This here is Shepherd.’ I look over my other shoulder. I didn’t see the shabby sheepdog sitting by his side at first. ‘I’d offer you a handshake, but I can see you’ve got your hands full. Are you a dog lover?’

‘What relevance is that?’

He sinks his hands into his pockets. ‘I just ask because I know the moment you let go of that bridge, Shepherd here is gonna leap right after you. He might look like an old dog, but his back legs haven’t completely gone just yet.’

He’s bluffing. I am a dog lover, as it goes. But there’s no way the dog perched behind me and shaking ever so slightly is getting over this fence to leap after me. No. He’s definitely bluffing.

‘Just please go away.’ I hardly notice the way my tone softens. ‘Seriously, take one step closer, and I’ll let go.’

‘What’s your name?’ he asks.

I don’t say anything.

‘Ah, come on! At least tell me your name?’

‘It doesn’t matter. It won’t change anything.’ I look over my shoulder again. Farmer Boy Jack has stepped forward despite my warning. I can make out a few more of his features in the dull light from the streetlights below. He’s got blue eyes, with a hint of light grey at the edge of the irises – and that shaggy hair is brown after all, only with blonde streaks in it. He sort of looks like the fifth member of Westlife who’s got lost. There’s a bit of untidy stubble on his chin. And he’s definitely a farmer, alright. I can tell by his rough hands and the dirt lodged between his fingernails. Plus, there’s the holes in his fleece which make it look like he’s stolen it from a scarecrow or something.

‘It matters to me,’ he says. He’s not only completely ignored my warning about getting closer, but now, he’s resting his arms on the bridge.

I pivot my head back to the motorway. ‘My name is none of your business.’

‘Okay, fine. I’m going to call you…hmm, let’s see…Darcy!’

‘Darcy?!’

He shrugs. ‘Yeah, why not? I like that name.’

‘Well, I don’t.’

‘Okay, what about, Christine?’

I scoff. ‘I’m twenty-four?’

‘So?’

‘So?! It’s not the nineteen-fucking-forties, Jack. How many Christines do you know in their mid-twenties?’

‘Sorry, I don’t get out much.’

‘Clearly.’

‘Soooo, not Christine.’

‘Look, it’s um…Piper, okay? Happy now?’

Jack smiles and nods.

‘Right. Good. Can you fuck off now? Seriously, I’m not joking.’

‘Well, the thing is, now I really am involved…Piper. If I walk away and you jump, then I become responsible for what happens next.’

My voice drops to a whisper. ‘I’m sorry that you feel that way…but there isn’t anything you can do – that anyone can do – to stop me.’

My eyes begin to well up with tears. I take one last look at the approaching traffic. There’s another truck coming towards me in the middle lane. Not as big as the lorry from before, but it will have to do.

That’s it…let go…and all this will be over. You’ll be safe…happy.

I gently close my eyes for the last time.

Just let go…

And with that, I take a final deep breath and wipe a tear from my cheek before releasing my grip on the fence and allowing my body to fall.
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TWO MONTHS AFTER THE MURDER




My eyes shoot open, accompanied by a sudden surge of panic. My breathing is rushed as tears continue to flood down my cheeks. I squint and try to focus my vision, but all I can see is darkness. I blink my tears away as best as I can and then try to open my eyes once more. I can’t. The only noise that fills the space is the sound of my own heartbeat, its slow echo reverberating throughout my entire body.

‘Get off me!’ I scream, kicking my feet as I attempt to wriggle away from whatever is clamping me to the ground. ‘Let me go!’

‘Hey…hey!’ I hear that familiar voice say. ‘It’s okay, I’m here.’

The muffled hum of rush-hour traffic from below becomes clear again, and I feel the nip of the cold on my cheeks once more.

Steadily, my eyelids lift, and I gaze up at Jack, who is leaning over me, my head cupped in the palm of his hand. He’s looking down at me with a worried expression carved deep into his face.

‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ I say in a weepy voice.

‘I’m involved now, remember?’

He looks down at my backpack on the ground. I stride over to it, but when I reach out to grab it, his dog, Shepherd, races over to it and retrieves it with his mouth. He turns around and drops it by my feet before racing back to Jack’s side.

‘Thanks,’ I say with a half-smile towards him.

Perhaps Jack wasn’t lying after all when he said that Shepherd might have leapt over the bridge after me.

All I can hear is the sound of the traffic below and the sheepdog’s heavy panting. No whispering in my head. No, for the moment, everything suddenly seems quiet on that front.

Jack kneels to his dog’s level and starts stroking him under his mouth. ‘Yeah, he’s a good boy is our Shepherd.’

I pick up my backpack, shoulder it, and place my hands over my arms.

Jack makes his way over, taking off his fleece and handing it to me. ‘Here. You’ll catch your death of cold without it.’

‘Won’t you?’

‘Nah, I’m used to it. You think this is cold, you should come up here at 5 a.m.!’

I wipe my cheek and stride past him, back down the bridge’s slope.

‘Please don’t follow me,’ I yell back, but I can tell he is.

Jack reaches my side when we make it back to the country lane that runs parallel to the motorway.

Fuck, it’s freezing.

I hug my arms in a desperate attempt to keep warm, but it’s useless. Even if I hadn’t planned to throw myself off a motorway bridge tonight, I can’t be certain that the cold wouldn’t have got me anyway. Every night out in the wild seems to get bitterly colder than the last of late.

‘On second thoughts,’ I say, nodding at the fleece in Jack’s hand. ‘Do you mind?’

Jack grins. ‘Not at all,’ he says, slotting the fleece over my shoulders.

‘Thanks. Sorry about snapping. It’s been a weird day.’ Is the understatement of the year.

‘Yeah,’ Jack agrees, studying me. ‘Weird day.’

‘Why did you stop me?’

‘I was never going to stand there and just let you die.’

‘And you think that’s your choice?’

He falls quiet for a moment. ‘No,’ he says eventually. ‘But I have no regrets about saving your life.’

