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TWO WEEKS BEFORE







AFTERNOON




‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

Hollie glanced up to check her boss hadn’t heard her. He stood by the window, silently pleading customers to enter the dying shop. She was safe.

Looking back down at her phone, she double-checked that what she’d read on Facebook was true: one of her ex-classmates had landed a job at Dior.

It was.

Why, of all the people to get the job, did it have to be Ashleigh Bennet? Her designs weren’t even any good. She was far more interested in following fashion than setting it. Sheep like her weren’t supposed to get jobs in the fashion industry. That wasn’t what fashion was about, for fuck’s sake.

She curled her empty hand into a fist, then shoved her phone back into her pocket with the other. Killing her boredom with Facebook had only increased her stress levels. It was nearing the end of the January sales, and she’d spoken to three customers all morning. Since returning from lunch, she hadn’t spoken to anyone. Having no one but her boss for company, she felt like a museum exhibit trapped inside a display case – everyone could see her, but nobody was allowed to interact with her.

Drumming her fingers against the counter, she contemplated what to do. The day went by so much more slowly when it was quiet. She longed to be out with her nan, or at home reading a book. Anything but standing in a room that was empty except for her and Jerry. He walked over to the counter where she stood, his too-small shirt gaping to reveal his hairy chest. She cringed, resisting the urge to retch. He was clearly in denial about having put on a few pounds over Christmas.

‘Phone out of battery?’ he asked, his presence engulfing the area with the smell of stale cigarette smoke.

Holding her breath, she pretended not to hear him and turned away to tidy some papers behind her. 

‘What? All that time on your phone melted your brain cells?’ 

She froze. Apparently she’d hopped into a DeLorean and gone back to 1999, where everyone was afraid of the Y2K bug and mobile phones frying brain cells. Someone could’ve at least warned her.

‘I’d appreciate it if you could clean the cookers, Hollie. They’re looking dusty.’

She’d cleaned everything yesterday – he’d seen her do it – but at least it gave her an excuse to get away from his snarky comments and that god awful smell. After grabbing a clean cloth and a bottle of Mr Sheen, she walked over to the cookers and inhaled the fresher air.

Her cleaning job clearly not up to scratch the day before, she polished each cooker until she could see herself as clearly as she could in a mirror.

When she reached the penultimate one, she sprayed it, scrubbed, and paused as she noticed her reflection. Her usually bright green eyes were puffy and bloodshot. Her skin was dull; sullen. Her expression was defeated.

She sprayed the cooker again, scrubbing at it in the hopes that the image would change. It didn’t.

The automatic doors whirred to life for the first time that afternoon. They announced the arrival of Tim, one of the regulars. He approached Hollie, his hands in the pockets of his paint-covered overalls. ‘Nice and busy, I see,’ he joked.

‘As always,’ Hollie replied, placing the cloth and spray onto the cooker top. ‘How can I help?’

Jerry looked up from the PC by the counter. She didn’t acknowledge him. He stole enough customers as it was. Stealing customers and playing Spider Solitaire were his favourite ways to pass the time.

‘My son and I played Wii Bowling last night,’ said Tim, leaning against one of the cookers. ‘And his remote went right through the screen.’

Jerry disappeared from Hollie’s line of vision. En route to stealing another customer, no doubt.

‘The one time I don’t check.’ Tim shook his head. ‘So, what’ve you got for me that I can take home today so that the wife can watch Eastenders later?’

Before she could respond, Jerry appeared between them. Slimeball. 

‘Let’s have a look, shall we?’ he said.

‘I’m OK, thanks,’ said Tim, ‘Hollie’s got me covered.’

‘Oh it’s no worry. Hollie’s got her hands full already, haven’t you?’ said Jerry.

‘The cleaning can wait,’ Hollie replied, tensing her jaw.

‘You’ll never get it finished before the end of your shift with that attitude,’ said Jerry. 

Hollie ground her teeth. Bastard. 

Jerry walked over to the TVs and other brown goods at the far side of the store.

Tim stuck his finger in his mouth in a gagging motion. Hollie giggled. She wasn’t the only one that had noticed the smell, then. After shooting her an apologetic look, Tim joined Jerry over by the TVs. 

Hollie’s eyes bored in to Jerry’s back. She’d lost count of how many times he’d stolen her customers, let alone the rest of her coworkers. She could’ve sworn he got some sort of kick out of customer-stealing, but she couldn’t prove it.

Moving on to the gas cookers, she continued cleaning and silently cursing Jerry.

A couple of minutes later, the automatic doors opened again. Tim walked out, empty-handed.

‘He obviously has a thing for you,’ said Jerry as he walked past, back to his game of Spider Solitaire.

She slammed the cloth onto the cooker. How dare he suggest the only reason a decent person would prefer to buy something from her was because he wanted to get into her knickers? Tim was married.

Then again, that meant nothing to Jerry. He’d never once mentioned any loved ones, friends or relatives. Even when Hollie and her colleagues had talked about Christmas or marriage or sibling rivalry he’d never chimed in, only told them to get back to work. Did he even have any friends or relatives, or had he driven them all away with his bad manners and body odour?

She could always pour scolding hot coffee over his head. Or put an invisible wire across the entrance to the counter. Or at the top of the stairs to the staff toilets. That would work better. 

‘Excuse me?’

Hollie jumped, snapped out of her daze by an elderly Filipino lady. She wore a purple trench coat with far too many frills and buttons, her greying hair tied into a tight bun.