‘Quite the superhero, aren’t you?’

He laughs. ‘No, no. Just your friendly neighbourhood farmer.’ And then: ‘You um…you seem quite chirpy for someone that is, you know…’

‘Suicidal?’

He itches the back of his neck. ‘I was gonna say depressed, but yeah, that seems more appropriate I suppose.’

‘Well, who says I was up there because I was depressed?’

He considers. ‘I mean, weren’t you?’

I begin to walk down the country road, feeling the adrenaline wearing off with each step. And as it does, I feel all those thoughts that I had last night flood my mind all over again. How would it feel to never exist again? What will it be like to fall into an abyss of nothing and have no conscious knowledge about it? People who don’t believe in God or an afterlife often say we already know. They say it’s just like before we were born. Bullshit. We never knew what it felt like to live before we were born. I’m not exactly an atheist. I just can’t bring myself to believe in anything that I have no evidence of. It applies to everything: God or Father Christmas. I was never a believer as a child. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I knew. Ever since I got lost trying to find the toilets at the garden centre one Christmas – I would have been somewhere around four or five – and when I eventually found them, I saw ‘Father Christmas’ removing his beard through the partially ajar door to the gents. From that day to this, I realised something: the world is just one big fat lie. So, no, I don’t believe in heaven. And if I’d not been rudely interrupted just now; if I’d plummeted to my death only for Saint Peter to turn me away from the gates of heaven for being a non-believer, then so be it.

After a few yards, I begin to feel sick and dizzy all at once, my legs feeling like jelly. Jack quickly makes his way over – Shepherd following – before assisting me in sitting on some dry grass under an old oak tree that’s still clinging to the last of its summer leaves.

I prop my back up against the trunk and partially slide down the bark. It feels rough against my back, but I barely notice.

‘We probably need to get you some water,’ Jack suggests. ‘You look exhausted.’ He places his hands on my shoulders. I push them away at once. ‘Okay, okay,’ he says calmly, now holding his hands up to either side of his head in a surrender gesture. Then he begins reaching for my backpack.

‘What are you doing?’ I gasp and pull it away. My chest continues to rise and fall. He’s not wrong about water.

‘Trying to help?’ He gently pulls it back and has already tucked his hand in before I can protest. He retrieves a half-empty bottle of water and a box of cigarettes and passes them to me.

‘Any better?’ he asks as I take a long swig of water, emptying the bottle.

I drop the bottle to the side. My head is spinning like the waltzers at the fairground. My sole focus for the minute is to try and remain in an upright position and not pass out. The last thing I need right now is an ambulance arriving. That would mean prison via the hospital for sure. I reach into what’s left of my twenty-pack of cigarettes and pull one out.

‘Is that wise?’ Jack asks.

I flick my gaze at him. ‘I should be dead right now. Can I at least have a smoke without judgement, Farmer Boy?’

‘Uh, sure, yeah. Fair enough,’ he agrees before getting back to his feet and holding out his hand to assist me up to mine. I grit the cigarette between my teeth and reach out to grab his hand. When I stand up, my mind seems to steady all at once.

Jack offers a friendly smile as a puff of smoke surrounds him. We walk for a few more minutes before I stub out the cigarette with the edge of one of my once-white trainers, which are now covered in dry mud.

‘Shit,’ I gasp as some of the ash lands on my thigh, burning the latest hole of many in my cheap jeans.

I quickly flick it away with my fingers and gaze up at the clear night sky. When I look up there, I can’t help but feel like I’ve missed something.

Life. What’s the point of it all?

As we walk, the noise from the motorway begins to drown, giving way to the sound of a stream running by.

‘It’s beautiful here,’ I say. And I mean it. I feel like my eyes have been open for so long, but I’ve been spending so much time running, so much time looking over my shoulder, that it’s been ages since I’ve actually seen anything.

‘Yeah,’ Jack agrees. ‘I do love it here.’

‘As a city girl, I’m not that accustomed to the countryside.’

‘Ah, I thought I’d not seen you in the village before.’

‘The village being?’

‘Bilbury, Yorkshire. Why, where are you from?’

Bilbury, Yorkshire.

‘Not around here,’ I say. ‘I just got on a bus out of the city and then changed to another bus. And I kept going until the tall buildings turned into trees and fields.’ I look down and see Shepherd trotting by my side with a tired pant, his tongue hanging loosely over his front teeth.

‘I think he likes you,’ Jack says.

‘Yeah, I seem to have that effect on dogs. I’m not sure why.’

‘You must have a big heart.’ 

I snort. ‘I’m not sure about that.’

‘Well, they can sense it. They’re drawn to it.’

‘Hm, perhaps your dog’s scent is off, Farmer Boy.’

‘Ha! He’s never been wrong before.’

‘First time for everything.’

‘That’s exactly what I thought when I saved your life just now…’

I narrow my gaze, pressing my lips. He peers back nervously like he’s realised he’s gone too far. He hasn’t, but I can’t remember the last time I made a boy sweat.

‘How about you, anyway?’ I ask. ‘How did you end up out here?’

‘I didn’t. I’ve been here forever. Born and raised on the farm. “Just like the pigs,” my dad always jokes.’

‘Uh-huh. So all these fields are part of your farm?’

‘Pretty much, aye.’

‘That’s pretty cool. I’ve never met a farmer before. Are you married? Kids?’

‘Ha! Chance’d be a fine thing! Nope. No kids, and certainly not married. Came close once but…’ He trails off. ‘What about you?’

I swallow and shake my head.

‘Sorry, you don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to. And I’m not going to lie, you scare me a little, but I’m going to ask anyway. Who or what are you running from? We’re miles away from any city. So, what brought you all the way out here just for you to end up on the wrong side of a motorway bridge?’

I let some smoke drain through my nostrils. ‘You’re asking me what was so bad in my life back in the city that caused me to run away, right? Why did I just decide one day to hop on a bus and hope that it would never stop? Well, when it did, it just reminded me that I really am trapped, so I thought, fuck it. I’m going to kill myself…Is that what you’re asking me, Farmer Boy?’

‘Um, I guess so.’

I take another drag and look directly into Jack’s eyes.

‘I mean, no,’ he retracts, before continuing to walk. ‘Sorry. Being a farmer means conversation with new people doesn’t come along too often. You’re right, it’s none of my business.’

‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘I know you don’t get out much.’ I tightly press my lips together as I begin to giggle. It feels nice to giggle. I’d almost forgotten.

‘There has to be a reason for all that though?’ he eventually asks.

‘Does there?’ I stub out my most recent cigarette on the lane. Jack quickly kneels down and picks it up.

‘I like your dog’s name, by the way. Shepherd. ’Cause he’s a sheepdog, right? Clever.’

‘Is it?’ Jack asks, trying not to burn his hand with the cigarette. ‘We just thought it was funny. He’s been on the farm as long as I can remember. This is where the lane leads to. The farmhouse where I live. Just me and my dad. Living the dream.’

‘Sounds terrific.’

‘Ah, it’s not all good. Dad’s health has taken a bit of a turn for the worse in recent years, and the farm took a real hit after Covid. If you combine that with the bad summer of rain that we’ve had, we’re just about keeping our heads above water.’

‘Shit, that sounds rough.’

‘Yeah. I’ll have to be back out on the fields before the sun comes up. But it’s what I love to do. Georgina says we’re both fools for refusing to sell up to the property developers and move to a smaller place, but my dad turned down every offer he’s received and will continue to do so; the stubborn old git! I’m glad he has though.’

‘Who’s Georgina?’ I ask.

‘Family friend. Helps out around the house since Mum…’ The words seem to get trapped in his throat.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper, moving closer to his side.

He swallows. ‘Ah, it’s fine.’

‘I don’t speak to my mum. Not really. These days, I barely know her. That’s sort of why I was okay with dying. I’m not really leaving anyone behind. At least, I’m not abandoning anyone who doesn’t already have someone else. If anything, I was going to someone. It’s pretty fucked, I know.’

‘That sounds rough,’ Jack says.

I shrug, and I’m not sure, but I feel like he begins reaching out for my hand. I move it to the strap of my backpack just in case.

He tucks his hand into the pocket of his jeans. That’s good.

‘You know, you’re quite scrawny for a farmer.’

Jack scoffs, rubbing the back of his neck again. ‘Huh, thanks.’

‘No, no. I don’t mean it in a bad way.’

‘Can you mean scrawny in a good way?’

I bite my lip. Shit, why am I so bad with people these days?

‘Scrawny probably wasn’t the right word. You’re quite narrow. Fit.’ The best description I can think of is ‘stick thin’ but that’s probably not right to say out loud either.

‘I’ll definitely take “fit” over scrawny.’

‘Sorry, I’m shit with people. I didn’t used to be, I promise.’

Jack doesn’t say anything. He presses a smile and gestures his chin past me. ‘Well, ’ere we are.’

We’ve stopped at a garden gate at the top of a narrow cobbled path leading to a farmhouse. Even in the dark, I can tell it looks much older than the rest of the farm – maybe one or two hundred years, at least.

‘Well, it was nice meeting you, Farmer Boy,’ I say with a friendly smile before continuing to make tracks down the lane. ‘Thanks for saving my life and everything. Not that I asked…’

‘Wait,’ he gasps. ‘Where will you go?’

‘Dunno. It might shock you that I didn’t bother making dinner plans for tonight…I’m sorta supposed to be dead by now, remember?’ I slot a lock of my hair back behind me with the sleeve of Jack’s fleece, catching a whiff of straw from it as I do. ‘Oh,’ I say, removing it and handing it back over to him. ‘Thanks for this. I’m really sorry if I got ash on it.’

‘Nah, it’s fine…It’s hardly from my wardrobe’s finest collection. So you’ve really nowhere to go?’

‘Nope. But it’s all good. I’ll be fine.’ I won’t be, but there’s no use bothering strangers with it. I turn back around and resume walking.

‘Stay here?’ Jack suggests. ‘Stay with me. On the farm. I can’t let you stay out here. You’ll freeze or catch bloody pneumonia or sommat!’

‘It’s fine, honestly. You don’t need to worry about me.’

‘Please stay. Even if it’s just for one night. At least let me do that for you.’

I cross my arms – mostly to keep warm – and sigh. ‘Why? I mean, you don’t even know me, so why would you help me?’

‘Huh, you really never have been to the countryside, have you? Unlike in the city, us village folk, well, we look after each other. And I know that if my mum were here now, she’d be practically dragging you through that door and forcing a decent brew down you!’ His eyes widen. ‘Uh, not in a weird way or owt. We’re not like a family of serial killers!’

I consider, narrowing my eyes. ‘That’s exactly the sort of thing a serial killer would say…’

He doesn’t look as if he knows how to respond to that.

‘Fine,’ I whisper. ‘Thank you. That’s very kind.’

A chirpy smile grows on Jack’s face. ‘Great,’ he says, opening the garden gate and guiding Shepherd and me down the path.

When we reach the door, painted in rich green with a narrow window in the middle, ignited by the lamp hanging overhead, Jack unlocks it and stands to the side, inviting me to step over the threshold before he flicks on the lights and shuts out the snappy breeze and rustling tree branches. Shepherd runs past me, disappearing through one of the doors towards what I assume is his bed.

For the first time in months, I embrace the feeling of the soft, cosy warmth on my face as my cold bones relax. I glance around, scanning the hallway. There isn’t much light in the house – most of the bulbs look to be out – apart from a small, dim one next to the stairs.

Two rooms are on either side of the spacious hallway. Through one of the slightly ajar doors, I notice what looks like the kitchen. Jack leads us through the other door and into the living room, complete with a sofa and an armchair situated in front of a large fireplace.