A design idea hit Hollie like a mobile phone to the face. What perfect timing. She suppressed the flashing images, trying to remain professional. ‘How can I help?’

Single-breasted. Slight flair. Peplum?

‘Do you sell hairdryers?’ asked the lady.

No, that was too much. Black? Navy?

‘They’re just over here,’ said Hollie, taking the lady to the far corner of the store, home to the long-forgotten – and tragically over-priced – stock. 

‘Thank you,’ she said, her voice curt. Hollie took the hint, leaving her be and power walking to the counter. Colours, cuts, and fabrics flashed through her head like strobe lights on a catwalk. Grabbing a pencil and scrap piece of paper from under the counter, she began to design her first item of clothing in months. Definitely single-breasted with a slight flair. The peplum would be too much, and wouldn’t suit Hollie’s figure anyway. A bright pink fabric would be interesting. She hadn’t made a pink coat in—

A hand reached out and grabbed the paper, tearing it in half. Jerry held it up. Two-thirds of an outline stared back at her. ‘What’s this?’

‘A coat.’

‘You shouldn’t be drawing right now,’ he said, taking the remainder of the paper from Hollie’s hand and tossing both pieces into the bin. It landed on top of a piece of chewing gum. Ew. 

She ground her teeth. He was such a hypocrite. At least she was doing something productive for once, as opposed to twiddling her thumbs like she usually did, or playing Spider Solitaire like Jerry. She chuckled. How appropriate.

‘What’s so funny?’ he asked.

‘I’m just thinking about how much you like to play Spider Solitaire,’ she replied, gesturing to the PC where a game was open.

The Filipino lady left, empty-handed. Could she sense the unfolding tension, or was she that unimpressed? It was probably cheaper to go to Tesco down the road and get a new hairdryer, to be fair. That’s what most people did.

‘That wasn’t me,’ he lied. What was the point? His games of Spider Solitaire were well known: he played several times a day, when he thought no one was looking. 

‘No, of course not,’ said Hollie. She folded her arms, her feet shoulder width apart. The counter offered her a small shield.

‘Something wrong?’ He lowered his voice, leaning over the counter towards her. His breath reeked of tuna mayonnaise. She turned her head away so that she didn’t gag. ‘Is it that time of the month?’

‘Excuse me?’ Hollie curled her hands into fists, her teal nails indenting her palms.

‘We both know what women can be like when it’s their time.’

Her eyes widened. What the hell did he know about women? His idea of feminism was asking female employees to unfasten another button to try and boost sales.

She couldn’t take it anymore. No amount of money was worth the way he treated people. There was a line. And it had just been crossed.

She slammed the pencil onto the counter. ‘How dare you? Whether I’m on my period or not is none of your fucking business. In what universe is it acceptable to ask that to your employee?’

‘Hollie, I—’

‘I am so fucking sick of being made to feel three inches tall from the minute I walk through that door until the minute I leave. You never say “please” or “thank you”, you steal people’s customers, and your misogynistic attitude is from completely the wrong century.’

He held his right index finger up, tutting to try and get her to stop talking. Usually, she conceded. It was easier that way. This time, she didn’t.

 ‘I mean really, it’s the twenty-first century and you still think that a woman snapping at you is purely based on her period, not you being completely disrespectful. Oh, and the only reason I could possible sell something to a bloke is because he wants to get into my knickers!’

‘Hollie!’ he shouted, his pock-marked face turning redder than her hair. 

She ignored him. She was on a roll, and nothing short of her nan turning up and waving her walking stick in her face was going to stop her.

‘I hate to spoil your fun – no wait, actually I don’t – but you’re living in the wrong century to think that way. I can try and find you a DeLorean, send you back to before women had the vote, if you want?’ She waved her arms around as she spoke, the words spewing out of her like lava. 

Jerry continued to talk over her, but she ignored him, oblivious to what he was saying. 

‘How the rest of us feel means absolutely nothing to you. Everything has to be done your way, and if it’s not, you make us redo it! You have to be in control of everything every minute of every fucking day, and if you’re not, you go in a mood. It’s like working for a stroppy teenager!

‘And you know what? I can’t work like that. I can’t live like that. I’m sick of taking my work home with me, snapping at my family and not being able to sleep because I’m dreading spending another minute in this hell hole with you. The only person that matters to you, is you. And I’ve had it.’

She paused, her breathing heavy and her chest tight.

‘Hollie—’

She’d never hated someone so much in her life. Her whole body shook; she pointed as she shouted, not caring if passersby outside could hear her. ‘You can stick your asinine job and your shitty attitude and find someone else to treat like crap for minimum wage. I’m done.’

She stormed towards the staff room to pick up her things, Jerry only a few feet behind her. 

The automatic doors whirred to life again, breaking the tense silence within the store. A customer entered, oblivious to what he was walking into.

Hollie stopped, turning to face Jerry. A wry smile crept over her chapped lips. ‘You wouldn’t want to miss out on the commission, would you?’ She jerked her head towards the potential customer. Her eyes challenged him to push her further, but she knew he wouldn’t. Not in front of a customer.

She took the opportunity to disappear into the staff room, where she typed the code into her locker for the last time. Forcing down the vomit that was forming in the back of her throat, she pulled out her green trench coat and put it on. Quitting her job was the last thing she’d expected to do when she woke up that morning, but she didn’t regret it. She was finally free. 

After removing her gigantic handbag, she checked that the locker was empty. The only thing left was the spider her bag had killed a few days earlier. She decided to leave it as a present.

She glanced at the door behind her. No sign of him. Why had he not tried to stop her from leaving again? Was he worried about leaving the shop floor, or could he still be with the customer? Doubtful. He was probably on the phone to HR, reporting her behaviour. That was fine by her. At least then she wouldn’t have to speak to him.

But what was she supposed to do? Go out through the front and risk facing him again? Or…her eyes flitted to the fire exit just to the left of the lockers. If she went through it, she’d set off the alarm. The security camera behind her would see, too.

She twitched her foot, staring into the empty locker. What to do? She lifted her handbag onto her shoulder. She didn’t have much time to decide; who knew how long it would be until he went looking for her? Would he go looking? Probably. Better to get out of there ASAP, just in case.

She pushed open the fire door and the alarm sprung to life. A piercing wail echoed through the store. Sticking her middle fingers up at the camera, she stormed out, her head high.


*



The house shook as Hollie slammed the front door behind her. Her heart still thudded in her chest, and she hadn’t managed to shake the nausea either.

After taking several large gulps of the vanilla latte she’d picked up on her way home, she hung up her coat and bag, then headed into the living room. Her nan was sitting in an armchair by the window, watching Bargain Hunt. Hollie handed her another takeaway latte, then sank on to the sofa opposite. ‘Thanks,’ said her nan.

George stood up from his spot by the radiator and ran over to Hollie, his long, white-gold tail wagging. When he sensed her distress, his tail fell and he moved to sit at her feet. She stroked his ear, the softness of his fur offering her a small comfort.

‘I wondered where you’d got to. Work called,’ said her nan, hugging the coffee to her.

‘You heard, then?’

Would she get in trouble for what she’d said? Probably. She was beyond caring – if they went after her because of her outburst, she’d go after her boss for his bullying. If she wasn’t still their employee they couldn’t actually punish her though, could they? What was the worst they could do? Fire her?

‘I heard their version,’ her nan replied.

Hollie placed her latte onto the side table. She needed to get out of that cheap, tacky blouse. Pulling it over her head, she tossed it into the empty armchair on the other side of the room. Finally, she could breathe. Noticing her polka dot dressing gown on the back of the sofa, she cocooned herself within it. 

George rested his head on Hollie’s lap as she recounted the story of what had happened. Her nan remained silent, occasionally sipping her coffee.

Every few seconds Hollie’s throat went dry; she sipped her drink to ease it, but it didn’t help much. When she’d finished her story, she put her drink back on the side table then perched on the arm of her nan’s chair. George followed, lying at their feet.

Hollie rested her head on top of her nan’s grey perm. Her nostrils filled with perm solution, hairspray, and the musky scent of Vivienne Westwood’s Naughty Alice perfume. That smell would always remind her of when she was younger, and how much better things were when she was with her nan. It still made her feel that way at twenty-two, and probably always would. Hollie put her arms around her nan’s shoulders. ‘What am I supposed to do, Nan?’

‘I can’t answer that for ya gal, that’s for you to decide.’ She put one of her hands on top of Hollie’s. As usual, it was ice cold, even after having held the latte. ‘If you don’t want to go back there, you’ve got to decide what you want to do instead.’

But what? She wanted to design clothes, but she couldn’t start a fashion business without any money. She needed investors. She needed ideas. She needed impetus.

‘I think I’m going to go lie down for a bit,’ said Hollie. The nausea refused to go away, and her head was starting to feel like Thor had hit it with his hammer.

‘OK. What time do you want dinner?’

Hollie checked the clock on the wall above the TV. It was barely three o’clock. ‘Couple of hours?’

‘OK. I’ll sort something for then.’

‘Thanks, Nan.’ Hollie kissed her cheek, gave George a quick head scratch, then went up to bed.

Before falling asleep, she texted her best friend Fayth: I quit.







EVENING




When Hollie woke up a couple of hours later, her head was groggy, her stomach in knots. What had she done that—oh. The swearing. The ranting. The fire alarm.

What had she done? 

How was she going to save up to move out, or to start her own line? How was she going afford petrol, or to help her mum and nan with the bills? Money didn’t grow on trees, as her mum frequently reminded her.

Not to mention she’d have to go back there eventually, even if it was just to return her uniform. Could she get away with sending it in the post?

Climbing out of bed, she sat at her desk, switched on her laptop, and signed into Skype. The only person online was Fayth. Just the person she needed. She rang her, and her best friend answered straight away, her dark green eyes studying Hollie for clues. ‘What happened? Are you OK? Do I need to punch anyone?’ 

Hollie recapped the afternoon’s events, tears filling her eyes the deeper into the story she became. ‘I fucking hate it there. I feel worse for going in than I did doing nothing when I was unemployed. It’s so hard to get up in the morning.’ Hollie shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut. Crying was a waste of time. It didn’t change anything.

‘There’s no point in doing a job that makes you feel that shitty. It’s made you ill enough already,’ said Fayth.

Hollie wiped at her eyes with her knuckles. Mascara-filled tears stained her skin. She didn’t care.

Taking her sketchbook from its shelf above her desk, she tried to remember the coat she’d drawn earlier. ‘It’s not that easy though, is it? Not when you need the money.’

What had it looked like? Had it been single-breasted or double-breasted? She started drawing a double-breasted coat, then quickly scribbled it out. That wasn’t right.