As I glance around, I soak up more of my surroundings. I can’t help but admire the walls that are made up of large sandstone. The floor – covered mainly by a large, light-coloured plush rug – is creaky but looks to have been polished and is gleaming with the reflection of the low glow from the burning logs that crackle as the fire in the hearth begins to settle, leaving only a pile of warm white ash behind.

I have to blink a few times; this place is like something you’d see on a Pinterest board. Perhaps I am dead. Maybe I jumped off that motorway bridge, and this is what comes next. A cosy Pinterest board. Surely not.

‘Take a seat,’ Jack says. ‘Are you hungry?’

After weeks of running and staying as far away from civilisation as I can, I am beyond hungry but feel too cheeky to ask. I may be shit with people now, but I still have manners. Instead, I quickly shake my head and whisper my thanks.

‘I’ve got some stew left over,’ Jack says. ‘I usually keep some for supper, but I really think you should eat something.’

‘Why, do I look that bad?’ I tease.

‘Shit, no. Of course not.’

Another giggle escapes my lips. If I keep this up, I might accidentally find myself smiling. ‘Relax, Farmer Boy. I’m kidding. Um, stew sounds good. Thanks.’

Jack smiles, nods, and disappears through another door that also appears to lead to the kitchen, leaving me alone in the living room with Shepherd lying in his bed next to the basket of fire logs. I actually feel jealous of him. He looks more cosy than I’ve ever felt.

I remain silent for a while, losing myself in the last remaining flames dancing in the hearth of the fireplace. It’s funny how the mind wanders when you’re alone. I don’t like it. It’s when my mind begins to wander that I often see his face. It’s like his eyes are glaring at me from within those flames, taunting me. ‘I’m gonna kill you the same way I killed her…’

I shake the thought away as Jack re-emerges through the door, holding a bowl with a tea towel underneath. I tear my gaze away from the fire.

‘Careful,’ he says as he hands me the bowl. ‘It’s a  little hot.’

‘Thank you,’ I say as I stare down, feeling my eyes protruding at the sight of a rare hot meal. I sniff it, embracing its rich smell of leeks and broccoli.

‘It reminds me of one my grandma used to make,’ I say.

‘Ha, snap. Except this is my mum’s recipe. I brought you some bread as well. She always said it had to be served with bread.’ He rests a small plate on the arm of the sofa. ‘It’s great for dipping.’

‘One of your mum’s quotes?’

‘You know it.’

I do as he advises, and I can’t lie, the taste is delicious.

‘Your place is nice, Jack,’ I say in between dips. ‘Really nice.’

Jack takes a seat in the armchair adjacent to the sofa, slouches, and smiles. ‘You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like, you know?’

‘Won’t your dad mind?’

‘Nah. He’ll love the extra company.’

I place the bread down on the plate below my dish. ‘Why’re you helping me?’

‘Would you rather I didn’t?’

I don’t respond at first. I can’t help but feel a little awkward. Even though Jack’s eyes seem focused on the fire, it feels like he’s watching me. Sizing me up.

Then he gets back to his feet, adds a log or two, prods the fire to get it going again, and picks up a neatly knitted throw that was folded over the arm of the chair and gently wraps it around me.

Then he sits back down.

Now I am smiling. Only a little, but it’s there. For a moment, I forget everything. I feel so cosy and intimate. I could easily sleep for days. Weird days such as this one aren’t just weird, but they’re also exhausting.

‘I should be dead right now,’ I say. I know it’s blunt, but it’s true. I look over at him. ‘If you hadn’t been there to grab me on that bridge, then I wouldn’t be here.’

Jack doesn’t respond at first.

‘Should we not call someone?’ he eventually suggests. ‘Your family are probably worried sick?’

‘I have no family,’ I reply flatly. ‘I have no one. It’s just me now.’

Jack leans forward in his chair, lacing his fingers over his knees. ‘So you’re not going to go back home then?’

I roll my eyes. ‘No, that wasn’t exactly the plan, Jack.’

‘Of course, sorry.’

‘I can never go back there.’ I turn my head and look directly at him. ‘I made a promise. And that’s all there is to it.’

He nods and relaxes back into the armchair. ‘Well, like I say, you can stay here as long as you need to. It’s no trouble.’

I feel the corner of my mouth twitching slightly, but I quickly get it in check. I’m not sure whether I’m about to laugh or cry, so I retreat. Same old.

‘Thanks, Farmer Boy,’ I whisper with a smile as I place the bowl of stew to one side and pull the blanket tighter around me, allowing myself to settle deeper into the sofa. ‘That’s very kind of you. I promise I won’t be here long.’

It’s a promise I intend to keep. Too many people have been dragged into this. I look over at Jack. It makes me sad, how kind he’s been to me. If he knew who I really was, if he knew the real reason why I was up there on that motorway bridge tonight, then I have no doubts that he’d have let me throw myself off after all.
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A WEEK AFTER THE MURDER




The floor is plastered with blood.

I stand at the door to the flat, the smell of death casting a foul, invisible curtain as I step through.

The room is eerily still. The only movement comes from the officer dressed head to toe in a forensic suit, crouching and pointing her camera towards the floor, meticulously capturing every chilling detail of the corpse that lies there.

The body is pale, its hue suspended somewhere between icy white and soft blue. Only half the man’s face is visible; a lifeless eye, wide open like a fish on a counter, stares down at the floor. A thick, dried pool of maroon-brown blood stains the floorboards beneath his head.

The entire flat feels wrong.

A chill creeps down the nape of my neck as I take in my surroundings. Truth be told, I’d been hoping for something more straightforward for my first major case since the promotion. Instead, here I am, standing over the forensic officer’s shoulder, gazing down with hard eyes, fingers brushing the stubble on my chin. Still, I knew it would be a challenge to step up when I took the job. This is what the big time is all about, after all.

I continue to observe the body, trying to find any other evidence that could indicate who could have committed such a crime, and why. It seems that the blow to the victim’s head is the only evidence of the fatal attack.