‘So what’re you going to do?’ asked Fayth.

‘Start applying again, I suppose. I can’t just sit around and mope, much as I’d like to.’ She stabbed the page with her pencil a few times. There was no way she was going to remember the stupid coat; why was she even bothering? She scribbled over the page, almost ripping the paper. Turning over, she started again.

‘You’ll find something. And if not, you can always sell stuff online,’ said Fayth.

Hollie dropped the pencil onto her sketchbook, staring at Fayth as though she’d suggested crashing a Valentino fashion show.

 ‘No one would buy my designs.’

‘Yes they would. I’ve had loads of comments about the stuff you’ve made me,’ said Fayth.

‘You’re just saying that to stroke my ego.’

‘Would you stop being so damn self-deprecating! You’re good, Hollie. Why can’t you see that?’

She slammed her sketchbook shut. ‘If I’m that bloody good, how did I end up working in an electrical shop with that for a boss?’

‘Everyone has to do the shit jobs at some point. Do you have any idea what pub loos can get like after the football?’

Hollie shuddered. ‘I don’t want to.’

‘No, you don’t. Dreams don’t fall out of the sky. You have to chase them.’

‘I don’t have the energy anymore.’ The tears streamed hard and fast. She was so, so fed up. Everything had fallen apart since graduation, and she’d ran out of the energy to keep going a long time ago.

‘Don’t cry, Bea. Please?’ said Fayth. She’d nicknamed Hollie Bea when they were younger. It was a combination of her middle name being Beatrice, and how she was always ‘busy as a bee’. Well, she used to be. Not so much anymore. ‘I hate seeing you like this. I wish I could give you a hug. Why don’t you come up here for a few days? Then I can give you a hug.’

Yes. A change of scenery was exactly what she needed. Fayth had asked her not to visit a few months ago, as things had been too crazy up in Scotland. ‘But you said—’

‘That was months ago. Things have calmed down now,’ said Fayth.

‘I’d just get in the way.’ She grabbed a tissue from the box on her desk and dabbed at her eyes.

‘No you wouldn’t. You’ve been here millions of times and never bothered anyone. You’d be doing us all a favour. It’s so quiet around here lately.’

‘Are you sure?’

Fayth nodded, stray strands of dark, curly hair falling from her ponytail and into her face. ‘Go pack. I’ll see you tomorrow.’







THIRTEEN DAYS BEFORE







AFTERNOON




‘Patrick’s here.’

‘What?’ Fayth slammed the baking tray she’d been holding on to the island. A couple of rogue Yorkshire puddings jumped out and fell to the floor. Did it not bother him that she was at work?

‘What does he want?’ asked Fayth.

Brooke shrugged, leaning against the wall by the door. She tossed her long, dark hair away from her face. ‘A pint, I’m guessing.’

That was the problem with living in a village: all the other pubs had closed – including Patrick’s former haunt, The Swann Inn – leaving only the Campbell family’s Cock and Bull left. 

‘Did he mention me?’

‘Nope. Just Stella,’ said Brooke.

Stella? Who was Stella? Was that the name of the woman he’d cheated on her with? But that had been in Magaluf. What would she be doing in the pub?

Wait.

He drank Stella Artois. Idiot.

‘Want me to get rid of him?’

Fayth sighed. She did want Brooke to kick Patrick out, but that wouldn’t do the pub any favours. Isolating him would also isolate his friends and family, and their friends and family, and who knows how much custom they’d lose just from kicking out her prick of an ex-husband? Getting customers into a village pub was difficult enough as it was. 

‘No, it’s OK. I’ll just stay in here.’ Fayth picked up a knife from the counter behind her and twirled it between her fingers. The movements relaxed her somewhat.

‘I don’t see why you don’t just get rid of him,’ said Brooke, studying her cuticles.

‘Because we can’t afford to isolate half the village because Patrick can’t keep his wee cock in his pants,’ said Fayth.

Brooke rolled her eyes. ‘Whatever you say, sis. It’s your call. I need to head back to college. Dad’s still out there if you change your mind.’ She pushed the door open with her arse and slid through it, leaving Fayth alone in the pub kitchen. Fayth slammed the knife onto the island. Stupid fucking ex-husband. Avoiding people was so much easier in big cities.


*



The lunch shift nearing its end, Fayth was running out of excuses to avoid Patrick. Hopefully he’d leave long before the pub closed, that way she wouldn’t have to face him. In the meantime, she could continue to hide in the kitchen with the sharp objects. Not that she’d considered hurting Patrick. Much.

Except for taking her kitchen knife to his wee, cheating cock once or twice. It wasn’t like he knew how to use it anyway.

Standing at the sink, she scrubbed a chopping board and imagined it was Patrick’s face. She scrubbed away his freckles. His god awful ginger beard. His dishwater brown eyes. His smug face. His cheating cock. His—

The chugging noise of a small engine came from outside. Fayth peered through the kitchen window. Hollie drove past, gigantic sunglasses covering half her face. It wasn’t that sunny outside. Typical Hollie.

The sound of Hollie’s car engine made Fayth realise just how much she’d missed and needed her best friend over the last few months. Running from the safety of the kitchen, she ran into the bar area…and straight into Patrick. She hit him with a thud, bouncing off him and stumbling as she regained her balance. He reached out to help her, but she swatted him away. 

‘Fayth! How’s it going?’ he asked.