Being a DCI now, people will look to me for answers, but it doesn’t take a master’s degree in criminal justice to know that a blow to the back of the head isn’t self-defence. And there’s no way this can pass as manslaughter, either. I’ve been back in Bristol for just shy of six months now, and in that time I’ve been on a few minor cases, but nothing like this. Nope, it looks like my first major case since moving back here is, indeed, a murder inquiry.

I let out a breath; I need to think.

Does it look like a simple burglary gone wrong? Doubtful. Judging by the fact I’m standing in a small student accommodation flat, with nothing really in here except a tall pile of dirty dishes, a few piles of grubby clothes, and a smell so bad it alone would be a theft deterrent, I can’t see it being a prime target for any burglar looking to get their hands on anything of any value.

‘Nah,’ I whisper to myself. ‘Not burglary…’

Drugs, then?

The place certainly looks like your typical crack den: stale air, a bad stench, empty beer cans lying around, and it wouldn’t surprise me if there was a stripped, piss-stained mattress in the bedroom. I suppose this could be a case of an angry dealer seeking their debt. It wouldn’t be the first time. It might not shock you to find out that drug suppliers don’t tend to be the friendliest of folk when one of their punters can’t pay up.

Still, for some reason, I don’t get that feeling here. And, more importantly, neither will my new boss. The victim sprawled on the floor is so pale and lifeless that it’s hard to tell if he was an addict at all. He wasn’t, to my knowledge, at least. But it’s when freak incidents such as these happen that you realise you never really knew a person at all. Perhaps he was a dealer, after all. A dealer that had got in deep with the wrong people. His supplier, maybe? But how many drug dealers go to university?

‘DCI Bateman?’ a croaky voice asks from my side. ‘What have you got?’

The man beside me is my senior, DSU Martin Bell, a pot-bellied, bespectacled figure with silver hair jutting in every direction, as dishevelled as his rumpled suit. At least the stale air and smell of dampness in here blocks out his BO for the most part.

‘Well, it’s not a break-in,’ I begin, snapping a glove onto my hand and reaching into my jacket pocket for my torch. ‘The door is intact, no damage around the lock – in fact, there’s no sign of forced entry at all. So, whoever did this probably knocked on and was allowed in.’ I crouch down, shining my torch at what’s left of the bloke’s head: a crimson fleshy mess pouring out of his skull. ‘Victim was attacked from behind. Multiple head wounds suggest the murder weapon was a blunt object. A hammer, perhaps?’

‘So whoever did this didn’t nip ’round for a nice cup of tea, then,’ Bell says.

I shake my head. ‘Doesn’t look that way.’ I kill my torch and rise to my feet, sinking my hands into my jacket pockets. ‘Upon the initial inspection, I’d considered burglary, but looking around the place…’

Bell raises a brow, urging me to continue.

‘…well, it just doesn’t look like there’d be anything worth nickin’. Which then brings us to…’

‘Drugs,’ Bell agrees. ‘Have we done a drug search? I’m talking inside mattresses, under the bath, all that jazz…?’

‘Top to bottom. There’s no bath, only a communal shower down the hall, which was clear. Other than that, we’ve got nothing aside from a few bags of cannabis, which we found on the bedside table. Not unusual in student accommodation.’

Bell shifts his attention to the forensic officer who now looks to be done taking photos.

‘Okay,’ the forensic officer begins, dropping her face mask. ‘The victim looks to have been dead for anything between five days to a week. Judging by the fact we’re in student accommodation halls, I’d say they’re somewhere in their early twenties. Six one in height, we’ll need to get the body back to the lab to weigh it, and of course, from there we’ll get formal identification.’

‘Although, we know from speaking to other students in the building that his name is Chad McNeil,’ I say. ‘Lived here alone, officially.’

The forensic officer nods and continues to survey the scene.

‘What do you mean, officially?’ Bell asks.

‘The other students we spoke to said his girlfriend was living here with him,’ I say. ‘He was one of the lucky ones; he had the place to himself and no registered roommate. So, the girlfriend moves in, though it looks as though he tried to keep it to himself to prevent her from getting turfed out. The other students don’t really know who the girl is; one lad a few doors down said she was often seen wearing hospital scrubs, so presuming she’s a student nurse would explain why no one really knows her. I imagine most of the course is undertaken on-site at the hospital.’

‘Where is this girlfriend of his now?’ Bell asks.

‘Hasn’t been seen in over a week, according to the other students.’

‘Well, do we at least have a name?’

‘I checked the university records. Martha Scott.’ I pause. ‘Though, there was another regular visitor. Martha’s best friend.’ I check my notes. ‘A Piper Kaye. Neither has been seen in over a week.’

‘Any ideas of either of their current whereabouts?’

‘No one here seems to know. The next stop will be the hospital where they work…or I should say, where they worked.’

Bell raises a brow.

‘Martha was suspended a few months ago,’ I say. ‘Piper not long after. Something to do with some missing medication. The hospital is yet to conclude its investigation.’

‘So, they might’ve done a runner together, then?’

‘Could have done, yeah. But apparently, there was shouting from the flat last week. Spoke to a lad two doors down, said it sounded like Chad and his missus were having a proper row. He reckons it was the missus – Martha’s – voice he heard.’

‘And the other girl?’

‘Nah, no one saw her that night.’ I look down at my pad for a moment. ‘Let’s see. Ah yeah, I spoke to the halls manager as well – she backs up what the lad said. She reckons she knocked on the door herself, trying to get them to open up, but no one answered. Ended up calling the police to report it as a domestic disturbance. She wasn’t exactly full of praise for how quickly Uniform responded, either. Apparently, it wasn’t until around eight the next morning that two officers eventually showed up. They knocked, no answer. Told her they’d pop by again but reckoned it was just a drunken row between students. Fast forward six days, and she starts getting suspicious about Chad going AWOL. By then, some of the other residents were complaining about a nasty smell coming from the room. That’s when she used her spare key this morning to check it out…and here we are.’