‘Along,’ she replied, staring at his battered brogues. She was pretty sure he’d worn the same shoes at their wedding. They were heavily scuffed and in need of a serious polish.

‘You’re so funny, Fayth. You’ve always been funny,’ he said, a smile on his bearded face. It was bigger than the last time she’d seen him. And still ugly.

Fayth frowned. ‘What do you want, Patrick?’

‘Why don’t you call me Paddy anymore? I miss it. I always hated that name, but not when you said it. You’re the only one who’s allowed to call me Paddy.’

She rolled her eyes. She really wasn’t in the mood for a trip down Memory Lane, let alone one that was headed straight for Take Me Back, I Need You Street.

The door flung open before Fayth had a chance to respond. Hollie burst in, her Jackie O-style sunglasses juxtaposed with a grey Billabong ski jacket, jeans, and her signature ankle boots.

Fayth ran to Hollie and embraced her, taking in her usual smell of vanilla and blackcurrant, with a side of hair dye. Her hair had been dyed various shades of red since Hollie was a teenager. She refused to acknowledge what her natural hair colour was, and she’d been a redhead for so long most people had forgot what it was anyway – Fayth included. Her latest hair colour of choice was a blood red, somewhere between a natural red and obnoxious, in-your-face red. It suited her.

‘Hollie,’ said Patrick, his voice dripping with disdain. He’d never liked her. He blamed her for Fayth wanting a divorce. Him cheating on her wasn’t a valid reason, apparently.

‘Patrick. What’re you doing here?’ Hollie asked, her tone neutral. She glanced at Fayth, who gave her an innocuous shrug. What was she supposed to say? It wasn’t like they could ban him for being an arsehole.

‘Just came in for a pint. The Swann closed last week. You?’

‘Visiting, obviously,’ said Hollie.

‘Interfered in anyone else’s life lately?’ he asked. 

There it was. He’d never been any good at controlling his emotions.

The room fell silent. The few punters that were in the pub looked on, eager for the latest gossip. Fayth was in half a mind to kick them out. Then again, if she’d had the gumption to kick Patrick out in the first place there wouldn’t have been a scene unfolding for the gossips to see.

‘Only the people I think are making a mistake,’ said Hollie. She stared him down, seeming unfazed by his blatant attack. Fayth admired her. If someone had said that to her, she would’ve wanted the wooden floorboards to swallow her whole.

‘So that’s why you told her to divorce me, is it?’ said Patrick.

‘No, Patrick, it’s because you shagged another woman! In case you’d forgot, we were married. And I was at a goddamn funeral,’ said Fayth. He seemed to like forgetting the fact that he’d cheated on her.

‘Oh come on babe, it was an accident,’ said Patrick, stepping towards her.

Fayth recoiled, stepping away from him. Being in the same room as him was bad enough.

‘What, you fell dick-first into her vagina?’ snarled Hollie.

Fayth sniggered.

‘Shut up, bitch.’

‘Don’t talk to my friend like that,’ said Fayth. ‘She’s not the one who cheated.’

‘Come on, babe. It didn’t mean anything.’ He reached out to her, his expression desperate. Once, she would’ve fallen for those muddy brown eyes and forgiven him instantly. Since his return from Magaluf they’d reminded her of nothing more than his cock inside a stranger as the curtain closed around her mum’s and sister’s coffins. She couldn’t stand to look at him.

‘All right, that’s enough,’ said Fayth’s dad, appearing from behind the bar and standing between them. He folded his arms, his broad frame acting as the perfect barrier. ‘Patrick, I think it’s time for you to leave.’

‘I was leaving.’

Fayth’s dad flashed her and Hollie a warning look with his deep green eyes. Like it was their fault Patrick was an arsehole. She bit her tongue – as did Hollie, whom it would’ve pained to do so – and both stepped aside, although they hadn’t been blocking the door anyway. Punters looked on as silent words were exchanged between Fayth and Patrick. He genuinely seemed to think she’d forgive him, and that they’d spend the rest of their lives together. It would’ve been funny if it wasn’t for the fact that it meant she had to wait another four and a half years to get a divorce. He was so convinced she couldn’t do any better than him that he wouldn’t let her go. He even had his wedding ring on. The very same wedding ring he’d left behind when he went on holiday so that ‘it didn’t get lost’.

Fayth’s dad cleared his throat.

‘All right, all right.’ Patrick left, shooting Hollie a scornful look as he passed. She ignored him.

‘You OK?’ Hollie asked once the door closed behind him.

Fayth sighed. All excitement at seeing Hollie had vanished. All she could think about was how much of a prick Patrick was, and how badly she wanted to punch him. How had she ever loved someone who spoke to her friends like that?

At least he’d mostly avoided the Cock and Bull since they’d separated. He had some decency. Until he’d been desperate for a pint and had nowhere else to go.

Patrick’s dirt bike elicited its usual half-arse growl as he rode past the window, then it popped like a lame firework as he sped out of the car park. Bloody waste of money.

‘If you want to go grab a drink, I can finish up here and get Brooke to cover the evening shift,’ said her dad.

‘You sure?’ said Fayth. She hated leaving him single-handed; it had happened far too often lately. Ever since the accident they’d often had to work on the bar alone, or run errands on their own, leaving them completely drained. There was no way they could afford to hire someone else with the pub struggling as badly as it was, though.

‘Yeah, go,’ he said.

The handful of punters left had returned to their conversations now that the scene was over. With the pub closing in less than half an hour, they wouldn’t be able to order any food anyway.

‘Thanks.’ Fayth took off her apron and threw it at her dad. He caught it, tossing it onto the back of a chair and returning to the bar. Fayth led Hollie to the flat above the pub where she and Patrick had once lived. 

The thick oak doors opened out on to busy carpets littered with old and battered furniture. Despite no longer living there, Fayth tried kept it reasonably clean and tidy. She’d tried to bleach away the smell of Eau de Patrick – smelly feet mixed with various Lynx deodorants – but it hadn’t worked. She couldn’t stand to be in the flat for long periods of time, but she figured Hollie would need food and a drink, and probably a piss, too. She didn’t like crowds, so she tended to avoid service stations just in case. 

A short corridor led into the kitchen/living area. Fayth filled the kettle. ‘Brew?’

‘Got any coffee?’ said Hollie, opening cupboards. They were mostly empty except for a few abandoned tins of baked beans. No wonder Patrick had had flatulence issues.

‘Can’t guarantee it’s in date,’ said Fayth. She opened a cupboard and took out a jar of Kenco. Turning it upside down, she checked the date. ‘We’re good. It’s got another eight months yet.’

‘Then coffee, please.’

‘One day, I’ll get you to drink tea.’

Hollie sank onto the worn leather sofa and lay down. ‘One day, I’ll get you to drink coffee.’ 


*



Hollie stood at the sink, washing up after dinner. She’d insisted since Fayth had cooked – beans on toast, hardly impressive – and Fayth hadn’t had the energy to argue. Fayth lay on the sofa, her arm covering her face from the light. She really wanted a nap. If Hollie hadn’t been there, she probably would’ve fallen asleep after her shift.

‘Do you ever get bored?’ Hollie asked, turning around and leaning against the sink.

Fayth removed her arm from across her face and lifted her head. ‘Of what?’ 

Hollie stared at the floor. ‘Life.’

‘All the time,’ said Fayth.

‘I’m so fed up,’ said Hollie. Her shoulders were hunched, her dainty face sullen and washed out. Fayth had never seen her look so defeated, and it scared her. Hollie had always been the one to run headfirst at whatever life threw her way. She’d changed so much since graduation she was barely recognisable physically or emotionally.

While Hollie had been feeling lost since graduation, Fayth had felt the same after losing her mum and sister. Living and working in the same places her family members had gave her little escape from daily reminders of what had happened. ‘Me too.’

‘Let’s go somewhere. Let’s do something,’ said Hollie, her voice full of hope.

‘Like what?’ 

Getting away from it all sounded perfect to Fayth. But how could she when her dad needed her to help run the pub, and they had no money?

‘Like…go on holiday,’ suggested Hollie.

Fayth sat up. She couldn’t help it – Hollie had caught her attention. She’d run with the idea for a little while, even if it was impractical. ‘Where are you thinking?’

Hollie shrugged. ‘Anywhere. So long as it’s on a different continent.’

‘What’s wrong with Blackpool?’ said Fayth. They’d met in Blackpool. It had some good memories for them both. Plus, it was cheap.

Hollie sighed. ‘Where’s your sense of adventure?’

‘It was drilled out of me when I signed up for a dead-end marriage,’ said Fayth. She and Patrick hadn’t been on holiday since they got married. Her last holiday had been the summer before that, when she and her sisters had gone to London for a few days. They’d never been able to afford to go abroad.

‘Think bigger. If you could go anywhere, where would you go?’ 

‘Doesn’t matter. There’s no way we could afford it.’

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ said Hollie, falling silent as she finished the washing up.


*



When it came to packing, Hollie made sure each of her items of clothing went with at least three others that she’d packed, and if it didn’t, it wouldn’t go with her. Everything was folded neatly and things that could get caught or damaged were wrapped in bubble wrap. Her laptop and sketchbook were kept in a teal Roxy rucksack that she used whenever she went away for a few days.

Fayth helped Hollie carry her things up the stairs of the Campbell family house, dumping them just inside her bedroom door. She’d once shared the room with her older sister Mhairi, but since her death, it stood in a time warp: the photos she’d always had of her friends and family were still stuck on the wall above the single bed, a copy of Marian Keyes’s Anybody Out There? still on the bedside table, a butterfly bookmark halfway through.

Fayth’s bedside table was next to it, her Highwater diary and Kindle Paperwhite beside the lamp and a box of tissues.

Usually there was an airbed waiting for Hollie in the middle of the room, ready made and calling out to her. For the first time ever, it wasn’t there.

‘Where’s the airbed?’ said Hollie, her shoulder-length hair scratching her neck as she searched the room.

‘Bloody dog broke it,’ said Fayth.

‘What! No!’

That airbed had been really, really comfy.

‘I know, that thing was as old as we are. Brooke had a friend over and she was playing with Paris, and the next thing you know, the damn dog’s claw had gone right through it,’ said Fayth.

‘Floor it is, then.’

‘Take the bed.’

‘But—’

‘It’s just a bed.’

‘But—’

‘Take the damn bed!’

‘OK,’ Hollie said, taken aback. Fayth didn’t snap very often. When she did, she wasn’t one to be messed with. Hollie picked her rucksack up and placed it beside Mhairi’s bed.

‘Sorry. I just hate seeing it sat there empty all the time,’ said Fayth. Her shoulders slumped. It was a posture Hollie recognised all too well from the mirror.

‘It’s OK,’ said Hollie. 