Bell clasps his hands onto his wide hips, the buttons on his shirt straining. Then, he takes a moment to itch his crotch, giving little care as to who sees before he speaks. ‘Uh-huh. Yeah, well, we need to find that girl.’

‘You really think it was her?’

‘Well, she’s in the shit with the hospital, perhaps a legal case. I’m guessing her boyfriend’s off his face most of the time – maybe she is too. Or, maybe she finally got sick of his crap and snapped. Wouldn’t be the first time. Still, we can’t rule out that this guy was mixed up with the wrong crowd.’ He turns to me. ‘Anyone else pay old Twinkle Toes here a visit that night – or anytime since?’

I shake my head. ‘We’re still working through the CCTV, but unfortunately, with this room being on a corner, it’s in a bit of a blind spot.’

‘Parents?’

‘We’ve sent an officer to pick up his mother, Sheila McNeil. Irish, lives in Swindon. Not sure how close they are, but we’ll need her to formally identify him. Father ran out when he was still in nappies.’

‘Right, well, once you get an official time of death, try and obtain as much info as you can on who visited the flat on the same night. Right now, it’s not looking good for the girlfriend, but you can’t go off on a tangent.’

‘I won’t,’ I say. ‘I’ll swing by the hospital on my way back to the office and start digging into Martha Scott.’

‘Uh-huh. Which hospital were they based at?’

‘Bristol Royal,’ Terry, a detective inspector who has since entered the room, interrupts. ‘A couple of girls I spoke to this morning said they’ve seen it on the chest of her uniform. Said that most of the student nurses at the University train there.’ He switches his gaze to me. ‘DCI Bateman, if you want to head to the hospital, I can head back to the office and start doing some digging on Martha Scott with Baz, if you like?’

‘No, no. It’s fine, thanks, Terry,’ I say. ‘I’d rather get as much information on her firsthand. Probably best if you head to the hospital, see if they’ve wrapped up their investigation, and find out what the girls were accused of. I’ll ring Baz on my way back.’

Bell nods his head. ‘Um-hmm, okay, well, I suppose that would be a start,’ he says, allowing Terry to leave before turning his attention back to me. ‘Have you considered that she could’ve run away?’ he asks. ‘If it’s drug-related, then perhaps she’s in trouble?’

‘It’s possible,’ I admit. ‘But something tells me it’s not that simple. She’s the only one who could’ve seen anything. We’ve checked every flat, upstairs and down. There’s a CCTV camera outside the main door, but no sign of anyone leaving the building that night – not alone, anyway. A few students were out on the town and didn’t roll back until nearly ten the next morning. Other than that, it was dead quiet.’

‘Meaning no signs of any angry drug dealers with crowbars or cricket bats,’ Bell sighs. ‘Well, we know one thing: we need to find this girl and fast. If she’s got nothing to hide, then why disappear? Make it your priority, detective, over anything else. Find me that girl!’

‘Understood, sir,’ I agree as Bell thrusts his weight past me and makes his way back through the door, leaving me to stare down at the corpse once more, my brows etched in thought.

I pause to gather my thoughts, letting out a heavy sigh before turning and heading down the stairs. Emerging onto the pavement, I stop for a moment to clear my head. My mind feels clouded. I’ve worked my fair share of murder cases – mostly pub brawls gone too far or muggings turned violent. But cold-blooded murder? It feels different, like stepping into deep water and realising there’s no bottom. It’s obvious to everyone that whoever did this wanted Chad McNeil dead.

My bones turn cold with a lingering chill at the very thought.

Everything points to her. I need to find her fast. That’s the only way I can fully earn the chief superintendent’s trust: to assure him that he made the right choice in promoting me.

I don’t need reminding of how hard I’ve worked to get here. Above all else, my obsession with the job nearly cost me my marriage.

And then that thought comes creeping into my mind again, bringing an assailing feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach.

The truth is, I didn’t need the lad a few doors down to tell me who Chad McNeil was. I’ve met Chad on a few occasions. I’ve even been out for dinner with him once; there were a few of us, a family thing (a failed attempt for my wife’s mother to rebuild some burned bridges), and we didn’t speak much – only basic introductions at best – but he seemed like a nice enough lad, quiet. A bit nervous to meet the family, I guess.

I certainly didn’t catch any vibes from him screaming out drug dealer. Trust me, when you’ve worked your way up through the detective ranks, the scent of dealers becomes as strong as the smell of piss in a multi-storey car park. Chad McNeil didn’t carry such a scent with him. But you’d expect a dealer (or, more so, an addict) to have taken something to steady their nerves before meeting their girlfriend’s family. But Chad McNeil was stone cold sober. Or if he wasn’t, he hid it extremely well.

Plus, I can’t see an angry supplier simply leaving the body behind. No, they would have moved it and dumped it somewhere well away from here.

The way the body has just been left to stink out the place screams out panic or inexperience.

There’s no way it can be anybody other than…her.

Fuck.

I rub my eyes to iron out the frustration as I pull out my phone to call my wife. There’s no way of sugarcoating it.

I just don’t know how I’m going to tell Chloe that her little sister is now the prime suspect in a murder investigation…
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ELEVEN MONTHS BEFORE THE MURDER


I drift towards the hospital entrance, my best friend and fellow student nurse, Piper, by my side.

We halt at the door, and Piper places yet another cigarette in her mouth.

‘Another?’ I ask.

‘Yeah, you know, just one more for good luck,’ Piper says. ‘You sharing?’

I check my watch and nod before reaching into my pocket for a lighter.

Piper has been my best friend for as long as I can remember, ever since we were kids. I met Piper at primary school, and we instantly hit it off over the fact that neither of us had parents to look up to – just grandparents – which is kind of sad looking back. But I think that’s the solid foundation that our friendship is built on. And we’ve always had each other’s back, no matter what. I’m the reason she became a nurse – and she’s the reason I did. It’s always been us against the world.

Right now, we’re laughing about our drunken antics from the previous weekend. Or, at least the part up until we went our separate ways. What came after that, I’d rather forget.