Fayth went over to her and they hugged. ‘You’re my sister too, and I couldn’t have coped without you.’

‘I wasn’t even here,’ said Hollie, filled with guilt. She’d warred with herself about whether or not to visit Fayth since the car accident, but Fayth had insisted she stay away. She’d done as Fayth asked, but that hadn’t helped the guilt. Ironically, finally being in Fayth’s company again, she felt guilty for imposing.

‘Not physically, but who else could I have leaned on these last few months?’ Fayth lay her head on Hollie’s shoulder. ‘Thank you.’ Her voice cracked as her eyes filled with tears. 

‘Just doing my job,’ said Hollie.







TWELVE DAYS BEFORE







MORNING




Fayth woke at sunrise. Her dad would already be up. Brooke would already be on her way to college. Hollie would wake up at some point, but when would depend on what time she’d fallen asleep – a regular sleeping pattern had never been her thing. 

Fayth slid on her mule slippers, pulled on her purple dressing gown, and went downstairs. Her dad was sitting in the living room, watching the news and drinking tea.

‘Morning,’ she said.

‘Morning. There’s a brew in the pot.’

‘Thanks.’ She made her way into the kitchen and poured herself some tea. Returning to the living room, she sat on the sofa and propped her feet up on the coffee table. The film segment had just started, and they were at the premiere of Trinity Gold’s new film, On the Straight and Narrow, about the girlfriend of a drug lord who was trying to keep him clean. And she was being interviewed with her boyfriend, Liam York.

Fayth shifted closer to the TV. ‘Can you turn it up a bit please, Dad?’

She’d been a fan of Liam York’s ever since he’d starred in her favourite childhood film, Rescue Rover, about a neglected dog that befriended an orphaned boy. He was her first celebrity crush, and she was still enamoured with him fifteen years later. She felt slightly guilty about it, but not that guilty. He was a cute child star that had grown into one of Hollywood’s biggest stars, but to Fayth, he still looked like a puppy. He had big, brown eyes that could talk you into anything, and floppy dark brown hair that fell over – and often into – his eyes. He often had his hands in his pockets, and his signature move was flicking his hair from his face. 

Trinity clung to Liam’s right arm, an unmoving smile plastered over her elfin face.

Her dad reached for the remote and turned up the TV.

‘Thanks for taking the time to talk to us, we really appreciate it,’ said the interviewer in her RP accent. She wore a blue coat, her hands covered by matching leather gloves.

‘Oh, it’s no problem,’ said Trinity, touching the interviewer’s arm.

‘So tell us Trinity, who are you wearing tonight?’

‘My dress—’ black, sleeveless, frilly, ‘—is Vivienne Westwood. My shoes—’ gold gladiator sandals, ‘—are Jimmy Choo, and the necklace—’ long gold chain ‘—is from Tiffany’s. The bracelet—’ tennis bracelet ‘—is one that Liam designed for me.’ She held it up to the camera. It sparkled in the light of the flashing cameras.

The interviewer nodded in approval. ‘He’s got taste.’

‘Hasn’t he?’ said Trinity, straightening Liam’s tie. 

What was she doing? It wasn’t even squiff.

‘So tell me Trinity, what preparation did you do for your role? Did you have to go on a special diet?’

Liam readjusted his tie back to how it had been. Fayth snorted.

Trinity nodded. ‘Yeah. I went on the Atkins.’ 

Idiot. Carbs were not the enemy.

‘It was tough, but Liam helped me through it.’ She squeezed his arm. ‘He’s very supportive.’ 

He gave a small smile. She kissed his cheek.

Liam was so cute. The interviewer needed to hurry up and talk to him instead of Trinity.

‘That’s so cute!’ cooed the interviewer. ‘Did you have a particular scene or outfit you had to prepare for?’

‘There’s this one scene where I go for a swim and lose my string bikini. I emerge from the pool naked – you don’t see anything, just my back – and that took a lot of work. Lots of squats! The bikini I wear in that scene is gorgeous. It’s gold and sparkles, like me!’

Fayth had never been sure what to make of Trinity. Sometimes she could act, sometimes she couldn’t. Sometimes she was interesting in interviews, sometimes she got asked asinine questions about her diet.

‘Sounds gorgeous!’ said the interviewer.

‘It is! I’m a little nervous at seeing it, though. I worked really hard on that scene so I’m hoping it’s turned out well.’

‘Oh, I’m sure it has,’ said the interviewer. Finally, she turned to Liam: ‘So Liam, now that the Highwater films are over, what’ve you been up to? You seem to have fallen off the grid lately.’ 

Highwater was an epic fantasy film series Liam and Trinity had starred in together. Liam had played an explorer called Eric, whose helicopter crashed in the Amazon. Trinity’s healer character, Melitha, had helped save him. A romance between the two of them ensued until the third and final film, where it was revealed that Melitha was the Big Bad, and was secretly trying to kill him.

‘I wouldn’t say I’ve fallen off the grid, just taken a step back from movies. I’m in a play on Broadway right now called Mortalis. It’s about a soldier from World War II.’ His face and body seemed to reanimate. His eyes had their spark back; he moved his hands as he spoke.

‘The reviews have been pretty good, right?’

‘They’ve been more than “pretty good”, they’ve been brilliant!’ chimed Trinity, a proud smile on her face. She placed a hand on his chest.

Liam nodded, flashing the interviewer a shy smile. Why was he so cute?

‘Any plans to return to the big screen?’ asked the interviewer.