‘And then next news,’ Piper says, a proper belly giggle following, ‘I’ve wandered into Tom’s room, pitch black, gone over on one of my heels, and spilt curry sauce all over his mattress!’

‘Jesus! After the amount of time it took them in that takeaway too!’ I laugh. ‘Was he mad?’

‘Who, Tom? No! He didn’t even wake up!’

‘He was in the room?!’

She laughs, wrinkling her nose and placing her hand over her eyes. ‘Yeah, I know! In the morning I just played dumb. Said that I hadn’t a clue how curry sauce had found its way into the flat. Was quite the mystery too, until he found the chippy bag in the bin!’

I grin, shaking my head. ‘I can’t believe he’s not kicked you out yet.’

‘Nah, he never will. I think he quite likes the fact that he’s got a girl roommate.’

‘Why? He’s gay?’

‘Oh, you know Tom, he’s one of the girls! Seriously, a girl roommate wouldn’t cost me half as much in foundation!’

‘Well, there is that,’ I agree. I pause, pressing my tongue into my cheek. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t go back to your mystery fella’s place.’

She presses her lips and shrugs. ‘Yeah, well, he was busy.’

‘Busy? Doing what?’ And then: ‘You keeping that to yourself? I thought we were sharing?’

She hands me back the cigarette, rolling her eyes.

‘I told you on Saturday night,’ she says, ‘he was working!’

‘So, when am I going to meet him then?’

‘Oh, you’re always asking that! I told you, I dunno. It’s complicated.’

I raise a brow. ‘Why?’

She shakes her head and playfully snatches the cigarette back. ‘Oh, you and your questions!’

‘He is a he, isn’t he?’ I ask, tilting my head to the side.

‘Yeah!’ she huffs. ‘I’m not gay!’

‘You know, it’d make no difference if you were. We’d still love yoooouuu. Plus, what’s wrong with being gay?’

‘Nothing!’ Piper says. ‘Just like there’s nothing wrong with being a swinger either – yet, unlike Wacky Jacky, I am neither…’ She snorts smoke from her nostrils and then hands me the cigarette, her eyes assessing me. ‘Anyway, enough about me, what about you? You’re worrying about it again, aren’t you?’

I take a long, deep drag, making the end of the cigarette fiercely glow. ‘Can we not?’

She leans closer. ‘Don’t worry about it. I’ve got your back. You were with me the whole time, got it?’

I peer at the ground, fiddling with my gemstone ring, before nodding.

Piper reaches into her pocket and pulls out her red hair clip – the only thing she has of her birth mother – and slots it into her dark hair. Piper always wears her hair down, except for at work. Here, she’s strictly hair up.

‘What’s with the new look, anyway?’ she asks, her eyes flicking up to my fringe. ‘I mean, I like it, but, what’s it in aid of?’

‘Ah, you know. I just thought I’d try something different.’

I pass her the cigarette. She takes a long drag, cocking her head to inspect the rest of my hair, which, for the record, is scrunched up into a bun.

Then she smiles. ‘It’s a shame you didn’t get around to doing the rest…’

I playfully slap her arm. ‘Cheeky cow!’

‘Sorry, I couldn’t resist!’

‘Is it really that bad?’

She hands the cigarette back over.

‘What? Don’t be daft, you look great. Ey, is it for a certain someone?’

I press my lips and stub out the cigarette on the bin outside the door.

‘Come on,’ I say, ‘we should get in. Don’t want Wacky Jackie on our case for being late again.’

‘Pfft! You’re not kidding!’

We pass through the double doors, make our way down the main hallway towards our ward, and through another door labelled with a staff-only sign where we clock in.

‘Did you know that Charlie is due in for treatment today?’ Piper asks, glancing down at the clipboard that contains a print-off of the day’s appointments.

My brows shoot up. ‘Really? That’s weird, he isn’t usually in on Tuesdays,’ I say before swiftly making my way down the corridor to see if there has been an admin error. It wouldn’t be the first time.

‘You need to speak to him,’ Piper says, catching up with me.

‘What am I even gonna say?’ I ask.

‘I dunno, that it was a mistake, and if he utters a word about it, you both might as well be dead…’

I stop at a pair of double doors, one being propped slightly open by a trolley containing each patient’s daily medicine dosages in small clear jars.

‘Look at him,’ I say, peering at Charlie who is sitting on a chair in the corner of the room. ‘He looks so weak. But he shouldn’t be here today. Why’ve they brought him in?’

I drop my eyes and begin collecting Charlie’s medication for the day from the trolley into a small plastic tray.

‘I know it’s tough,’ Piper says. ‘I know you like him…’

I look back over my shoulder at her, hoisting my eyebrows. ‘Keep your voice down!’

‘Why?’ Piper grins. ‘No one here knows Chad?’

I consider this before flicking my eyes back to Charlie. ‘Still, just keep it down. You’re not supposed to know, remember? Besides, everything that happened with Charlie is over now. So just leave it, yeah?’

Piper shrugs as I take a few more jars, place them into my basket, and quietly make my way over to the corner where Charlie is sitting. He looks quite at home, with his feet up. Best to be comfortable, I suppose. But the reality is that it must feel like a second home to him now, sitting in the same chair, in the same ward of the same hospital for the best part of the last twelve months.

But despite the hospital’s best efforts, it can’t feel homely, not one bit. It must feel more like a prison. A prison that he is too weak to break out of. His eye wanders to the drip by his side, watching the medicine drip down the clear tube and through the needle into his system.

‘They could be poisoning me for all I know,’ he’d said on my previous shift. A load of nonsense, of course. But I can’t exactly blame him for allowing his mind to go to such dark places. I’ve watched the other student nurses around him. It’s not like they’re rude to him or anything. They just don’t know what to say. I suppose it all comes with experience, but for me at least, I don’t seem to struggle with Charlie.

And we all know why that is, don’t we, Martha?

It’s almost like the more I try to forget about what happened between us, the more I think about it.