‘Not right now. I’m enjoying the change of pace and interacting with fans at conventions,’ he said.

This disappointed Fayth. She had every one of his films on DVD, but nothing compared to seeing him on screen in something new.

‘That’s right! You’re a big hit on the convention circuit, aren’t you?’

He blushed, lowering his head a little. ‘I enjoy it. The fans are really dedicated, and it’s great fun meeting them all.’

Trinity moved the hand that had clung to his arm to the back of his neck and caressed it. ‘They’re so much fun!’

Liam moved her hand so that it rested on his shoulder instead. Fayth leaned forwards a little more.

‘When’s the next one?’

‘HighCon’s in New York in a couple weeks, I think,’ said Liam. HighCon was the big Highwater convention that was held in a different location each year. Fayth had always wanted to go, but she’d never had the time. Or the money.

‘Awesome! No doubt your fans will be looking forward to it. Will you be there too, Trinity?’

‘Of course! We’re doing a Q&A together.’ She beamed at the camera.

‘Sounds like fun! It’s been a pleasure talking to you both. Good luck with the film and play!’

‘I just don’t get it,’ said her dad, lowering the volume on the TV. ‘You’ve been in love with this lad since you were a kid, and he’s never once got his hair cut short enough that it doesn’t poke him in the damn eye.’

Fayth laughed. ‘It doesn’t suit him shorter.’ He’d had a buzz cut for a rom com he did before Highwater. He hadn’t looked like himself. It looked…wrong. She decided not to mention this to her dad. He wouldn’t care anyway.

‘If you say so.’ He pushed himself out of the armchair. ‘Want some toast?’

‘No thanks. I’m not hungry yet.’

He walked to the kitchen door, his hand hovering over the handle when he reached it. He turned back to Fayth, a pensive expression on his unshaven face. ‘Why don’t you and Hollie go away for a few days? She looks like she needs it.’ 

He was right: Hollie looked even paler than usual, the purple bags under her eyes difficult for any amount of make-up to hide. Her last-minute dye job covered her faded hair and roots, but her hair still lacked the lustre it had once had. Fayth had a feeling that if she truly looked at her own reflection, she’d look pretty similar. She hadn’t bothered to look. What was the point? It wasn’t like she had anyone to impress.

‘With what money, Dad?’

‘You know what money,’ he said, leaning against the display cabinet by the door.

Fayth shook her head.

‘Why not?’

‘It’s not for that.’

‘Then what is it for?’

She hoped that if she stashed it for long enough, it would show whoever was in control up there just how important her mum and sister were to her, and bring them back. Except it didn’t work like that, and it was a dumb thing for an atheist to think anyway.

‘Think about it,’ he said, disappearing into the kitchen.

Fayth stood up and took her tea back upstairs. She did need a holiday. And she’d never been abroad before. And Hollie wouldn’t take much convincing. Not after the week she’d had.

Could she really justify using the money for a holiday? Was that an acceptable use for her inheritance? What was an acceptable use for it?

Hollie was sitting up in bed, sketching, when Fayth re-entered. 

‘Do you ever stop?’ asked Fayth.

‘Not lately. What do you think?’ She turned her sketchpad around. On it was a long, flowing black coat. At a glance, it could easily be mistaken for a cloak.

‘It looks perfect for this weather,’ said Fayth. ‘When are you going to make me one?’

Hollie turned the sketchpad back around, her left hand moving as she adjusted the design. ‘When you ask me nicely.’

‘Asking nicely.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ she said, smirking.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ said Fayth, perching on the end of the bed.

‘That sounds dangerous,’ said Hollie, glancing up from her sketchbook.

Fayth folded her arms, glaring at Hollie and waiting for her to look up. When she did so, Fayth kept her face deadpan.

‘You were saying?’ probed Hollie.

‘What if I had some money we could use to go on holiday?’

She lowered her sketchbook. A hopeful glint flashed in her eye. ‘I’m listening.’

‘Dad suggested we use the inheritance.’

‘And how do you feel about that?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Fayth, ‘but what else am I going to spend it on?’

Hollie shrugged. ‘It’s up to you, it’s your money. Where did you have in mind?’







DAY ONE





AFTERNOON


‘I can’t believe they lost my fucking suitcase,’ said Hollie as she climbed out of the taxi. She froze, blocking the door so that Fayth couldn’t get out.

‘What’s wrong?’ Fayth asked, trying to poke her head through a gap so that she could see.

‘It’s…crowded…’

Their hotel was in Midtown, the most tourist-ridden area of New York. This meant they got a good price at the last minute to get them in, but everywhere was likely to be swarming with people. Crowds in New York were on a completely different scale to what Hollie was used to. How was she going to cope? 

Fayth pushed her aside so that she could get out. Hollie’s hands were curled into fists, her expression like someone had taken her photo and dazzled her with the flash. Had a trip to New York with someone who was afraid of crowds really been a good idea? Fayth rubbed Hollie’s arm with the back of her hand. ‘You’ll be OK,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ said Hollie, her voice and expression absent. 

She had to get used to it whether she liked it or not.

‘Your suitcase will too.’

‘Mmm.’ Hollie stared into nothing.

Fayth clicked in front of her face. ‘Snap out of it. You’ll be fine.’

‘What?’ Hollie flinched. She stared at Fayth, her eyeballs threatening to jump from their sockets.

‘Your suitcase will turn up,’ said Fayth. ‘They said it should be on a flight
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