I find myself staring at him from afar. It’s difficult as a nurse not to become emotionally attached to your patients. How could we not? We’re human at the end of the day. What makes humans so incredible is that we can feel empathy and love, especially with those who are close to us. It’s a constant battle against human instinct to be anything else. The more senior nurses on the ward appear to have mastered it, but we students are still getting there.

Charlie is a twenty-one-year-old student who had his whole life in front of him before he was diagnosed with terminal bowel cancer, just three weeks after he’d started uni. He still wants to study, though. Well, I say study. I think, even now, he still enjoys the other side of uni life. His words were more along the lines of, ‘If I’m gonna die, I might as well die having a damn good time!’ I don’t think there can be many arguments about that. But these days he’s got so weak and frail, my heart aches for him, for what he could have been.

I always make sure to come over to chat with him, without fail. Even if it’s something as simple as telling him what I’ve had for lunch. Unlike the outside world, at least in here, we can talk. Just him and me. Then, I offer him his daily dose of pills. Some days he has enough strength to take them himself, but even on those days, he claims he doesn’t. I think he just likes to wind me up and make me feed them to him. He’s always winding me up. He tells me in those moments when he teases me that he almost forgets that he is dying.

The clock ticking on the wall behind him reads noon. Time for his pills. I kneel beside him and offer two tablets to him. He slowly shakes his head. It’s a bad day. Good days seem to be coming few and far between these days. In fact, I can’t imagine that he has too many good days left. It’s so sad.

Sometimes when I get home, I have a little cry to myself. It’s a coping mechanism more than anything, but, as I said, my heart really does ache for Charlie.

I playfully tut and tilt his head upwards with my index finger. I aid him with a glass of water and when I move the glass away, his gaze locks on mine. He tells me I’m looking beautiful today. He says that every day, but a girl never gets too used to hearing that, no matter what the circumstances. I remember the feeling of him running his fingers through my straight blonde hair again. Even just thinking about it, I can feel goosebumps rising on the back of my neck –

No, I can’t. I mustn’t.

I look up and spot Piper eyeballing me from the corridor. I quickly look away and place the empty jars back into the tray. Then I sit beside him, my lips parted slightly. Piper’s right, I do need to speak to him.

‘Thanks,’ he says wearily as I put the tray to one side and double-check that his drip is flowing properly. ‘And hi. You look beautiful today.’

‘Ha! You said that already.’

He presses a grin. ‘I know, right? Weird…’

‘Hm. I didn’t realise you were in for treatment today. Is everything okay?’

‘I’m fine, honestly. They’ve just upped my meds for a little while, that’s all.’

I take a quick glance at the notes beside his chair, scanning them for a few seconds. For a moment, the air becomes trapped in my throat. It appears that the doctors are concerned that Charlie is deteriorating at a faster rate than expected. I swallow and glance back at him. ‘I’m so sorry I can’t make this easier for you, Charlie.’ I quickly blink a tear that has begun pricking at my eye away.

‘You’re doing more than enough,’ he says.

I drop my gaze back to his notes, not reading them but instead trying to find the best way to approach the elephant in the room.

‘Listen, Charlie,’ I begin.

Charlie’s fragile smile slips away. As I look deep into his eyes, I can tell he knows what I’m about to say.

‘The other night…it was a mistake. It should never have happened. I have a boyfriend. And also, the other thing…we…what I mean is, we can’t. I can’t. Not anymore. I’d lose my job if they ever found out. My nursing career would be over before it has even begun…’

‘But I’m dying, Martha?’ he says, wide-eyed as if the fact we slept together a few nights ago is a secondary concern. To be fair, it probably is, to him, at least.

‘I know,’ I whisper, my voice sounding teary. ‘And I wish I could take it away, really I do. I’m sorry.’

‘I like your fringe,’ he says and finds the strength to reach out and slowly run his finger through it. ‘You don’t usually have a fringe. It suits you.’

I breathe a shaky laugh. ‘Oh, thanks. Piper said the same…sort of…’

His smile straightens out again, and I know he’s seen the plum-purple bruise that I was hiding behind it.

I gently place my hands around his wrist and pull his hand away.

‘It’s sorted,’ I say. ‘We got in a fight the other night, and things escalated quickly. We’d both been drinking and we just lost it at each other, that’s all there is to it.’

‘You’d pretty much sobered up when you left my place, Martha. And I know you didn’t go back out – it would’ve notified me.’

I know that he’s referring to the app on his phone which is connected to his video doorbell, that despite the flats having buzzers, he remains insistent on having mounted to his door. But he’s right, he would have seen me leave for more booze if I had done so. Charlie’s door is right across the hallway from Chad’s flat.

‘Did you tell him?’ he asks.

‘No, of course not. And you can’t say anything about the other night to anyone either. You haven’t, have you?’

He slowly shakes his head. ‘Have you told Piper?’

Now I shake my head, but I can tell that Charlie thinks that I would have. And he’s not wrong. Piper and I tell each other everything. ‘If he finds out he’ll kill you. Promise me, Charlie?’

‘I’m practically dead anyway.’ He somehow says that in a playful way.

‘Charlie?’ I sigh.

‘Okay, okay.’ He leans forward and lightly traces my bruise with the tips of his fragile fingers. ‘You know I wouldn’t say anything.’

‘Hm, you have to say “promise”, remember?’

He rolls his eyes. ‘Okay, fine…I promise!’ Then he laughs, and so do I.

It’s good to laugh together. I feel that warm feeling in my chest again, just as I did the other night when I’d been putting my bra back on. I could tell he was watching me, but I didn’t mind. It felt nice to be admired for once. I’d been so gentle with him, given his state, yet, despite all that, being with him still felt amazing. And I don’t regret it, not one bit.

‘What about the drugs?’ he asks as I get to my feet. ‘Please tell me you can still get them for me?’

‘Shhh!’ I hiss. ‘I told you, I could lose my job. I’d get kicked off the course. More than that, I could go to prison.’ I look over my shoulder to see if anyone is around. There’s only Piper
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